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Ned Bear The Art ist

THE ARTIST
Masks of Ned Bear: “Pawakon” 

— Spirit-guides of Nature

Ned Bear

Ned Bear’s carved wooden masks are well
known in New Bruns wick and beyond; his rep u -
ta tion for cre at ing spir ited pieces is grow ing
inter na tion ally. He cur rently resides within the
city of Fred er ic ton, New Bruns wick. His late
father was a Plains Cree from Muskoday First
Nations, just out side Prince Albert, Sas katch e -
wan, and met Ned’s mother while sta tioned in
New Bruns wick before being sent to France in
World War II. Com ing from a fam ily of nine
sib lings, Bear recalls that his fam ily barely sur -
vived finan cially. His father was wounded in the 
war and received a meagre pen sion, and his
mother sup ple mented this with house keep ing
work and childcare.

Today, Bear attrib utes his artis tic out look to his boy hood expe ri ence of liv ing
in abject pov erty. “I believe these life events of scar city in mate rial pos ses sions
did affect my worldview per cep tion. This, of course, reflects upon my cre ative
approach and how I attempt to express my artis tic con cepts, which are essen tially
spir i tual in nature, or per haps I can say spirits of nature.”

Bear has always felt a com mu nion with var i ous spir i tual aspects of life that
were close to his her i tage. As a young boy, Ned was play ing within the com mu -
nity when he came across a white-haired Native Elder carv ing in his work -
shop. Imme di ately he felt a call ing to stop and observe this old man. As he did
so, he began to feel very calm and reas sured, and knew at once that he had it in
his heart and soul to be a carver also. For Bear, this was an extraor di nary hap -
pen ing and he con sid ered it as a very per sonal epiph any. To this day, he is still
not quite sure if this event really occurred, or if it was actu ally a wak ing dream
or vision. Which ever it was, the expe ri ence inspired Bear and he became deter -
mined to become an accom plished carver. With lit tle or no sup port he pur sued
this vision, and has been an accom plished art ist of nat u ral media for the past 20
years.

Bear received for mal train ing at the New Bruns wick Col lege of Craft and
Design in Fred er ic ton, and was the first Aborig i nal stu dent to grad u ate from that
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insti tu tion. He cred its George Fry (for mer Direc tor of the school and a close per -
sonal friend) for mak ing a major dif fer ence in his artis tic career. About to give up 
on his aca demic stud ies, Bear was per suaded by Mr. Fry to return and con tinue
his stud ies; Ned even tu ally grad u ated with Hon ours. Ned pur sued fur ther stud ies
in Native & Fine Arts at the Sas katch e wan Indian Fed er ated Col lege (now known 
as The First Nations Uni ver sity of Can ada) in Regina, Sas katch e wan, and then
moved on to study at The Nova Sco tia Col lege of Art and Design, in Hal i fax,
Nova Sco tia. He holds a Bach e lor of Edu ca tion degree from Uni ver sity of New
Bruns wick with his major in Native Arts; with this dis ci pline always being his
choice, he also continued to pursue a master’s degree in Art Education.

Bear’s focus is on giv ing a con tem po rary inter pre ta tion to tra di tional spir i tual
beliefs. He expresses this in sculpted masks of var i ous wood types, and also works 
in carv ing fig ure-forms into mar ble or var ied lime stones. Ned has been involved in 
the research, pro duc tion and play ing of the tra di tional Native Amer i can flute and
hand-drum. Among other pro fes sional involve ments, he is Co-Chair of ‘Na tions in
a Cir cle’, an East coast First Nation art ist-sup port orga ni za tion. Ned con tin ues to
par tic i pate in numer ous national and regional solo and group art shows, pre sent -
ing artworks that are guided by his sense of spir i tual val ues got ten from his
Native back ground and from his keen inter est and per son ally ded i cated stud ies in
‘Tao ism’ — a com pre hen sive east ern phi los o phy.

He is cur rently teach ing part-time the art of Native-flute mak ing and play ing
to stu dents of the music depart ment at the Leo Hayes High School in Fred er ic -
ton. He also recently received a research fel low ship from the ‘Smith so nian Insti -
tute’, New York City, set to hap pen this fall, and was also awarded with Can ada
Coun cil sup port to carve sev eral ‘pawakon’ (spirit-help ers) along a his toric Native
trail in New Bruns wick.

Ned Bear
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Edi tor’s Com ments Edi tor’s Com ments

Edi tor’s Com ments

Wel come to the tenth issue of the Jour nal of Aborig i nal Eco nomic
Devel op ment. Fol low ing in the tra di tion of the pre vi ous nine issues,
we once again pres ent an inter est ing cross-sec tion of aca demic anal -
y ses, com mu nity-based sto ries exam in ing best prac tices in Aborig i nal 
eco nomic devel op ment, while offer ing a new sec tion that per mits
schol ars to share their work ing papers and col lected data in the
form of research notes.

This issue is our most diverse from an inter na tional per spec tive. 
Schol ars from Can ada, Aus tra lia and Ban gla desh have cho sen to
share their research with the larger Indig e nous and inter na tional
com mu nity of Aborig i nal eco nomic devel op ment prac ti tio ners. As
evi denced by a num ber of con tri bu tions to this issue, we are wit -
ness ing not only spike in inter est among schol ars inter ested in shar -
ing their eco nomic devel op ment sto ries, but these same authors see
the Jour nal of Aborig i nal Eco nomic Devel op ment as an impor tant
medium enabling a dia logue to ensue that also helps main tain the
flow of infor ma tion through the writ ten word.

There are also con tri bu tions detail ing the Cana dian expe ri ence
rang ing from inter views con ducted with nom i nees for CANDO’s eco -
nomic devel oper awards to a case study exam in ing a First Nations
sum mer employ ment pro gram to inves ti ga tions into how we can
inte grate Indig e nous val ues into both man age ment pro cesses and our 
day-to-day inter ac tions that in turn impact eco nomic devel op ment.
We endeavour to offer a wide vari ety of Aborig i nal eco nomic devel -
op ment expe ri ences, and we hope that we have once again suc -
ceeded in this mis sion.
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Edi tor’s Intro duc tion Les sons from Expe ri ence

Edi tor’s Intro duc tion

Gifting is an awe some per spec tive in liv ing life in a good way. This
sec tion offers the gift of expe ri ence to those who are fol low ing in
the path of eco nomic devel op ment. It is a won der ful oppor tu nity to
glimpse some of the expe ri ences peo ple from across the coun try
have lived. Read ers may be inspired or cau tioned with some of the
sto ries. They may be so excited about the infor ma tion as to reach
out to the authors and inter view ees. That is part of the value of this 
sec tion, it can be taken and made into a num ber of very use ful
oppor tu ni ties. We need those oppor tu ni ties and we need to hear the 
voices of those who are work ing hard in this field.

Inter views with the eco nomic devel oper award nom i nees dem on -
strate the range and the depth of insight that our senior busi ness
and polit i cal lead ers have gained in the field of eco nomic devel op -
ment. BC’s Maynard Angus offers suc cess in resource devel op ment
through the Resource Access and Infor ma tion pro gram. Chief Darcy 
Bear lives in a small com mu nity with big plans. They have a world-
class golf course and a casino-hotel com plex is under way. Con struc -
tion is a dynamic indus try and Gary Swite from BC shares infor ma -
tion about his years of expe ri ence. A small iso lated com mu nity has
a chance to part ner with a larg e dia mond min ing com pany. Chief
Mike Car pen ter shares their expe ri ences in mak ing the part ner ship a 
strong one.

Ques tions about busi ness val ues and Aborig i nal val ues often are 
neglected given the demands for start ing new busi nesses. It is
incred i bly grat i fy ing to inte grate val ues into their busi nesses as noted 
by two women Aborig i nal entre pre neurs with dif fer ent styles but the 
same under ly ing nur tur ing of spirit. Wuttunee, Loustel and Over all
offer case stud ies and a con text for think ing about cor po rate social
respon si bil ity with its con nec tion to Aborig i nal val ues.

Finally, Oppenheimer, O’Connell, Hester, and Oesterreich focus 
on our youth and a suc cess ful sum mer pro gram called Kahnawake
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Sherry Baxter Inter view with the Nom i nees in CANDO’s Eco nomic Devel oper Awards

INTERVIEW WITH THE NOMINEES
IN CANDO’S

ECONOMIC DEVELOPER AWARDS

Sherry Baxter

Walk ing a mile or two in another’s boots is not
an easy task. Some sense of the walk that
CANDO’s four nom i nees in the Eco nomic
Devel oper Awards have fol lowed is pre sented in
the fol low ing inter views. Their words offer a
glimpse into their expe ri ences and are aimed at
those who are com ing behind with new ideas
and approaches to eco nomic devel op ment in
Aborig i nal com mu ni ties.

Please enjoy the words of Maynard Angus
from Brit ish Colum bia; Gary Swite, also from
Brit ish Colum bia; Chief Darcy Bear from
 Saskatchewan; and Chief Mike Car pen ter from
Ontario.

INTERVIEW WITH MAYNARD
ANGUS, KINCOLITH FIRST
NATIONS, BC

Sherry: I am here with Maynard Angus and he
was nom i nated for the indi vid ual cat e gory for
the Eco nomic Devel oper of the Year Award.
Con grat u la tions on your nom i na tion.

Maynard: Thank you.

Sherry: I just have a few ques tions for you that
I’d like to ask. Now first of all, I’d like to ask

you to describe where you are from and your
com mu nity.

Maynard: Well, I reside in Prince Rupert, which 
is the com mu nity North, on the North Coast of
Brit ish Colum bia. My home town is Kincolith,
which is a First Nations com mu nity approx i -
mately 60 miles North on the Coast. That’s
pretty well where I grew up.

Sherry: I would like for you to out line the pro -
jects that you’ve started or have been a part of.

Maynard: Well, there have been many pro jects.
One of the pro jects that really is high lighted
is the RAIN pro ject which is, which stands
for Resource Access and Infor ma tion Net work.
That, I was the ini ti a tor of that, and the pur -
pose of that pro ject was to build capac ity with
indi vid u als and with the com mu ni ties around
Internet access, which of course would allow the
com mu nity to develop websites indi vid u ally with -
out  having small busi nesses or arti sans that can
develop their own websites, and those that are
look ing for jobs for job-search ers. And, of
course, every thing that comes along with hav ing
high speed Internet. That was the main pur pose
of that. And, of course, hav ing, bring ing on part -
ners such as the First Nations com mu ni ties, the
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orga ni za tions, the library, the school dis trict, the
Cham ber of Com merce, and so forth, allowed us 
to lever age fund ing from the gov ern ment of
Can ada and the gov ern ment of Brit ish Colum bia, 
where approx i mately in total I think we were
able to bring in just under a mil lion dol lars on a 
pro ject. That is prob a bly the high light. It still
oper ates today. It’s taken us two years to get the 
pro ject going only because we had other activ ity
hap pen ing, but that par tic u lar pro ject con tin ues
to run today. The col lege has stepped up and
has hired a full-time indi vid ual in one of the
com mu ni ties and part-time in a cou ple of the
other com mu ni ties where they now con tinue that 
par tic u lar pro ject. So, that’s one of them.

Other pro jects that we’ve ini ti ated include a
skills inven tory and gap anal y sis with the com mu -
ni ties. We’re look ing at what the skill inven tory
is there; we’re basi cally look ing at indi vid u als
that have reached, say, grade 10, 11, and 12,
how many grad u ates, how many have degrees,
how many have trade, how many are cer ti fied in 
dif fer ent trades and so forth. We’re doing a gap
anal y sis on indus try — health, edu ca tion, indus -
trial, and com pa nies in the ser vice indus try — 
were the gaps are today, and where they will be
in three years and in five years. What we really
want to do because of the aging pop u la tion and
because of the growth in the Aborig i nal com mu -
ni ties, espe cially in our com mu ni ties, and the
high unem ploy ment that’s there, we want to be
able to say, spe cif i cally, here is an area of
trades that, you know, if you go to school today, 
there’s three com pa nies right now look ing for
mill wrights for exam ple. So we’re in the pro cess
of doing that. And that’s really at the end of the 
day I think is to get not only First Nations, but
every body that do not have the proper train ing
edu ca tion to begin to look and say there are job 
opportunities. So that’s the goal on that one.

In a nut shell, the other pro jects are infra -
struc ture pro jects where we’ve accessed just
over 12 mil lion dol lars in pro ject fund ing. They
are for com mu ni ties that need to update their
docks and the wharf. This does n’t sound like a
big deal, but it’s like tak ing a main high way
away from your com mu nity. You can’t get in and 
out of your com mu nity because now that infra -
struc ture’s not there. Other pro jects are around
cul tural tour ism, a grow ing indus try of long
houses, totem poles and tour ists attrac tions on
islands where com mu ni ties are now pre served.

The muse ums that had expan sion funded. We’ve
cre ated a foun da tion and now we’re creating
human capacity.

Sherry: What do you feel are the major impacts
that you’ve had on your com mu nity through
these pro jects.

Maynard: The major impact has come around
the RAIN pro ject. With the RAIN pro ject, you
can iden tify the peo ple that actu ally got train ing
and here are the peo ple who actu ally moved
on. So those peo ple that took train the trainer
courses then took courses on net work ing and on
dig i tal equip ment and so forth, and were able to 
move on and get hired by com pa nies, and oth ers 
were hired by the bands. That’s prob a bly the
most imme di ate impact I’ve seen.

Sherry: Out line some of the suc cesses and chal -
lenges that you’ve had.

Maynard: OK. I would say that keep ing in line
with com mu nity eco nomic devel op ment is the
main chal lenge. I’d say the chal lenge that I’ve
seen has been around pol i tics. I never really
under stood what pol i tics was all about until I
joined Com mu nity Futures. I did n’t even know
what it meant, and the fact that you always
hear people com ment on “Indian pol i tics.” It was 
the big gest chal lenge to get over because when
Com mu nity Futures opened up, I was the man -
ager and First Nations and at the time I was
deal ing with the First Nations com mu ni ties and
the non-First Nations com mu ni ties. The First
Nations com mu ni ties are say ing, you need to
come over here and help us, right. The non-First 
Nations com mu ni ties are say ing, well, this is not
just about First Nations, you have to help every -
body. Try ing to find a bal ance and a happy
medium between com mu ni ties is a huge chal -
lenge, remem ber ing that 71 per cent of our ser -
vice area is First Nations.

The gov ern ment said we need to keep those 
num bers rel a tive, so if you’re spend ing 10 per
cent of your time with the First Nation com mu -
ni ties because you’re so busy with what’s going
on in the city, then you need to change that. It’s 
try ing to explain that to your com mu ni ties that
the gov ern ment is the one giv ing us fund ing for
the pro gram so we need to fol low the direc tion
that they want us to go.
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What you’re not up on, you’re down on and 
it is about try ing to help both sides under stand
the needs of the other side. You know you’re
not out there to save the world but you’re try ing 
to min i mize, you know, pol i tics. So I brought the 
groups and orga ni za tions together, and basi cally
explained the sit u a tion, This is what goes on in
this com mu nity and this is why when you go into 
a com mu nity and some one dies, noth ing hap -
pens, and here are the rea sons, right, respect
and so forth. I try to take the First Nations into 
the city and meet with the dif fer ent groups and
orga ni za tions and say, OK, if we’re not respond -
ing fast enough to you, don’t feel like there’s
prej u dice going on here because that’s not the
case. These are the rea sons why. Just bring ing
them together some times just for the sake of
hav ing lunch and meet ing each other and get ting 
to know each other, and com mu ni cat ing a lit tle
bit brings down the bar ri ers in their think ing.
So that was a chal lenge. That went on for the
first cou ple of years, believe me, it was a real
challenge.

What are the suc cesses? I guess over com ing
those chal lenges. They’re really the suc cesses
because they allowed me to move things for ward 
with every body. You know, I mean chal lenges, of 
course, are still there and always will be. Any -
time you’re deal ing with human beings, right,
you’re fac ing chal lenges because every body’s so
dif fer ent, every body has their own beliefs, and
every one wants to go in their own direc tion, and, 
so every day’s a chal lenge in that respect.

Sherry: What are your future plans?

Maynard: My back ground came from nutri tion,
ther a peu tic rec re ation. I grew up work ing at my
par ent’s gen eral store — we always had to spend
time either in the eve ning or after school to
look after the store. I opened up a busi ness
when I was 24 years old, which still oper ates
today.

I got into this type of career only because I
wanted to con trib ute to the First Nations com -
mu ni ties. It was always word on the street that
they never get a chance to par tic i pate in groups
and orga ni za tions and even fund ing that comes
avail able. I thought I can help out there, so I
did.

I’ve always felt that I needed you know, just 
a boost. I need to go back to school to under -

stand a lit tle bit more so I could do some thing
as a Gen eral Man ager. I mean that’s cer tainly
chal leng ing in itself because you have to under -
stand every aspect of your cor po ra tion. You
know, it’s like jack of all trades. I’ve been want -
ing for the last five years to go back to school
but its dif fi cult. I have a fam ily, and it’s hard to
just do that. So I’m look ing at actu ally a cou ple, 
I took, I’ve taken some online courses with
Royal Roads Uni ver sity on Lead er ship Man age -
ment into their cer tif i ca tion called International
Trade.

Sherry: What advice that you would give to
other eco nomic devel op ers.

Maynard: I would say that some thing as sim ple
as lis ten ing is the great est advice I can give any -
one. I say that because you’re deal ing with com -
mu ni ties and then you’re deal ing with indi vid u als. 
I remem ber I was in a meet ing a long time ago
of a regional team of sales peo ple. They talked
about what they said to the cli ent to get the
sale. The major ity of them don’t suc ceed because 
the prob lem is they’re think ing, “What am I
going to say, what am I going to say, what am I
going to say?” As opposed to what am I going
to lis ten for? When you’re talk ing, you’re not lis -
ten ing. Those who lis ten and hear what the
needs are can come back and sell accord ing to
what cli ent needs.

My advice would be to really lis ten and
under stand first what the com mu nity is all about, 
what the peo ple are all about, and then don’t
change any thing, espe cially if you join an orga ni -
za tion. Observe and under stand as much as you
can about the com mu nity or about the indi vid u -
als. From there, you can begin to make sug ges -
tions and deci sions and say, “this is how you can 
prob a bly do things better.”

I read a book called His Needs, Her Needs
and the book was writ ten by a psy chol o gist who
became a mar riage coun sellor. It talks about
when you go to the bank, you either make a
deposit or a with drawal. When two peo ple meet
they make depos its. He says, “Oh, I like your
glasses.” So he’s just made a deposit. And she
gives him a com pli ment about his shoes or
some thing. Pretty soon these com pli ments go
back and forth and the wed ding bells start to
ring, and they’ve filled up the bank account.
Usu ally when you meet peo ple you ask ques tions 
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and they do all the talk ing about their fam ily.
They feel good about them selves. I notice that
when I do lis ten at com mu nity meet ings, I’ve
made depos its. It becomes eas ier to work with
peo ple. At the end of the day, that’s what you’re 
doing, right, you’re working with people.

It’s human nature I guess because we’re
so quick to want to tell peo ple how should
be done. You know, when you go into a First
Nations com mu nity, they say, “how can you
come in and tell us what to do when you don’t
even live, when you don’t know...”. But some -
times First Nations peo ple are quick to do it
them selves, you know, right? So it’s try ing to
help them under stand that, even our Elders tell,
lis ten to what we have to say. Same story.

Sherry: Thank you very much. Con grat u la tions
on your nom i na tion.

INTERVIEW WITH CHIEF DARCY
BEAR, WHITECAP DAKOTA FIRST
NATION, SASKATCHEWAN

Sherry: Wel come Chief Darcy Bear. Please
describe your com mu nity.

Darcy: Well, we’re Dakota and we’re located
about 20 min utes from down town Saskatoon. We 
have about 490 band mem bers, and approx i -
mately half or 240 live in our com mu nity. We
pride our selves on account abil ity, gov er nance,
and trans par ency. I’ve been the Chief for 12
years and we’ve had 11 sur plus bud gets. We had 
one def i cit bud get in ’97 on the hope of the
sum mer games. It’s the only blem ish we have.
Cur rently we have a cumu la tive sur plus, and
that’s part of hav ing a strong, account able foun -
da tion. It also when you’re look ing for ward and
try ing to attract busi ness to your com mu nity in
order to build gov er nance struc tures.

Sherry: Describe some recent com mu nity suc -
cesses.

Darcy: One of our proud est suc cesses is Dakota
Dunes Golf Links. As a small com mu nity, our
resources are lim ited. Look ing at what our
oppor tu ni ties were and our loca tion, we’re right
beside the larg est mar ket in Sas katch e wan, which 
is Saskatoon, and we also enjoy a really strong
rela tion ship with the City of Saskatoon and have 

a good rela tion ship with the city, the Mayor, his
coun cil and sur round ing munic i pal i ties.

It is hard to mar ket your land as the Indian 
Act is just so archaic. It goes back to 1867. It
does not allow you to mar ket your lands and
you have to go through the lease sys tem so
the Min is try has to approve every lease. So
when this First Nations Land Man age ment Act
came along, Bill C-49, a piece of new leg is la tion
that allowed us to self-gov ern our lands and
zone our own lands through com mu nity involve -
ment we took advan tage. We have zoned cer tain 
areas, resort, com mer cial, we can issue com mer -
cial lease hold inter ests. Now we can actu ally
attract busi ness into our com mu nity. So, that was 
one of the chal lenges we faced and that was the
way we over came it, was through that piece of
leg is la tion.

Dakota Dunes has a busi ness plan and a
fea si bil ity study that we used to raise cap i tal.
The chal lenge of being a small com mu nity was
lack of cap i tal. We had to seek a part ner and
that included Muskeg Lake First Nation. We
have a joint ven ture non-profit fund rais ing body
called Dakota Cree Sports that fund raises for
youth activ i ties between our two com mu ni ties. So 
we had that long stand ing rela tion ship with them
and so we brought for ward that busi ness plan
and they did their own due diligence.

We also approached the Lac LaRonge
Indian band since we already jointly owned a
mechan i cal com pany at the time. And so, we
shared our pro ject with them as well and from
there it was up to the com mu ni ties. Pol i tics is an 
issue ... why would you want to invest in another 
com mu nity. They got some of that. At the end
of the day we all looked at the busi ness plan
and it made a lot of sense.

We’re very for tu nate that at the time that
Min is ter Nault had an eco nomic devel op ment
pro gram, which pro vided some Seed money to
First Nation pro jects, pro vid ing they were via ble
and met all the tests, etc. We met every test that 
they threw at us and all kinds of hoops. Had
about three trips to Ottawa to meet with Min is -
ter Nault, and finally we did land a pro ject and
got secured INAC fund ing of about $1.39 mil -
lion. We all had to kick in our share.

In our orig i nal busi ness plan we indi cated
that we would lose money a small amount of
money in our first two years. Actu ally, we’ve
been prof it able in our first two years of oper a -
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tion, and this is our third year of oper a tion and
again we will be prof it able this year. So, all our
part ners around the table are happy. It’s pro -
vided employ ment oppor tu ni ties, of 60 jobs and
70% are First Nations. For some it has been a
step ping stone for them to go on to other trades 
or to school so it has been good in that regard.
We’ve also had some that have been there since
day one.

The course is in excel lent con di tion thanks
to our Super in ten dent, but also his main te nance
staff. I think every one’s proud of it. To have a
mag a zine such as Golf Digest, which is read
world wide by golf ers name it the Best New
Course in Can ada for 2005 is an hon our. No
other course in Sas katch e wan has ever received,
and we’re the first to receive that hon our.

Our next suc cess is the casino pro ject. The
pro ject was orig i nally brought to down town
Saskatoon and the cit i zens voted it out, so we
became plan A. So as we always do, we cer tainly 
took it to our mem ber ship to just let them know 
there’s an oppor tu nity to bring this casino to our 
com mu nity and is that some thing they want?
Because it is gam ing there are pros and cons.
This is a free coun try we live in and  people can
make their own choices, pro vided they are mak -
ing the right, edu cated choices, it’s fine.

It’s no dif fer ent than going to a bar or a
liquor store since peo ple choose to drink respon -
si bly or they can abuse it, or they don’t have to
drink at all. Sim i larly with gam bling, you can
gam ble respon si bly or some peo ple abuse it, and 
hope fully there’s some that don’t gam ble. There
are other things to inside a casino, you know,
besides gambling.

So it’s another good pro ject mov ing for ward. 
It’s under con struc tion. It’s about 40 per cent
com plete. It’s about a $67-mil lion pro ject, cre ated 
under 550 jobs, and of course now the next thing 
is going to be the hotel pro ject mov ing for ward.
We put the rec om men da tions in from the stud ies 
we’ve done that start with 100 rooms and build
so that we can expand another hun dred, and
again that’s going to cre ate another 90 jobs, just
from the hotel pro ject. In a per fect world we’ll
have it built and run ning and oper a tional by the
fall of 2008. The casino is fall of 2007. But as I
say, in a per fect world, pro vided there’s no snags 
such as grant-seek ing, road blocks with part ners
involved or legal i ties. One part ner might want to
see some thing dif fer ent inside the agree ment.

Those kind of things hap pen, but that’s all part
of busi ness. We just con tinue to move for ward.

There are other spin off oppor tu ni ties
such as retail pro jects, an indus trial park, town -
house condo devel op ments etc. Even tu ally we
will have prob a bly be one of the larg est employ -
ers in the area, just out side of Saskatoon. So
that’s awe some. And it’s not just our peo ple that 
ben e fit. It’s other First Nations, peo ple in the
whole area and we all work together, we all
part ner together. The casino is a part ner ship of
all 74 First Nations, you know, together that
share the rev e nue in that casino. The build ing is 
owned by our selves and six oth ers in our tribal
coun cil, you know. So a lot of part ner ships, a lot 
of work ing together and I think that’s what it’s
going to take to move things for ward. We all
have cap i tal but when we pool our resources
together we can do great things.

Sherry: What chal lenges have you faced?

Darcy: All our busi nesses are First Nations-
owned busi nesses. I think one of the chal lenges
out there is to edu cate the non-First Nations
busi ness com mu nity that there is oppor tu ni ties
out there on First Nations land and that they
can look at long-term leases. The Uni ver sity
of Sas katch e wan owns some prop erty here in
Saskatoon and have all the big box stores like
Cana dian Tire and Mark’s Work Ware house,
all the big busi nesses are on their land with 49
year com mer cial lease hold inter est. The Uni ver -
sity still main tains own er ship of the land.

I think once the busi ness com mu nity makes
com par i sons, looks at the sim i lar tax sys tems we
have in place we will inter est them in our retail
area and our indus trial park. So those are some
of the chal lenges we’re fac ing, it’s just mar ket ing 
and edu cat ing the busi ness community.

One other thing is that we found banks as
well have to be edu cated. Some banks already
know the sys tem. Peace Hills Trust is a trust
com pany but they know the sys tem. There are
other banks out there that are cer tainly aware
such as CIBC who was one of our first lend ers
for Dakota Dunes. It was real long exer cise to
get them to under stand how lease hold inter ests
work. So it’s just unfor tu nate that there isn’t
already a National body that does that for First
Nations; edu cates these banks and meets with all 
the major banks, instead of us hav ing to do it
indi vid u ally.
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Sherry: What about social chal lenges in the com -
mu nity?

Darcy: I think all the things we’re doing inside
our com mu nity is to cre ate oppor tu nity for our
mem bers. They always say the best social pro -
gram is a job. So the more jobs we have avail -
able, and I think the better off our com mu nity
mem bers are going to be. To get up in the
morn ing and have some thing to do, you know,
you care for your fam ily, you can look after your 
fam ily. The other thing is that kids learn from
that too. When they see mom and dad going to
work, mom and dad become really good role
mod els and the kids, when they grow up they
make that same deci sion; “I want to work too.
Mom and dad did.”

You know, that whole depend ency on social 
assis tance, I think it’s unfor tu nate that it hap -
pens, but we also had no econ omy inside our
bound aries. So there were no choices you know,
if you wanted to stay home on a reserve. Now
when we’re attract ing busi ness and bring ing busi -
ness to our com mu nity, peo ple do have oppor tu -
ni ties. And when you have oppor tu nity there’s
hope and we make better choices. It’s no dif fer -
ent than any body, any soci ety, any city or town.
If there’s no oppor tu nity you start to make the
wrong choices. But when you see some oppor tu -
ni ties, you see some hope, you want to make
that choice, you know, “This is what I want to
do, I want to help my fam ily, I want to take
care of them.”

Sherry: What are some of the core issues though 
that you are focus ing on. Right now you want to 
cre ate more oppor tu ni ties and more jobs. Do
you just want to keep going in that direc tion or
do you think there’s maybe some where you want 
to get and then you might move on to some -
thing else.

Darcy: Well, I think cer tainly you want to have a 
plan, planned growth and that’s one of the
things we’ve done is we have gone through an
exer cise of a five year plan, 10 year plan, and
then where we want to go. The growth cer tainly
has to be planned and also it has to be planned
within the com mu nity. As far as where we want
to go, one of the things we’d like to see is what
you would call a sus tain able com mu nity, you
know, where we’re not just reli ant on say gov -
ern ment trans fer pay ments.

We have basi cally sur passed what ever gov -
ern ment resources Indian Affairs is giv ing us.
You know, that’s one of our goals is to cre ate a 
sus tain able com mu nity through our tax sys tem,
through our land rev e nue, through our prof its
from the busi nesses that we cre ate. We cer tainly
want to become self-sus tain ing as one of our
visions, one of our goals. And we’re hope ful
that we’ll be there, well, you know, within the
next five to 10 years. And it’s already hap pen ing, 
you know slowly. We can turn around our rev e -
nue we gen er ate and rein vest it back into our
com mu nity. You know, all of our com mu ni ties
across the coun try, we don’t need resources from 
Indian Affairs for rec re ational facil i ties, etc., to
fur ther the, invest in our cul ture, our lan guage
pro grams, so a lot of the money would go back
towards those types of things and we could be
proud of who we are, we have to be proud
where we come from.

You know, that’s one of the things all of
our Elders teach us. You’ve always got to
remem ber where you are, where you come from, 
remem ber your peo ple, your lan guage, your cul -
ture; can’t for get those things. So there’s got to
be a bal ance all the time and I truly believe that 
yes, it’s good to be involved with busi ness and,
but still, we have to remem ber where we come
from. You know, in the past, our whole econ omy 
before Euro pean con tact was based on trade and 
hunt ing and espe cially Dakota it was the buf falo, 
which was a big part of our life, and the thing is 
those, these are gone. So how do we sur vive
now, and how do we cre ate oppor tu ni ties now?
Well, we have to be involved with eco nomic
devel op ment and we have to cre ate oppor tu ni ties 
our selves and sus tain able oppor tu ni ties. That’s
why when we cre ate a busi ness we’ve got to
make sure that we put it through all the tests,
make sure that those busi nesses are going to be
via ble busi nesses, to do our proper due dil i gence 
and we’ll be suc cess ful. Because if the busi nesses 
is suc cess ful and is prof it able, and that employ -
ment that is cre ated will be sus tain able into the
future. So the peo ple who are employed won’t
be laid off in the future, they’ll have their jobs.
So that’s what we want to see.

Sherry: So, it seems to me like this has been
rapid growth from your com mu nity. Would you
see it in terms of that, or have you been plan -
ning these things long-term?
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Darcy: I would n’t say it was rapid growth
because actu ally the golf course itself was some -
thing we started in, the idea came in 1999, and
so it took us about three years to secure all
fund ing, the part ners, and so on. From there of
course the con struc tion and all that and now
we’ve been oper a tional for our third year. But
it was actu ally under con struc tion for a cou ple
years to because we started late in the year so
part of our year went into the next year because 
you’ve got to work with the ground when
you’re building a golf course, so. It’s not where
as you’re build ing a mall you can build right
through the win ter. With a golf course, you’ve
got to build dur ing sum mer. Those are some of
the chal lenges, but once we got it to mar ket, it’s 
been awe some. Great recep tion of the course.
Every one that we bump into, even peo ple you
over hear in a res tau rant you know, talk ing about 
the course, there’s noth ing but good things to
say about it. That’s pos i tive.

Sherry: You did men tion that things are start ing 
to snow ball now, so you think growth is pick ing
up now?

Darcy: Any time there’s suc cess other peo ple start 
to have ques tions. We don’t turn any body away
and we’ll cer tainly lis ten to the ideas that come
out. You know, some of them maybe don’t fit
with us. Cer tainly if some body wants to set up,
an auto wreck ing plant, well, we don’t want to
see some thing like that because it’s harm ful to
the envi ron ment. Again, you’ve got to be picky
about what busi nesses you want to bring in to
the com mu nity. You have to have cri te ria, so
that’s one of the things that also has to be
estab lished; some cri te ria as far as the busi nesses 
you want to bring to the com mu nity that kind of 
thing. So, we’ll con tinue to lis ten to peo ple that
want to look at other busi nesses, and the ones
that are good and have the eth ics and things we
believe in, then yeah, we’ll see those things come 
into the com mu nity.

Sherry: What would be your advice to other
com mu nity eco nomic devel op ers? What do you
think are impor tant things for them to know?

Darcy: I can’t speak for any other com mu nity,
and I hope I don’t offend any body. But I always 
base it back to your own account abil ity. If you
don’t get your own finan cial house in order, it’s

very dif fi cult for you to go out to main stream
and then try to attract busi ness to your com mu -
nity because your own finan cial house should be
in order. And we were in the posi tion in the
past; I inher ited that type of mis man age ment
and every thing else. We put in a lot of pol i cies
and that in place, like even myself, I can’t go
and make a pur chase on my own. You know,
most times I don’t have that type of power, and
I don’t want that type of power either. You
know, they have finance com mit tees, we have
lev els of, as far as who signs off, there’s cer tainly 
got to be two sign ers. I can’t just go out and
obli gate my com mu nity to any deal; it’s got to
go through a cer tain pro cess.

And those are good things. Even our Elec -
tion Act, if you owe money to the band; like in
the past the things that were hap pen ing was
that there was large advances from Chief and
Coun cil. In the past and you know they’d give
an advance, not pay it back and they’d run at
the next elec tion and they’d do it again. So
we’ve changed all that. Even our Elec tion Act,
we’re one of the First Nations to have an Elec -
tion Act and we imple mented rules that say that 
if you owe the band money and you want to run 
in the elec tion, well then you’ve got to pay back
the money. It’s got to be a cer ti fied cheque,
cash, etc. So our com mu nity has imposed rules.
It shows integ rity on behalf of the lead er ship
and that we have to run a clean ship.

Like I said, we pride our selves on our
audits, unqual i fied audits. You know, when you
have a qual i fied audit then there’s some thing
wrong. When you have a qual i fied audit, they
could n’t find receipts for this or receipts for that, 
and that’s when they qual ify them. So unqual i -
fied, that’s a pos i tive thing, we pride our selves
on that. Our sur pluses, we’d like to have sur -
pluses. Even again, last year, we don’t need a
sur plus, but ran one any way. And just, to us it’s
a good thing, it’s good, when you have that base, 
there’s a lot of respect out there. The com mu -
nity respects you, peo ple respect you, that you
are run ning the sys tem that way. So, like I said,
one of the key foun da tions is to, for get ting
involved from our per spec tive is mak ing sure
your own house is in order, your own finan cial
house is in order. Then you can go out there
and you can start look ing at putt ing the tools in
place that you need. And again, each com mu nity 
is going to be dif fer ent. We’re for tu nate that
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we’re beside a major cen tre. You know, and not 
everybody’s going to have that luxury.

But cer tainly doing their own SWOT anal y -
sis — inter nally what are your strengths, what are 
your weak nesses, and exter nally, what are the
oppor tu ni ties and what are the threats, right?
And, look ing at it from that per spec tive, maybe
you’re sit u ated along a major high way. Maybe
you have huge unem ploy ment. Maybe there’s a
part ner ship for major man u fac tur ing to hap pen
right inside your com mu nity. Those kinds of
things. If you’re right along a major route that
can get infra struc ture in and develop a man u fac -
tur ing plant, maybe that’s what your good at.
Maybe it’s min ing like we saw this morn ing.
Maybe that’s what your strength is. Each com -
mu nity is going to be dif fer ent, we have to look
at where we’re sit u ated, what we can do, and
then how do we get there? Once we iden tify
the oppor tu ni ties and that, and how do we get
there? Again, it’s going to be dif fer ent for each
com mu nity. Maybe it’s leg is la tive change, maybe
it’s just infra struc ture, maybe it’s just a road
com ing into the com mu nity that has to be paved 
and strength ened so that trucks can come up
and down there. So, each community is going to
be different.

Maybe you are located right in the moun -
tains some where, where it’s beau ti ful and maybe
you have a ski resort or some thing, you know.
So, some body posed a ques tion to me one time,
“Do you rec om mend a golf course for every
com mu nity?” I said, “No, I don’t.” For us it
works because of the fact that we’re right beside 
a major mar ket. And those are the things you
have to look at. You know, it’s again mar ket
anal y sis; whether or not these pro jects are going
to be fea si ble or not. You know, and then even -
tu ally if it looks like it will, then you need to do 
focus groups and things, and the even tu ally a
busi ness plan and roll things for ward. But you
have to do your proper due dil i gence. But again, 
attract ing busi ness to each com mu nity, some times 
it can be dif fi cult. Maybe some times you find,
bands buying urban property.

I know Eng lish river has pur chased some
land just out side Saskatoon here and I know
they’re doing very well. Yeah, so again, that’s
their strat egy. Every body has to look at what
kind of strat egy they can come up with. Every
one is going to be unique. But again, we can
still share our ideas, because some of us might

be doing sim i lar things. Maybe it’s our leases
that are sim i lar. But maybe it’s just dif fer ent
pro jects that type of thing.

We were for tu nate that we went across the
coun try and met with a lot of First Nations, like
the Kamloops Indian band, Westbank, Osoyoos,
and oth ers in the States where just shar ing and
lis ten ing is key. What their suc cess was, what
were the keys to their suc cess? What were the
best prac tices? What were the chal lenges they
faced? When you hear those kinds of sto ries,
you can bring that home and use them, and turn 
around and use their best prac tices and put
them in place for your community.

Each com mu nity is dif fer ent. Some might
be more polit i cal, some might be less polit i cal.
Some could have sta ble envi ron ments, some
could have vol a tile. Some com mu ni ties might not 
want to have, like in our land code we put res i -
den tial leases, but some may say, “we don’t want 
that as a com mu nity.” So that’s fine. They don’t
have to have to put that in. They can say, “no
we don’t want that but we want com mer cial
leases.” Or maybe, “we don’t want that either, or 
maybe we don’t want the land code at all. We
want to go through the Indian Act, through the
head lease sys tem,” where the Min is ter signs off
and you can still do com mer cial busi ness on your 
reserve but the Min is ter will sign off on it.

So every com mu nity is going to be dif fer ent. 
It depends on the pol i tics and things, lead er ship, 
and it’s just the way we did things in White cap.
It just made sense to us as far as lease holds, and 
it gave us con trol of our land.

Sherry: Right. Excel lent. OK, thank you. And,
con grat u la tions on you nom i na tion. I just want
to ask you what you think this nom i na tion has
done for you or is going to do for your com mu -
nity.

Darcy: Well, any time you get any type of award
it cer tainly is a pos i tive thing for the com mu nity. 
You know, like I said with the Golf Digest
thing that was cer tainly not the last one. We’ve
got Saskatoon here, we’ve got Busi ness of Excel -
lence Awards in the past. Tour ism Sas katch e -
wan we ended up being run ner-up for Tour ism
Sas katch e wan Award for Busi ness of the Year.
What else, we just recently won the FSA Cir cle
of Hon our Award for Busi ness of the Year with
Dakota Dunes. So it is good. It’s pos i tive, you

VOLUME 5 / NO. 2 / 2007 THE JOURNAL OF ABORIGINAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

10 SHERRY BAXTER



know, the work is being rewarded, espe cially
with the part ner ships that have been cre ated.

But at the end of the day, we con tinue to
move for ward; it good to have those hon ours,
but there’s still lots of work to be done yet. Lots 
of work. It is a good hon our, but also there’s so 
many First Nations that are doing a lot of great
work in their com mu nity, like we saw this morn -
ing. You know, like the Dia mond mine that’s
hap pen ing in their com mu nity that’s remote from 
my under stand ing, that’s what I heard. So there’s 
positives every where. I think right across the
country.

Sherry: Well, thank you very much for tak ing
the time to answer my ques tions and once again
con grat u la tions.

Darcy: Thank you.

INTERVIEW WITH GARY SWITE,
GEOSWITE CONTRACTING, BC

Sherry: Would you describe your com mu nity?

Gary: I come from Kelowna in the cen tral part
of Brit ish Colum bia in the Okanogan Val ley. We 
have a small reserve there of about 5,300 acres.
Two major ones are being devel oped and I have 
some land in West Bank First Nations. It’s
a new reserve and the sec ond one in Brit ish
Colum bia that has self-gov ern ment.

Sherry: Tell me about some of the pro jects
you’ve either started or have been a part of.

Gary: Geoswite Con tract ing was started seven
years ago. I was work ing for the reserve com mu -
nity but I came to the real iza tion that each pro -
ject would get to a cer tain stage and end. When
the dol lars ran out, the bud gets ran out and
there was no more work. I started work ing inde -
pend ently in the city with pos i tive suc cess. I
worked with a friend on our first pro ject, a big
multi-pur pose build ing that we bid on suc cess -
fully. The next pro ject was the high est build ing
in Kelowna called the Point of View. We put in
a low bid since we both had small com pa nies
and were new. The spin-off pro jects have meant
that my busi ness grew from two to five native
peo ple plus myself.

Another friend hires First Nations peo ple
based on abil ity, skills, atti tudes and work-related 

issues. I have helped and we’ve had tre men dous
suc cess with work ing with peo ple who are will ing 
really get out there and go to work. We have
moved up into the high-end pro jects and con -
tinue to work together but as sep a rate com pa -
nies. We are a team and we each pull our
weight. It’s been a very pos i tive thing.

Another busi ness I have started focuses on
recy cling. I own some land and I started stock -
pil ing dif fer ent prod ucts to re-crush and recy cle.
I haul it, sell it or pro cess it and haul it back so 
I get paid from both sides of the pro ject in a
very lucra tive venture.

I don’t con sider band pro jects because we’re 
too busy. I would sug gest that if you get to that
stage in devel op ment, every body in the com mu -
nity could step away from work in just band
bud gets and get into indus try for more success.

Sherry: What pos i tive impacts you made on your 
com mu nity?

Gary: We pro vide employ ment. We take our
boys away from work ing for those home-based
jobs to work ing in the city where they gain a
broader expe ri ence in the “real world.” They get 
this expe ri ence with out pay ing income tax, so
that’s num ber two ben e fit. The third one is we
pro vide train ing. We are both very fussy about
safety because acci dents could put us out of
busi ness very eas ily. So, we go through a really
chal leng ing pro cess when we train them and they 
have an acci dent then they’re gone. No sec ond
chance in the busi ness. So that’s three, and the
other one is we get rec og ni tion as a First Nation 
busi ness, that can work any where in town.

We get a lot of praise because we get the
work done, pro fes sion ally, and our cus tom ers are 
quite pleased.

Sherry: List some of the major suc cesses and
chal lenges that you’ve faced in your pro jects so
far.

Gary: Major suc cesses, I think the num ber one
is gain ing rec og ni tion of my expe ri ence by com -
mu nity mem bers. I started in the truck ing indus -
try but now I’m with the engi neers, all the big
city plan ners, and it’s taught me how to do a
better job. When I go back to the com mu nity,
I see cer tain deci sions that they plan and I sug -
gest to the fel lows there, “Oh, you guys better
dou ble-check before you start back hoe ing that
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because I just think your grades are wrong.” It’s
been a plus.

Sherry: What are short and long-term plans?

Gary: My future plan is to com plete a 140 unit
devel op ment as part of a fam ily-owned busi ness.
I’d like to use my expe ri ence and my skills that
I’ve devel oped over the years, and my chal lenges 
that I’ve been through, and mar ket it as a prod -
uct that I could help other com mu ni ties within
my area. I would even work with indi vid u als who 
have an inter est in a mentorship pro ject.

Sherry: What would be your advice for other
com mu nity eco nomic devel op ers?

Gary: My strong advice is to encour age peo ple
who are employ able on the reserve who are
too depend ent on that source of dol lars. When
the pro ject bud get runs to end, they quit and
they won’t move on. We’ve tried to employ a
few of them in the city and they feel that they’re 
in the wrong envi ron ment. What I think Chiefs
in Coun cil and Eco nomic Devel op ment Offi cers
could do is a lit tle dif fer ent train ing that can
stop these peo ple from tak ing advan tage of the
sys tem. I don’t like to see them with a good skill 
that as soon as a job fin ishes two weeks they’re
back on social assis tance.

Sherry: Thank you. Are there any other com -
ments that you’d like to make, maybe on being
nom i nated; what has it meant to you and your
busi ness?

Gary: Well, for my nom i na tion is a real hon our.
It’s a good pro cess for other peo ple in our com -
mu nity and through out the coun try, to see that
you don’t have to depend on your com mu nity to 
make a liv ing, that you can go out in the world
and do things on your own.

I feel really proud of that. I think back on
the peo ple I have had a chance to help and I
remem ber one fel low in par tic u lar. He comes
from the Sas katch e wan area and [he was] work -
ing in a gas sta tion in the Okanogan. I used to
stop and get my daily cof fee there and would
talk to him. He had a real good strong atti tude
and good per son al ity. I asked him, “Would you
like to come and work for me?” And he said,
“Well, I’ve never ever worked in the con struc tion 
indus try before, I don’t know noth ing.” I said,

“Are you will ing to learn?” and he said, “yes.”
He said, “I would be excited to.” So I said, “Ok, 
we’ll start you in May.” We started him at the
bot tom, in the ditches learn ing how to do pipe
work. But, he took us totally off guard because
his effort, energy and will ing ness to par tic i pate
has him at a senior level now!

INTERVIEW WITH CHIEF MIKE
CARPENTER, ATTAWAPISKAT
FIRST NATION, ONTARIO

Sherry: Hello I’m here with Chief Mike Car pen -
ter from Attawapiskat First Nation. They’ve been 
nom i nated in the busi ness cat e gory for the Eco -
nomic devel op ment Awards. Thank you for tak -
ing the time to meet with me today and let me
ask you these ques tions.

First, I would like for you to describe your
com mu nity briefly.

Mike: Thank you. Attawapiskat is located on
James Bay, West Coast of James Bay. We’re
about 1,600 pop u la tion. Social prob lems, high
cost of liv ing and lack of hous ing cre ate a lot of 
social prob lems. So, to try and develop eco -
nomic devel op ment in iso lated areas is very, very 
dif fi cult.

Sherry: What pro jects are your com mu nity
involved in now.

Mike: One of our big gest cus tom ers is De Beers, 
the Vic tor pro ject. It’s given Attawapiskat a lot
of hope for improv ing the qual ity of life. We
cer tainly strug gled to decide whether we were
going to sup port the pro ject because of all the
neg a tive impacts that devel op ment brings to the
com mu nity, like pol lut ing the water. Vic tor pro -
ject is 90 kms upstream from Attawapiskat, so
we had to ask all those hard ques tions. The peo -
ple decided to vote for the pro ject because of
many good things can help Attawapiskat sus tain
itself. One of the key things that we did was
nego ti ate with De Beers to be part of the mon i -
tor ing com mit tee. They agreed to that. We have
to pro vide our own sup ports so that if we
sense any neg a tive impact then we can stop the
pro ject, review the neg a tive impact, and fix or
min i mize the prob lem. If it can’t be fixed, then
some thing has to be done to stop the pro ject.
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Dia monds might be worth a lot of money, but
water is more pre cious to us.

Through the Vic tor pro ject we were able to
get a lot of addi tional con tracts from De Beers
after the orig i nal con tract. We had to pro vide
things like offer ing fair price, meet ing timelines
and pro vid ing qual ity work. So we were able to
do that through joint ven tur ing with other estab -
lished busi nesses. Attawapiskat did n’t have any
busi nesses in the com mu nity and the level of
edu ca tion in that com mu nity was grade 9. Being
able to do all these dif fer ent con tracts of ser vice 
work, truck ing, heli cop ter work was amaz ing. It
was hir ing the right peo ple to work with us that
do due dil i gence. I think that’s what really made 
it work for us.

Sherry: How long have you guys been nego ti at -
ing and work ing on this agree ment?

Mike: The agree ment was already nego ti ated
before I came in and took about six or nine
years. De Beers expected every thing to hap pen
in six months and that was the most frus trat ing
for them. In the agree ment De Beers said, “we
will not pro ceed with the Dia mond mine with out 
con sent of First Nations.” It was right in the
agree ment and that gave us a lot of lever age to
lobby for a lot of these things. I don’t really
know what made De Beers agree to that but I
think right now that they main tain about 70 per
cent of the dia mond indus try in the world. They
were try ing to rebuild their rep u ta tion in Can ada 
so I think they really had to work with First
Nations to be able to bring the dia mond prices
up. It really helped us when they made that
com mit ment. There are not many com pa nies that 
will say that. We’re still nego ti at ing for a per -
cent age of dia monds as well. That’s in pro cess
and there are a whole lot more con tracts that
will be com ing up.

Sherry: What time frame will this pro ject span?

Mike: The Vic tor pro ject will be around 17
years. Right now they’re in the con struc tion
phase and in a year and a half they’ll be going
into oper a tions, and 12 years, maybe another
2 years, they’ll be in clo sure. But I’m opti mis tic;
I think there’ll be more com ing out. I’m pretty
sure of that. We only nego ti ated for one
pipe. De Beers has 16 pipes and wanted us to

nego ti ate for all 16 but we said no, we only

wanted to nego ti ate for one.
The mine itself is only one pipe. If they find 

another one then we nego ti ate again like this
one, so it gives us a chance to learn and
improve our negotiations next time.

Sherry: Very smart. Describe some of the pos i -
tive impacts, you think this is going to have on
the com mu nity.

Mike: We are devel op ing our own eco nomic

base and improv ing qual ity of life for my com -

mu nity like hous ing. We’re really back logged

about 200–300 houses. I’m, try ing to nego ti ate

with the prov ince to put some hous ing and com -

mu nity sub di vi sion infra struc ture like stores for

the flow of peo ple com ing in like they do down

south.
We need to be treated the same. They’re

the ones that are going to be mak ing a lot of
money from the rev e nues and roy al ties.

We are plan ning some social pro grams to
deal with prob lems like alco hol ism, sui cide, gas
sniff ing. We need to help youth how to keep
their jobs and stay in school. All the peo ple that 
we hired to help, law yers and engi neers, envi ron -
men tal peo ple, geol o gists, all came from out side. 
I’m going to try and encour age young peo ple to
go and enter these fields so we can have our
own peo ple deal with these issues in the future.

Sherry: What are some of the long-term goals in 
the com mu nity?

Mike: Our long-term goals are to make sure that 

those busi nesses work so it can help the com mu -

nity sus tain itself after De Beers is gone.

Sherry: Are you plan ning on hav ing any busi -
nesses in your com mu nity?

Mike: We nego ti ated an advanced tax rul ing

allow ing First Nations work ing off reserve with

De Beers are not going to be pay ing taxes.

There are mem bers of Attawapiskat liv ing in

Timmins, they can’t qual ify for that. Due to that 

rul ing, we were forced to have our head office

in Attawapiskat and have tax exempt busi nesses.

I think those busi nesses will ben e fit all busi -

nesses in Attawapiskat as well as off reserve.
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Sherry: What advice do you have for other eco -
nomic devel op ers?

Mike: Explo ra tion com pa nies have been in our
ter ri tory for many years and they’ve been explor -
ing with out our con sent. North ern Devel op ment
of mines has n’t talked to us either. They just
keep issu ing per mits. The recent court cases
requir ing that they con sult with First Nations will 
give us more lever age to work for ben e fits and
max i mize busi ness oppor tu ni ties. I think we have 
a lot of lever age to lobby as before we never
had that. Be aggres sive about your rights. De
Beers is a big com pany but know ing that if they
want to work on our ter ri tory they have to learn 
to work with us and then we just stick to our
guns and even tu ally they’ll fall back. They’ll try
to get away from us and ignore us, but then
when we walk away they come back because

they really want the dia monds, and I think that
other com pa nies are going to be doing the same 

thing. I think that you just have to show that

you’re practising your right for land enti tle ment.

We own this land, we never gave it up and

you have to be with us if you want to do busi -

ness in our ter ri tory. That is what we did in

Attawapiskat.

Sherry: Thank you very much and con grat u la -
tions on your nom i na tion.

Mike: Whether I win does n’t mat ter. I’m still

going to be proud of our accom plish ments. It’s

not me that did all the work, it’s all those peo -

ple behind the Eco nomic Devel op ment Offi cers

that really made things hap pen. I have to give

them credit for all the hard work. Thank you.
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A SUCCESSFUL SUMMER STUDENT
EMPLOYMENT PROGRAM

Rob ert J. Oppenheimer, Tom O’Connell, 
Rodney Hester, and Jessica Oesterreich 

INTRODUCTION

The eval u a tion of a sum mer stu dent employ ment 
pro gram is described. The nature of the pro -
gram, its objec tives, its ben e fits and costs and
the meth ods used to eval u ate the pro gram are
explained. The results dem on strate that the pro -
gram has gen er ated sig nif i cant ben e fits, is  con -
sidered to be a “sound invest ment’ and may
war rant adop tion in com mu ni ties without such a
program.

Kahnawake, which is located just south of
the island of Mon treal, Que bec ini ti ated a sum -
mer stu dent employ ment pro gram in 1973 with
fund ing from DIAND. It has been offered con -
tin u ally since then. In its cur rent form, the
Kahnawake Sum mer Stu dent Employ ment Pro -
gram (KSSEP) pro vides sum mer employ ment for 
approx i mately 50 stu dents. Prior to this study the 
stu dents’ sal a ries were paid entirely by the
program.

An eval u a tion of the pro gram was under -
taken to deter mine its effec tive ness. Fund ing for
the pro gram had decreased and it was con sid -
ered impor tant to deter mine the value of the
pro gram and what may be done to improve it.

The team eval u at ing the pro gram con sisted
of the full-time Coor di na tor of the sum mer stu -

dent pro gram, his assis tant who was on con tract
and work ing mainly on this research pro ject
and two Uni ver sity-based con sul tants who were
famil iar with the pro gram, the com mu nity and
research meth od ol o gies. The study was con -
ducted in 2004. To assess the effec tive ness of the 
pro gram, data was gath ered from the stu dents
that par tic i pated, the employ ers, pre vi ous par tic i -
pants, mem bers of the com mu nity and a lit er a -
ture review was done.

THE SUMMER STUDENT
EMPLOYMENT PROGRAM

The par tic i pants in the pro gram are required to
be full-time stu dents, return ing to school in the
fall. They could be in high school, CEGEP
(grades 12 and 13 in Que bec) Uni ver sity or
Adult Edu ca tion. The num ber of stu dents in the
pro gram has var ied, but has been approx i mately
50 in the last few years. There were 51 stu dents
in the 2004 pro gram. The num ber of stu dents as 
well as the employ ers has been lim ited by the
funds avail able to pay the stu dents’ sal a ries.
There have con sis tently been more appli cants
than those who have been accepted, because of
the funding limitations.

15

 Rob ert J. Oppenheimer, Pro fes sor and Tom O’Connell, Senior Lec turer, Depart ment of Man age ment, John Molson School of
Busi ness, Con cordia Uni ver sity, Mon treal, Que bec; Rodney Hester, Devel op ment Agent, Sec re tar iat to the Cree Nation, Abitibi-
Temiscamingue, Que bec; and Jessica Oesterreich, Researcher/Con sul tant, Kahnawake, Que bec.



The pro gram is adver tised in the local news -
pa per, on the radio sta tion, by announce ments in 
the local high school and by word of mouth.
Given the his tory of the pro gram, most of the
peo ple in the com mu nity are aware of it. The
employ ers and the jobs they are pro pos ing are
reviewed by a Selec tion Com mit tee who review
and select the job place ments best suited to the
inter est of the stu dents. The stu dents apply to
the pro gram and they are given access to the
list ing of sum mer posi tions. Not all employ ers or 
all jobs are deemed acceptable.

The stu dents need to apply directly to the
employer for the jobs that have been approved
and are listed. The hir ing pro cess is that the
employer and the stu dent arrange to meet and
inter views are con ducted. The per son who is
hired is a func tion of the inter view, with the
employer mak ing an offer of employ ment. The
Coor di na tor does not influ ence the employ ers as 
to who is hired. The stu dent has the option of
accept ing or not. As in the “real world” not
every one is hired.

The pro gram offers addi tional flex i bil ity in
the iden ti fi ca tion and selec tion of employ ers.
Stu dents have the option of seek ing out an
employer who could offer an employ ment expe ri -
ence related to their cho sen field of study and
pro pos ing that they apply to the KSSEP. How -
ever, this option is rarely used.

The length of the pro gram is eight to ten
weeks. The work hours per week are 37.5 hours
and the pay rate is eight to ten dol lars per hour. 
The pay rate var ies with the edu ca tion level of
the stu dent. One of the out comes of the study is 
the rec om men da tion that the pay rate also vary
accord ing to the type of job and the demands it
places on the stu dent. Dur ing the course of the
sum mer work shops are pro vided, which the stu -
dents are required to attend. These have var ied,
but tend to include issues relat ed to cre at ing
cover let ters, resumes, inter view ing, pro fes sional
con duct and career plan ning. Other work shops
have been iden ti fied and are reviewed in the
section on recommendations.

The employer is respon si ble for man ag ing
the sum mer stu dents and feed back is sup posed
to be pro vided to the stu dent as to his or her
per for mance. The Coor di na tor of the pro gram
meets with the employer and the stu dents dur ing 
the course of employ ment to ensure that every -
thing is pro gress ing as it should.

METHODOLOGY

The objec tive of the sum mer stu dent pro gram “is 
to pro vide stu dents with employ ment expe ri ence
related to their cho sen fields of study in an
effort to pre pare them for their future entry into 
the workforce.” To assess how well this objec tive 
is being achieved, a study was under taken and
mul ti ple sources of infor ma tion were obtained.
The stu dents that par tic i pated in the pro gram in
the year in which the study was con ducted (the
study group) com pleted sur veys before, dur ing
and after their sum mer employ ment. Dur ing
their sum mer employ ment they also par tic i pated
in one of four focus groups of approximately 12
students each.

In addi tion to the cur rent stu dents, employ -
ers were sur veyed and inter viewed, past stu -
dent par tic i pants and com mu nity mem bers were
 interviewed and a focus group con sist ing of
staff mem bers pro vided their sug ges tions as well
as their feed back on the rec om men da tions that
were being considered.

There were 32 employ ers in the study group 
and 30 of them responded to the sur vey. Forty-
two pre vi ous employ ers were also sur veyed. Six -
teen inter views were con ducted with employ ers.

A ran dom selec tion of 20 par tic i pants, from
those that com pleted the 1999 sum mer stu dent
pro gram and were no lon ger in school was
made. They were either inter viewed in per son or 
if an e-mail address was found, they com pleted a 
ques tion naire on-line.

Twenty oth ers, who had par tic i pated
between 1990 and 2002, were also inter viewed.
These were peo ple who were known to have
par tic i pated in the sum mer stu dent pro gram.
They, there fore, were a non-ran dom group.

Twenty-six com mu nity mem bers, con sist ing
mainly of orga ni za tion direc tors and pro gram
coor di na tors work ing directly with youth were
inter viewed. A focus group meet ing was held
with mem bers of the staff to obtain their views
regard ing the con clu sions from the study.

RESULTS

Satisfaction

The par tic i pants, both cur rent and pre vi ous, were 
very sat is fied with the pro gram and were vir tu -
ally unan i mous in their desire to repeat their
involve ment in the pro gram, if it were pos si ble
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to do so. The employ ers were also sat is fied
with the pro gram. All 30 of the cur rent 32
employ ers that responded said they were sat is -
fied. All, except one of the 42 employ ers of
those par tic i pat ing in 2002 said they were sat is -
fied and 40 of these 42 employ ers said they
would con sider par tic i pat ing the fol low ing year.
The other two said they were unsure.

Skill Development

Those who were in the pro gram for more than
one year were asked whether they believed their
skills in selected areas had improved as a result
of their par tic i pa tion. Sixty-seven to eighty-three
per cent, that is, from 12 to 15 of the 18 who
responded to this ques tion indi cated that their
skills improved con sid er ably or a lot. The skills
iden ti fied were in the fol low ing areas: com mu ni -
ca tions, pro fes sional con duct, multi-task ing, time
man age ment, lead er ship, work ing alone, team
work, and taking initiative.

There were four areas where the results
were dif fer ent. A total of only 5 to 9 out of the
18 indi cated that their job search, career plan -
ning skills, fil ing skills and stress man age ment
improved con sid er ably or a lot. The other pos si -
ble answers were, “not appli ca ble”, “not at all”,
“min i mum” or “mod er ately”. The lack of pos i tive 
response for these four areas pro vides greater
cred i bil ity to the pos i tive self-assess ments for the 
eight skills that were per ceived to have improved 
considerable or a lot.

Self-reported skill improve ments may be
sub ject to being chal lenged. How ever, given the
dif fer ences in responses to dif fer ent skill areas, it 
is safe to con clude that at a min i mum those
who par tic i pated in the pro gram for more than
one year believe that their skills in crit i cal job
related areas have improved sig nif i cantly because 
of their involve ment in the program.

Career Choice

Ini tial work expe ri ences may have a sig nif i cant
impact on future career choices. This is impor -
tant as one of the objec tives of the pro gram is
to pro vide work expe ri ence related to their cho -
sen fields. This is not always pos si ble as the
range of jobs avail able is lim ited. How ever, in a
num ber of sit u a tions the expe ri ence that the stu -
dents have dur ing their sum mer employ ment may 
influ ence their future career choice. Fifty-five per 

cent (55%, 11 of the 20) of the ran domly
selected par tic i pants in the 1999 sum mer stu dent 
pro gram said that their expe ri ence in the pro -
gram influ enced their decision in choosing a
career.

Employment

Every one that par tic i pated in the 1999 sum mer
stu dent employ ment pro gram, with the excep tion 
of one per son, is either employed or in school.
This was as of Octo ber 2004. This com pares with 
an employ ment rate of 45.3 per cent of the com -
mu nity’s youth being employed, as reported in a
study con ducted in 2002. It is not pos si ble to
claim that the pro gram is the casual event that
accounts for the sig nif i cant dif fer ence between
the employ ment rates of those that par tic i pated
in the pro gram and those that did not.

The prob lem in attrib ut ing the extremely
pos i tive employ ment rate to the pro gram is sim i -
lar to claim ing that a Uni ver sity edu ca tion causes 
peo ple to earn higher sal a ries. Macleans mag a -
zine (Novem ber 13, 2006) reports that Cana di ans 
with a Uni ver sity cer tif i cate, diploma or degree
earned $61,000 in 2000 com pared with those
with only high school, who earned, on aver -
age, $36,000. Despite this dif fer ence it could be
argued that it is not the Uni ver sity edu ca tion (or 
par tic i pat ing in a sum mer stu dent employ ment
pro gram) but rather a func tion of the com pe ten -
cies of those that go to Uni ver sity (or into the
program) that may account for the difference.

None the less, given the num ber of peo ple
that have par tic i pated, it seems rea son able to
assume that the pro gram (or Uni ver sity) has
made a pos i tive con tri bu tion to sig nif i cantly
higher employment rates.

Cost/Benefit

The cost of the pro gram is rel a tively straight for -
ward to cal cu late. The cost of the wages and
ben e fits was $3,300 per par tic i pant in the pro -
gram. Addi tional costs could be attrib uted to the 
pro gram. The most sig nif i cant of these costs
would be that for the admin is tra tors of the pro -
gram. How ever, these costs, if included, should
be pro rated for the part of the year in which the 
admin is tra tors were involved with the pro gram.
This is because the Direc tor for part of the year 
is involved in other activities.
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The ben e fits of the pro gram are far more

dif fi cult to deter mine. Those that par tic i pated in

1999 had almost full employ ment. The assump -

tion made is that the pro gram is the rea son for

the full employ ment. Dif fer ent employ ment rates 

for Native youth have been reported. The 45.3

per cent employ ment rate in the com mu nity

would be one rate that could be used to cal cu -

late the con tri bu tion of the pro gram. A more

con ser va tive fig ure, which is a reported aver -

age employ ment rate of 68 per cent (or 32%

unem ploy ment rate) for Native youth was used.

The costs of being unem ployed to the indi vid -

ual, fam ily and com mu nity can be tre men dous.

We used the annual sav ings of keep ing some one 

off Social Assis tance, which was $6,600, as a

conservative figure for our calculations.
Recently there have been about 50 par tic i -

pants in the pro gram (51 in 2004). Using the 32

per cent unem ploy ment fig ure (which was elim i -

nated for those in the pro gram) and the cost of

Social Assis tance of $6,600, the direct ben e fit is

$115,600. This is deter mined by mul ti ply ing 50

(par tic i pants) by .32 (unem ploy ment rate, which

the pro gram saved) by $6,600 (Social Assis tance

not need ing to be paid). That is 50 × .32 × 

$6,600 = $115,600. The aver age time spent on

Social Assis tance is 5.5 years. There fore the ben -

e fit would be the $115,600 times 5.5 years, which 

equals $635,800. When this is divided by the 50

jobs, the sav ing per job is $12,718. This com -

pares with the cost of the job, which is $3,300.

How ever, many of the par tic i pants are in the

pro gram for more than one year. To more accu -

rately reflect the cost of those that par tic i pated,

an aver age of two years per per son could be

used. This would result in a cost of $6,600

per person ($3,300 per year times 2 years, on

average.)
In addi tion to this direct ben e fit, there is

also the indi rect ben e fit of the money spent by

the stu dents in the pro gram, which is believed to 

have been spent pre dom i nately in the com mu -

nity. How ever, the most sig nif i cant ben e fit is

prob a bly in the con tri bu tion made by enabling

many of the youth to obtain prac ti cal work expe -

ri ence and related skills as well as help ing them

in their career choice and obtain ing meaningful

employment.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The rec om men da tions pre sented relate both to
this pro gram and for those con sid er ing start ing a 
sum mer stu dent employ ment pro gram. They are
based upon the results of this study.

Program Objectives

The objec tive of the pro gram should be con sis -
tent with what the pro gram may real is ti cally be
expected to achieve. It is rec og nized that the
range of sum mer job oppor tu ni ties is lim ited and 
that it may not be pos si ble to pro vide a job con -
sis tent with a stu dent’s career aspi ra tions. The
exist ing objective is:

“To pro vide stu dents with employ ment 
expe ri ences related to their cho sen
fields of study in an effort to pre pare
them for their future entry into the
work force.”

The revised objec tive is:

“To pro vide stu dents with the oppor tu -
nity to pur sue and secure employ ment
and to develop life and employ ment
skills that will sup port their edu ca -
tional pur suits, career plans and
enhance their future employ abil ity.”

Facilitate Communication

Pro vid ing stu dents with more pre-employ ment
sup port would be help ful, espe cially for the first-
time pro gram par tic i pants. Guid ance on how to
develop and sub mit cover let ters and resumes
and how to pre pare for inter views are offered;
how ever, few attend. Fur ther empha siz ing the
impor tance of this would be use ful. Encour ag -
ing greater com mu ni ca tion between the employer 
and stu dent at the out set, dur ing their employ -
ment and at the con clu sion of the work period
would be beneficial.

Proactive Recruitment

Even though the pro gram is seen as suc cess ful, it 
would be help ful to be more proactive in recruit -
ing stu dents and employ ers. The grade level
where a spe cific effort should be made to recruit 
stu dents is grade nine, as this has been iden ti -
fied as a piv otal grade for career devel op ment.
Addi tional effort should be made to recruit
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new employers who could offer job oppor tu ni ties 
more in line with the career inter ests of the
 students. These poten tial employ ers should not
be restricted to those within the com mu nity.
The poten tial for obtain ing addi tional fund ing to 
accom mo date the addi tional employ ers and stu -
dents should be con sid ered before ini ti at ing such 
a strat egy. If it is not pos si ble to place addi tional 
stu dents, because of lack of fund ing, then fur ther 
recruit ment would frus trate a larger number of
employers and students.

Strengthen Alliances

It is rec om mended that closer con tact be estab -
lished with youth career coun sel lors in the
schools and that job oppor tu ni ties are better
aligned with the career inter ests of the stu dents.
To obtain broader sup port and insights from
the numer ous stake holders, a Board of Advi sors
should be cre ated. This would include edu ca -
tors, employ ers, youth, fund ing agen cies and the
program director.

Workshops

Work shops are cur rently part of the pro gram.
Prep a ra tion type work shops for first time appli -
cants would help them pre pare for inter views
and adjust ing to a job. Other work shops have
been iden ti fied that may be included, depend -
ing upon the needs and ori en ta tions of the par -
tic i pants. These include: nav i gat ing the Internet;
intro duc tion to entre pre neur ship; lead er ship;
pub lic speak ing; career explo ra tions; inter view ing 
and writing resumes and cover letters.

Funding

A major con cern for most pro grams is where
it will obtain the fund ing it needs. This is the
case for the sum mer stu dent employ ment pro -
gram. One of the rec om men da tions, based upon
the inter views and sur veys with the employ ers,
was to raise their con tri bu tions from zero to
twenty per cent, for employ ers in the pri vate sec -
tor. A higher per cent age of con tri bu tion could

be charged to the new employ ers, par tic u larly
employ ers that are prof it able. Obtain ing a 40
per  cent con tri bu tion would not be unrea son -
able. The fed eral gov ern ment has a sum mer
 student pro gram in which it pays 50 per cent of
the min i mum wage rate to employ ers that are
accepted into their pro gram. A ratio nale for
requir ing employ ers to make a mean ing ful con -
tri bu tion is that if they need the employee,
then get ting a sub sidy to hire a stu dent should
encour age the employer to do that. Fur ther, if
they are pay ing the sal ary or even part of it,
they would manage the students more seriously.

CONCLUSION

The par tic i pants and employ ers of the sum mer
stu dent employ ment pro gram in Kahnawake
have been highly sat is fied being part of the
 program. The par tic i pants have reported sig nif i -
cant improve ments in crit i cal employ ment-
related skills and an extremely high per cent of
the  students that were in the pro gram have
secured gain ful employ ment. These are sig nif i -
cant contributions.

The full value of the pro gram is dif fi cult
to com pletely assess. None the less, by cal cu lat ing
only the money saved by keep ing peo ple off of
Social Assis tance the pay off is close to four
times the cost of the pro gram on a per per son,
per job basis. It was cal cu lated that $12,178 was
saved for each job, which cost $6,600 over two
years. How ever, the full value of the con tri bu -
tions of those who suc ceeded, in part because of 
gain ing mean ing ful sum mer employ ment as a
youth, goes far beyond the dollars saved.

This type of pro gram may be able to make
sim i lar sig nif i cant con tri bu tions in other com mu -
ni ties. Given the suc cess of the pro gram in
Kahnawake, it would seem rea son able to exam -
ine whether such a pro gram would be via ble
else where. Those seek ing to help youth to
develop crit i cal work-related skills and to obtain
mean ing ful employ ment expe ri ence are those
who should exam ine this type of pro gram for
their community.
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INDIGENOUS VALUES AND
CONTEMPORARY MANAGEMENT

APPROACHES

Wanda Wuttunee, Mary Jane Loustel, and Dan Over all

INTRODUCTION

The chal lenges and oppor tu ni ties of glob al iza tion, 

envi ron men tal issues such as cli mate change,

 corporate scan dals, the leg acy of the  counter-

culture of the six ties, soci ety’s ever-evolv ing com -

mit ment to both respect and hon our diver sity — 

these are but a few exam ples of the aston ish ing

con ver gence of phe nom ena that are call ing into

ques tion the role of busi ness in soci ety. As such, 

and as never before, the value schemes busi -

nesses use to make deci sions are being dissected, 

debated and evaluated.
It is a dia logue that raises some inter est ing

issues from an Indig e nous per spec tive. What val -
ues play a role in Indig e nous busi nesses? Are
there any chal lenges in the con text of Indig e -
nous wis dom that would make a gen eral dis cus -
sion of these val ues dif fi cult? How do those
val ues trans late into Indig e nous par tic i pa tion in
the gen eral econ omy? Is there any sym me try
between the evolv ing dis cus sion of val ues in
the wider busi ness com mu nity and tra di tional
Indig e nous val ues? If so, what prom ise does
this hold for a new era of part ner ship and pros -
per ity between Indig e nous com mu ni ties, peo ples,
busi ness and the gen eral econ omy?

The fol low ing sec tions will exam ine Indig e -
nous val ues and con sider how these con cepts can 
relate to busi ness man age ment. Two case stud ies 
of Man i toba-based Indig e nous women’s busi ness
enter prises dem on strate these val ues in action.
The suc cess in prac tice within two dis tinct indus -
tries is inspir ing with Pat Turner in the truck -
ing and con struc tion indus try and Lisa Meeches
in com mu ni ca tions. Finally, a brief anal y sis of
‘cor po rate social respon si bil ity’ (CSR), a focal
point for so much of the dis cus sion of ‘val ues’ in 
mod ern day busi ness, draws out the synchroni -
city between this issue and tra di tional Indig e nous 
val ues.

INDIGENOUS CULTURAL VALUES

His tor i cally, tra di tional Indig e nous val ues were
passed on to indi vid u als begin ning from a young
age. These val ues were embod ied in all aspects
of their lives. They learned by observ ing and lis -
ten ing to the elders, their par ents, aunts and
uncles and mem bers of the com mu nity. It was a
large inter con nected net work of com mu nity life.
Sto ries were passed down in the oral tradition.

Indig e nous his tor i cal tra di tion hon ours
 stories, leg ends and expla na tions handed
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down from grand moth ers and grand fa thers. 
All of Cre ation includ ing ‘those who have
gone before’ fig ure in the oral tra di tion.
Cul tural val ues are shared with the lis ten -
ers, com mu nity issues are clar i fied, place
of a fam ily in the com mu nity set tled and
the broad require ments of a vibrant soci -
ety are met through these sto ries. (RCAP, 
1996, 1, p. 33)

Indi vid u als in the story-tell ing cir cle have
their own under stand ing of the story
mean ing that reflects the com mu nity, the
cir cum stances and the inter pre ta tion being 
passed on. Oral accounts are not sim ply
a detached recount ing of fac tual events,
but rather are “facts enmeshed in the
 stories of a life time” (RCAP, 1996, 1,
p. 33) leav ing room for “many his to ries”
with vari a tions reflect ing unique rela tion -
ships within and among com mu ni ties
and with the envi ron ment. (Lendsey &
Wuttunee, 1997, p. 2)

Lay ers of mean ing are exposed depend ing
on the way a story is told, how it is told, who
tells it and by lis ten ing to the whole story. This
results in respect for the inter re lat ed ness of
word, thought, belief and action and thus its
holis tic mean ing (Alfred, 1999, p. xvii).

Teach ings are pre sented at a level that
reflects the stu dent’s skills, matu rity and readi -
ness and do not have the same mean ing for
each stu dent. Knowl edge and insight are shared
between teacher and stu dent in a two-way learn -
ing sit u a tion but lacks tidy sum ma ries and con -
clu sions as is more com mon using a writ ten
for mat.

Truly under stand ing Indig e nous val ues and
per spec tives requires a life time of com mit ment
and ded i ca tion to an Indig e nous worldview. Val -
ues are mis un der stood because of a com plex ity
that can only be stud ied and their true mean ings 
iden ti fied in the orig i nal lan guages. Indeed, one
elder has gone so far as to say there are no
Indig e nous orga ni za tions that prac tice Indig e nous 
val ues in their work today. A group of lan guage
speak ers have yet to meet and exam ine these
important matters (Munroe, 2006).

It is hard to com pletely grasp the sig nif i -
cance of this require ment for per sonal inter ac -
tion in a main stream cul ture devoted to the
writ ten word. In the west ern tra di tion great
weight is often given to words once they are

pub lished, accord ing more truth than might be
deserved. Many tra di tional teach ings will never
be pub lished because of the belief that to do so
means to give away some thing that is too valu -
able and ulti mately, is an act of disrespect.

Know ing the lim i ta tions of ‘writ ing’ about
core val ues does not mean that all mean ing
is stripped by using this approach. It does set
the stage and begins a dia logue on the writ ten
page that draws on the expe ri ence of Indig e nous 
schol ars, pro vides some illu mi na tion and may
encour age the search for greater understanding.

Releas ing the bound aries of per sonal world -
views in order to under stand other worldviews
requires patience, time, and inner reflec tion. The 
writ ten word hints at the pos si bil i ties of this
jour ney. It draws peo ple into the pro cess who
might never have con tem plated such infor ma -
tion but it has its lim i ta tions. It is impor tant that 
the reader take the infor ma tion and reflect on
its sig nif i cance from the reader’s own expe ri -
ence, draw ing per sonal con clu sions as part of an
expe ri en tial pro cess of under stand ing Indig e nous
worldviews. Let ting the reader take respon si bil -
ity for inter pret ing les sons mir rors one of the
ways les sons or teach ings are presented in the
Indigenous community.

It is also impor tant to note that the ensu -
ing dis cus sion of Indig e nous val ues draws on
the teach ings and words of sev eral elders and
authors, some of whom wish to remain anon y -
mous and some who allow their names to be
noted. These val ues have been handed down
from elders to share with the com mu nity and
come from the Cre ator so they may be recorded 
by authors but they may not be attrib uted to one 
source (See Camp bell, 1997; Newhouse, 1993,
pp. 94–95; Alfred, 1999, p. 134; Salway Black,
1994). Dockstater deals with this issue in his
work. He notes that it is not appro pri ate to
attrib ute infor ma tion like this to any one per son
or source nor to pres ent cer e mo nial knowl edge
out of a cul tural con text (1993, p. 9).

Finally, while there are com mon val ues
across Indig e nous com mu ni ties, any writ ten re -
count ing of those themes must be in a con text
that also acknowl edges a con sid er able diver sity
of practice and expe ri ence. T. Alfred, Mohawk
scholar, sums up this del i cate bal ance as follows:

Work ing within a tra di tional frame work,
we must acknowl edge the fact that cul -
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tures change, and that any par tic u lar
notion of what con sti tutes ‘tra di tion’ will
be con tested. Nev er the less, we can iden tify 
cer tain com mon beliefs, val ues and prin ci -
ples that form the per sis tent core of a
com mu nity’s cul ture. (Alfred 1999:xvii)

With these qual i fi ca tions in place, in it is
now appro pri ate to con sider exam ples of tra di -
tional Aborig i nal val ues. The words of Elder
Camp bell pro vide a use ful start ing point:

Cre ator said that it was time to bring peo -
ple to the Earth Mother. The first to
arrive was the Black Nation. They were
given the gift of sound and were told that 
they must share their gift with the peo ple
of the world. The next to arrive was the
Red Nation. They were given the gift of
the teach ings of the Earth Mother and
were told they must share their gift with
the peo ple of the world.

Then came the Yel low Nation. They
were given the gift of teach ings of the
mind and body and were told they must
share their gift with the peo ple of the
world.

Finally came the White Nation. Our
youn gest broth ers and sis ters and they
were given the gift of com mu ni ca tion
and were told that they must share their
gift with the peo ple of the world. (M.L.
Camp bell, Ojibway elder, 1997)

Elder Camp bell’s words are par tic u larly
appro pri ate for two rea sons. Firstly, they con firm 
a duty to share Aborig i nal val ues with the
world. While under stand ing the his tor i cal place
of oral tra di tion and tra di tional val ues is impor -
tant in under stand ing cur rent issues fac ing Indig -
e nous peo ples, the ques tions sur round ing the
place that these tra di tional val ues have in
today’s soci ety must be con sid ered. Sec ondly,
Elder Camp bell’s words also under line the value
of co-oper a tion, acknowl edg ing gifts and inter de -
pen dence of all liv ing things — ideas that form
the core by which many Indig e nous peo ples
make sense of their place in the world and their 
per spec tives on life. Sim i larly, Rich ard Atleo
 suggests the unity of exis tence or heshook-ish
tsawalk (every thing is one) lies at the heart of
life and the way it is lived (Atleo, 2004, p. 117).

Prin ci ples hon our ing this con nec tiv ity are
more fully out lined as fol lows:

Hon or ing all cre ation by show ing respect...

Love of Cre ator and for all liv ing things
that come from the Cre ator is dem on -
strated by show ing respect from the
moment one rises in the morn ing to when 
one retires in the eve ning.

Trea sur ing knowl edge as wis dom ...

Reflec tion, acknowl edg ment, seek ing guid -
ance and respect ing the qual ity of know ing 
and the gift of vision in our selves and in
oth ers dem on strates wis dom. Wis dom
encom passes the holis tic view, pos sesses
spir i tual qual ity and is expressed in the
expe ri en tial breadth and depth of life.

Know ing love is to know peace ...

Car ing, kind ness, hope, har mony and
coop er a tion are fun da men tal val ues. Car -
ing and shar ing are shown to one another
with an ethic of gen er os ity, col lec tive/com -
mu nal con scious ness and co-oper a tion,
while rec og niz ing the inter de pen dence and 
inter re lat ed ness of life. Rec og niz ing the
valu able gifts of the indi vid ual, the com -
mu nity and all nations leads to har mony
and coop er a tion. Hon or ing the indi vid ual
and the col lec tive by think ing for your self
and act ing for oth ers.

Cour age and brav ery is dem on strated in
fac ing chal lenges with hon esty and integ -
rity ...

The goal is to pro tect the qual ity of life
and inher ent auton omy of one self and
oth ers. Life may then be lived in an atmo -
sphere of secu rity, peace, dig nity and free -
dom.

Cher ish ing your self as a sacred part of
cre ation is humil ity ...

Honor all of life which is endowed with
the same inher ent auton omy, dig nity, free -
dom and equal ity. Lis ten and learn from
oth ers and do so with a sense of mod esty
and sen si tiv ity.

The truth is to know all of these things ...

To know all of these val ues is to have bal -
ance in one’s life. Bal ance is artic u lated for
many Indig e nous peo ples through the con cepts
embod ied in the med i cine wheel or cir cle of life.

Orig i nally of sig nif i cance to the Plains peo -
ple, many find that the med i cine wheel is a
teach ing tool of rel e vance in many con tem po rary 
areas of life (RCAP, 1996, 1, p. 646). It rep re -
sents the whole cir cle of all life and all that is
known or know able. It is linked together with no 
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begin ning and no end, and it is often divided
by lines that at the cen tre sig nify order and bal -
ance. It is a teach ing, a mir ror, a win dow, a
way of life and a heal ing (RCAP, 1996, 1,
p. 646). For exam ple, bal ance may be dis cussed
regard ing the indi vid ual and the com mu nity in
terms of phys i cal, emo tional, men tal and spir i -
tual aspects of life with each ele ment of equal
sig nif i cance. Many Indig e nous peo ples rec og nize
the inter con nec ted ness of human beings with all
of life and acknowl edge the aspects of the med i -
cine wheel that could be inherent in solutions to 
social problems they face.

INDIGENOUS VALUES AND
BUSINESS MANAGEMENT

Often the rela tion ship between Indig e nous cul -
tural val ues and busi ness man age ment has
ranged between ambiv a lence and antag o nism.
A business edu ca tion at col lege or uni ver sity
empha sizes aspects of man age ment strat e gies,
skills and com pe ti tion that spring sol idly from
the foun da tion of cap i tal ism. Lit tle atten tion if
any is paid to the role of Indig e nous cul tural
val ues and per spec tives in eco nomic devel op ment 
and suc cess ful busi ness unless it is an Indig e nous 
edu ca tional insti tu tion. These impor tant bun dles
of phi los o phies are left to the indi vid ual to use
as they see fit in the world of busi ness. With
many Indig e nous com mu ni ties try ing to pre serve
crit i cal aspects of their way of life, busi ness often 
raises the spec tra of destruc tion of the things
that give ‘a good life’ mean ing while offer ing
life lines to a better col lec tive eco nomic live li hood 
(Newhouse, 1999). His tor i cally it was believed
that for indi vid u als who migrate to urban cen tres 
the pull is even stron ger to assim i late into the
cap i tal ist per spec tive and lay down their bundle
of Indigenous values before entering the business 
world.

That said, there are grow ing exam ples of
not only har mony, but mutual ful fill ment
between Indig e nous val ues and busi ness man age -
ment. Access ing edu ca tional oppor tu ni ties and a
broad range of oppor tu ni ties offered by Cana -
dian com pa nies to young Indig e nous peo ple is
affect ing the way busi ness is con ducted and the
future of the con tri bu tion of Indig e nous peo ples
to the Cana dian econ omy. In a recent study
by the Con fer ence Board of Can ada and in

other sup port ing research (Loizedes & Ander son, 
2006), there are exam ples across Can ada where
the value of busi ness skills is rec og nized in the
board rooms of Indig e nous busi ness enter prises,
but where the bot tom line must fit with the
visions of their com mu nity share hold ers. There
are exam ples of com pet i tive bids by indi vid ual-
owned Indig e nous busi nesses won by col lab o ra -
tive teams made up of those busi nesses that
failed in inde pend ent bids com pet ing against one 
another. The term that has been coined is “com -
mu nity cap i tal ism.” Young lead ers embrace their 
her i tage and the best of the busi ness world to
be competitive and suc cess ful. Often times they
receive guid ance from elders and other lead ers
who are well-versed in Indig e nous and busi ness
real i ties.

Adopt ing busi ness val ues works well for
many Indig e nous employ ers and employ ees.
Where Indig e nous indi vid u als are able they make 
their way in the busi ness world fol low ing their
per sonal val ues they do so often in Indig e nous
orga ni za tions, busi ness orga ni za tions with com -
ple men tary val ues and in their own enter prises.
The fol low ing case stud ies build insight into sev -
eral ways of approach ing busi ness in keep ing
with per son ally held Indig e nous val ues that have
resulted in suc cess ful busi nesses con trib ut ing to
the Indigenous community and the Canadian
economy.

CASE STUDY: PATRICIA TURNER,
ABORIGINAL ENTREPRENEUR

Patri cia Turner is an Aborig i nal woman who
chose entre pre neur ship after retir ing from a
career in gov ern ment. Not con tent to sim ply
retire, Turner con tem plated her future and one
day an oppor tu nity pre sented itself in a con ver -
sa tion she ini ti ated with a frus trated trucker
pass ing through her north ern Man i toba First
Nation, Grand Rap ids. This oppor tu nity turned
out to be quite the chal lenge for Turner as she
entered into the world of truck ing and con struc -
tion, set ting up shop in Grand Rap ids. The
truck ing com pany orig i nated some 21 years
ago with Turner con vinc ing the local bank to
help her finance the pur chase of her first two
trucks. For this invest ment and Pat Turner’s
vision E.T. Devel op ment was born and now does 
road build ing, small sal vage oper a tions and com -
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mu nity infra struc ture con struc tion. As Turner

describes, over the years she evolved from being

the “kid” play ing with the big boys, to a player

nego ti at ing con tracts to sup port infrastructure

development for communities in the North.
When asked about her busi ness and her

 success, Turner downplays the chal lenges she
faced as an Aborig i nal woman in this com pet i -
tive, male dom i nated field. She asserts that the
com pany she built is just like the oth ers in main -
stream soci ety, but that they employ 97 per cent
Aborig i nal and serve as a train ing ground for
devel op ing Aborig i nal work ers. As well, Turner
notes, “In our com pany we rec og nize our peo ple. 
In a small com mu nity of First Nations we rec og -
nize the fact that we are so inter twined together 
and that we have to under stand the rela tion ships 
we have with our close people and our close
friends.”

In Turner’s world, peo ple and com mu nity
come first in her value sys tem and she con sid ers 
this a key to her com pany’s suc cess. Turner con -
sid ers her self demand ing, yet fair. She asserts
that the job has to be done right and she makes 
this her pri or ity. In her com pany, there is no
excep tion to excel lence. She focuses on timelines, 
worker com mit ment, train ing, exper tise, coor di na -
tion and an acci dent free envi ron ment. The goal
is to make sure the cli ent is happy. The job well 
done reflects on her as an entre pre neur as well
as on each of her work ers. As Turner notes
“With out the employ ees I would n’t be where I
am today. It is a com bi na tion win-win for every -
body. You are pro vid ing work for your employ -
ees. They tell me that they feel good and they
get paid and look after their fam ily. At the end
of the day that is what we want any way. To pro -
vide the best for your fam ily.” Tak ing care of
fam ily is an impor tant value to Turner. Her chil -
dren are adults, with chil dren of their own and
Turner makes it a priority to spend time with
her grandchildren.

While Turner owns the busi ness and deals
with the office, paper work, bank ers and law yers;
her hus band plays a key role. He works with
the staff plan ning the jobs and get ting the work
done. As Turner puts it “We have a very good
work ing rela tion ship”. Turner’s sons are also
involved with the busi ness, learn ing the ropes as
they go along. While fam ily sup port has been
fan tas tic and has allowed Turner to focus on the 
‘busi ness’ end of the busi ness and take on lead -

er ship roles in the Aborig i nal com mu nity, it
 hasn’t pre vented Turner from roll ing up her
sleeves and get ting into the field. She still
 dazzles a few non-believ ers with her knowl edge
about the equip ment and the indus try. She
 personally inter views work ers who come to her
look ing for a job. She wants to ensure they
know the equip ment from A to Z “We always
say, you have to make that machine dance for
you.” Despite her expe ri ence and rep u ta tion, she 
notes “A lot of men stand and look at me with
ques tion, because it is still a man’s world out
there in con struc tion. They think ‘what the heck
does she know’. But I want to make sure they
know what they are doing. If that equip ment
goes down, it is down time for the com pany and 
for work ers.”

Turner val ues the staff and makes it her
busi ness to ensure that they are well-trained, that 
their work envi ron ment is safe and sup port ing.
In this line of work, it is often 24/7 with long
hours and often staff work in remote loca tions
away from home and fam ily. To com pen sate for
this, Turner ensures that the work ers are com -
fort able, with good rest and food and she makes 
sure that they get the breaks that they need to
spend time with fam ily and community.

Over the years Turner has worked tire lessly
for the ben e fit of the com mu nity. Not sat is fied
with watch ing things from the out side, Turner
served as Band Chief. Hop ing to stim u late com -
mit ment to edu ca tion and cre ate an envi ron ment 
that nur tured youth to careers, Turner facil i tated 
the career fairs in the local school. She pro duced 
t-shirts with the slo gan ‘Youth with Poten tial’ to
turn the neg a tive idea of ‘youth at risk’ around.
While in busi ness, Turner could have sat back
and enjoyed the suc cesses of her work, she has
cho sen the path of mak ing suc cess an option for 
oth ers. Turner believes that her com mu nity ser -
vice is what makes her com pany truly Aborig i nal. 
“The dif fer ence I see in my com pany is the way
that I have aligned myself in work ing rela tion -
ships with Aborig i nal peo ple. I try and pro mote
Aborig i nal com mu ni ties.” Fol low ing through with 
action, Turner was instru men tal in the cre ation
of the Aborig i nal Cham ber of Com merce, the
first of its kind in Can ada, and she served at the 
Pres i dent of the Cham ber for its first two years
of oper a tion. As Turner states “I see the Aborig -
i nal Cham ber of Com merce mak ing a big, huge
impact on the econ omy of Man i toba and I have
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the feel ing deep in my heart that we will go
right across Can ada. Let’s all work together and
make a better world, a better place for our
 people to come along.” Work ing together is a
key value that Turner lives. Her vision for the
Cham ber has become a real ity as the Aborig i nal
Cham ber announced a national pres ence in the
fall of 2006. Turner notes that the Aborig i nal
Cham ber is impor tant to cel e brat ing the con tri -
bu tion that Aborig i nal busi nesses make to the
Cana dian econ omy. She feels that the pub lic at
large is unaware of the num ber of Aborig i nal
busi ness and entre pre neurs. Turner states “It is
time for people like myself to step forward and
say I am Aboriginal and I am an entrepreneur
and I am proud of it.”

Turner is proud of her busi ness and stresses 
that the most impor tant thing is the con tri bu -
tion it makes to the First Nation com mu ni ties.
Turner makes it her busi ness to ensure that
when she does work in the com mu nity she is
leav ing behind the skills nec es sary to sus tain the
pro jects she works on. She noted that over the
years, infra struc ture would be devel oped in First
Nations com mu ni ties but then the com pa nies
doing the work would leave, as would the work -
ers. There was no reflec tion on whether the pro -
ject had invested in devel op ing the com mu nity to 
main tain or sus tain the infra struc ture. This is a
num ber one goal of Turner’s com pany when it
works in the com mu nity. “Why should I go back. 
It is going to cost an arm and a leg to move
equip ment back there. If I can teach some body
and leave at least two peo ple behind, I think
leav ing a bit of your self behind where ever you
go, then you know you have been a suc cess and
you have con trib uted to the people and their
own economy.”

A sec ond goal for Turner’s com pany relates
to her desire to pro vide mean ing ful work to
Aborig i nal peo ple and to develop them to go on 
and work in other com mu ni ties with main stream
orga ni za tions. Turner notes that while it is costly 
to train her work ers, she thinks beyond the
costs when a worker announces that they are
leav ing for another oppor tu nity. Turner wishes
them well as she shares “When they go on
some where and speak highly of her train ing and
E.T. Devel op ments it results in increased rep u ta -
tion and good will for my com pany and this
trans lates into part ner ships and contracts.”

Part ner ships and con tracts are good for
busi ness. Despite seem ingly unique Aborig i nal
com mu nity val ues, Turner is not afraid of the
chal lenge to com pete with main stream busi ness,
nor is she afraid of the idea that it is impor tant
for her com pany to be prof it able. She recalls the 
chal lenges of start ing her busi ness and the lean
years of mak ing doing with lit tle to no profit.
“But that was me” she recalls “I knew I could
live within that $10,000 a year because of the
sim ple fact that I was work ing 24/7 and I knew
that I could see there was lots of work in the
infra struc ture and the field of con struc tion. As
we got big ger and big ger and mak ing money, it
was good for me that I was earn ing at that
power, but I always kept the money in my com -
pany. I would leave it behind for the com pany.”
Mak ing a profit and invest ing in the com pany
are val ues that Turner has trans lated into a
strong a suc cess ful com pany in a tough indus try,
for the benefit of her community.

Turner fur ther dem on strates her val ues in
the views she has about run ning a suc cess ful
busi ness. She notes that “You are not clock wise 
and you don’t answer to any one, to me any way,
it is my com pany.” How ever, she is quick to
spell out the les sons to be learned “I have taken 
some of the issues I have learned from my pre -
vi ous jobs which is account abil ity for one thing. I 
have learned account abil ity, the time ta ble, the
sched ules and the com mit ments. I don’t just
mean with your bank ers or cred i tors, I mean to
your self, to your fam ily and to your cli ents and
ven dors. Try to be fair and hon est with every -
one. I think one of the big gest things is hon -
esty.” Hon esty is a value that con trib utes to
rep u ta tion. Over the 21 years in busi ness, Turner 
has built a reputable Aboriginal company.

In reflect ing on her suc cess, Turner com -
ments “I think it is eas ier work ing with an
Aborig i nal com pany because you know with our
peo ple there is always a com mon under stand -
ing. I put them at ease.” With busi ness in
mind, Turner talks about the value of fam ily
and  community and about the rela tion ships that
are devel oped along the way. Mostly, Patri cia
Turner is an inspi ra tion to her com mu nity and
to oth ers who dream of own ing their own busi -
ness and mak ing a dif fer ence in Aborig i nal eco -
nomic devel op ment. “Believe in your self as a
per son. I am Pat Turner, I am a woman and I
believe I can do this.” With a spir ited chuckle,
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she con tin ues on, “And, if I think I can’t do it,
then I think about it and I go back and I think
what the heck, I will tell Mary Jane and together 
we can do it.” Patri cia Turner’s com pany is truly 
Aborig i nal, and its value is going well beyond
the bot tom-line!

The next case study exam ines the inte gra tion 
of spir i tu al ity into a busi ness phi los o phy that
drives sev eral com mu ni ca tion busi nesses.

CASE STUDY: LISA MEECHES,
ABORIGINAL ENTREPRENEUR

Lisa Meeches is a mod ern day Aborig i nal sto ry -
teller who has taken the com mu ni ca tions indus try 
to a new level with her dynamic approach to
video pro duc tion. As Exec u tive Pro ducer and the 
Pres i dent of Eagle Vision Inc. and Meeches
Video Pro duc tions, she has built a great rep u ta -
tion in the film-mak ing com mu nity as a result of 
her work in Aborig i nal and non-Aborig i nal pro -
duc tions. Her most recent pro duc tions include
Capote, Blue State and Eli jah. With part ners
invested in the new est com pany, Cen tury Street
Dis tri bu tions, Meeches is tak ing her Aborig i nal-
based pro duc tions to the inter na tional forum,
tak ing care to ensure that the pack ag ing and
pre sen ta tion keeps sacred the spiritual base and
intent of her work.

Meeches’s pas sion for film and pro duc tion is 
not rooted in a drive for fame in this highly
glam or ized indus try, but from her sense that it
is her spir i tual job to be a storykeeper. She
shares this, “At the end of each day, I ask
myself, ‘did I accom plish things, was I kind to
peo ple, can I look at my busi ness another way,
how do I make it better,’ and then I write it
down.” Her approach to busi ness is intrigu ing,
rooted in Aborig i nal spir i tu al ity, bring ing cer e -
mony to the heart of day to day business.

As Meeches speaks about her work, the
pow er ful link age between val ues and busi ness
is apparent. “Before we start any pro duc tion,”
Meeches affirms, “we start off with a cer e mony
that spe cif i cally talks about nat u ral law and hon -
our ing the gifts of every body no mat ter what
nation you come from.” She refers to the cer e -
mo nies and offer ings as ‘spir i tual insur ance’,
explain ing that they are offer ings to ensure that
peo ple treat each other well and they are good

and kind to one another. Meeches invests in this 
insur ance in the same way she does other forms
of insur ance such as errors and omis sions or lia -
bil ity insur ance. To Meeches it is all part of the
business.

Meeches’ per spec tive about the ideas that
build into script and pro duc tion is fur ther dem -
on stra tion of the link age of her val ues in her
work. “Before my writ ers even write the script,
which is usu ally eight months before we start
roll ing, there’s a cer e mony just for the writ ers
and then offer ings are made. We take them
all out to a sacred site because in this indus -
try when an idea comes to an indi vid ual that
idea comes from some where pow er ful. It does n’t 
belong to us and it is our job as storykeepers
to ensure we nur ture it and do not take advan -
tage of it because it is seen as a lit tle baby
and we watch it grow and develop.” In serv ing
as a storykeeper, Meeches has become a con -
duit for edu cat ing her peo ple and oth ers about
Aborig i nal spir i tu al ity and val ues. In her day to
day prac tices, the peo ple she works with expe ri -
ence Aborig i nal val ues in ways that can not be
learned through tra di tional forms of edu ca tion. It 
is rather a pow er ful form of expe ri en tial learning 
that takes place in her companies.

Meeches makes it a pri or ity to bring the
Aborig i nal peo ple and com mu nity to the stage
in her pro duc tions. Some of her major works
such as Capote, about Tru man Capote and Eli -
jah Harper, are co-pro duced. As Meeches notes,
the film side of things is very intri cate and
tricky. Co-pro duc tion with com pa nies expe ri enced 
in this area allows Meeches to learn that
side of film. In regard to the pro duc tion of
 Elijah, Meeches asserts that it was crit i cal for
the Aborig i nal com mu nity to be involved, there -
fore co-pro duc tion was an essen tial to suc cess.
When work ing with other pro duc ers, Meeches is
very care ful to ensure that val ues are aligned.
She checks out the peo ple she works with so
that she is con fi dent that her com mu nity will
be respected and treated well. For Meeches,
the ‘check out’ does n’t mean get ting ref er ence
checks or googling, it means that they go into
cer e mony. Before agree ing to work on Eli jah,
Meeches recalls “We had a cer e mony in the stu -
dio here and I had gifts for them and his co-
pro ducer and Wayne and I, my busi ness part ner, 
smoked the pipe and talked about natural law
and respect and my role.”
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Meeches cau tions that cer e mony is not a
quick fix, but needs to be main tained in appre ci -
a tion for every day good things. “You have to
find a way to give back so our ances tors can be
acknowl edged.” On pro duc tion there would be
daily feasts and unique per haps in the indus try
there is an ‘el ders trailer’ tak ing the place of a
‘pro duc ers trailer’. In reflect ing on the Eli jah
pro duc tion, Meeches went on to speak about the 
chal lenges of being a woman in the indus try, but 
being Aborig i nal too. She asserted that with the
Eli jah pro duc tion, it was n’t up to them as pro -
duc ers as to whether the pro duc tion works, but
the Cre ator. In her view, “The script you wrote
comes from a pow er ful place and as long as you 
respect and you treat peo ple good it will take
care of itself.” With this spir i tual value under -
stood, Meeches entered into part ner ship on the
Eli jah pro duc tion and ral lied the sup port of her
com mu nity. Four or five thou sand peo ple came
out to audi tion, “grand moth ers came, it was
quite emo tional for me and I was just over -
whelmed. It was quite pow er ful to see and peo -
ple were truly hon our ing their fits and that is all 
you can ask for.”

As she thinks about how the com mu nity
con trib utes to the suc cess of her pro duc tion
work, Meeches reflects on the con struc tion of a
totem pole. She shares that in her com pany, no
one is low on the totem pole and she per son ally 
helps at all lev els to ensure that her crew sees
that all jobs are val ued and nec es sary to the
qual ity of the com pleted pro duc tion. Meeches
under stands the value of human gifts, “Crewing
a show and crewing an office is look ing at all
the gifts of every body and hon our ing the gifts
and know ing when to step back because I don’t
know it all and being in this envi ron ment I am
allowed to hon our my gifts.” She feels for tu nate
to be in an indus try that hon ours her spirit and
allows her to walk through life guided by her
spirit.

In speak ing with Meeches, it becomes clear
that it is for her peo ple that she invests her
energy in her work. As a sto ry teller and edu ca -
tor she under stands the need to build the capac -
ity of her peo ple. She notes “There is such
a huge need and a gap when it comes to
Aborig i nal peo ple hav ing the oppor tu ni ties to be 
embraced by the indus try.” One of her main
goals for Eagle Vision is to find stra te gic ways
of upgrad ing the skills of Aborig i nal peo ple in

the indus try. Giv ing back, mentoring and cel e -
brat ing with her peo ple are val ues that Meeches
incor po rates into her work. As she notes “I
learned to cre ate strat e gies and tac tics where
every one is included and that’s through the
mentorship program.”

In addi tion, Meeches uses her rep u ta tion in
the indus try to build bridges for oth ers. She
focuses on help ing asso ci a tions such as Man i toba 
Film and Sound and, Film Train ing Man i toba
under stand the cur ric u lum work that needs to be 
done in order to strengthen Aborig i nal involve -
ment in the indus try. As she notes “Our goal is
to cre ate a cen tre of excel lence for Aborig i nal
peo ple in the indus try and work ing with National 
Screen Insti tute to develop cur ric u lum which is
a culturally based spir i tual pro gram which would
allow our peo ple to really take the mes sage
home on what it means to be storytellers.”

In addi tion to her work in her busi ness
and within the Indus try, Meeches also con trib -
utes to her com mu nity in roles such as the one
she recently took on for the Manito Ahbee,
Man i toba Aborig i nal Fes ti val. As chair of the
Man i toba Music Host Com mit tee, Meeches
made a major con tri bu tion to the devel op ment
of the four-day fes ti val that cel e brated Aborig i nal 
music and cul ture. Pro vid ing lead er ship to this
fes ti val was a nat u ral fit for Meeches as the
name Manito Ahbee ref er ences a sacred site
located in Man i toba’s Whiteshell Pro vin cial Park, 
where First Nations tra di tion ally gath ered to
share teach ings and wis dom. Manito Ahbee
means “where the Cre ator sits.” Meeches also
serves on the board of the Man i toba Film and
Sound, the United Way Aborig i nal Rela tions
Com mit tee and the Canadian Independent Film
and Video Fund.

How does she keep up the energy to do all
this work? For Meeches, it is pretty sim ple “I
pow wow so I sneak away for a few week ends
and feed my spirit.” It takes strength to do pow
wow so on a reg u lar basis Meeches trains and
does yoga to keep her focus. In addi tion to this
train ing, Meeches prac tices good med i cine. Her
fam ily blood line is in med i cine. Her grand par -
ents are both staunch herb al ists and her late
grand fa ther used to have a group of med i cine
peo ple from across the coun try that he worked
with. Recently, an elder reminded Meeches that
“Every thing you do is about mak ing good med i -
cine. Your cam era is your pipe and respect it
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like that and your tri pod and all your equip ment 
is your cer e mony offer ings and respect it like
that.” Meeches was blown away by this elder’s
shar ing and the reflec tion on her work as vehicle 
for ‘good medicine’.

Meeches is a prod igy of her upbring ing, her 
val ues and views come from her expe ri ences as a 
child on the reserve. “We were all ath letes, had
horses, long dis tance run ners, I ran until I went
to uni ver sity. You need to be fit to dance pow
wow. So life on the reserve was abso lutely fan -
tas tic. We did n’t have church on our reserve it
was all cer e mony. That’s all we knew. How I
con duct myself now and how I redeem myself
now and how I try to give back, that’s what
makes you a suc cess ful per son.” Meeches returns 
home reg u larly to main tain her spirit and par tic i -
pate in the med i cine work of her family.

One of her pro duc tions, Tipi Tales is actu -
ally mod elled after her grand par ent’s back yard.
As Meeches asserts “His back yard was like an
Indian Dis ney land where every body was happy
every day and the lit tle peo ple had the most
impor tant part in all of it because if we were
hun gry they fed us and if we needed a hug they
hugged us, if we needed to be tick led they would 
tickle us.” In reflect ing on youth today, Meeches
expresses her con cern that there is not enough
empha sis on spir i tual value. “We send our chil -
dren to career sym po siums and what we deem
suc cess ful is based on west ern soci ety mythol ogy. 
There isn’t one booth at a career sym po sium
that asks ‘what does your spirit want?’ ”

Indeed, Meeches is an exam ple of a busi -
ness woman who fol lows the lead of her spirit.
Busi ness deci sions are made in con sul ta tion with
the spirit world and the Cre ator. She reflects
back to her very early days in the indus try and a 
deci sion she had to make after being asked to
pro duce the now acclaimed show The Shar ing
Cir cle. She recalls, “I went home to ask my
grand fa ther if I should do it, and he said ‘you
should go out and fast.’ In the old days that was 
how we did things, we would dis cuss things, and
fast and pray, and he says that’s when we would
do a shar ing cir cle and that is what you should
call it.” The Shar ing Cir cle was born and to this
day pro vides a crit i cal forum for Aborig i nal sto -
ry tell ing.

Of her suc cess in busi ness, Meeches shares
her per spec tive that her work has only begun.
“We’re going to keep tell ing Aborig i nal sto ries

until we are happy, and we are not all happy
yet. We are not at a healthy place where we are 
happy.” Lisa Meeches and her com pa nies serve
as mod ern day dem on stra tion of the degree
to which Aborig i nal cul ture and ways of being
achieve what so many com pa nies are not able to 
under the tag ‘cor po rate social respon si bil ity’.
Per haps cor po rate social respon si bil ity has to
focus more on the spirit of the peo ple. Meeches
believes that peo ple would be hap pier if they
fol lowed their spirit and had strong busi ness eth -
ics that are guided by the ‘cir cu lar’ teach ings
while work ing in the lin ear world. Meeches lives
her talk “You can wear them together” she
asserts “and you don’t have to com pro mise one
another because I have advi sors that remind me
of the lin ear teach ings and those that remind me 
of the cir cu lar teach ings.” This is good med i cine
for those of us try ing to understand the balance
in life and work.

CORPORATE SOCIAL
RESPONSIBILITY

Cor po rate Social Respon si bil ity (CSR) is an
often-used, sel dom-defined term that has become 
both a light ning rod for the grow ing debate
about the role of busi ness in soci ety and a catch-
all for the many ways that role may be ful filled,
includ ing phi lan thropy or char ity, envi ron men tal
sustainability, the advance ment of human rights,
and com mu nity development.

Whether one believes that CSR is a role for 
busi ness over and above prof it abil ity, or a means 
by which busi ness can help ensure long-term sus -
tain able prof its, there is no doubt that there is
increased inter est in express ing a cor po ra tions
social invest ment. In 2005, 360 dif fer ent CSR-
related share holder res o lu tions were filed, 64 per 
cent of the world’s multi-national cor po ra tions
pub lished some form of CSR report, and there
is a burgeoning indus try of CSR rat ings, con sul -
tants and asso ci a tions (Por ter & Kramer, 2006,
pp. 80–81).

While there has been a change afoot it is
impor tant to remem ber that this is an evo lu tion,
not a rev o lu tion; for there has always been sym -
me try between a busi ness’ prof it abil ity and the
well-being of the com mu nity in which it oper ates. 
Por ter and Kramer recently described that fun da -
men tal con nec tion as fol lows: “By pro vid ing jobs, 
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invest ing cap i tal, pur chas ing goods, and doing
busi ness every day, cor po ra tions have a pro -
found and pos i tive influ ence on soci ety. The
most impor tant thing a cor po ra tion can do for
soci ety, and for any com mu nity, is con trib ute to
a pros per ous econ omy” (2006: 91). It is a sen ti -
ment that ech oes through cap i tal ist pro po nents
as far back as Adam Smith’s The Wealth of
Nations (1776) and Ber nard Mandeville’s Fable
of the Bees. (Friedman, 2005, p. 40).

CSR is driv ing busi nesses to think more
deeply about the extent of the rela tion ship
between busi ness and social good. Com pa nies
are being warned that “Any busi ness that pur -
sues its ends at the expense of the soci ety
in which it oper ates will find its suc cess to be
illu sory and ulti mately tem po rary” (Por ter &
Kramer, 2006, p. 83). As a result of this view,
 analysis of man age ment strat e gies are increas -
ingly using terms like ‘shared value’ and ‘the
sustainability sweet spot’ to both iden tify and
build on those com mon inter ests, to the ben e fit
of both the company and its community.

The fol low ing two exam ples are typ i cal of
the the o rist pro mot ing a more holis tic approach
to busi ness strat egy. Savitz urges com pa nies to
incor po rate a ‘tri ple bot tom line’ that judges
a busi ness against envi ron men tal mea sures such
as air and air qual ity, energy usage and waste
pro duced; and social mea sures such as labour
prac tices, com mu nity impact, human rights
and prod uct respon si bil ity; as well as eco nomic
mea sures sales, prof its, return on invest ment,
taxes paid, mon e tary flows and jobs cre ated
(2006, p. xii). Jack son and Nel son (2004) cham -
pion a ‘prof its with prin ci ples’ approach that
focuses on har ness ing inno va tion for the pub lic
good, putt ing peo ple at e-cen tre, spread ing eco -
nomic oppor tu nity, engag ing in new alli ances,
being per for mance-driven in every thing, prac tis -
ing supe rior gov er nance and pur su ing pur pose
beyond profit.

The con gru ity between these trends and tra -
di tional Indig e nous val ues bodes well for indig e -
nous peo ples and their busi nesses in a num ber
of ways. Firstly, as a key part of soci ety, any cor -
po rate strat egy that com pels a more holis tic
focus on soci ety will undoubt edly involve both
indig e nous peo ples and their busi nesses. Sec ond,
as com pa nies pur sue a CSR approach undoubt -
edly new busi ness oppor tu ni ties will arise that
respect, embrace and uti lize indig e nous val ues

and capac i ties. Finally, given both its rich and
diverse his tory of holis tic, com mu nity think ing,
indig e nous lead ers and busi nesses can offer
main stream busi nesses unique and val ued per -
spec tives that may increase under stand ing and
suc cess in imple ment ing CSR.

CONCLUSION

As man age ment prac tices are being driven to
look at the role of busi ness in rela tion to its
peo ple, its com mu nity, and the envi ron ment, it
is only nat u ral to con sider Indig e nous val ues
as they are typ i cally asso ci ated with such a holis -
tic per spec tive. A review of Indig e nous val ues
reveals its own set of chal lenges. While com mon, 
such val ues are not com pletely uni form. His tory
has played a role in sti fling the emer gence of
Indig e nous val ues in busi ness man age ment prac -
tices. As well, the com plex ity and nuance of
those val ues does not lend itself to more tra di -
tional forms of busi ness education, including the
printed word.

And yet, in the face of these dif fi cul ties
Indig e nous val ues remain strong, pass ing from
gen er a tion to gen er a tion. What’s more, Indig e -
nous val ues are being rewarded by the econ -
omy. In their own ways, Turner and Meeches
reflect Indig e nous val ues in their busi ness prac -
tices lead ing to the ulti mate suc cess of their
busi nesses. They each hold their busi nesses to
val ues that under pin their personal philosophies.

This paper is sim ply a start ing point in so
many ways. Man age ment prac tices have a long
way to go to fully com pre hend and imple ment
the prin ci ples of CSR. Much work remains to be 
done to under stand the com plex fab ric of Indig e -
nous val ues. What is clear is that con tem po rary
busi ness man age ment prac tices and Indig e nous
val ues are tak ing dif fer ent paths to the same
des ti na tion; a holis tic way of think ing that fully
con nects busi ness suc cess with the well-being of
the com mu nity in which it oper ates. This is a
future ripe with poten tial; a truly com mon lan -
guage united in com mon pur pose, a future of
mutual respect, opportunity and fulfillment.
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Edi tor’s Intro duc tion Les sons from Research

Edi tor’s Intro duc tion

Although it was not our inten tion, the inter na tional fla vour of this,
our tenth issue of the Jour nal of Aborig i nal Eco nomic Devel op ment,
is unde ni able. Inter est ingly the edi to rial team had for some time
been debat ing the mer its of pro duc ing a spe cial issue focus ing on
inter na tional Aborig i nal eco nomic devel op ment issues. The fol low ing 
arti cles offer insight into the vari ety of eco nomic issues cur rently
con front ing Indig e nous peo ples in Can ada and Aus tra lia, while the
fol low ing sec tion’s research note pres ents research con ducted in
Ban gla desh among the Indig e nous Garo com mu nity.

Draw ing on their expe ri ences work ing locally, nation ally, and
inter na tion ally, devel op ing respect ful pro to cols, and build ing rela tion -
ships with Aborig i nal women engaged in com mu nity devel op ment,
Anna Hunter, Isobel Findlay, and Lou ise Clarke explore the ongo ing 
con tri bu tions and per sis tent chal lenges of Aborig i nal women’s com -
mu nity devel op ment. Argu ing that the threats of eco nomic glob al iza -
tion are felt keenly by Aborig i nal women and chil dren, who are
most often the ones at the bot tom of the chain of devel op ment,
 little is being done to shore up these dis par i ties. The authors spe cif i -
cally draw on their expe ri ences related to their efforts to orga nize a
work shop, con fer ence, and research cel e brat ing Aborig i nal women’s
com mu nity devel op ment work. In par tic u lar, they focus on the mul ti -
ple strat e gies women devise to nego ti ate what they iden tify as the
struc tural imped i ments to Aborig i nal women’s com mu nity devel op -
ment, the lat ter of which remains crit i cal to devel op ing and main -
tain ing healthy and sus tain able com mu ni ties.

Louis Evans of the Cen tre for Sus tain able Mine Lakes at Aus -
tra lia’s Cur tin Uni ver sity of Tech nol ogy reviews a num ber of ini tia -
tives aimed at assist ing Aborig i nal eco nomic devel op ment through a
care ful exam i na tion of pub lished data focus ing on the imped i ments
to Aborig i nal enter prise devel op ment. In Aus tra lia Aborig i nal eco -
nomic devel op ment is being assisted through fund ing mech a nisms
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and consultations pro vided by Indig e nous Busi ness Aus tra lia, the
Indig e nous Land Cor po ra tion and other gov ern ment agen cies, as
well as from the pri vate sec tor, in par tic u lar the min ing indus try.
Despite this assis tance Evans argues that the major imped i ments to
enter prise devel op ment tend to be over looked, which include the
lack of cul tur ally appro pri ate busi ness mod els and related cul tural
issues, lack of busi ness skills and access to advice and, in the case
of remote com mu ni ties, the lack of access to mar kets and busi ness
 services. Evans sug gests a need to grav i tate to inter na tional trends
in ca pac ity devel op ment that empha size a sys tems-based,  people-
centred empow er ment approach is required, and like issues and
impli ca tions related to apply ing such an approach are ana lyzed and
dis cussed.

Finally, an inno va tive arti cle by Aus tra lian pol icy ana lyst David
Worth exam ines the impact of fluc tu at ing gas o line prices upon Aus -
tra lian Aborig i nal com mu ni ties depend ent on petrol for their basic
energy needs through the lens of peak oil. Argu ing that the debate
about ris ing petrol prices in Aus tra lia has focused mainly on Aus tra -
lians who live in urban areas, the par al lel impact upon Indig e nous
Aus tra lians liv ing in remote com mu ni ties is often over looked. Most
of these small com mu ni ties located through out Aus tra lia use die sel
fuel for their main power sup ply and for trans por ta tion. Fur ther
com pound ing these issues is the fact that many of these com mu ni -
ties have devel oped eco nomic plans based on tour ism, and rely upon 
sta ble fuel prices if their ini tia tives are to be suc cess ful. This paper
ana lyzes the future chal lenges of build ing via ble and sus tain able
com mu ni ties in remote Aus tra lia antic i pat ing even higher world oil
prices due to peak oil chal lenges, an issue the author sug gests are
likely to confront First Nations people living in remote regions of
Canada.

Edi tor’s Intro duc tion
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Anna Hunter, Isobel M. Findlay, and Lou ise Clarke Nego ti at ing Rela tion ships for Advanc ing an Indig e nous Women’s Agenda

REDEVELOPING DEVELOPMENT
Negotiating Relationships for Advancing

an Indigenous Women’s Agenda

Anna Hunter, Isobel M. Findlay, and Lou ise Clarke

INTRODUCTION

Draw ing on our expe ri ence work ing locally,
nation ally, and inter na tion ally, devel op ing respect -
ful pro to cols, and build ing rela tion ships with
Indig e nous women, this paper’s gendered and
indigenized per spec tives explore the transfor -
mative poten tial of the women’s com mu nity
devel op ment endeav ours. We will first dis cuss
how Indig e nous women’s nar ra tives and sto ries
(in con trast to edicts, plans, and tem plates)
express and imple ment cul tural alter na tives to
neo-lib eral ver sions of devel op ment. Then we will 
describe how a spe cific plan ning pro cess for
trans na tional research activ i ties and work shops
involv ing Indig e nous and non-Indig e nous women, 
aca dem ics and non-aca dem ics from diverse north-
south regions fos tered new con nec tions and
capac i ties through a vari ety of multi-fac eted and

recip ro cal  rela tionships devel oped in mul ti ple

sites. The final  section of the paper cri tiques and 

con fronts the organizational issues and  setbacks

impli cated in these pro cesses of “contestation,

nego ti a tion and appro pri a tion in a trans na tional

social sphere” (Thayer, 2001, p. 246) in addi tion

to offer ing a num ber of prac ti cal strat e gies and

tools to pro mote women’s per spec tives and inter -

ests in devel op ment.
These col lab o ra tive plan ning activ i ties built

on the foun da tion of a very suc cess ful Social
 Sciences and Human i ties Research Coun cil
of Can ada (SSHRC)-funded national con fer ence
“Value(s) Added: Shar ing Voices on Aborig i nal
Com mu nity Eco nomic Devel op ment,” hosted
by the Col lege of Com merce at the Uni ver sity
of Sas katch e wan in May 2002. These pro ceed -
ings were pub lished in the Jour nal of Aborig i nal
Eco nomic Devel op ment, vol ume 4, num ber 1,
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edited by Isobel Findlay, War ren Weir, and
 Louise Clarke. That con fer ence aimed to probe
what hap pens when you bring together those
who are not nor mally encour aged to talk to and
learn from one another, when you resist the
waste ful prac tices of moder nity, when diverse
knowl edge unmasks the taken-for-granted, and
when the ory and prac tice meet and act in unpre -
dict able ways. Although the con fer ence was in
many ways a great suc cess, it had its blind spots. 
What it failed to do was fore ground and rec og -
nize the work of Aborig i nal women despite the
over whelm ingly female makeup of the orga niz ing 
com mit tee. It was that fail ure that gal va nized
women in the com mu nity and in the acad emy to 
orga nize and act, to sup port and cel e brate the
work of com mu nity-based women.

Since that time, a core group of peo ple
at the Uni ver sity of Sas katch e wan (guided by
 community-based Aborig i nal women) has been
devel op ing col lab o ra tive rela tions first with
Universidad Estatal a Distancia (UNED), San
Jose, Costa Rica, on the basis of a Mem o ran -
dum of Under stand ing, and now with Univer -
sidad Nacional de Costa Rica, Heredia, San
Jose. This col lab o ra tion also aimed to include
another north-south dimen sion by work ing with
Maori and Pakeha (white) women from New
Zea land. We worked for two years to plan a
2006 inter na tional con fer ence Indig e nous Women
Build ing Alli ances for Com mu nity Devel op ment:
From the Hearts of Our Peo ples in Costa Rica.
Focus ing on com mu nity-based women from
diverse set tings, the pri mary objec tive was to
pro vide an inclu sive and acces si ble venue for the 
pro mo tion and explo ra tion of a broad, par tic i pa -
tory set of nar ra tives of Aborig i nal com mu nity
devel op ment prac tices that put at the heart of
things the many dif fer ent forms of proactive and 
reac tive responses, reac tions and resistances of
Indig e nous women. In doing so, the polit i cal
agency of Indig e nous women is mobi lized to
explic itly and implic itly influ ence the ways that
devel op ment strat e gies are con structed, thought,
planned and imple mented (Crush, 1995, p. 8).
What was achieved and what was not in the pro -
cess has much to tell us about the capac i ties of
Aborig i nal women and the forces that con tinue
to frus trate them — and to foster new alliances
and new strategies to create healthy and sus tain -
able communities.

WOMEN’S NARRATIVES:

RESISTING GLOBALIZATION/

REDEVELOPING DEVELOPMENT

Indig e nous peo ples around the world have sur -
vived “glob al iza tion” for mil len nia. For most, the 
long, hard strug gle to retain and reclaim rights
over their lives, lands, labour, and knowl edge is
still going on, while oth ers have suc cess fully
rede fined and imple mented new visions of suf fi -
ciency and suc cess for them selves and their com -
mu ni ties. Around the world, Indig e nous peo ple
are chal leng ing the inev i ta bil i ties of the ways
things are, find ing hope in the prop o si tion that
cur rent real i ties are not nat u ral. Thus, humans
can change what humans devised in the first
place and can rein vig o rate com mu nity in the
pro cess. If they “can not erase the his tory of
colo nial ism,” they can and “must, as an imper a -
tive, undo it in a con tem po rary con text” (Lafond, 
1994, p. 208). And that means break ing silences
and speak ing truth to power inside and out side
Indig e nous com mu ni ties, rede fin ing iden ti ties far
too long defined by gov ern ment edict and legal
clas si fi ca tion, and devel op ing and re-devel op ing
nar ra tives to explain and situate ourselves within
postcolonial frameworks and contexts.

The most recent ver sion of glob al iza tion is
cre at ing new threats to Indig e nous com mu ni -
ties (e.g., Bauman, 1998; Bourdieu & Coleman,
1991), build ing rather than bridg ing eco nomic
and other gaps between and among groups,
prov ing espe cially dam ag ing to Indig e nous
women (and chil dren). In the con text of “Global 
Apart heid” — the grow ing gap between rich and
poor from 2:1 in 1800 to the cur rent sit u a tion
whereby the rich est 20 per cent own 82.7 per
cent of global income and the poor est 20 per
cent earn only 1.6 per cent (Banerjee, 2003) — 
poor women rep re sent two-thirds of the world’s
poor est, yet in parts pro duce 70 per cent of
 agricultural labour and over 90 per cent of
food (World Eco nomic Forum, 2005). In the
face of  neo-liberal cut backs to pub lic ser vices,
women in Peru, for exam ple, endan ger their
health through unusual com mit ments to “ income-
generation, house hold pro duc tion, and com mu -
nity man age ment activ i ties” as well as the devel -
op ment of microenterprises to chal lenge and
cope with eco nomic restruc tur ing. In the pro cess, 
they invest in local labour, local prod ucts, and
fam ily and com mu nity wel fare, and cre ate credit
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co-oper a tives that in turn pro duce oppor tu ni -
ties to raise gen der con scious ness, edu cate one
another, and increase women’s con trol over their 
pub lic and pri vate lives (Hays-Mitch ell, 2003,
pp. 94–107). Even 10 years after the Beijing
World Con fer ence on Women, the gap between
women and men remains undi min ished (World
Eco nomic Forum, 2005). Despite expe ri enc ing
the vio lence of such ineq ui ties, Indig e nous
women prove impor tant stew ards of the world’s
lin guis tic and bio diversity (Lertzman &
Vredenburg, 2005) and active promoters of social 
change (Sen, 1999).

Although local resources and rela tion ships
rebuilt around com mon expe ri ences are a crit i -
cal part of the story we tell here, the local is
not imag ined as sep a rate from the global, free
from power inequal i ties, or beyond the destruc -
tive reach of neg a tive strat e gies of dif fer ence
whether on the basis of race, class, gen der,
age, sexualities, reli gion, or abil i ties. Nor can
peo ple effec tively nego ti ate global com plex i ties
 without larger and inter na tional link ages (Mohan 
& Stokke, 2000). Still, we remain uncon vinced by 
claims of glob al iza tion’s oblit er a tion of bound -
aries of nation, state, etc. Dem o cratic par tic i pa -
tion and the power of sov er eignty remain key
tools in efforts to resist and reject neo-colo nial
infrac tions. To think oth er wise is to sub mit to
the ide ol ogy of glob al ism and advance glob al i za -
tion (Halperin & Laxer, 2003).

If the com plex i ties and con tra dic tions of
eco nomic glob al iza tion and com mu ni ca tions tech -
nol ogy have added to the many global divides,
they also offer the pos si bil ity of new spaces
where Indig e nous peo ples can come together to
share their expe ri ences — their suc cesses as well
as their chal lenges — to give pub lic record to
their his to ries and to build alli ances for mutual
assis tance. Work ing within and against dom i nant
the o ries and struc tures of author ity, Indig e nous
women unpack will ful acts of for get ting “with
a view to rewrit ing and reright ing [Indig e nous
women’s] posi tion in his tory” (Smith, 1999,
pp. 28–34).

This work takes place within an exten sive
net work of allies and coali tions. Indig e nous
women rec og nize the impor tance of join ing in
sol i dar ity with com ple men tary net works of anti-
oppres sion advo cates. At the same time, they
rec og nize first hand the dif fi cul ties and dan gers
inher ent in rela tion ships between peo ple expe ri -

enc ing dif fer ent his to ries and forms of oppres -
sion. Build ing these rela tion ships reflects the
chal lenges in nego ti at ing north-south, insti tu -
tional, cul tural, and other dif fer ences in an envi -
ron ment of scarce resources, shar ing the o ret i cal
and prac ti cal tools among intel lec tu als from com -
mu nity and uni ver sity, stretch ing and strength en -
ing con cepts, cat e go ries, and con nec tions in
order to respect all part ners and sup port equi ta -
ble par tic i pa tion in this unique col lab o ra tion
(Cot trell & Parpart, 2006; Sil ver, Ghorayshi, Hay 
& Klyne, 2006). These chal lenges must be sit u -
ated, in turn, within the con tin u ing colo nial leg -
acy of polar ized mis trust and miscommunication
affect ing Indig e nous / non-Indig e nous rela tions. It 
has been hard but nec es sary work involv ing the
sort of ped a gogy of hope and crit i cal vig i lance
that bell hooks (2003) com mends, prob ing the
nature of knowledges and rep re sen ta tion (includ -
ing who gets to speak and define, whose truths
and sto ries count), indi vid ual and insti tu tional
roles and respon si bil i ties, and the largely
quantitative measures of success on which so
much policy and other decision-making depends.

Any one who has lived or worked closely
with any Aborig i nal com mu nity knows that
Aborig i nal com mu nity devel op ment pol icy and
other deci sion-mak ing depends on a dif fer ent set 
of indi ca tors to mea sure pol icy and pro gram
 success. Finan cial prac tices and pro ce dures are
impor tant, but should not be the sole (myo pic)
lens guid ing pro gram eval u a tion. For most
Aborig i nal com mu ni ties, cul tural sustainability is
not some thing to be taken for granted — espe -
cially in the cur rent era of tech no log i cal  glo -
balization. Accord ingly, indi ca tors of cul tural
sustainability, such as inter-gen er a tional lan -
guage trans mis sion and other forms of tra di tional 
knowl edge, are an impor tant consideration in
community development programs and policies.

Indig e nous women gen er ally approach com -
mu nity devel op ment strat e gies from a fur ther
step of dif fer ence. Many Indig e nous women
stand on the front lines of the bat tle ground
of impov er ished com mu ni ties and fam i lies. For
many of them, main te nance of fam i lies is their
pri or ity, but it is not their sole respon si bil ity.
When their abil ity to ful fill their roles within
the family is threat ened, Indig e nous women have 
pur sued a vari ety of polit i cal actions to bring
these issues to the pub lic domain for redress
(Miller, 1991). Draw ing on a long his tory of
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 carrying an undue bur den of respon si bil ity for
fam i lies and com mu ni ties, they rec og nize that
“social ills within our com mu ni ties are not
because of who we are but because of what has
been done to us” (Muise, 2003, p. 36). As a
result, the women have rou tinely chal lenged gov -
ern ments and their insti tu tions to accept their
share of the respon si bil ity for impov er ish ing
Indig e nous peo ples and producing an inter-
generational legacy of violence and dysfunction.

All in all, Indig e nous par tic i pants tend to
approach things dif fer ently but with some fun da -
men tal roots of com mon al ity to non-Indig e nous
par tic i pants. Like Har ris (1990), all par tic i pants
act on the under stand ing that “whole ness and
com mon al ity are acts of will and cre ativ ity,
rather than pas sive dis cov ery” (p. 581). Like
Muise, they under stand that “Noth ing will
change the con di tion of our lives until we edu -
cate our selves, change our atti tudes, and con -
tinue to heal our selves.” As a result they too are 
“reclaim[ing] their author ity and right ful place in 
the com mu nity” (2003, pp. 30–35). Each par tic i -
pant, in effect, engages in bring ing about the
pos i tive and pro gres sive changes they want to
see. Such changes as they aim to effect need
spaces and ven ues for dia logue and voice: what
one par tic i pant called “eth i cal spaces” where
Indig e nous women can be and know who they
are, where they can value their dif fer ences, cel e -
brate the beauty of pow er ful women, find spir i -
tual author ity, renew cul ture, offer mutual
sup port, build rela tion ships, learn together, and
moti vate and mobi lize in the inter ests of healthy, 
sus tain able com mu ni ties.

PLANNING AND ORGANIZING FOR 
REWRITING/RIGHTING

In this sec tion of the paper we recount the plan -
ning and orga niz ing pro cess for an inter na tional
con fer ence and reflect on the learn ing about
rela tion ships that we derived from that pro cess.
As men tioned, we have tried in that pro cess to
encom pass mul ti ple strat e gies in mul ti ple sites
with mul ti ple voices and sto ries, reflect ing the
com mit ment to an on-going pro cess of  inter -
action and mutual learn ing rather than sim ply
plan ning for one prod uct or a spe cific event. No 
sin gle event is likely to prove transformative
unless it is embed ded within such an on-going

pro cess. Indeed, it is in the ongo ing acts of orga -

niz ing that the learn ing becomes transformative,

that the knowl edge sharing becomes a source of

strength.
The pro cess has unfolded in three main

sites: west ern Can ada, Costa Rica, and New
 Zealand, each with its own mul ti plic ity of sites
and con stit u en cies. While aca dem ics have been
the ini ti a tors, we have tried to orga nize so
that grassroots Indig e nous women who do the
day-to-day com mu nity devel op ment are in the
fore ground, unlearn ing our own priv i leges while
learn ing actively from their expe ri ence and
exper tise. Despite this com mit ment, we encoun -
tered some inter est ing dif fer ences at the inter na -
tional level with respect to plan ning, all of which 
required nego ti a tion. The Costa Rican orga niz ers 
ini tially envis aged a rel a tively for mal pro gram of
key note speak ers and mul ti ple the matic ses sions
focused pri mar ily on basic com mu nity devel op -
ment: health, edu ca tion, envi ron men tal and cul -
tural sustainability. In New Zea land, there are
many aca dem ics, both Maori and Pakeha, who
have expe ri ence work ing together, often with
a focus on com mu nity eco nomic devel op ment.
The Cana dian vision was of a less struc tured
con fer ence with a lot of time for cul tural shar ing 
and infor mal dis cus sion of themes aris ing rather
organ i cally, as peo ple gave them voice and
impor tance. The com pro mise we adopted was to
give each region a block of time to pres ent and
dis cuss as they saw fit, then to develop together
an action agenda for future col lab o ra tive efforts,
and to end with a conference that would allow
for the participants to come together.

Sim i larly, while the New Zea land par tic i -
pants were eager to share sto ries of their eco -
nomic devel op ment ini tia tives, the women in
Costa Rica remained deeply sus pi cious of a term 
(eco nomic) that had proven such an exclu sive
and dam ag ing pre oc cu pa tion among devel op ment 
agen cies. Thus, the term found no place in the
title for the pro jected con fer ence, a title that
engaged “the Hearts of Our Peo ples” in re-eval -
u at ing pri or i ties. Already then, Costa Rica was a 
site for action where we might rethink knowl -
edge and prac tice in many spheres from cur ric u -
lum to trade rela tions, with con cern for process
as well as outcomes.

Simul ta neously, we in Saskatoon con tin ued
net work ing with oth ers in west ern Can ada with
shared inter ests in com mu nity devel op ment.
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Draw ing on the fun da men tal Indig e nous teach -
ings and under stand ings of bal ance and the
 medicine wheel, our work was designed to reflect 
a bal anced approach to the four direc tions of
every day tribal life: social and cul tural (i.e., kin -
ship, com mu nity net works); spir i tual and cer e mo -
nial; eco nomic (includ ing sus tain able land and
resource use); and jus tice, gov er nance and lead -
er ship. Wanda Wuttunee’s descrip tion of the
First Nations Devel op ment Insti tute’s “Ele ments
of Devel op ment Model” pro vided addi tional
 indicators and dimen sions, which fur thered our
under stand ings of holis tic Aborig i nal com mu nity
devel op ment (Wuttunee, 2004, pp. 21–26). In
addi tion to this multi-dimen sional approach to
devel op ment, we were also com mit ted to Indig e -
nous teach ings and pro to cols of our tra di tional
ter ri tory, with a par tic u lar empha sis given to
respect ing Miyo-wichetowin, the prin ci ple of get -
ting along well with oth ers and expand ing the
cir cle (Car di nal & Hildebrant, 2000). Thus, the
women would work to reclaim healthy com mu ni -
ties and ecologies and renew ceremonies and
teachings in the most inclusive and accessible
manner possible.

To put these ideas into prac tice, a com mit -
tee was orga nized that included a broad range of 
uni ver sity and com mu nity mem bers. The plan -
ning com mit tee actively sought rep re sen ta tion of
Indig e nous women (urban, rural, and remote,
young and old) in all lev els and capac i ties, from
the co-chair to stu dent record ers. Acces si bil ity
for all mem bers to con trib ute to the con fer ence
plan ning was arranged through lunch hour meet -
ings, tele-con fer ence meet ings, and email com -
mu ni ca tion. In addi tion, the co-chairs trav elled
to meet with Indig e nous groups to get their
input and sup port for the con fer ence, while a
num ber walked with orga niz ers and par tic i pants
in marches across Sas katch e wan to remember
our missing or stolen sisters.

A key part of the plan ning com mit tee’s
work was to orga nize a regional Roundtable on
Indig e nous Women’s Com mu nity Devel op ment in 
West ern Can ada to cel e brate the strug gles and
achieve ments of women in west ern Can ada and
to pur sue the pos si bil i ties and ben e fits of sol i dar -
ity with Indig e nous women around the globe.
Com mit ted to shar ing effec tive prac tices in local
and regional set tings and build ing the agenda
and an action plan for Costa Rica, Roundtable
par tic i pants focused on four specific themes:

l Elim i na tion of vio lence against women and
chil dren;

l Edu ca tion, health and other capac ity-build ing;
l Eco nomic and busi ness devel op ment for well-

being and sustainability;
l Jus tice and gov er nance.

Each of these themes was (and remains)
timely and urgent in cel e brat ing Indig e nous
women’s achieve ments and aspi ra tions in what
was the Year of First Nations and Métis Women 
in Sas katch e wan (2005) and the first year of
the United Nations Sec ond Inter na tional Decade 
of the World’s Indig e nous Peo ple, a decade
designed to strengthen “inter na tional coop er a tion 
for the solu tion of prob lems faced by Indig e nous 
peo ple in such areas as cul ture, edu ca tion,
health, human rights, the envi ron ment, and social 
and eco nomic devel op ment.” The pro posed
research and social action like wise remain urgent 
in the con text of Amnesty Inter na tional’s Sto len
Sis ters Report tes ti fy ing to vio lence against Indig e -
nous women and chil dren that has resulted from 
gov ern ment fail ures to ful fill respon si bil i ties to
pro tect the rights of Indig e nous women (2004,
p. 3). That vio lence, accord ing to the United
Nations Dec la ra tion on Vio lence against Women, 
is “a man i fes ta tion of his tor i cally unequal power
rela tions between men and women” as well as “a 
means by which this inequal ity is main tained”
(Amnesty Inter na tional, 2004, p. 11).

In doing this work, we achieved tre men dous 
suc cesses. Over 70 par tic i pants from Man i toba to 
Brit ish Colum bia attended the Saskatoon Round -
table ses sion in Octo ber 2005. The pro cess began 
with tra di tional cer e mo nies and panel dis cus sions 
by Aborig i nal women lead ers and Elders. Then
we broke into theme groups for open shar ing
with a facil i ta tor and Aborig i nal stu dent record -
ers. Although there was not enough time, new
rela tion ships were encour aged, old rela tion ships
renewed. We lis tened and we talked. We
laughed and we cried. Some times we dis agreed
with each other, but always within a cir cle of
respect for each other and the knowl edge that
we all brought to the ses sion — and were eager
to take to an inter na tional forum.

The fol low ing sec tions para phrase the sto ries 
the women told at the Roundtable, pow er ful
 stories that ranged from sus pi cion of the oppres -
sors to calls for hope and inclu sive ness, sto ries
that added to some crit i cal remind ers of effec -
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tive strat e gies in the past. At a time when the
Indian Act still pro scribed women chiefs, for
instance, women recalled how they made the
most of “wom anly” activ i ties avail able to them to 
show lead er ship and polit i cize one another. If
sew ing cir cles were widely asso ci ated with the
incon se quence of wom anly activ i ties, the women
ensured oth er wise, using them as sites of polit i -
cal edu ca tion and mobi li za tion. Sim i larly, oth ers
recounted the kitchen table dream ing that rad i -
cal ized women from the heart and led to the
grandmothers fasting and then walking to Oka.

Violence against Women

Par tic i pants told many sto ries of women and
chil dren being beaten, becom ing depressed, turn -
ing to drugs, pros ti tu tion and some times sui cide
or being killed. Some sto ry tell ers con veyed the
idea that peo ple chose a life of drugs and vio -
lence while oth ers insisted that this dark path
was forced on many peo ple. They lik ened the
effects of res i den tial schools to the symp toms
of post-trau matic stress syn drome, but over a
period of sev eral gen er a tions. In any case, most
par tic i pants thought that it was essen tial that
the  stories be told to help the heal ing, to get
more resources to address the prob lems. Gath er -
ings like the Roundtable are very impor tant for
women to be able to tell their sto ries, but the
sto ries also need to be made pub lic with the
media being held account able for not cov er ing
these sto ries because the silence is a form
of control. And when the media is not silent,
they tend to put all Aborig i nal women in one
box — cat e go rized as pros ti tutes and drug addicts 
becom ing, in the view of many, unwor thy of
assis tance. Even if a woman fol lows a darker
path and turns up dead, that does not mean that 
she does not deserve a fair inves ti ga tion. Each
life should be treated the same; each one is
worth saving.

A few par tic i pants stated that, at gath er ings
like the Roundtable, it is impor tant to move
beyond the sto ries to talk more about some of
the solu tions. Some of the solu tions must come
from agen cies, but they need to change their
way of think ing and act ing. They want sta tis tics,
but when one group set up a sys tem for track -
ing Aborig i nal chil dren born with addic tions, it
was soon dropped. Another par tic i pant said that
when a white col league was will ing to ver ify and

sup port her claims with man age ment, they were
able to make some prog ress; when the white col -
league moved on, man age ment turned a deaf ear 
again. Much of the empha sis in the dis cus sion
about solu tions was on what Aborig i nal peo ple
them selves could and must do in their com mu ni -
ties. There has to be more edu ca tion for women 
about the roots of vio lence and about proper
parenting; if the women choose not to come
to meetings, then the meet ings must some how
go to them. We also need more pro grams to
help our men to change, to over come their his -
to ries of vio lence, aban don ment, and neglect. We 
need the flex i bil ity to develop pro grams to fit
the com mu nity and to pre vent the vio lence; we
must be more proactive rather than just reac tive. 
If people come together in unity, then maybe
women will have a stronger voice to break down 
the barriers for our sisters.

Education, Health, and
Other Capacity Building

While there are many spe cific prob lems fac ing
our peo ple, the gen eral mes sage is: the way
we look at things is not the same as the way
non-Aborig i nal peo ple do. As such we need to
return to our val ues and focus on build ing upon
the strengths in our com mu ni ties as opposed
to lament ing what we do not have. We as
Aborig i nal women are strong; we are the car ri ers 
and shak ers on Indig e nous knowl edge and we
need to pass the teach ings to our chil dren. In
one community we are hav ing a ban quet called
“Return ing to the Teach ings”. We must also
ensure that Aborig i nal peo ple keep copy right to
our knowl edge. We need to build sup port groups 
within our com mu ni ties. Some of the spe cific
areas men tioned where sup port, includ ing pre -
ven ta tive work, is needed to treat our peo ple as
human beings are: HIV, chronic kid ney dis ease,
tran si tion from school and train ing to jobs, tran -
si tion from prison back into the community, and
literacy.

Economic and Business Development
for Well-being and Sustainability

While suc cess sto ries were high lighted, much dis -
cus sion focused on chal lenges faced by women
in the North and the spe cial bar ri ers faced by
those in arts and crafts mar ket ing (under paid for 
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work and far from mar kets); on the pos si bil i ties
of e-bay and Ger man mar kets that value First
Nations art; on envi ron men tal issues, gov ern ment 
bureau cracy, and cul tur ally insen si tive stud ies and 
deci sion mak ing; on main te nance of tra di tional
life styles, tra di tional knowl edge, and trea ties and
the incur sions of min ing (one study showed
that for every dol lar spent in the com mu nity,
resource com pa nies extracted $7); on impact and 
ben e fit agree ments under min ing the trea ties, cre -
at ing forms of pri vat iza tion in a legal pro cess to
steal the land; on the need to main tain bal ance;
and on fears, con flicts, and jeal ou sies among
urban and reserve com mu nity mem bers, fears
that benefits for the one will take from the
other.

Major prob lems in eco nomic devel op ment
derive from colo nial think ing that still keeps
many in “their place”: the idea that Indi ans are
not sup posed to be rich and indus tri ous and take 
advan tage of oppor tu ni ties. Or the 1999 Supreme 
Court of Can ada Mar shall deci sion’s restric tive
posi tion on “mod er ate live li hood” with its pre -
sump tion that Indi ans are not to get rich. Many
are afraid to break out of their roles and be
entre pre neur ial. Num bers of Aborig i nal women
and youth are dou ble those of the main stream.
Instead of see ing strength and oppor tu nity, some 
fear suc cess and being taken from their roles in
the fam ily. Oth ers see they are not alone — “it is 
not an indi vid ual walk but a fam ily walk. I am
not alone so there fore I am not as scared” — 
and that the family is their strength.

The chal lenge is one of lead er ship, of a
busi ness model that is flex i ble enough for all
com mu ni ties, and a sense of col lec tive own er -
ship, of com mu nity devel op ment with fam i lies at
the core. That is what is going to make com mu -
nity grow. Build ing rela tion ships and see ing the
big pic ture — in both of which women have spe -
cial skills — are key. Com mu nity plans, cul tural
val ues, and effec tive com mu ni ca tions are like -
wise crit i cal ele ments. So we need to chal lenge
lead er ship and to dis cuss envi ron men tal change,
intel lec tual rights, and inher ent rights. We need
to make money with out exploit ing our lands, we
need to explore renew able energy sources, we
need to bridge per sis tent gaps in pros per ity, we
need to sup port funds for youth, we need social
ven ture net works, and we need to speak out and 
cam paign. If we want to change mindsets, then
we must change ours too.

Justice and Governance

In dis cuss ing jus tice and gov er nance, res to ra tion

and rec on cil i a tion, we need to find and main tain 

the space for Aborig i nal women’s voices — often

the lone voices on issues. If gov ern ments want

to define these terms and impose their views,

we need to deter mine our own iden tity and com -

mu nity respon si bil i ties. We need to find space

within our com mu ni ties and in Nat u ral Law,

know the power of our own voices, and build

net works that cre ate strength. It is women’s

respon si bil ity to share and address the injus tices

(includ ing the eco nomic and social); every body

has a respon si bil ity to the Treaties and the treaty 

relationship.
Women need to be rec og nized as the back -

bone of soci ety if we are to address vio lence
and missing women. We need to hon our our dif -
fer ences (between gen ders and between those
who share this land), rec og nize our gifts, share
our commonalities, and return to our tra di tional
prac tices as heal ing. In mak ing just laws, we
need to ensure lead er ship lis tens and com mits
to work ing part ner ships that cre ate mean ing ful
change. We need to use the media to our advan -
tage to help uncover the silences that keep injus -
tices alive and active, and fram ing and reframing 
issues to encour age peo ple to see issues anew
and to avoid back lash. We might frame issues as 
mat ters of nation hood and not women’s issues,
for example.

It is imper a tive to expand plans to include
all women while focus ing on Indig e nous women.
We must draw on resources such as the Fed er a -
tion of Sas katch e wan Indian Nations Women’s
Com mis sion and review juris dic tional devices that 
keep our women from being heard. We need
to access funds, infor ma tion, and the Min is ter
of Jus tice; improved rela tion ships with exist ing
Aborig i nal insti tu tions; rec og ni tion and respect as 
Aborig i nal women; and law suits to redress issues 
of res i den tial school, rac ism, sex ism. We need
to decolonize and restruc ture the images and
 stereotypes of the “Indian woman”, elim i nate
rac ism in our com mu ni ties, use video to enhance 
emo tional impacts, form part ner ships, and build
inclu sive and sup port ive net works within and
across regions. Another roundtable would help
fine-tune our ideas for more sharing and
concerted action in Costa Rica.
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SETBACKS AND MOVING

FORWARD AGAIN

While we were all ener gized by the expe ri ence
of the Roundtable, we were not able to trans late 
that energy into suf fi cient sup port to pro ceed
with the con fer ence in Costa Rica which was
extremely dis ap point ing for all con cerned. The
chal lenges in find ing sup port came from many
direc tions — and were com pounded when the
New Zea land con tin gent had to with draw and
delay their par tic i pa tion for a num ber of rea -
sons (includ ing human and finan cial resources).
Lack of finan cial sup port to send the grass roots
women to Costa Rica was the cen tral rea son, but 
what are the under ly ing rea sons for that? As we
have argued both the o ret i cally and from the per -
spec tive of the women at the Roundtable, there
is cer tainly a need for such gath er ings. One rea -
son that we were given was that, with lim ited
resources, Aborig i nal groups placed pri or ity on
local work and fund ing. This is clearly valid,
but the Roundtable par tic i pants also under stood
the need for mul ti ple lev els of action, includ ing
trans na tional net works. Indig e nous women from
around the globe are affected by the four
themes of the Roundtable and there is a clear
need to share strategies and best practices in
addressing each area.

While the reluc tance of rep re sen ta tives of
Aborig i nal groups to give finan cial sup port is
under stand able, we were more per plexed by their 
reluc tance to take a key role in the plan ning
or to write let ters of sup port. There are a
few pos si bil i ties. Prac ti cal rea sons include inter -
nal orga ni za tional issues, lack of direct ben e fit or 
inter est, fear of impact ing their own fund ing
appli ca tions, or per haps sim ply a lack of time.
A more sys temic rea son is the deep-seated dis -
trust of aca dem ics and uni ver si ties in gen eral.
In order to try to over come the dis trust born
of historical rela tions of priv i lege and marginali -
zation, the co-chairs offered one influ en tial
leader an effec tive veto over any action the com -
mit tee might take that her orga ni za tion would
not be com fort able with, but to no avail. We
also rec og nize that some Aborig i nal peo ple and
groups sim ply pre fer to build their own ini tia -
tives. In any event, we must be ever-vig i lant to
acknowl edge the fun da men tal impor tance of tak -
ing the time to build ethical relationships based
on mutual trust and respect.

Of course, our fund ing chal lenges are
also part of a sys temic or struc tural resource
prob lem. Funds for marginalized groups such as
grass roots Aborig i nal women are extremely lim -
ited and those that do exist cer tainly re-inscribe
power dif fer ences. Aca demic sources are elit ist,
giv ing pri macy to for mal (“real”) research and
to the aca demic as “prin ci pal inves ti ga tor” (Cot -
trell & Parpart, 2006). Knowl edge held by com -
mu nity peo ple is deval ued, and, there fore, the
very impor tant task of build ing respect ful rela -
tion ships between aca dem ics and these com mu -
nity peo ple is rarely rec og nized, cer tainly not
in tan gi ble ways reflected in bud gets. We were
told, for instance, that we might be able to
access cer tain pools of funds, but travel costs for 
con fer ence participants would not be a legitimate 
expense!

Most inter na tional fund ing sources are for
already for mu lated devel op ment pro jects, not for 
part ner ships to develop the plans in a partici -
pative fash ion. Funds from large agen cies at
national and supra-national lev els, if avail able,
were viewed with some sus pi cion by peo ple on
the orga niz ing com mit tees since they would prob -
a bly come with strings attached which might take 
the pro cess out of the hands of the par tic i pants
and into the agen das of the bureau crats or pol i -
ti cians. Some fund ing sources focus on des ig -
nated coun tries with the ironic result that small
pop u la tions of Indig e nous peo ples — such as that 
in Costa Rica — are fur ther marginalized in their 
coun tries because their pop u la tion is not sig nif i -
cant enough. And again, part ner ships between
com mu nity groups and aca dem ics to give voice
to the marginalized are made dif fi cult this time
by the require ment that funds go to incor po rated 
Indig e nous orga ni za tions, often re-inscrib ing
power dif fer en tials within the com mu nity whether 
based on gen der, clan or class. We were held
account able by uni ver sity admin is tra tors because
we did not man age to secure solid rep re sen ta -
tion at the Roundtable from the for mal Indig e -
nous polit i cal orga ni za tions. From our view point, 
this atti tude reflects a lim ited under stand ing of
the inter nal divi sions within Indig e nous com mu -
ni ties between for mal elite Indig e nous orga ni za -
tions and many com mu nity-based mem bers that
feel their inter ests have been marginalized or
excluded by these for mal orga ni za tions. For
many of our par tic i pants, the lack of a lead ing
role by the Indig e nous polit i cal orga ni za tions was 
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viewed as a strength, not a weakness, because it
greatly reduced hierarchies of political influence
and interference.

At the lead insti tu tions in Costa Rica and
Can ada, the pro ject suf fered from lack of
resources, both mon e tary and non-mon e tary, at
best, and from patron iz ing atti tudes on the part
of admin is tra tors toward the orga niz ers at worst.
Insti tu tions that claim to value out reach and
engage ment and Indig e nous issues and take for
granted the impor tance of inter na tional meet -
ings to fur ther social sci en tific research, build
research net works, and cre ate new knowl edge
had a hard time see ing the value of an inter na -
tional gath er ing of com mu nity-based prac ti tio ners 
and aca demic research ers com mit ted to cel e brat -
ing and strength en ing Indig e nous women’s com -
mu nity eco nomic devel op ment. One result of this 
was that poten tial sources of pri vate fund ing
were largely put out of reach. Only the least
likely sources were iden ti fied. We were told, on
the one hand, that rela tion ships were every -
thing in gain ing sup port, and on the other hand,
that we should make all the con tacts our selves.
Another result was that we were unable to find
suf fi cient resources to send del e gates to Costa
Rica in Feb ru ary 2006 and the con fer ence had
to be post poned. We are pleased to report that

a third result is that the unsupportive atti tudes
have served only to stiffen our resis tance to the
status quo and our resolve to push forward with
the project in some form.

CONCLUSION

Through our col lab o ra tive work, we have found
that when women meet to dis cuss their under -
stand ings, prac tices, and dreams about devel op -
ment in Indig e nous com mu ni ties, they also
dis cuss the oppor tu ni ties for on-going rela tion -
ships to pro mote devel op ment their way within
and across their regions. Across the gamut
of devel op ment — from the pro vi sion of health,
edu ca tion, and jus tice to fairly main stream
 businesses — they nego ti ate pow er ful dis courses
and mate rial con di tions that would oth er wise
divide us in order to main tain the sta tus
quo (Muise, 2003). Chal leng ing neo-lib er al ism’s
depleted nar ra tives of devel op ment, mat u ra tion,
catch-up, or trickle-down, its new modal i ties of
dis place ment and dis pos ses sion in recon struc tions 
of sus tain able devel op ment (Banerjee, 2003), or
its new-found faith in (a more effi cient) civil
soci ety (Mohan & Stokke, 2000), their sto ries
will con trib ute to the per for mance of com mu nity 
and cer e mo nies of cohe sion. It is in this con text
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Prac ti cal Strat e gies of Rede vel op ing Devel op ment

• Trust your sto ries; they help to make Indig e nous women the strong peo ple that they so often
are. 

• Think out side tra di tional frame works of dis cus sion and dia logue. Dis cover the sew ing cir cles,
roundtables and kitchen table meth ods of dia logue to ensure that many dif fer ent voices are
included.

• Keep speak ing truth to power inside and out side your com mu ni ties to re-right the wrongs of
past and pres ent. 

• At the same time, seek out com mon al i ties with the broad est range of oth ers in order to resist
marginalization of your voice.

• Through efforts large and small, try to raise some money that will help enable one or more
local women involved in com mu nity devel op ment to con nect with other women at regional,
national, and inter na tional lev els. Pooled together, these funds can facil i tate inde pend ence of
thought and action.

• Orga nize, orga nize, orga nize! The act of orga niz ing is itself a key source of learn ing, moti vat ing,
and mobi liz ing for change. New com mu ni ties and net works enrich us all.

• Lis ten to your hearts, think inde pend ently, act coop er a tively, and cel e brate the dif fer ence Indig e -
nous women can make together. 

• In the face of set backs and unfore seen prob lems, stay focused on your goals, espe cially the long
term goals of rede vel op ing ideas and rela tions of devel op ment.



and spirit of expos ing con tra dic tions, resist ing
cat e go ries, defy ing bina ries and com pet i tive sys -
tems that would define insid ers and out sid ers,
win ners and los ers, that we under took to make
space for an holis tic, coop er a tive approach to
Indig e nous com mu nity devel op ment affected by
col o ni za tion in the past and by neo-lib er al ism in
the pres ent. In doing so, we have been hum bled, 
inspired and ener gized by women who, despite
incred i ble demands on their time and energy,
have nego ti ated obsta cles with marked good
humour and gen er os ity at times, and tears and
sol i dar ity at other times.

We have been hon oured to work side by
side with com mu nity-based women and be part
of impor tant “colearning” (Maru & Wood ford,
2001). Even if we have not all shared power
equally in the past or have had dif fer ent expe ri -
ences of a pro longed “mar i nat ing” in “colo nial
cog ni tive frame works” (Battiste, 2004, p. 61), we
have all been dam aged by them and have bene -
fited from the conscientization (Freire, 1970)
pro moted by women orga niz ing and work ing
together for jus tice for all. Nego ti at ing the struc -
tural imped i ments to Aborig i nal women’s com -
mu nity devel op ment — devel op ment that remains 
so crit i cal to sus tain able live li hoods — the women 
have devel oped mul ti ple strat e gies in mul ti ple
sites, always alert to oppor tu ni ties to orga nize
and act, to turn neg a tives into positives, to cel e -
brate the real strengths they share, and never
con tent to accept the way things are. In the
inter ests of healthy and sus tain able com mu ni ties, 
we share these sto ries of new sol i dar i ties and
iden ti ties nour ished by Indig e nous women who
think for them selves while act ing with and for
the many others who continue to experience
inequities in local and global contexts.
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OPPORTUNITIES, IMPEDIMENTS AND
CAPACITY BUILDING FOR ENTERPRISE

DEVELOPMENT BY AUSTRALIAN
ABORIGINAL COMMUNITIES

Louis H. Evans

INTRODUCTION

The liv ing stan dards of Aborig i nal peo ple from

remote com mu ni ties in Aus tra lia, and to a lesser 

degree of Aborig i nal peo ple liv ing in rural and

urban regions, are sim i lar to those seen in pov -

erty stricken third world coun tries. Edu ca tion

lev els are sub stan dard; wel fare depend ency is the 

nor mal mode of exis tence; and unem ploy ment

and under em ploy ment rates are higher than

any other group within Aus tra lian soci ety (Foley

2003). Life expec tancy is sig nif i cantly lower than

that of non-Aborig i nal peo ple. Health and wel -

fare pol i cies and pro grams of the Aus tra lian

Gov ern ment aimed at address ing these prob lems

have argu ably failed while the cur rent focus has

shifted to improv ing well-being by encour ag ing

sup port for employment and business enterprise

initiatives.

Wealth cre ation through enter prise devel op -
ment is an attrac tive alter na tive to income
depend ency upon wel fare pro grams. Enter prise
devel op ment can be con ducted on a range
of scales, from large to small busi nesses, the
 latter category being most char ac ter is tic of
 Australian Aborig i nal enter prises. Small busi -
nesses in Aus tra lia are pres ently cate gor ised
into three groups: (1) Non-employ ing busi nesses
(sole pro pri e tor ships and the self-employed);
(2) Micro-busi nesses (employ ing one to four
 people, includ ing non-employ ing busi nesses); and 
(3) Other small busi nesses (busi nesses employ -
ing five or more peo ple, but less than 20 peo ple) 
(DIMIA, 2003, p. 21). A recent anal y sis of
2001 cen sus data (Hunter, 2004a) revealed that
less than five per cent of Aus tra lia’s Aborig i nal
workforce was an employer or was sim ply self-
employed, a sig nif i cantly lower rate than was
found among non-Aborig i nal peo ple.
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IMPEDIMENTS TO SUCCESS IN
ABORIGINAL BUSINESS
DEVELOPMENT

Aborig i nal busi nesses in remote and rural com -
mu ni ties dif fer from those in main stream Aus tra -
lian soci ety in sev eral impor tant ways. They are
more likely to have their ori gins and con nec -
tions in non-com mer cial or sub si dised com mu -
nity-based activ i ties, have some his tory of non-
Indig e nous man age ment or finan cial con trol, be
com mu nity-owned rather than owner-oper ated
and be more focussed on com mu nity use ful ness
and employ ment rather than profit on cap i tal
(Flamsteed & Golding, 2005). In addi tion, there
is a rel a tive lack of suit able mod els for prof it able 
and sus tain able Indig e nous busi ness devel op ment 
in remote com mu ni ties that could be uti lized
to help facil i tate Indig e nous com mu nity devel op -
ment.

There have been a num ber of pub lished
reports and com ments on the imped i ments or
bar ri ers to sustainability and suc cess in Aborig i -
nal enter prise devel op ment. Descrip tions of these 
imped i ments or bar ri ers are high lighted in Table 
1 and sum ma rised in Table 2. The lack of cul -
tur ally appro pri ate busi ness mod els and related
cul tural issues such as native title dis putes
appear to be the most prob lem atic issue fac ing
Aborig i nal com mu ni ties or groups wish ing to
estab lish busi ness enter prises. Solu tions also need 
to be found to the prob lems of lack of busi ness
skills, access to advice and, in the case of remote 
and regional enter prises, remote ness from mar -
kets and other location specific problems.

CULTURAL FACTORS AFFECTING
ENTERPRISE INITIATIVE OUTCOMES

A driv ing fac tor for enter prise devel op ment by
Aborig i nal entre pre neurs or groups is the desire
to cre ate a better future for young Aborig i nal
peo ple while at the same time main tain ing the
strength and vital ity of tra di tional cul tural prac -
tices. Fam ily rela tion ships are of fun da men tal
impor tance and often take pri or ity over busi ness
activ i ties. Griev ing and atten dance at funer als,
for exam ple, is a deeply embed ded cul tural obli -
ga tion and one that may con flict with day-to-day
busi ness activ i ties. Sim i larly, fam ily obli ga tions
can cre ate ten sions in busi ness partnerships and
can lead to business failure.

The impor tance of tak ing cul tural issues into 
account in busi ness devel op ment in rural and
remote Aborig i nal com mu ni ties have been high -
lighted in a recent research report by Inno va tion 
and Busi ness Skills Aus tra lia (IBSA), a pro ject
that is exam in ing Aborig i nal busi ness train ing
require ments:

Indig e nous peo ple in rural and remote
areas are gen er ally liv ing in a very com -
plex social, cul tural and fam ily envi ron -
ment which has a dif fer ent view of the
world and which engen ders dif fer ing val ues 
and aspi ra tions. Cer e mo nial, cul tural, com -
mu nity and fam ily obli ga tions may have
pre-emi nent pri or ity in the lives of many
Indig e nous peo ple. They can often expe ri -
ence dif fi culty in under stand ing and deal -
ing with the require ments of work ing
within a small busi ness con text that is
based on non-Indig e nous values and
structures. (IBSA, 2005, 9)

In a sim i lar vein, Dodson and Smith com -
ment that

‘Cul ture’ itself is dis cussed in many reports 
as being an influ en tial fac tor in devel op -
ment at a local level. It is argued, on the
one hand, that Aborig i nal cul tural val ues,
tra di tional col lec tive struc tures and con sen -
sus deci sion mak ing hold back eco nomic
devel op ment. They are said to be at odds
with west ern ideas of cap i tal ism and the
mar ket place, and to under mine indi vid ual 
and fam ily enter prise ini tia tives that
require sav ings and profit-mak ing. Some
Indig e nous groups are char ac ter ised as
being opposed to eco nomic devel op ment
because it under mines their cul tur ally
based behav iours and val ues. Other
reports argue that ‘cul ture’ should be cen -
tral to any devel op ment ini tia tive, but are
unclear as to how this is to be achieved. 
(Dodson & Smith, 2003, p. 8)

The impor tance of tak ing cul tural issues into 
con sid er ation in eco nomic devel op ment is sup -
ported by research con ducted by the Har vard
Pro ject on Amer i can Indian Devel op ment, which 
reports that

Cul ture mat ters. Not long ago, the fed eral 
gov ern ment espoused the argu ment that
accul tur a tion was a means to devel op ment. 
Indi ans, they argued, would develop as
soon as they shed their “Indian-ness.”
Research by the Har vard Pro ject finds
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TABLE 1 Imped i ments and bar ri ers to suc cess in Indig e nous enter prises

Source Impediment or Barrier

Coun cil for Aborig i nal Rec on -
cil i a tion 2000, Achiev ing eco -
nomic inde pend ence, Coun cil
for Aborig i nal Rec on cil i a tion,
Kingston, ACT, 3

• Lack of per sonal finan cial man age ment skills
• Lack of con fi dence to enter small busi ness
• Find ing busi ness part ners
• Estab lish ing net works with the busi ness sec tor
• Access to good advice
• Iden ti fy ing oppor tu ni ties
• Remote ness to mar kets
• Lack of cap i tal
• Neg a tive per cep tions about credit wor thi ness
• Restric tions upon the trans fer of native title and stat u tory land

grants

Ahmat, R. (2003). Doing
Indig e nous social busi ness and
enter prise: the view from Cape 
York. Address to the Indig e -
nous Enter prise Sum mit, Can -
berra, 21 May 2003.
http://www.part ner ships.org.au

• Own er ship issues — Unre solved ten sion between com mu nal assets and 
oppor tu ni ties; prob lems with com mu nal own er ship of assets,
resources and oppor tu ni ties and com mu nal rela tion ships and obli ga -
tions

• Lack of plan ning on incen tive and reward struc tures for com mu nity
owned enter prises

• Gov er nance struc tures — Indig e nous social and cul tural imper a tives
often impede effi cient man age ment

• Lack of exper tise, expe ri ence, sup port insti tu tions and net works

Cen tral Land Coun cil infor -
mant 2005. Cited by
Flamsteed & Golding (2005).

• Lack of cap i tal
• Lack of man age ment knowl edge
• Reluc tance of lend ing insti tu tions
• Remote ness from mar kets
• Lack of infra struc ture
• Cul tural fac tors
• Fail ure of NT Edu ca tion sys tem to pro vide basic sat is fac tory edu ca -

tion out comes for Aborig i nal peo ple at pri mary, sec ond ary and ter -
tiary lev els

Flamsteed, K. & Golding, B.
(2005). Learn ing through Indig -
e nous Busi ness: The role of
voca tional edu ca tion and train -
ing in Indig e nous enter prise
and com mu nity devel op ment.
NCVER, Adelaide.

• Lack of access to busi ness ser vices and com mer cial labour mar kets
• ‘Metro-cen trism’ of ser vice deliv ery
• Lack of com mer cial busi ness mod els and sites
• Lack of incen tives for learn ing about and through Indig e nous busi -

ness
• Unre al is tic expec ta tions of wide ben e fits for com mu ni ties involved in

busi nesses
• Lim ited rewards for com mu nity mem bers with respon si bil i ties in com -

mu nity busi nesses
• Prob lems asso ci ated with Indig e nous fam ily rela tion ships

IBSA (2005). Indig e nous small 
busi ness skills devel op ment pro -
ject stage 2 research report.
Inno va tion and Busi ness Skills 
Aus tra lia.

• Cul tural issues such as such as dif fer ing worldview, val ues and aspi -
ra tions, dif fi cul ties in work ing within a small busi ness con text that is 
based on non-Indig e nous val ues and struc tures, con flicts between
work ing in a small busi ness and attend ing to com mu nity and cul -
tural obli ga tions and fam ily peer pres sure not to charge for goods
and ser vices

• Lack of knowl edge and appre ci a tion of gov ern ment reg u la tory
require ments



exactly the oppo site: Indian cul ture is a

resource that strength ens tribal gov ern -

ment and has con crete impacts upon such

bot tom line results as for est pro duc tiv ity

and hous ing qual ity. Not only does cul ture 

pro vide impor tant insti tu tional resources,

but a match between insti tu tions of gov -
ern ment and culture also matters to
success.

Many Aborig i nal busi nesses have man age -
ment struc tures that include non-Indig e nous
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Table 1 (con tin ued)

Source Imped i ment or Bar rier

IBSA (2005). con tin ued • Lack of gov er nance skills
• Low lit er acy and numer acy skills
• Higher costs and lack of access to ser vices and qual i fied staff in

remote areas

Maddern, P. (2005). Remote
com mu ni ties: Where are the
jobs? Pre sen ta tion to the
Bennelong Soci ety Con fer ence, 
Sep tem ber 2005.

• Remote ness — Iso la tion, trans port costs, tiny local pop u la tions, com -
mu ni ca tion dif fi cul ties, lack of local infra struc ture

• Reg u la tion — reg u lated wages
• Wel fare safety net — leads to lack of incen tive
• Dif fi cul ties in devel op ing real econ o mies in remote com mu ni ties
• Gap between cost of employ ment and finan cial return from pri vate

enter prise in remote com mu ni ties
• Poor foun da tional edu ca tion

Philpot, S. (2005). Gov er nance 
train ing for Indig e nous entre pre -
neurs and retail employ ers,
Power Point Pre sen ta tion to
Pro ject Advi sory Com mit tee
of the Indig e nous Small Busi -
ness Devel op ment Pro ject,
IBSA, Mel bourne. Cited by
IBSA (2005).

• Cor po rate gov er nance issues such as
— Inef fec tive rep re sen ta tion
— Untrained board mem bers
— Inap pro pri ate con sti tu tions
— Fail ure to use the con sti tu tion
— Lack of finan cial knowl edge
— Lack of knowl edge about tax
— Lit tle Board con tact with fund ing bod ies
— Lack of insur ance
— Inap pro pri ate use of cor po rate assets
— Fail ure to main tain cor rect meet ing pro ce dures

Table 2 Sum mary of com ments on bar ri ers and imped i ments

Imped i ment or Bar rier Fre quency of com ment

Lack of cul tur ally appro pri ate busi ness mod els and related cul tural issues 6

Lack of busi ness skills and access to advice 5

Remote loca tion issues e.g., access to mar kets and busi ness ser vices 5

Lack of infra struc ture and sup port insti tu tions

Gov ern ment reg u la tions, struc tures and ‘metro-cen trism’ approach 4

Lack of incen tives 3

Poor foun da tional edu ca tion 3

Lack of busi ness net works 2

Lack of busi ness cap i tal 2



man ag ers, a strat egy that can allow Aborig i nal

peo ple to over come some of the cul tural imped i -

ments to busi ness suc cess. The above cited IBSA 

report emphasised the ben e fits of non-Indig e nous 

man age ment, indus try and board exper tise in

Indig e nous small busi nesses (IBSA, 2005, p. 7).

The authors con cluded that this non-Indig e nous

exper tise can be crit i cal to the suc cess and ongo -

ing via bil ity of an Indig e nous busi ness. In con -

trast, Flamsteed and Golding (2005) report that

sit u a tions in which Indig e nous quasi-busi nesses

were pri mar ily con ducted using non-Indig e nous

man ag ers could exac er bate wel fare depend ency.

Of crit i cal impor tance is the man age ment style

and prac tices of the non-Indig e nous man ager:

adopt ing a men tor approach aimed at grad ual

devel op ment of busi ness skills of Aborig i nal par -

tic i pants, com bined with the simul ta neous devo -

lu tion of man age ment respon si bil ity is likely to

ben e fit the busi ness and the Aborig i nal entre pre -

neurs. On the other hand adopt ing a dic ta to rial

man age ment style that does little to promote

skills development or decision sharing is likely to 

perpetuate welfare dependency.

LACK OF BUSINESS SKILLS

Lack of busi ness skills and expe ri ence is an
acknowl edged prob lem in enter prise devel op ment 
by Aborig i nal entre pre neurs and com mu nity
groups (Table 2) and is cur rently being
addressed by a range of gov ern ment ini tia tives.
Of par tic u lar note is the cur rent pro ject being
con ducted by IBSA aimed at devel op ing appro -
pri ate stan dards for train ing Indig e nous peo ple
to be small busi ness entre pre neurs or to work in 
rural or remote com mu nity stores. The one-year
pro ject com menced in July 2005 and spe cif i cally
addresses the train ing needs of employ ees, man -
ag ers and direc tors of small busi ness enter prises. 
In con sul ta tions aimed at iden ti fy ing pri or ity
train ing areas, skills in com mu ni ca tion, lit er acy
and numer acy, com puter oper a tions, under stand -
ing com mu nity and cul ture, deal ing with ‘hum -
bug’ or fam ily pres sures, cor po rate gov er nance,
hygiene and pre sen ta tion, occu pa tional health
and safety, time man age ment, logis tics and mer -
chan dise con trol and a range of skills relat ing to 
finan cial and busi ness man age ment, busi ness
plan ning and mar ket ing, were among the 105

listed skills, knowledge and attitudes discussed

during the consultations (IBSA, 2005, pp. 9–21).
Aborig i nal small busi ness train ing activ i ties

are cur rently being con ducted by First Aus tra -
lians Busi ness (FAB), an organi sa tion funded
by the Aus tra lian gov ern ment that pro vides a
national mentoring pro gram for Indig e nous busi -
ness peo ple inter ested in devel op ing a small
busi ness. At the request of an Aborig i nal com -
mu nity FAB will visit the com mu nity and con -
duct generic busi ness devel op ment work shops
or technical work shops in spe cific areas as well
as pro vide advice and assis tance on aspects of
small busi ness devel op ment and oper a tion. The
ini tial work shop, ‘Dis cov er ing Enter prise’, com -
prises ses sions on cul tural bar ri ers to busi ness,
iden ti fy ing oppor tu ni ties, mar ket ing, the prep a ra -
tion of busi ness plans, finan cial man age ment and 
other top ics. Spe cific busi ness ideas are dis cussed 
and work shopped with FAB staff and further
training workshops are provided upon request.

LACK OF ACCESS TO ADVICE

The lack of access to both advice and busi ness

cap i tal are other reported bar ri ers to suc cess in

Aborig i nal enter prise devel op ment that have

been or are cur rently being addressed through

gov ern ment funded ini tia tives. One of the most

impor tant of these ini tia tives has been the estab -

lish ment of Indig e nous Busi ness Aus tra lia (IBA), 

a Com mon wealth stat u tory author ity estab lished

in April 2001 through the pass ing of amend -

ments to the Aborig i nal and Torres Strait Islander 

Com mis sion Act (1989). The Act, titled the

Aborig i nal and Torres Strait Islander Com mis sion

Amend ment Act (2000), received Royal Assent

and com menced in 2001 (IBA, 2005). In March

2005 the Act was amended to trans fer two key

addi tional eco nomic pro grams from the then

exist ing Aborig i nal and Torres Strait Islander

Com mis sion to IBA, the Indig e nous Busi ness

Devel op ment Pro gram and the Home Own er ship 

Pro gram. The trans fer of these pro grams to

IBA has enabled the organi sa tion to con trib ute

more holis ti cally to the eco nomic devel op ment

of Aborig i nal Aus tra lians through a suite of

com ple men tary pro grams and has placed IBA

as a key player in the ‘whole of government’

approach to Indigenous economic development.
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Through the Aus tra lian Gov ern ment’s Equity 
and Invest ments Pro gram (EIP), IBA invests
directly in busi ness oppor tu ni ties, usu ally through 
joint ven ture arrange ments with spe cial ist indus -
try part ners. The total Aus tra lian Gov ern ment
invest ment in EIP to date has been $70.4 mil lion 
and the IBA cur rently has an asset base of over
$100 mil lion (IBA, 2005). IBA pres ently is
directly involved in some 28 invest ments through -
out Aus tra lia and 20 in rural and remote areas
in an exten sive range of indus tries includ ing
com mer cial prop erty, min ing and mine ser vices,
trans port, man u fac tur ing, retail and ser vices,
 agriculture and fish er ies, tour ism and finan cial
ser vices. The Aus tra lian Gov ern ment Indig e nous
Land Cor po ra tion is another gov ern ment organi -
sa tion that is mak ing a sig nif i cant con tri bu tion to 
eco nomic devel op ment through the pro vi sion of
fund ing for land pur chase and land man age ment
activ i ties. FAB is also pro vid ing busi ness advice
to Aborig i nal com mu nity groups as are other
fed eral and state gov ern ment agen cies. Invest -
ment in Aborig i nal enter prises by the pri vate
sec tor is grow ing, while min ing com pany sup port
for enter prise ini tia tives is also occur ring, par tic -
u larly in the North West of West ern Aus tra lia.

REMOTE LOCATION ISSUES

The empha sis on remote loca tion as a crit i cal
imped i ment to suc cess in Aborig i nal enter prise
devel op ment would appear to be over stated.
 Seventy-three per cent of Aborig i nal Aus tra lians
live in major cites or regional cen tres (Altman,
2000), where busi ness enter prise is being actively 
pur sued (Ord & Mazzarol, 2005; Foley, 2006).
Access to mar kets and busi ness ser vices should
not be a problem to these com mu ni ties or
groups. While enter prise devel op ment in remote
Aborig i nal com mu ni ties is pre sent ing a sig nif i cant 
chal lenge for both the com mu ni ties and gov ern -
ment agen cies alike, the remote loca tion is not
an insur mount able bar rier. A focus on place-
based cul tural tour ism, arts and crafts, par tic i pa -
tion in man age ment of national parks, enter prise 
activ i ties ser vic ing local min ing com pa nies or
gov ern ment ser vice agen cies com bined with an
inno va tive use of Internet mar ket ing as is occur -
ring in the Aborig i nal art indus try, are all
business areas or strategies that can assist to
overcome the tyranny of distance.

SUCCESS FACTORS FOR
ENTERPRISE DEVELOPMENT

Suc cess fac tors for Aborig i nal enter prise devel op -
ment in Aus tra lia have not been widely ana lysed 
or reported. Rather the empha sis to date has
been on exam in ing the imped i ments to sus tain -
able enter prise devel op ment rather than fac tors
con trib ut ing to its suc cess. Indig e nous Busi ness
Aus tra lia, in their report to the House of Rep re -
sen ta tives Stand ing Com mit tee on Aborig i nal and 
Torres Strait Islander Affairs (IBA, 2005, p. 3),
con cluded that a care ful assess ment of the
oppor tu ni ties and busi ness pro pos als and the
pro vi sion of train ing, after care sup port and
mentoring appear to be crit i cal suc cess fac tors. A 
2001 sur vey con ducted by the Allen Con sult ing
Group for the Aus tra lian Busi ness Coun cil of
Indig e nous com mu ni ties par tic i pat ing in col lab o -
ra tive activ i ties with non-Indig e nous busi nesses
found that mentoring of train ees and work ers,
and the pro mo tion of pos i tive role mod els for
youth were crit i cal suc cess fac tors for col lab o ra -
tion and employ ment activ i ties. Capac ity devel op -
ment for business enter prise is undoubt edly of
cen tral impor tance to suc cess ful out comes
(Schacter, 2000) and can be informed by the
knowl edge and expe ri ence that has been gained
by agen cies pro vid ing eco nomic assis tance to
under de vel oped coun tries (Jaycox, 1993; UNDP,
1998; Bolger, 2000; DFID, 2002; Fukuda-Parr,
Lopes & Malik, 2002; Oxfam, 2002; Lavergne,
2004), pro grams or organi sa tions deal ing with
dis ad van taged com mu nity groups within devel -
oped nations such as the United States (Har vard 
Pro ject on Amer i can Indian Devel op ment;
Murray & Dunn, 1995) and Scot land (Atterton,
2001; Barker, 2005) as well as by author i ta tive
reviews on best prac tice approaches and
emerging policy directions (UNDP, 1998;
Lavergne & Saxby, 2001; Wescott, 2002; Horton, 
Alexaki, Bennet-Lartey et al., 2003; Hunt, 2005).

CAPACITY DEVELOPMENT FOR
INDIGENOUS BUSINESS
ENTERPRISE

In recent years there has been a para dig matic
shift in the approach taken by organi sa tions
involved in the pro vi sion of aid and assis tance to 
devel op ing coun tries from one of trans fer ence of 
resources and tech nol ogy to one of trans for ma -
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tion from within. At the same time, the social
sci ence under pin ning this shift in think ing and
approach is being explored and eval u ated
(Atterton, 2001; Lopes & Theisohn, 2003). The
shift in pro cess and oper a tional approach has
resulted from a rec og ni tion that unless the coun -
try/com mu nity receiv ing the aid is inti mately
involved in the plan ning and imple men ta tion
pro cess, the out come is gen er ally one of fail ure
(Nair, 2003). The focus of devel op ment think ing
and prac tice is chang ing from one of ‘pro cess,
tech nol ogy and pol icy’ to include that of ‘peo ple’ 
and their capac ity to achieve change in their
com mu ni ties, and of find ing the right bal ance
between the two modal i ties. Capac ity devel op -
ment is con sid ered to be an essen tial com po nent 
of the over all pack age, the term ‘ca pac ity’ refer -
ring to “the abil ity of indi vid u als, insti tu tions,
and soci et ies to per form func tions, solve prob -
lems, as well as set and achieve a coun try’s
devel op ment goals in an effec tive, par tic i pa tory
and sus tain able man ner” (Nair, 2003, p. 1).
Capac ity devel op ment efforts are being increas -
ingly focussed on enhancing social cap i tal and on 
the involve ment of civil soci ety in devel op ment
activ i ties (Atterton, 2001). Prin ci ples for devel op -
ment co-oper a tion using a peo ple cen tred focus
include local par tic i pa tion, own er ship and con -
trol, empha sis on the use of local capac i ties, a
sound under stand ing of local con di tions, a coach -
ing, sup port ive role for technical assistance, an
iterative and flexible approach, and a systemic,
long-term perspective (Lavergne & Saxby, 2001,
p. 7).

The value of hav ing a local ised focus in eco -
nomic devel op ment activ i ties, and of aim ing pol i -
cies to strengthen local, immo bile resources — 
human cap i tal, includ ing local knowl edge, envi -
ron men tal cap i tal, social cap i tal and cul tural cap -
i tal — has been stressed (Atterton, 2001, p. 9),
although the influ ence of the wider, enabling (or 
dis abling) envi ron ment on devel op ment out comes 
is also seen to be of fun da men tal impor tance
(Wescott, 2002; Lopes & Theisohn, 2003; Hunt,
2005). Pol icy mak ers are being urged to direct
their efforts to cre at ing the best envi ron ment
or milieu for small firms through encour ag ing
entre pre neur ship, boost ing local pride and social
cohe sion and facil i tat ing access to labour, infor -
ma tion and other forms of assis tance (Atterton,
2001). The impor tance of up-front socio-polit i cal
anal y sis based on the per spec tives of the local

com mu nity, that iden ti fies the needs of inter -
est groups and likely effects of pro posed
development initiatives is also being emphasised
(Andrews, 2004).

The impor tance of using a holis tic ‘sys tems’
approach — tak ing into account a range of scales 
the inter ac tions and inter re la tion ships of the var -
i ous ele ments and influ ences that might affect
the out come of a devel op ment ini tia tive — has
been stressed by a num ber of authors (UNDP,
1998; Lavergne & Saxby, 2001; Lavergne, 2004;
Hunt, 2005) as has the  desir ability of form ing
‘de vel op ment part ner ships’ in which both donors
and recip i ents col lab o rate to iden tify devel op -
ment needs and goals and cre ate path ways and
com pe tent insti tu tions to achieve these goals
(Wescott, 2002; Barker, 2005). Net work ing is
widely recog nised as a use ful capac ity devel op -
ment strat egy for small firms (Johannisson, 1987; 
Atterton, 2001) and has been rec om mended as
a strat egy for sup port ing small busi ness devel op -
ment by Aus tra lian Aborig i nal peo ple (Coun cil
for Aborig i nal Rec on cil i a tion, 2000; Ahmat,
2003; IBA, 2005). The ele ments of col lab o ra -
tive net works and part ner ship meth ods include:
pilot pro grams, train ing and research, eval u a tion, 
infor ma tion shar ing, iden ti fi ca tion of gaps, sup -
port ing local, national and regional strategies and 
the development of common goals, principles
and tools (Wescott, 2002).

Capac ity devel op ment approaches used by
Aus tra lian gov ern ment agen cies to assist and
pro mote Aborig i nal eco nomic devel op ment are
cur rently mostly of a ‘trans fer ence’ rather than a 
‘trans for ma tion’ mode. Appli ca tion of cur rent
think ing and prac tice of capac ity devel op ment in
the inter na tional arena to Aus tra lian Aborig i nal
eco nomic devel op ment will require a shift in
gov ern ment agency atti tudes and approaches as
well as an adap ta tion to local require ments. For
exam ple, the con cept of ‘so cial cap i tal’ in an
Aborig i nal com mu nity con text needs to be clearly 
defined and under stood (Hunter, 2004b), and
strat e gies to enhance social cap i tal more fully
eval u ated. Pos si ble effects of loca tion (remote
Aborig i nal com mu nity ver sus urban or regional
com mu ni ties) on the nature and approaches used 
to strengthen social cap i tal and con duct busi -
nesses should be explored. While address ing
skills short age of Aus tra lian Aborig i nal busi ness
entre pre neurs is another urgent require ment, the 
approach that is taken to train ing and skills
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devel op ment should be cul tur ally appro pri ate
(Batty et al., 2004, p. 16) and pref er a bly occur
within, rather than exter nal to, an exist ing enter -
prise activ ity. A lack of suit able incen tives for
skills devel op ment has been noted as has the
absence of suit able com mer cial busi ness mod els
that incor po rate a multi-fac eted approach of
both com mu nity and busi ness enter prise devel op -
ment (Flamsteed & Golding, 2005). The value
and impor tance of mentoring and empow er ment
through own er ship and enhanc ing self con fi dence 
should be eval u ated. Cross-cul tural influ ences on 
best prac tice pro cesses, incen tives and goals of
eco nomic devel op ment ini tia tives, in par tic u lar
the effect of dif fer ing worldviews of Aborig i nal
and non-Aborig i nal par tic i pants should be taken
into con sid er ation. A recent review of capac ity
devel op ment in the inter na tional devel op ment
con text and the impli ca tions for Indig e nous Aus -
tra lians is pro vided by Hunt (2005) who
describes a num ber of alter na tive approaches for 
capac ity devel op ment that are based on strengths 
and capac i ties that already exist within the
Aboriginal community or organisation. Dem on -
stra tion projects should be conducted to trial
these different approaches, with the aim of
identifying best practice methodology.

AN AUSTRALIAN CASE STUDY

Cur rent prin ci ples and prac tices for eco nomic
devel op ment being espoused by lead ing devel op -
ment agen cies have been applied in an Aus tra -
lian con text in a pro ject involv ing a remote
com mu nity in Cen tral Aus tra lia, the Titjikala
Com mu nity (see Fig ure 1). The pro ject is being
con ducted by the Plants for Peo ple pro gram
(P4P), a capac ity devel op ment and research pro -
gram com pris ing sus tain able devel op ment pro -
jects con ducted by Aborig i nal com mu ni ties in
part ner ship with P4P research and teach ing staff
that involves the doc u men ta tion, eval u a tion and
appli ca tion of tra di tional knowl edge of indig e -
nous plants and their uses. The over all goal of
P4P is to com bine tra di tional and west ern sci en -
tific knowl edge to enhance the well-being and
afflu ence of Aborig i nal peo ple through iden ti fy -
ing effec tive strat e gies for devel op ing sus tain able 
enter prises based on local plant resources. Two
pro jects have been con ducted to date with the
Titjikala Com mu nity. The first one designed to
build on suc cesses of ear lier com mu nity strat e -

gies to reduce domes tic vio lence and enhance

self-esteem through activ i ties based around cul -

tural knowl edge, cul tural exchanges and cul tural

employ ment, the sec ond one aimed at using a

case study approach to develop best prac tice

mod els for the doc u men ta tion, rec la ma tion and

gen er a tional trans fer of Indig e nous knowl edge

of plants of local cul tural sig nif i cance and for

the appli ca tion of this knowl edge in Indig e nous

social and busi ness enter prise devel op ment. Pro -

ject activ i ties include plan ning meet ings and

work shops, field trips to col lect plant spec i mens

and record tra di tional knowl edge about the

plants and their uses, the record ing of this infor -

ma tion on an elec tronic data base, lab o ra tory

stud ies on selected plant extracts, the estab lish -

ment of a com mu nity gar den and busi ness plan -

ning dis cus sions. Aborig i nal com mu nity mem bers 

are actively involved in the planning and

implementation of all project activities. Some

give their time voluntarily while others, primarily 

elders, are paid as part-time research officers.
Ini ti ated in May 2002, a series of meet ings

and work shops con ducted over a 12-month
period com prised plan ning for the Titjikala P4P
pro ject, a strat egy that ensured that there was
ample time for dis cus sion and deci sion mak ing.
The plan ning pro ce dures were con ducted by a
research team com posed of Titjikala com mu nity
and admin is tra tion staff mem bers and var i ous
experts with knowl edge and skills of rel e vance
to the pro ject aims. An Aborig i nal com mu nity
leader who is the CEO of an Aborig i nal com mu -
nity group from West ern Aus tra lia, the Ngalia
Com mu nity, with which P4P was devel op ing a
sim i lar pro ject also con trib uted to the plan ning
dis cus sions, a net work ing approach that has been 
mutu ally advan ta geous for both com mu ni ties. At
the out set a Coun cil of Elders was formed to
pro vide over all direc tion and com mu nity con trol
of the pro ject. Tra di tional own ers and other
com mu nity elders com prise the coun cil which has 
met for mally on three occa sions since 2001. The
first meet ing was to con sider the con cept of con -
duct ing a cul tural revitalisation and enter prise
devel op ment pro ject, the sec ond to endorse the
pro posed activ i ties and the pro posed engage ment 
arrange ments with the host uni ver sity, and the
third meet ing called to review prog ress and
endorse new pro ject objec tives. This ‘bot tom-up’
approach has ensured that the community have
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ownership over the project and overall control of 
project activities.

The ini tial work shop dis cus sions focussed on 
devel op ing an agree ment con cern ing how the
pro ject was to be con ducted and on the ben e fit
shar ing arrange ments that were to be estab -
lished. This was not a ‘prior informed con sent’
approach, in that the com mu nity mem bers and
uni ver sity research staff worked in part ner ship
to decide the terms of engage ment and ben e fit
shar ing approach as opposed to the uni ver sity
team pre sent ing the com mu nity with a pre de ter -
mined pro posal. A research agree ment, out lin ing 
guide lines for eth i cal research and edu ca tion
activ i ties con ducted by the Titjikala Com mu nity
in part ner ship with P4P, was devel oped by the
pro ject team and endorsed by both the Coun cil
of Elders and the Tapatjatjaka Com mu nity Gov -
ern ment Coun cil (TCGC), an elected body of
com mu nity rep re sen ta tives respon si ble for the
gen eral admin is tra tion of the com mu nity and
charged with the author ity to enter into legal
arrange ments with out side agen cies. Fol low ing
com mu nity endorse ment for mal i ties, the agree -
ment was sub se quently rat i fied and signed by
TCGC and by Cur tin Uni ver sity as the col lab o -
rat ing part ner in the research pro ject. The over -
arch ing phi los o phy of the agree ment, the
word ing of which was based on an agree ment
first pro duced by the Ngalia com mu nity (K.
Muir, pers. comm.) and pro vided to the pro ject
team and to the TCGC to guide them in their
dis cus sions and delib er a tions, is described in two 
open ing state ments in the agree ment: (1) All
pro jects will seek a part ner ship approach, engag -
ing com mu nity mem bers in all lev els of the pro -
ject, with the aim to include the best of
Indig e nous knowl edge with the best of west ern
sci ence; and (2) The Tapatjatjaka Com mu nity
Gov ern ment Coun cil (TCGC) will not approve
the research activ i ties of any indi vid u als or orga -
ni za tions that lead to, or in its opin ion are
likely to lead to, offend ing Indig e nous peo ple liv -
ing in or con nected with the Titjikala Com mu -
nity. There fore the TCGC will only approve
those research activities that respect, privilege,
benefit and empower Indigenous people living in 
or connected with the Titjikala Community.

This phi los o phy has directly guided all pro -
jects con ducted to date with the Titjikala Com -
mu nity. A con sis tent fea ture of the inter ac tions
between the non-Aborig i nal mem bers of the pro -

ject team with their Aborig i nal coun ter parts has
been the hon our ing of and respect for tra di tional 
knowl edge about plants and their uses. This
grad u ally turned into an auto matic and gen u ine
response of the non-Aborig i nal par tic i pants as
they were increas ingly exposed to the wealth and 
depth of knowl edge revealed dur ing the work -
shops, field trips and gen eral dis cus sions. The
con se quence of this approach has been a notice -
able enhance ment in self esteem and self-con fi -
dence of the Aborig i nal elders involved in the
pro ject, an out come that has made a sig nif i cant
con tri bu tion to their involve ment in a recent
eco nomic ini tia tive — the enter ing into a joint
venture with a cultural tourism company (see
Figure 1).

GUNYA-TITJIKALA CULTURAL
TOURISM JOINT VENTURE

A suc cess ful exam ple of enter prise devel op ment
by an Aus tra lian Aborig i nal com mu nity is the
Gunya-Titjikala tour ism busi ness oper at ing at the 
Titjikala Com mu nity in Cen tral Aus tra lia. The
Titjikala Com mu nity is a remote Indig e nous
com mu nity located south of Alice Springs in the
Cen tral Remote Region. The com mu nity was
 formed in the early 1950s through relo ca tion of
Luritja, Pit jant jat jara and Arrernte peo ple that is 
cur rently home to between 250 and 300 peo ple
with 40 per cent of com mu nity mem bers under
the age of 25. In 2002, the com mu nity decided
to col lab o rate with Cur tin Uni ver sity in devel op -
ing the P4P pro ject. Empow er ment through hon -
our ing and respect ing TEK and capac ity build ing 
for talk ing with tour ists about TEK was a
direct out come of pro ject activ i ties. In 2005, the
Titjikala com mu nity entered into a joint ven ture
with Gunya Tours to build three lux ury tents as
a site adja cent to the Titjikala townsite. Tour ists
pay over $1,000 (AUS) per night to stay in the
tents and talk with com mu nity mem bers. The
com mu nity mem bers par tic i pate in the busi ness
in var i ous ways, includ ing act ing as tour guides, a 
skill that was devel oped in the P4P pro ject. This
busi ness ven ture is prov ing to be finan cially via -
ble and expan sion plans are under con sid er a tion.

The research agree ment also con tained
clauses relat ing to intel lec tual prop erty rights
of the research part ners. Two of these clauses
stated that
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New Intel lec tual Prop erty gen er ated
through research work con ducted by the
research team, includ ing all copy right and
neigh bour ing rights, all rights in rela tion
to inven tions (includ ing pat ent rights),
plant vari et ies, reg is tered and unreg is tered 
trade marks (includ ing ser vice marks), reg -
is tered designs, trade secrets and know
how and cir cuit lay outs, and all other
rights result ing from intel lec tual activ ity in 
the indus trial, sci en tific, lit er ary or artis tic
fields will be described as part of the pro -
ject, and com mer cial appli ca tion of such
knowl edge will be nego ti ated by the sig na -
to ries of this agree ment (Clause 9.2) and
that Ongo ing Indig e nous own er ship of the 
cul tural and intel lec tual prop erty rights
in the mate rial on which the research is
based should be acknowledged (Clause
9.3).

It was later decided that these clauses, along 
with sim i lar clauses in the pro ject sched ule
agree ment with the pro ject fund ing agency, the
Desert Knowl edge Coop er a tive Research Cen tre
(DK-CRC), did not pro vide ade quate pro tec tion
of the rights of the TCGC over new intel lec tual
prop erty that might be gen er ated by P4P pro ject 
activ i ties, in par tic u lar the knowl edge gen er ated

through lab o ra tory inves ti ga tions of medic i nal
prop er ties of local plants selected for study by
Aborig i nal elders. Con sul ta tions between com mu -
nity and pro ject mem bers, the DK-CRC, and a
gov ern ment funded Aborig i nal agency, the Cen -
tral Land Coun cil, resulted in the devel op ment
of a new pro ject sched ule. In essence, the new
sched ule ensures that the Titjikala Com mu nity
will be legally rep re sented at any nego ti a tions
relat ing to IP aris ing out of the pro ject, and
that the com mu nity would be enti tled to an
equal share of the col lec tive com mer cial return
to project partners arising from the new IP
generated by project activities.

The approach taken in the P4P-Titjikala
pro ject has been a sig nif i cant fac tor in the eco -
nomic achieve ments of the Titjikala com mu nity.
Key suc cess fac tors in the pro ject have been
empow er ment through part ner ship and respect,
mentoring and net work ing activ i ties. While P4P
was not involved in the nego ti a tions that led to
the estab lish ment of the joint ven ture com pany
oper at ing the cul tural tour ism busi ness, the expe -
ri ence and self con fi dence gained by com mu nity
mem bers through par tic i pat ing in P4P work shops, 
field trips and plan ning dis cus sions have been
iden ti fied as an impor tant con trib ut ing fac tor to
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Fig ure 1 Gunya-Titjikala tour ist enter prise
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the devel op ment and oper a tion of the busi ness
enter prise. Cur rent ini tia tives are aimed at assist -
ing entre pre neur ial mem bers of the com mu nity
to develop micro-enter prises based on traditional 
knowledge about plants and their uses.

CONCLUSION

Par tic i pa tion in com mer cial enter prises by
Aborig i nal Aus tra lians is being actively sup ported 
by Aus tra lian gov ern ment agen cies, NGOs and
other sup port groups. Aborig i nal peo ple are
becom ing involved in a range of enter prises
in such diverse areas as com mer cial prop erty
invest ment, min ing and mine ser vices, trans port,
man u fac tur ing, retail and ser vices, agri cul ture,
fish er ies, tour ism and finan cial ser vices. Despite
this grow ing trend a lack of effec tive busi ness
mod els to pro mote for enter prise devel op ment
that are suit able for Aborig i nal groups, whether
they be fam ily or com mu nity based, cur rently
hin ders expan sion. Research is required to
address this and other knowl edge gaps so as to
enhance the active par tic i pa tion of Aboriginal
people in the Australian economy.
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David Worth Ris ing World Oil Prices and Its Impacts on Aus tra lian Indig e nous Com mu ni ties

SOME IMPACTS OF RISING WORLD OIL
PRICES ON AUSTRALIAN INDIGENOUS
RURAL AND REMOTE COMMUNITIES

David Worth

INTRODUCTION

In this paper I raise the issue of ‘peak oil’ and
its impact on Aus tra lian Indig e nous com mu ni ties, 
pres ent con se quences of the rise in oil prices
over the past three years for remote and
regional Aus tra lia, and con sider pos si ble ways of
address ing what I would argue is an increas ingly
dire future con cern ing eco nomic devel op ment
poten tial con sid ered piv otal to these regions. The 
impact of ‘peak oil’ has been par tic u larly dif fi cult 
on the pop u la tions liv ing in tiny and remote
Indig e nous com mu ni ties in West ern, Cen tral and 
North ern Aus tra lia, the major ity of which use
die sel fuel for elec tric ity and trans port. Elec tric -
ity pow ers bore pumps, house hold and work place 
appli ances, and equip ment such as refrig er a tion.
All food and other freight trav els long dis tances
via road trans port, which already con trib utes to
the higher prices of goods in remote com mu nity
stores. The data pre sented below has been gath -
ered from ‘desk top’ research, although it viv idly 
points to the need for immediate studies in the
communities.

One site of infor ma tion con cern ing the
impact of higher fuel prices on these com mu ni -

ties is in the West ern Desert of West ern Aus tra -
lia (WA), located about 1,000 km north-east
of Perth. The Ngaanyatjarra Coun cil’s (2005)1

annual munic i pal grant for die sel pur chase from
the Aus tra lian gov ern ment for 2005 was based
on the fig ure of Aus$1.10 per litre.2 How ever, by 
July of that year the Coun cil had used up their
funds as fuel prices peaked at $1.60 per litre
dur ing long peri ods. The Ngaanyatjarra Coun cil
has since agreed to enter into a Regional Part -
ner ship Agree ment (RPA) with the WA State
and a Shared Respon si bil ity Agree ment (SRA)
with the Aus tra lian gov ern ment for addi tional
fund ing to reim burse the Coun cil against the
impact of fluc tu at ing fuel prices.3 In another
juris dic tion, the Aborig i nal Air Ser vices (AAS) in 
Alice Springs (in the cen tre of the con ti nent)
closed its doors in 2006 due to high avi a tion fuel 
prices. AAS had pro vided essen tial trans port ser -
vices for more than 60 remote com mu ni ties for
close to three decades (Rob erts, 2006). Finally,
fuel prices of nearly $3 per litre are forc ing
Indig e nous fish ers in the Torres Strait outer
islands (such as Boigu and Dauan) to return to
tra di tional sail-pow ered ves sels to fish in much

56

 Dr Worth com pleted his PhD in soci ol ogy at Murdoch Uni ver sity, West ern Aus tra lia, and is pres ently employed in the Research
Unit at the National Native Title Tri bu nal. His first degree was in aero nau ti cal engi neer ing and he has also com pleted an MBA.
For the past 25 years he has worked in var i ous roles for many social change organi sa tions in both West ern Aus tra lia and the
east ern States. He would like to thank the three anon y mous review ers whose sug ges tions have sig nif i cantly improved this arti cle.



the same way when Euro pean explor ers Bligh
and Flinders sailed these waters between Aus tra -
lia and Papua New Guinea more than two
centuries ago (McGuire, 2006).

WHAT IS PEAK OIL?

‘Peak oil’ is a descrip tion devel oped in the early
1950s by a Shell geol o gist, Marion King Hubbert, 
to describe the way in which oil pro duc tion
from regional reserves fol lows a path that is
 similar to a ‘bell’ curve. Bas ing his pre dic tions
on record of prior oil dis cov er ies and reserve
growth, Hubbert pre dicted in 1956 that U.S. oil
pro duc tion would peak in the early 1970s fol -
lowed by a peak in world pro duc tion around the 
year 2000 (Heinberg, 2003, p. 90). Ini tially
labelled a pariah for his con tro ver sial meth ods,
within two decades he was proven cor rect when
oil  production in the con tig u ous U.S. peaked at
close to 10 mil lion bar rels per day, a rate not
since dupli cated despite sub stan tial dis cov er ies
in Alaska and the Gulf of Mex ico. The dis cov -
ery of new oil reserves peaked in 1960 and
since 1990 oil con sump tion is mea sured at a rate 
of nearly 3 bar rels of oil con sumed for each
new bar rel discovered (Longwell, 2002, p. 102)
(Figure 1).

Rob in son and Powrie (2004) report that
Aus tra lia’s Bass Strait oil and gas prov ince ini ti -
ated pro duc tion in 1970, reached its peak in
1985 only to begin a steady and irre vers ible
decline. Over all Aus tra lia’s oil pro duc tion peaked 
in 2000 and again is in steady decline. Prob a bil -
ity fore casts from Geoscience Aus tra lia (2006,
p. 18) sug gest that this trend will con tinue
unabated dur ing a period in which Aus tra lia’s
pro jected con sump tion increases (Fig ure 2). The
prob a bil ity of new dis cov er ies required to meet
ear lier con sump tion and pro duc tion peaks is not
likely. The result: the annual cost of import ing
oil is over Aus$20 bil lion per annum, while the
net cost of oil imports now exceed ing exports by 
$5 billion in 2005 (The Sen ate, 2007, p. 64).

Exclud ing deep water oil fields, out put from
54 of the 65 larg est oil-pro duc ing coun tries in
the world is now in decline (Rob in son, 2006).
While global oil pro duc tion rose mark edly
between 2000 and 2005, it has since slowed. And 
since the world oil price began its upward march 
in late 2002, world oil pro duc tion has been able
to quickly sup ply the addi tional oil demanded by 
the global mar ket. How ever, as Fig ure 3 dem on -
strates, over the past two years world oil pro duc -
tion plateaued at 84–85 mil lion bar rels each
day.4 Within OPEC, the only coun try pres ently
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Fig ure 1 World oil dis cov ery and pro duc tion: 1900–2002
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with any sig nif i cant spare pro duc tion capac ity is

Saudi Ara bia (Appen dix A). This sur plus is

heavy oil that is more expen sive to refine than

light, ‘sweet’ crude oil. The absence of any reli -

able audited reserve and field by field pro duc -

tion data in most oil pro duc ing coun tries means

it is dif fi cult to develop more than uncer tain

prob a bil ity esti mates con cern ing the likely date

for a global ‘peak’. Esti mates for such a ‘peak’

vary over a great range, from 2005 through to

2030, and beyond (The Sen ate, 2007, p. 43).
The major impact on Aus tra lians, in par tic u -

lar the remote areas, has been the rapid rise and 

vol a tile nature of these price changes (Fig ure 4). 

In mid-2006 the NYMEX futures price for West 

Texas crude peaked at US$78 per bar rel. Cur -

rently, some com men ta tors believe that oil will

soon be priced at around US$80–100 per bar rel,

although some believe that it will drop to around 

$45 (Helman, 2006). Peak oil does not mean the 

world will run out of oil, but it does sug gest that 

the world has come to the end of cheap liq uid

fuels, as global demand (espe cially from China

and India) out strips the growth in pro duc tion. It

is unlikely that oil will return to the fig ure of

US$20 per bar rel that it was trad ing at just five

years ago.

POPULATION IN INDIGENOUS

LANDS

A recent Sen ate Inquiry into Aus tra lia’s future
oil sup plies attracted some 200 writ ten sub mis -
sions, albeit just one exam in ing how Indig e nous
com mu ni ties will be affected.5 Most sub mis sions
focused on the impact of price rises on urban
driv ers and poten tial pol icy cor rec tives aimed
at reducing weekly fuel bills. The par tic u lar loca -
tion and dis tri bu tion of remote Indig e nous com -
mu ni ties is an impor tant aspect of their abil ity
(or lack thereof) to man age these ris ing prices.
Accord ing to the 2001 Aus tra lian Cen sus (2004), 
the Aborig i nal and Torres Strait Islander pop u la -
tion was esti mated to be 458,520, or 2.4 per
cent of Aus tra lia’s pop u la tion. The median age
of Indig e nous Aus tra lians was 20.5 years com -
pared with 36 years for the main stream Aus tra -
lian  population. It is esti mated that 25 per cent
of the Indig e nous pop u la tion lived in areas
 classified as remote or very remote com pared
with only two per cent of the non-Indigenous
population (Table 1).6

Using data from the Aus tra lian Bureau of
Sta tis tics (1999) report Com mu nity Hous ing and
Infra struc ture Needs Sur veys (CHINS) to iden tify 
future chal lenges for Indig e nous com mu ni ties,
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Fig ure 2 Aus tra lia’s oil pro duc tion 1965–2025
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Fig ure 3 World oil pro duc tion: 2002–2006 (as at Decem ber 2006)

Source: www.theoildrum.com/story/2006/12/5/144125/842

Fig ure 4 Vol a til ity in NYMEX oil price: 2004–2006

Source: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/thumb/2/28/Oil_Prices_Short_Term.png/800px-Oil_Prices_
Short_Term.png



Tay lor (2002, p. 13) pro jects that the Indig e nous 
pop u la tion in the remote Aus tra lian desert (or
arid zone) (Fig ure 6)7 will grow by about 10,000
peo ple to nearly 45,000 over the next 10 years.

Half of this increase will be in the prime
employ ment age groups (24–65) where pop u la -
tion num bers will increase by 35 per cent over
the decade. In a later pub li ca tion, Tay lor (2004,
p. 98) sug gested that high Aborig i nal fer til ity
rates will lead to sus tained and rapid pop u la tion
growth and a high pro por tion of infants and
 children in these com mu ni ties. In the North ern

Ter ri tory, the Aborig i nal pop u la tion will dou ble
within a gen er a tion with a high poten tial for
con tin ued growth beyond that. Unlike the issue
of pop u la tion decline and age ing, which is a
prob lem in many parts of urban Aus tra lia, the
urgent chal lenge in many regions with Indig e -
nous com mu ni ties will be how to house and
employ this young Indig e nous pop u la tion while
ensur ing that they will be able to access cost-effi -
cient trans port. Hence, eas ily obtained and cost-
effi cient energy will be critical to their future
success.

VOLUME 5 / NO. 2 / 2007 THE JOURNAL OF ABORIGINAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

60 DAVID WORTH

Table 1 Esti mated Indig e nous pop u la tion of Aus tra lia: 30 June 2001

Jurisdiction Indig e nous pop u la tion
Pro por tion of

Indig e nous pop u la tion
Pro por tion of

juris dic tion pop u la tion

ACT 3,909 0.9% 1.2%

New South Wales 134,888 29.4% 2.0%

North ern Ter ri tory 56,875 12.5% 28.8%

Queensland 125,910 27.4% 3.5%

South Aus tra lia 25,544 5.6% 1.7%

Tas ma nia 17,384 3.8% 3.7%

Vic to ria 27,846 6.1% 0.6%

West ern Aus tra lia 65,931 14.4% 3.5%

Aus tra lia 458,520 100% 2.4%

Fig ure 5 Aus tra lian pop u la tion dis tri bu tion by age and sex

Source: ABS, 2004b.



Indig e nous peo ple’s attach ment to their land 
has resulted in the emer gence of a dis tinct
 settlement struc ture involv ing the for ma tion of
numer ous dis persed, small, and dis crete Indig e -
nous com mu ni ties. This is espe cially the case
in the NT, WA and the far north of South
 Australia (Cane & Stan ley, 1985) (Table 2).
These demo graphic fac tors have resulted in
unique  residential set tings among Indig e nous and 
non-Indig e nous pop u la tions liv ing in the desert
region. In 1996, only 26 per cent of desert Indig -
e nous peo ple lived in the four major inland
urban cen tres of the arid zone (Alice Springs,
Port Hedland, Kalgoorlie and Bro ken Hill), while 
the remain der lived in more remote areas (Tay -
lor, 1998). Tay lor (2002b, p. 7) reports that close 
to 30 per cent (nearly 25,000 peo ple) of the
Indig e nous pop u la tion liv ing in these remote and 
very remote regions live in com mu ni ties usu ally
num ber ing less than 200 peo ple (Table 2). The
future hous ing and infra struc ture require ments of 
small com mu ni ties in these remote areas are
acute, and they will face addi tional chal lenges
related to higher fuel prices that will affect food
prices and transport and construction costs.

Indigenous communities need

for power

While the focus of this paper has been on liq uid 
fuels and trans port, many remote Indig e nous
com mu ni ties across Aus tra lia lack con nec tion to
elec tri cal power grids or have inter mit tent grid
power. Of those con nected com mu ni ties 40 per
cent expe ri ence reg u lar sup ply inter rup tions (The 
Sen ate, 2000, p. 139). Small, remote com mu ni ties 
with pop u la tions of less than 50 peo ple use
home gen er a tors while the larger com mu ni ties
are more likely to use large, com mu nity die sel
gen er a tors or have access to the State power
grid. The ABS CHINS study found 133 Indig e -
nous com mu ni ties (10 per cent) all of which had 
pop u la tions of 50 or less had no electricity
supply (ABS, 1999, p. 17) (Table 3).

Like wise, a study in WA indi cated that 75
per cent of Indig e nous com mu ni ties rely on elec -
tric-pow ered bores for their water sup plies, 20
per cent have their water deliv ered by truck
while the remain der were con nected to a town
sup ply (DIA, 2004, p. 33). It is clear from these
 figures that most Indig e nous com mu ni ties in
remote Aus tra lia are reli ant on die sel fuels for
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Fig ure 6 Loca tion of arid and semi-arid regions of Aus tra lia
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their day-to-day elec tric ity to a greater extent
than else where. Elec tric ity is also used for water
pumps, house hold and work place appli ances,
and for the refrig er a tion of food and med i cal
sup plies, sug gest ing that a rise in fuel costs
increases Indigenous vulnerability.

Transport to access government
services

The main mode of trans port used in remote
Indig e nous com mu ni ties to access key gov ern -

ment and com mu nity ser vices are cars and/or
four-wheel drive vehi cles (SUV). Peo ple from
close to half of these com mu ni ties must travel
any where between one and four hours to reach
required ser vices, and 16 per cent of res i dents
report travel times in excess of five hours. Due
to vari able weather con di tions, road access to
and from var i ous com mu ni ties may be lim ited or 
even impos si ble to access for peri ods rang ing
from four or five, one week peri ods annu ally.
Thirty-seven com mu ni ties expe ri ence con tin u ous
peri ods of road clo sure last ing for up to three
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Table 2 Indig e nous com mu ni ties iso lated from ser vice cen tres, by set tle ment size

Settlement Remote Very Remote

Size Comm. % of Isol. Cty Pop. % Comm. % Pop. %

<19 71 6.7 642 0.8 484 45.9 4,841 6.1

20–49 34 3.2 915 1.2 241 22.8 7,235 9.2

50–99 4 0.4 250 0.3 65 6.2 4,331 5.5

100–199 6 0.6 750 1.0 42 4.0 5,868 7.4

200–499 7 0.7 1,785 2.3 70 6.6 21,915 27.8

500–999 3 0.3 1,650 2.1 13 1.2 9,373 11.9

>1,000 0 0.0  — 0.0 15 1.4 19,358 24.5

TOTAL 125 11.8 5,992 7.6 930 88.2 72,921 92.4

Source: Adapted from Tay lor, 2002b, p. 7.

Table 3 Indig e nous dis crete com mu ni ties — main source of elec tric ity sup ply
(by Com mu nity Size — All Com mu ni ties)

Type of electricity supply < 20 20–49 50–99 100–199 200>
Total
(a)

Reported
Pop u la tion

State grid 44 61 50 60 66 281 4,408

Com mu nity gen er a tors 85 70 30 33 81 299 50,990

Domes tic gen er a tors 241 89 12  — – 342 5,615

Solar 83 43 4 1 – 131 2,321

Solar hybrid 62 21 5 1 2 91 1,994

Other source 2 2 – 1 – 5 212

All com mu ni ties with an elec tric ity sup ply 517 286 101 96 149 1,149 108,540

No elec tric ity sup ply 118 13 1 1 – 133 1,378

All com mu ni ties* 644 299 102 97 149 1,291 109,994

* Includes ‘not stated’

Source: ABS, 1999, pp. 16–17.



months at a time and extreme weather con di -
tions such as floods. Trans port infra struc ture is a 
key to the sustainability of these remote com mu -
ni ties. West Aus tra lian Indig e nous MP, Ms.
Carol Mar tin, recently high lighted the prob lems
for her con stit u ents in the Kimberley (north-west 
WA) due to low road maintenance budgets and
the impact of higher fuel prices:

I would like to raise some issues regard ing 
the Dampier Pen in sula, par tic u larly the
Dampier Pen in sula road. This road is
approx i mately 110 years old. Orig i nally, it
was used by the monks to access the pen -
in sula. ... In the past cou ple of months
there has been increas ing con cern about
the freight ser vice. I have been speak ing
to Broome Freightlines, which spe cif i cally
ser vices that area. It said that the main te -
nance costs on its vehi cles is restrict ing its 
abil ity to oper ate. About three weeks ago
it upped the ante, and freight costs
increased by 20 per cent. The com mu nity
wore it, because there was not much it
could do about it. Norm Gar di ner, the
owner-oper a tor, rang my office and said
that the com mu nity had accepted the
increase in freight costs, but because of
the cost of main te nance on his trucks he
can no lon ger jus tify ser vic ing the com mu -
nity. He informed me that today would be 
the last day he would pro vide the ser vice.
... The rea son he can no lon ger pro vide
the ser vice is that the road is wreck ing his 

vehicles. (Hansard WA, 14 September
2006)

The con struc tion of a sealed road would
pos i tively pro mote Indig e nous eco nomic par tic i -
pa tion in the local pas to ral and pearling indus -
tries. In response, the Min is ter for Plan ning and
Infra struc ture reported to Par lia ment that the
cost of seal ing the 160 km of gravel road would
be about Aus$35 mil lion, an amount beyond the
local Shire of Broom coun cil’s resource base.
Such expe ri ences are likely typ i cal for many
remote com mu ni ties of north ern Aus tra lia.
Regret ta bly there are no gov ern ment attempts
being made to gather data from Indig e nous com -
mu ni ties con cern ing their reli ance on die sel for
trans port, or how much suit able infra struc ture
such as sealed roads would cost (Table 4).
Cheap die sel fuels are crit i cal to Indig e nous
com mu ni ties, and this reli ance is reinforced by
the travel data collected (Figure 7).

Indigenous health and access to
medical services

High fuel prices also impact on Indig e nous
health. The ABS reported that 895 (69%) of the 
1,291 dis crete Indig e nous com mu ni ties in Aus tra -
lia are located 100 km or more away from their
near est hos pi tal, and only 53 per cent of these
com mu ni ties have access to emer gency air med i -
cal ser vices (ABS, 2005, p. 182).8 Peo ple from
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Table 4 Fuel con sump tion per state of Aus tra lia, 2006

Vol ume (Mil lion Litres) Mar ket Share (per cent)

Auto Petro Auto Die sel Auto LPG Total Vol ume Auto Petro Auto Diesel Auto LPG

NSW 6,031.8 3,558.1 871.6 10,461.4 57.7 34.0 8.3

VIC 4,885.9 2,582.6 1,344.5 8,813.1 55.4 29.3 15.3

Queensland 4,249.9 4,573.9 342.9 9,166.7 46.4 49.9 3.7

SA 1,356.2 1,070.1 230.5 2,656.8 51.0 40.3 8.7

WA 1,891.6 3,230.7 172.3 5,294.6 35.7 61.0 3.3

TAS 464.3 350.0 18.4 832.6 55.8 42.0 2.2

NT 137.9 438.3 5.1 581.2 23.7 75.4 0.9

TOTAL 19,017.7 15,803.6 2,985.1 37,806.4 50.3 41.8 7.9

Source: WA, 2007, p. 41.



these com mu ni ties have to travel sig nif i cant
 distances to access what urban Aus tra lians con -
sider to be essen tial health ser vices. For exam -
ple, nearly half of the Indig e nous com mu ni ties
located in WA, SA and NT have to travel over
25 km to access health centres (see Figure 9).

Cultural maintenance and land
management

Finally, there is clear evi dence that these small
Indig e nous com mu ni ties con tinue to live on their 
tra di tional lands located in remote areas to
ensure her i tage and cul ture pro tec tion. For these 
com mu ni ties, trans port is essen tial if elders are
to con tinue edu cat ing youn ger com mu nity mem -
bers. For exam ple, Sullivan (1988, p. 43) reports
the “sud den and mas sive regional mobi li sa tion”

of Indig e nous peo ple attend ing a meet ing of the
Kimberley Land Coun cil (KLC), in a remote
loca tion, required a jour ney of two or three days 
each way, and that there is a strong cor re la tion
between the main te nance of a tra di tional life style 
and the reten tion of Indig e nous languages, as an 
example (Figure 10).

Despite the strong links to their tra di tional
lands, anec dotal evi dence sug gests that some
Aborig i nal peo ples from smaller com mu ni ties in
WA are leav ing their lands to live in larger set -
tle ments such as South Hedland. This is being
done to try to ease the bur den posed by die sel
prices that have risen by 30 per cent over an 18-
month period (Fig ures 11 and 12).

Infor ma tion pro vided by a WA gov ern ment
depart men tal offi cial dem on strates that the bud -
get for die sel in some remote Indig e nous com -
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Fig ure 7 Major Indig e nous com mu ni ties and their eco nomic and cul tural travel needs

Source: Tay lor, 2002b, p. 10.
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mu ni ties rose in 2006 from about 20 per cent of 

their annual main te nance bud get to over 80 per

cent. The result ing short fall in oper a tional rev e -

nue resulted in cost cut ting to meet bud get ary

require ments that neg a tively affected edu ca tion,

health ser vices, and infra struc ture main te nance.

Addi tional funds have been pro vided to Indig e -

nous com mu ni ties by the Aus tra lian gov ern ment, 
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Fig ure 9 Indig e nous access to health resources

Source: ABS, 2005, p. 182.

Fig ure 10 Remote ness and cul tural attach ment

Source: ABS, 2005, p. 6.



although these mon ies arrive with obli ga tions
to the com mu nity. In rela tion to the West ern
Desert, addi tional pow er house funds were pro -
vided to the Ngaanyatjarra Com mu nity (2005,
p. 7); but under their ‘mutual obli ga tions’, its
members were required to

l take steps to mini mise power con sump tion;
l pay power bills when pre sented;
l enter into arrange ments to set tle any out -

stand ing debts; and
l place no pres sure on staff or oth ers to pro -

vide power ser vices free of charge.
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Fig ure 11 Kimberley die sel prices (Jan. 2005 to Sept. 2006)

Note: See <www.fuelwatch.wa.gov.au/prices/dsp_hist_avg.cfm> (last accessed 30 Octo ber 2006).
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The Ngaanyatjarra Coun cil itself was
required to under take new ini tia tives such as the 
following:

l set a bench mark fee col lec tion rate of 100 per 
cent for all com mu nity mem bers;

l develop an edu ca tion pro gram aimed at
encour ag ing mem bers to save power and mini -
mise fuel costs; and

l imple ment the col lec tion of tar iffs in accor -
dance with the rates set by the Aus tra lian
gov ern ment.

Finally, die sel fuels are at the heart of
local com mu nity eco nomic devel op ment ven tures
as Indig e nous lead ers attempt to gen er ate the
funds required to stay on their lands. In one
instance, tour ism was pro moted as an eco nomic
devel op ment mea sure in the Kimberley Nat u ral
Resource Man age ment plan (2004, p. 93); how -
ever, the suc cess of such ven tures would be
depend ent on afford able fuel inputs. Ris ing costs 
and price fluctuations would make it dif fi cult to
become and remain com pet i tive with the local
and  overseas tour ist expe ri ences.9 Pastoralism is
another impor tant sec tor for Indig e nous employ -
ment. Baker (2000) shows that the fuel costs of
pas to ral prop er ties in the NT aver aged about
$57,000 per annum, or about 10 per cent of
their total annual expen di tures. This fig ure is
con sid er ably higher than properties in other less-
remote jurisdictions.

POSSIBLE ALTERNATE SOLUTIONS

In urban areas, gov ern ments have a wide range
of ‘de mand-side’ solu tions that can assist driv ers
deal with higher fuel prices such as greater reli -
ance upon pub lic trans port. In remote Aus tra lia,
gov ern ments must focus on ‘sup ply-side’ solu -
tions. These pos si ble solu tions include:

i) Alter nate fuel sources to replace die sel;
ii) Con vinc ing the State and Aus tra lian gov -

ern ments to ‘sub si dise’ the future use of
crude-based die sel fuels;

iii) Clos ing down the remote com mu ni ties and
mov ing res i dents to larger cen tres.10

Alter na tive two was pro posed by the
Remote Area Plan ning and Devel op ment Board
(RAPAD) in a recent sub mis sion to a Sen ate
inquiry into Aus tra lia’s petrol prices in north ern

Queensland, which is respon si ble for an area of
385,000 sq km, encom pass ing 17 towns in 11
local gov ern ment areas.11 In sup port of the pro -
posal, the Mayor of Winton Shire pro posed a
reduc tion or abo li tion of the Fed eral fuel excise
(38¢ per litre) and the Goods and Ser vices Tax
(about 10–13¢ per litre) on fuel sales as a way
of sup port ing the sus tain able devel op ment of
remote Aus tra lia.12 Nei ther of the major Aus tra -
lian polit i cal par ties appeared to sup port the
pro posal, espe cially given the arbi trage oppor tu -
ni ties it opens for those liv ing on either side of
a bound ary sep a rat ing areas with dif fer ent fuel
taxes. This neg a tive response begs the ques tion:
If gov ern ments refuse to sub si dise fuel use in
remote Aus tra lia, what types of eco nomic activ i -
ties are required to gen er ate the required fund -
ing needed to ame lio rate the influ ence of ris ing
fuel costs and fluc tu at ing prices? Evi dence col -
lected from the Road and Auto mo bile Club of
WA dur ing the Sen ate inquiry indi cated that
tour ism to remote Aus tra lia (and hence income
for these com mu ni ties) was already suffering due 
to the present rise in diesel prices over the past
three years:

Sen a tor WEBBER — Recently there was some
pub lic ity look ing at price being a deter mi nant for 
the change of behav iour and about how fewer
peo ple are driv ing east across the Nullar bor and
how the roadhouses are really strug gling to make 
a quid. Are you aware of those reports? They
are say ing they are hardly get ting any pass ing
vehi cles these days.

Mr Moir (RACWA) — We do not track vehi cle
move ments like that, but anecdotally we hear
the same sto ries as you. We hear that the tour -
ism mar ket in the north-west, which is largely
depend ent on pas sen ger or pri vate trans port, is
suf fer ing at the moment because of the fuel
prices. With respect to the ‘grey nomads’, as
they are referred to, the retired tour ists, anec -
dotally we hear that their num bers are drop ping
off because of fuel prices.13

These posi tions were con firmed by another wit -
ness appear ing before the Inquiry, this time from 
Queensland:

Coun cil lor Col lins (Mayor, Winton Shire) — 
Total vis i tor num bers have been declin ing in
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what we call the out back region, which actu ally
runs, out side of the RAPAD Board area, from
the New South Wales bor der at Cunnamulla in
the west, north to Mount Isa and Rich mond and 
Hugh en den. The out back region cov ers about
two-thirds of Queensland. In that area there has
been a gen eral decline — I think it [the reduc -
tion] is in the order of about three or four per
cent a year for the last four or five years.14

It appears that com mu ni ties in these remote 
areas can main tain their cus toms and life styles
only by con vinc ing the Aus tra lian gov ern ment
to develop alter nate fuel sources. Com mu ni ties
located in north Aus tra lia would ben e fit from
the devel op ment of trans port fuels based on
 liquid nat u ral gas (LNG) or com pressed nat u ral
gas (CNG), devel oped as part of the fuel devel -
op ments occur ring in the North-West Shelf and
Timor Sea regions. Most exist ing large die sel
engines can be appro pri ately mod i fied although
this would require local fuel ling out lets to make
any where from $50–100,000 in mod i fi ca tions.
This should not be seen as an insur mount able
cost given the alter nate cost of hous ing and car -
ing for peo ple in rap idly grow ing cen tres, such
as Alice Springs, if remote com mu ni ties were
forced to close. The devel op ment of a local
LNG/CNG indus try could also offer new train -
ing and employ ment oppor tu ni ties for Indigenous 
workers to support this change in fuel supplies.

Another pos si ble alter nate fuel source is
biodiesel. The WA gov ern ment is pres ently
explor ing the pol icy issues sur round ing this
option via a Taskforce which is due to report in
mid-2007 (ABC, 2006). Biodiesel has advan tages
over other biofuels, such as eth a nol, for it can
be devel oped from agri cul tural waste in small,
cost-effi cient local plants (e.g., sugar waste from
the Ord River scheme in the Kimberleys). The
WA Farm ers Fed er a tion is cur rently inves ti gat ing 
a plan to develop a net work of regional biodiesel 
plants based on a coop er a tive model. It is antic i -
pated that each plant would pro duce between
20–25 mil lion litres of fuel annu ally. An alter na -
tive biodiesel source to agri cul tural waste could
be obtained by plant ing and har vest ing the ‘die -
sel tree’, or copaifera langsdorfii. It is esti mated
a one hect are plan ta tion could pro duce 12,000
litres of fuel a year — enough to make a small
farm self-suf fi cient in fuel (SMH, 2006). The
 economics of such an alter nate fuel relies on

trans port dis tances being less than those for
 traditional die sel and petrol sup plies. Again,
the development of a local biodiesel indus try
in remote and regional Aus tra lia could also
offer new train ing and employ ment oppor tu ni ties 
for the growing number of young Indigenous
workers.

CONCLUSION

This paper argued that anal y ses must be con -
ducted into the vul ner a bil ity of remote Indig e -
nous com mu ni ties’ depend ence on cheap fuel
sup plies that are ris ing and dem on strate vol a tile
price changes. Their con tin ued exis tence relies
on reg u lar flows of low-cost die sel and petro -
leum fuels to sup port nearly all essen tial com mu -
nity infra struc ture and func tions. The shift in
recent decades from lim ited regional travel and
use of local resources for fuel to a reli ance on
hydro car bons pres ents a sig nif i cant chal lenge as
the effects of ‘peak oil’ in Aus tra lia are imposed. 
The future sustainability of remote set tle ments
will require con sid er able future research efforts
to quan tify the real sit u a tion, to con sult with
com mu nity mem bers and to eval u ate ways to
reduce the depend ence on oil-derived fuels, or
its replace ment by biodiesel. Such issues are
not specific to Aus tra lian Aborig i nal pop u la tion.
Cunningham (1999), for exam ple, describes the
plight of First Nations in the Yukon try ing to
develop and main tain an air-based medi vac pro -
gram. Sim i larly, Suppiah et al. (2003) describe
how basic func tions such as gar bage col lec tion
in remote Brit ish Colum bia First Nations com -
mu ni ties can be hin dered by lack of funds and
road trans port. In Aus tra lia, some solu tions are
emerg ing in WA at least, but they will require
sev eral years before we are able to mea sure
their results or to pro duce the required lev els of 
biofuel at a cost-effi cient price. The dan ger of
unchecked fuel costs could impede regional eco -
nomic devel op ments in regional and remote
Australia leading to an exodus of young men
and women from their traditional lands.

NOTES

1.  This remote region is home to 11 small Indig e -
nous com mu ni ties and in 2004 these com mu ni ties
were granted native title over an area of about
188,000 sq km. Online: <www.nntt.gov.au/media/
Ngaanyatjarra.html>.
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Appen dix A OPEC Oil Pro duc tion (as at Jan u ary 2007, thou sand bar rels per day)

7/01/2005 Jan-07

OPEC 10 Quota Pro duc tion Capac ity Sur plus Capac ity

Alge ria 894 1,360 1,430 70

Indo ne sia 1,451 860 860 0

Iran 4,110 3,700 3,750 50

Kuwait 2,247 2,500 2,600 100

Libya 1,500 1,650 1,700 50

Nige ria 2,306 2,250 2,250 0

Qatar 726 810 850 40

Saudi Ara bia 9,099 8,800 10,500–11,000 1,700–2,200

United Arab Emirates 2,444 2,500 2,600 100

Ven e zuela 3,223 2,340 2,450 110

OPEC 10 28,000 26,770 28,990–29,490 2,220–2,720

Other Liq uids 4,305

Source: Table 3a. <http://www.eia.doe.gov/emeu/steo/pub/3atab.html> (Energy Infor ma tion Admin is tra tion/
Short-Term Energy Out look — Feb ru ary 2007).

Appen dix B Global Sur plus Oil Pre dic tion (U.S. Depart ment of Energy, 2007)

Source: Short-Term Energy Out look, Feb ru ary 2007 <http://www.eia.doe.gov/emeu/steo/pub/gifs/
Slide13.gif>



2. In early 2007, Aus$1 is worth approx i mately
US$0.78 [online].

3. See <www.indig e nous.gov.au/rpa/wa/warpanov0501. 
pdf> (last accessed 30 Octo ber 2006).

4. These fig ures for ‘oil’ includes the pro duc tion
of other liq uid hydro car bons such as eth a nol,
bitu men and liq uids con den sates from the pro duc -
tion of nat u ral gas. IEA — Inter na tional Energy
Agency in Geneva and EIA — U.S. Depart ment
of Energy, Energy Infor ma tion Agency, Wash ing -
ton, D.C.

5. See <www.aph.gov.au/Sen ate/com mit tee/rrat_ctte/
oil_sup ply/sub mis sions/sublist.htm>.

6. See <www.aihw.gov.au/indig e nous/>.
7. The arid zone amounts to 3.5 mil lion km2, or 45

per cent of the Aus tra lian land mass (Tay lor,
2002, p. 4).

8. This pro por tion is likely to be now lower with the 
clo sure of AAS in Alice Springs, reported above.

9. Roarty and Bar ber (2004, p. 3) list the fol low ing
rea sons why coun try petrol prices tend to be
higher than met ro pol i tan prices: “A coun try
 service sta tion typ i cally sells less than half the
amount of fuel of a met ro pol i tan ser vice sta -
tion. Hence there is less oppor tu nity to reduce
the oper at ing mar gin on fuel sales tak ing into
con sid er ation the over all via bil ity of the busi ness.
Addi tion ally there is higher dis tri bu tion costs
asso ci ated with coun try retail out lets. Fur ther -
more, there are gen er ally lower sales of higher
profit non-fuel items in the country.”

10. Alter na tive three will not be explored here, but
there are many influ en tial stake holders who are
already pur su ing it as a ‘so lu tion’ to other Indig e -
nous issues such as com mu nity vio lence. This
includes influ en tial jour nal ist Nich o las Roth well
from The Aus tra lian (2006a; 2006b) and the then-
Min is ter for Indig e nous Affairs, Hon. Amanda
Vanstone (2005) who threat ened “All Aus tra lians
liv ing in remote areas of the coun try have less
access to ser vices.... Per haps we need to explic itly
draw a line on the level of ser vice that can be
provided to homeland settlements.”

11. See <www.aph.gov.au/Sen ate/com mit tee/eco nom ics 
_ctte/petrol_price/sub mis sions/sub43.pdf>.

12. See <www.aph.gov.au/hansard/sen ate/commttee/S9691. 
pdf>, p. E29.

13. See <http://www.aph.gov.au/hansard/sen ate/commttee/
S9623.pdf>, p. E36.

14. Ibid., p. E33.
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Editor’s Research Note

Edi tor’s Intro duc tion

We offer a new sec tion in this issue of the Jour nal of Aborig i nal
Eco nomic Devel op ment that will remain a reg u lar fea ture: the
research note. It is our inten tion to sup ple ment the inno va tive
research pro duced in this jour nal by offer ing a wider range of
inquiry through pub lish ing research notes and/or work ing papers. In
this, the first research note pub lished, Soma Dey, lec turer in the
Depart ment of Women and Gen der Stud ies, Uni ver sity of Dhaka,
Ban gla desh, assesses the impact of new agri cul tural tech niques on
the indig e nous Garo pop u la tions of the Modhupur Garh for est in
Ban gla desh. In par tic u lar, Dey high lights how the estab lish ment of
regional trans por ta tion net works led to the insin u a tion of cash crop
cul ti va tion to the det ri ment of thriv ing sub sis tence econ o mies in the
once remote Modhupur Garh. Accord ing to Dey, research such as
hers is required to better under stand “how var i ous aspects of Garo
soci ety have been impacted by this slow shift from a sub sis tence
econ omy to par tic i pa tion in the dom i nant com mer cial econ omy,”
events that no doubt will res o nate with Aborig i nal lead ers in Can -
ada who have and con tinue to face sim i lar issues.
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Soma Dey Com mer cial iza tion of Indig e nous Econ omy and Its Impact on Modhupur Garh, Ban gla desh

COMMERCIALIZATION OF INDIGENOUS
ECONOMY AND ITS IMPACT ON

THE ENVIRONMENT OF
MODHUPUR GARH, BANGLADESH

Soma Dey

INTRODUCTION

The degrad ing sta tus of the nat u ral sal for est
of Modhupur Garh has pushed the local Garo
com mu nity towards cash crop cul ti va tion at the
expense of a once thriv ing sub sis tence econ omy.
The devel op ment of trans por ta tion net works
 permitting greater access to the for est has also
con trib uted enor mously to the com mer cial iza tion
pro cess in pre vi ously remote areas. Cash crop
pro duc tion started with pine ap ple cul ti va tion
 followed by banana mono cul ture, the lat ter of
which has been iden ti fied as a threat to the
Modhupur envi ron ment by envi ron men tal ists. It
accel er ates the destruc tion of remain ing for est
patches, degrades soil qual ity and increases
 vulnerability of local flora and fauna spe cies.
More over, exces sive use of agro chemi cals by
com mer cial plan ta tions has raised seri ous con -
cerns and is con sid ered also to be a direct threat 
to both Indig e nous pop u la tions’ and con sumer
health. Expan sion of the com mer cial econ omy
has exac er bated landlessness, pov erty, and gen der 
dis crim i na tion among the Garos. These trends
have also led to increased num bers of Garos
work ing as wage labour ers in plan ta tions and

migrat ing into local cit ies in search of employ -
ment lead ing to the loss of tra di tional cul tural
and eco nomic secu rity. This explor atory study
assesses how var i ous aspects of Garo soci ety
have been impacted by this slow shift from
a subsistence economy to participation in the
dominant commercial economy.

METHODOLOGY

Pri mary data and sec ond ary lit er a ture have been
uti lized to pro duce this study. A recon nais sance
sur vey was con ducted in the Modhupur region
which was fol lowed by a semi-struc tured ques -
tion naire ran domly deliv ered to 50 Garo and
30 Bengali female respon dents. The pri mary
researcher lived with a Garo fam ily in the
Gachabari vil lage of Modhupur in an attempt to
gather rel e vant data col lected through for mal
and infor mal inter views. Prior to and fol low ing
the cre ation of a data base to help guide the
research sev eral vis its into the for est area took
place. In order to qual ify the extent of land use
in the Modhupur for est, sat el lite images of the
region from var i ous years were drawn from the
Global Landcover Facil i ties, Global Land Cover
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Facil i ties and from Cen tre for Envi ron men tal
and Geo graphic Infor ma tion Ser vice in Dhaka
and com pared to a map pre pared by the Sur vey
of India in 1928. Other rel e vant spa tial
data were incor po rated through a GPS sur vey
and field obser va tions. Infor ma tion regard ing
biodiversity of sal for est have been col lected in
sev eral ways, includ ing a sec ond ary source lit er a -
ture review level of var i ous aca dem ics work ing
on like issues, doc u ments of Ban gla desh Bureau
of Sta tis tics, the Depart ment of For est and Envi -
ron ment, and reports from local for est offices
and non-gov ern men tal orga ni za tions such as
the Bangladesh Research Centre for Indigenous
Knowledge and Society for Environment and
Human Development.

Accord ing to the Tangail For est Divi sion,
in 2004 Modhupur Garh for est cov ered about
46,000 acres (186 sp. km) of land in the Tangail
dis trict and about 17,000 acres (69 sq. km) in
the Mymensingh dis trict. This study is con fined
to the Modhupur Garh for est region which is
placed under Modhupur Upazila, or sec ond tier
admin is tra tive unit for the Tangail Dis trict. It
should be men tioned here that the last remains
of sal for est are found mainly in the Arankhola
Union Parishad, the small est admin is tra tive unit
of Modhupur Upazila. For this rea son, the ques -
tion naire sur vey was deliv ered in 10 Garo vil -
lages of Arankhola Union. To gain an in depth
under stand ing of the region and knowl edge of
the local com mu ni ties, spe cif i cally three Garo
com mu ni ties (Chunia, Gaira and Gachabari)
were selected for intensive study (Figure 1).

AN OVERVIEW OF
COMMERCIALIZATION OF
INDIGENOUS ECONOMY

His toric Modhupur Garh is a for est region
located in cen tral Ban gla desh. It is located pre -
dom i nantly in the Pleis to cene ter race area of
Tangail dis trict, which lies between the River
Banar in the east and Bangshai in the west
(Ban gla desh Dis trict Gaz et teers, Tangail, 1983,
p. 12). Geomorphologically, Modhupur Garh is a 
part of Modhupur Tract and top o graph i cally
posi tioned a few metres above the level of sur -
round ing flood plains (Khaleque, 1992, and Burl -
ing, 1997). Modhupur Garh for est is also known
as Modhupur sal for est. A valu able tim ber spe -

cies, sal is the pre dom i nant tree spe cies of the
for est that was once famous for hous ing unique
wild life, its dense tree cov er age, rich biodiversity 
and for est dwell ing eth nic com mu ni ties, in par tic -
u lar the Garos who claim to be the for est’s ear li -
est inhab it ants. Only a few decades ago, the
Garos sub sis tence econ omy was totally depend ent 
on abun dant for est resources. The matrilineal
Garos pro duced the bulk of their house hold con -
sump tion items through slash and burn cul ti va -
tion, locally known as jum. They also col lected
fuel, fod der and numer ous wild edibles from the 
jun gle. Per haps for this rea son, they expressed
little interest in wage work or in trade (Playfair,
1909).

Slowly the tra di tional econ omy began its
shift towards a com mer cial model which soon
became quite rapid due to the regional intro duc -
tion of pine ap ple pro duc tion in 1939 which the
Garos embraced. Pine ap ple plan ta tions were
well-suited to the Modhupur region’s topog ra phy 
and soon there af ter the com mu nity began to
con vert their aban doned jum plots into pine ap ple 
orchards. This unfor tu nately was largely the rea -
son for the destruc tion of for est lands. Garos
con tin ued to prac tice jum in the higher for est
blocks cov ered with bushes and trees (Khaleque,
1992, p. 107). They pre pared the soil for crop
cul ti va tion by clear ing and then burn ing the for -
est. They grew between 50 and 60 types of pad -
dies known as dry rice in their jum plots in
addi tion to crops like chil lies, white ses ame,
banana, melon, water melon, dif fer ent types of
pota toes, arum, cucum ber, pump kin, egg plant,
kalai dal (one type of pulse), dif fer ent beans,
ladies fin ger and many more items for home
con sump tion. They also pro duced cot ton for
weav ing clothes and cane for mak ing house hold
uten sils and  similar items. Accord ing to Gain
(2002), the max i mum period for such cul ti va tion
in the Modhupur for est was three years. After
that the land was left fal low to nat u rally regen er -
ate. Thus the sal forest remained intact and the
forest people lived in peace.

Accord ing to Gain (2000) deg ra da tion of sal 
for est began with the impo si tion of Brit ish colo -
nial rule fuelled by inter est in local ized tim ber
stocks. This resulted in the con struc tion of the
Mymensingh-Tangail High way through the jun gle 
dur ing the Sec ond World War, which con trib uted 
directly to the mas sive destruc tion of the for est’s 
bio log i cal resources. At the same time the high -
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Fig ure 1 Loca tion of Study Area in Ban gla desh

Source: Dey, 2004



way and a sec ond road con structed in the mid-
1950s opened the for est to out side inter ests. The 
devel op ment of this trans por ta tion net work in
the end encour aged ille gal tree fell ing and the
expan sion of the mar ket econ omy. In order to
con serve the bio log i cal resources, the For est
Depart ment for mally banned jum cul ti va tion in
the early 1950s and restricted entry to the jun gle 
region. Since then the mis ery of the for est dwell -
ing peo ple intensified. The heavy reli ance on
the forest resources began to decrease and the
peo ple were pushed to adopt a new live li hood.
In the early 1960s, when part of Modhupur
Garh was declared a national park, the For est
Depart ment began to pro hibit these prac tices
among the Garos, although they continued
growing pineapples in their already established
gardens.

Over time, the Garos began to grow gin ger,
arum, mus tard and many other crops in what
had become increas ingly denuded and degraded
for est plots. At the same time increased grow ing 
demand of cul ti va ble land led to the for est
being cleared to assist mono cul ture crop ping.
The exces sive use of agro chemi cals also became
more com mon, so much so that the local For est
Depart ment office was forced to cen tre out the
recently intro duced banana mono cul ture as a
threat to the nat u ral and social envi ron ment
of Modhupur. Banana mono cul ture has become
hugely pop u lar result ing in changes to typ i cal
Modhupur land-use pat terns within a very short
time span lead ing to the bulk of the forestland
being denuded, degraded, encroached upon and,
in cer tain cases, com pletely over taken for com -
mer cial pine ap ple and banana pro duc tion. It is
also uti lized for indus trial rub ber plan ta tions or
to pro duce exotic wood-fuel spe cies (Gain, 2002). 
At pres ent pine ap ple, banana, gin ger, arum,
jackfruit, mango, olive, litchi, potato, papaya, and 
sugar cane, among oth ers, have been  produced
in Modhupur Garh for mar ket con sump tion.

Mono cul ture crop ping is also seen in
Modhupur in the form of indus trial plan ta tions
like rub ber mono cul ture and plan ta tion of exotic 
fuel-wood spe cies in the name of social for -
estry. These types of com mer cial plan ta tions are
launched by inter na tional donor agen cies like
Asian Devel op ment Band and the World Bank
with direct involve ment of the For est Depart -
ment, Gov ern ment of Ban gla desh.

IMPACT OF COMMERCIAL
ECONOMY

(a) Natural Environment

Loss of For est Patches
Accord ing to the map pre pared by the Sur -

vey of India in 1928, nat u ral sal for est extended
over the whole land area of Modhupur region
and cov ered close to 80,000 acres. Forty-nine
years later, sat el lite image anal y sis dis cov ered
that the for est cov er age had shrunk to about
25,700 acres. This was an alarm ing trend for it
dem on strated not only a con stant level of for est
deg ra da tion and increased land usage, but fur -
ther anal y sis shows that the rate of nat u ral for est 
destruc tion has recently become more rapid. Sat -
el lite imag ing from 1991 dem on strated fur ther
that the nat u ral for est cov er age of Modhupur
Garh had dropped again result ing in a loss of
close to 14,400 acres in 14 years. This trend has
con tin ued: in 2000 nat u ral  forest coverage had
dropped to 8,400 acres (Figure 2).

The decrease in for est cov er age of
Modhupur Garh between the years 1975 to 1983 
was cal cu lated by Khaleque (1992) at nearly
36 per cent. It was fur ther con cluded that
 deforestation in the Modhupur region amounted
to 56 per cent, or an aver age of 4 per cent per
year, from 1977 to 1991. If this rate con tin ues,
aca dem ics warn, it is clear that the remain ing
sal for est is des tined to dis ap pear. Com mer cial
agri cul tural has absorbed large tracts of for est
 territory for banana pro duc tion as trees sur -
round ing the Garos home ter ri tory are cut down 
(Fig ure 3). Cur rently some 153,243 acres of
Modhupur Garh land have been appro pri ated
for banana cul ti va tion. Accord ing to the local
For est Depart ment offi cials, mono cul ture crop -
ping is the great est threat to the remain ing
 scattered for est patches of Modhupur Garh
(Dey, 2004).

Soil Degradation
Improper soil man age ment meth ods results

in seri ous soil deg ra da tion, causes pol lu tion, and
exac er bates ero sion. Treat ing the soil with
 chemical fer til iz ers, pes ti cides, and fun gi cides
inter feres with the nat u ral pro cesses that occur
within the soil while destroy ing bac te ria, fungi,
and other use ful micro-organ isms. In most cases
in Modhupur, com mer cial agri cul ture fol lows
mono cul ture crop ping at the expense of crop
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Fig ure 2 Decreas ing Nat u ral For est Cov er age of Modhupur Garh (1928–2000)

Source: Dey, 2004



THE JOURNAL OF ABORIGINAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT VOLUME 5 / NO. 2 / 2007

COM MER CIAL IZA TION OF INDIG E NOUS ECON OMY AND ITS IMPACT ON MODHUPUR GARH, BAN GLA DESH 79

Fig ure 3 Typ i cal Landuse Map of a Garo Vil lage (Gaira)

Source: Dey, 2004 and Tojo, 2004



rota tion. Such an approach is largely respon si ble
for soil nutri ent defi ciency that, should it con -
tinue, may lead to soil infer til ity. Exces sive use
of agrochemicals in the fields has also raised
seri ous con cern of envi ron men tal ists. Addi tional
issues such as severe land and water pollution
can not be excluded.

Loss of Biodiversity
The cur rent vas cu lar plant diver sity of

Modhupur Garh num bers nearly 176 spe cies, 140 
spe cies of birds, 19 spe cies of mam mals, 28 spe -
cies of rep tiles and four spe cies of amphib i ans
(Chemonic Inter na tional, 2002). It is esti mated
that as land falls to com mer cial cul ti va tion, cur -
rent defor es ta tion rates of nearly four per cent
annu ally may increase, pos ing a direct threat to
the rich regional biodiversity. The exces sive use
of agro-chem i cals in com mer cial plan ta tions has
also resulted in poor water qual ity which in turn 
has left aquatic hab i tats of shapla, shaluk, shell,
tor toise, to name a few, vul ner a ble to  various
poi sons. This has led to the extinc tion of fish
spe cies such as raga and pipihoile. Com mer cial
cul ti va tion result ing in mar ket depend ency has
also led to the dis ap pear ance of var i ous crops
includ ing between 50 and 60 types of dry rice
and lesser known vegetables.

(b) Socio-economic Environment

Landlessness and Pov erty 
Com mer cial cul ti va tion has in recent times

encour aged the trans fer of land to peo ple liv ing
out side the region who expressed an inter est in
agro-busi ness. In exchange for a small amount of 
money adivasis are leas ing their land to out sid -
ers for between five and 10 years. In most cases, 
such an arrange ment results in landlessness as
money lend ers later acquire the prop erty. Com -
mer cial land use does not mean that the local
peo ple are ben e fit ing from such plan ta tions;
rather it appears as though the poor are becom -
ing poorer and the rich are becom ing richer.
Although most of them have a min i mal level
of education, the Garos remain naïve to such
mechanizations as striking pov erty results from
landlessness. This ulti mately leaves many Garo
work ing as wage labour ers on Ben gali plan ta tions 
located in for mer Garo ter ri to ries. Their for mer
role as pro duc ers has been exchanged for one of 

marginalized employee working in the production 
sector.

Marginalization of Women
As men tioned above, decreas ing for est

resources have forced the Garos to inte grate into 
the com mer cial econ omy. Ester Boserup (1970),
in her influ en tial book Women’s Role in Eco -
nomic Devel op ment, dem on strated that the
 introduction of new agri cul tural meth ods had
a neg a tive effect on women in the devel op ing
world. This resulted pri mar ily from the forced
change in the gen der divi sion of labour that
led to women being dis placed from their tra di -
tional areas of work. Such trends are discernable 
among Garo women of Modhupur Garh as their 
tra di tional agri cul tural roles and respon si bil i ties
have been trans formed, thus in the long run
results in less female con trol over the econ omy.
For exam ple, in jum cul ti va tion females per -
formed most of the tasks in a five-stage pro duc -
tion cycle: women shared equally in two stages
of pro duc tion with males while the males were
largely respon si ble for the final three stages in
the sub sis tence econ omy (Table 1). Today Garo
males dom i nate over the com mer cial pro duc -
tion and females share respon si bil i ties along with 
males in rice pro duc tion.

It is clear that Garo women’s pre vi ous posi -
tion in agri cul tural pro duc tion has changed. Pre -
vi ously, the females were found to work mainly
in their own pine ap ple plan ta tions, arum or gin -
ger fields. Today most are engaged in rice pro -
duc tion for home con sump tion, while almost all
the Garo females work in kitchen gar dens which 
demands less agri cul tural knowl edge. Those who
work out side the home do so in com mer cial
banana plan ta tions as day labour ers. Although
some are work ing in their own banana fields,
more females are work ing exclu sively as banana
monoculturists thereby leav ing their role as pro -
duc ers and adopt ing the role of wage labour ers
laden in tedious time con sum ing work asso ci ated 
with commercial production.

Threat to the Health Status
Var i ous agro chemi cals are used in the

Modhupur region com mer cial agro-plan ta tions to 
has ten the rip en ing of bananas and pine ap ples.
Recently the media has grap pled with this issue
in var i ous news pa per reports con demn ing the
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prac tice. It has been cited that 30 dif fer ent types 
of growth hor mones are cur rently being used
in commercial plan ta tions. Females work ing at
banana plan ta tions indi cated in their inter views
that chem i cal fer til iz ers like pot ash and urea are 
used in 15-day inter vals. Fur ther, hor mones are
sprayed on the fruit early on — a pro cess that
con tin ues daily to ensure the healthy and quick
growth of fruits; and after the har vest, farm ers
use addi tional hor mones to main tain rapid rip en -
ing. As a result of this exces sive hor mone use,
pine ap ples in cer tain instances were found to be
 rotten dur ing the 2003 crop ping sea son. As well,
con sum ers have been suf fer ing from var i ous ail -
ments such as dys en tery, stom ach pain, and vom -
it ing, which have been associated with eating
what are generally tasteless fruits.

The exces sive use of pes ti cides and hor -
mones has also become a sig nif i cant con cern for
the pro duc ers. Accord ing to a recent Oxfam
study, at least 750,000 cases of acci den tal pes ti -
cide poi son ing occur each year result ing in
13,800 deaths world wide. Of these, 10,000 occur
in the third world. There are also chronic and
long-term health effects such as var i ous can cers,
birth defects and induced ste ril ity, for which no
reli able data exist although offi cials believe they
are directly related to sim i lar agri cul tural prac -
tices. For exam ple, women farm work ers in the
pine ap ple and banana plan ta tion in Mindanao,
Phil ip pine, as well as rice and corn work ers,

were the first to notice that pro longed expo sure
to cer tain pes ti cides can actu ally cause spon ta ne -
ous abor tions and still births. Also cited were
chronic diz zi ness and mal aise, blurred vision,
peel ing off of nails and skin and swelling of the
legs (Shiva, 1994, p. 119).

Through a ques tion naire sur vey, some health 
prob lems of the Garo women who work in the
agri cul tural plan ta tions have been iden ti fied in
Table 2.

Migration towards city
The intro duc tion of cash crop pro duc tion

in Modhupur Garh in many regards is solely
respon si ble for the abo li tion of nature ori ented
life pat tern of the Garos. They are now more
depend ent on mar ket to bear the neces si ties of
day to day life, which finally has resulted in the
increase of mon i tory demand. This has been
resulted in Garos migrat ing towards cit ies, leav -
ing the for est area. Bal (1999) has indi cated that 
begin ning in the 1960s, many Garos have started 
to migrate towards Dhaka. Dey (2004) found
that a total of 40 Garo females and 33 Garo
males from the sur veyed 50 house holds migrated 
towards dif fer ent towns of Bangladesh.

CONCLUSION

This pre lim i nary study begins to map out some
of the key con cerns the Garo of the Modhupur
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Table 1 Gen der Respon si bil i ties in Jum Cul ti va tion

Major Responsibility

Tasks Female Male Both

Cut ting and Lop ping M

Clear ing Under growth F
Burn ing B
Mak ing Stick for Dig ging M
Sow ing Seeds F
Har vest ing B
Weed ing F
Thresh ing and Win now ing M
Husk ing and Dry ing F
Stor age F

Source: Dey, 2004



region are con tend ing with in the wake of the

intro duc tion of com mer cial agri cul ture which

resulted in a need to inte grate them selves into

the now prev a lent mar ket econ omy. Begin ning

with the con struc tion of the Tangail-Mymensingh 

high way dur ing the Brit ish colo nial period, the

dark, dense sal for est was opened to out sid ers

for the first time. Over time the Modhupur

regional trans por ta tion net work has played a sig -

nif i cant role result ing in the over-exploi ta tion of

for est resources, the destruc tion of biodiversity,

as well as the expan sion of com mer cial econ omy. 

The essence of the Garos tra di tional sub sis tence

econ omy began to dis ap pear fol low ing the for -

mal ban on jum cul ti va tion in early 1950s. Since

then Garos engaged in cash crop pro duc tion.

Today, among many cash crops, banana mono -

cul ture has raised many ques tions among the

envi ron men tally con scious who fear that this

will, in the long run, destroy the local for est

 ecosystem. More over, the socio-eco nomic con se -

quences of com mer cial econ omy need to be

 considered seri ously. Argu ably government and

non-governmental initiatives should be taken to

monitor the issue.
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Source: Dey, 2004
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P. Whit ney Lackenbauer Book Reviews

BOOK REVIEW

A Trading Nation: Canadian Trade Policy
from Colonialism to Globalization

Michael Hart
Vancouver, Toronto: UBC Press, 2002; ISBN 978-0-7748-0895-8; 576 pp.; $29.95

P. Whit ney Lackenbauer

Can ada has always been a trad ing nation,
Michael Hart reveals in his sweep ing study of
the nation’s trade pol icy from the first Euro pe -
ans to arrive on Can ada’s coasts to trade for fish 
and fur, to the North Amer i can Free Trade
Agree ment (NAFTA) and the Uru guay Round.
Hart, the Simon Reisman Chair in Trade Pol icy
at the Nor man Pat er son School of Inter na tional
Affairs, Carleton Uni ver sity, is emi nently qual i -
fied to write this sur vey. Although he openly
acknowl edges that his back ground as a trade
offi cial with the Depart ment of For eign Affairs
and Inter na tional Trade influ enced his deci sions
on which facts, events and ideas he chose to
high light (p. x), this allows him to develop a
“prac ti cal and the o ret i cal appre ci a tion of eco -
nom ics and pol i tics.” He does not sim ply rely on 
the o ret i cal mod els with self-serv ing anec dotal evi -
dence; instead his anal y sis is well-grounded in
his tor i cal evi dence and sys tem atic anal y sis to bol -
ster his argu ments. Can ada’s trade pol icy options 
always have been sub jected to pres sures from
our major trad ing part ners, par tic u larly the Brit -
ish and the Amer i cans, and our high depend ence 
on for eign mar kets has forced Cana dian deci -
sion-mak ers to con tin u ously adapt to exter nal
pres sures. Over all, Hart observes, they have done 

a good job — Can ada’s mod ern economy, and
our participation in efforts to open the global
economy, makes this obvious.

This is an ambi tious book in both breadth
and ana lyt i cal depth, and Hart achieves his main 
objec tives through clear lines of argu ment and
an effec tive, flow ing writ ing style. The focus is
on pol icy, not on “trade” itself, which delim its
what he chooses to assess. In his exam i na tion
of the colo nial period and the mer can tile sys -
tem between the “New World” and the “Old”
(Hart starts with the arrival of the Euro pe ans,
and does not dis cuss the exten sive pre-con tact
Aborig i nal trade net works on the con ti nent), the
author dem on strated that trade reflected pre vail -
ing polit i cal orga ni za tion and eco nomic doc trines. 
While this acces si ble over view does not add
much detail to the exist ing lit er a ture, and only
ref er ences Native trad ers in super fi cial terms
(pp. 18–19, 22), it does lay out the basic con -
tours of core-periph ery struc tures and the tran si -
tion from mer can til ism to free trade in the mid-
nine teenth cen tury. There is no dis cus sion of
Native peo ples after the end of the French era.
Depend ency the ory is not exam ined in terms of
indi vid ual actors like Aborig i nal peo ples in the
fur trade. Given the breadth of the book, it is
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Cana dian depend ency — from the colo nial period 
to pres ent — that is the central theme of his
reflections on Canada as a “trading nation.”

In his cov er age of the last 150 years of
Cana dian trade pol icy, read ers will find a rich
dis cus sion of the com pet ing pres sures to adopt
nation al ist, bilateralist and multi lateralist solu -
tions to trade issues. Hart’s cov er age of Cana -
dian pro tec tive tar iffs dur ing the 1850s period,
best known as an era of “rec i proc ity,” serves as
use ful con text to the National  Policy and Amer i -
can wari ness about Cana dian eco nomic inten tions 
through to the late twen ti eth cen tury. The par tic -
u lar strength of Hart’s book, how ever, is in his
cov er age of the post-Sec ond World War period.
His own beliefs are clearly dis cern ible: trade lib -
er al iza tion is pos i tive (and its oppo nents either
well-inten tioned but mis guided or self-inter ested
ben e fi cia ries of pro tec tion ism), and trade pol icy
is best crafted by pro fes sional trade nego ti a tors
who do not suc cumb to try ing to find ideal solu -
tions, but rather prac ti cal and real iz able ones.
He sug gests that con ti nen tal inte gra tion has been 
ben e fi cial rather than harm ful to the Cana dian
econ omy: a good exam ple is the Auto Pact,
which was a wind fall for Cana dian work ers and
con sum ers. Fur ther more, Hart inte grates regional 
per spec tives rather than treat ing “Cana dian”
trade pol icy as a mono lith. Despite the strong
pub lic back lash against Prime Min is ter Mulroney 
dur ing his last man date, Hart depicts his gov ern -
ment as astute in rec og niz ing that a “bilat eral”
agree ment would become mul ti lat eral and would
ensure Can ada a spe cial rela tion ship with the
U.S. in terms of trade pol icy. While this reader
craved more depth on some issues related to the 
post-Mulroney era, this was largely because Hart 
makes such an inter est ing case. He is at his best 
when con trast ing the views of Cana dian and for -
eign (par tic u larly Amer i can) pol icy mak ers, par -
tic u larly dur ing the free trade nego ti a tions
which neatly jux ta poses the two sides’ dis tinct
per spec tives. It also reaf firms that trade pol icy

is inherently polit i cal: from Diefenbaker’s failed
Euro pean pol icy to the nego ti a tors’ efforts to
break the impasse over the Free Trade Agree -
ment. Because it is both com pre hen sive and
 eminently read able, this book will be essen tial
to general read ers and senior under grad u ate
or graduate stu dents unfa mil iar with the broad
contours of Canada’s evolving trade policies.
It also provides an insightful overview for
specialists seeking to ponder how these policies
were devised over time.

The dan ger in review ing a book such as this 
in a spe cial ized jour nal is to place expec ta tions
on an author that far exceed those intended
for the book. This study is about the highly
polit i cal and bureau cratic pro cesses of trade pol -
icy for ma tion. As a result, it is not sur pris ing
that Aborig i nal peo ples’ per spec tives are not pre -
sented: this is def i nitely not intended to be a
study of Native peo ples in Can ada and the
global econ omy. There are no Native voices
after the French colo nial era, and Hart’s broad
scope and pol icy focus pre cludes dis cus sion of
Aborig i nal con tri bu tions. A fair review, how ever,
can reflect on future research ini tia tives flow ing
from a study. The exist ing his to ri og ra phy on
post-fur trade Aborig i nal econ o mies has tended
to focus within: what con ti nu i ties and change
can we find within regional or local econ o mies?
Schol ars should also extend these ques tions out -
wards, to include national and trans na tional
trade net works. What are “Aborig i nal econ o -
mies”? How do these com pare with Can ada’s
evolv ing econ omy over the last cen tury in par tic -
u lar? And how do they oper ate in an era of
glob al iza tion? Schol ars will likely need to devise
new meth od ol o gies and the o ries to address these 
ques tions. Michael Hart’s skil ful nav i ga tion of
more than three cen tu ries of Cana dian trade his -
tory pro vides us with a much-needed foundation
from which to explore these uncharted waters of 
intellectual inquiry.
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BOOK REVIEW

Partnerships in Sustainable Forest Resource Management:
Learning from Latin America

Mirjam A.F. Ros-Tonen
in collaboration with Heleen Van Den Hombergh 

and Annelies Zoomers (Eds.)
Boston: Brill, 2006; ISBN 978-9004153-39-4; 336 pp.; US$66.00

Sarah Jane Fra ser

Part ner ships in Sus tain able For est Resource Man -
age ment: Learn ing from Latin Amer ica rep re sents
the pro ceed ings of a con fer ence held in Amster -
dam in 2003, exam in ing glob al iza tion and the
man age ment of trop i cal for ests. The part ner ships 
described in each case study gen er ally fall into
three group ings: com pany-com mu nity,  multi-
sector, or polit i cal. The edi tors and authors
strive to answer why and how we are miss ing out 
on oppor tu ni ties to struc ture part ner ships in an
effort to fos ter local par tic i pa tion while at the
same time alle vi at ing pov erty. The lat ter ques tion 
is espe cially pro voc a tive con sid er ing that sus tain -
able for est man age ment and empow er ment of
com mu ni ties has been pre sented as con trib ut ing
to “pro-poor, socially just and environmentally
friendly forest governance.”

The authors in this com pi la tion argue con -
vinc ingly that insuf fi cient atten tion is cur rently
being paid to how many of the part ner ships’
under inves ti ga tion in this vol ume are struc tured
or to the over all anal y sis con cern ing pos si ble
out comes of these busi ness rela tion ships. It was
sug gested that com mu ni ties and local groups
need to estab lish from the out set the poten tial
ben e fits of part ner ships to all par ties involved.

This would involve dis cuss ing how ben e fits will
be dis trib uted within the com mu nity and between 
part ners; who will be respon si ble for tak ing
finan cial and envi ron men tal risks; and the need
for con flict res o lu tion guide lines for events as
var ied as how to resolve dis putes over per ceived
objec tives or to estab lish cri te ria per mit ting one
part ner to leave the pro ject to explore more
lucra tive options. To this point I agree: devel op -
ment offi cers need to chal lenge com mu nity-based 
and part ner assump tions prior to enter ing into
a partnership. In sum, a multi-per spec tive needs-
assess ment is required prior to putt ing pen to
paper, thereby legally ini ti at ing a rela tion ship.
This could be accom plished by tap ping  indivi -
duals from your com mu nity to answer how
the partnership could, for exam ple, poten tially
impact neigh bours, rel a tives, socio-eco nom i cally
chal lenged com mu nity mem bers who need the
partnership to succeed, and even how it may
influence the community’s wealthiest individuals.

Heleen Van Den Hombergh (chapter 4)
reflects upon the min i mum con di tions of pub lic-
pri vate part ner ship. She claims that the “most
impor tant basic prin ci ple is the basic right to
a sus tain able live li hood, which means that not
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only respect for the coun try’s legal sys tem, but
also the socio-eco nomic rights of the poor
should serve as a basis.” She goes on to state
that  partnerships aim ing to cre ate sus tain able
devel op ment should not threaten the “sur vival in 
the coun try side of the poorer cat e go ries among
the ‘ben e fi cia ries’, with out alter na tive live li hood
options being avail able.” As a result, “the envi -
ron men tal but also the socio-eco nomic ben e fits
of inter ven tions for a vari ety of rights and stake -
holders (espe cially the poor est) should be prop -
erly thought through and not taken for granted”
(101). I would argue that this is an essen tial
first principle of part ner ships, and one that is
exam ined in Part ner ships in Sus tain able For est
Resource Man age ment. Yet despite the obvi ous
nature of such a state ment many of the authors
grap pled with the issue of poor eco nomic
development and its current lack of effective
guiding principles.

In chap ter 12, for exam ple, Otsuki sug gests
that there are five cen tral ele ments nec es sary for 
com mu ni ties to gain the max i mum ben e fit from
part ner ships and devel op ment projects:

1. Adap tive man age ment at the insti tu tional
level to deal with chang ing socio-eco nomic
cir cum stances and envi ron men tal con di tions,

2. The cre ation of stra te gic part ner ships with
donors, indus try and non-gov ern men tal
orga ni za tions, where com mu nity learn ing is
a cen tral element,

3. Part ner ships with research insti tu tions to
map tra di tional eco log i cal knowl edge, and
address tech no log i cal lim i ta tions, again,
where com mu nity learn ing is included,

4. Involve ment of com mu nity mem bers from
rural areas and urban cen tres, and

5. Mar ket-ori ented prod uct devel op ment.

This idea of adap tive man age ment is based
on the learn ing cycle and is a cen tral theme in
the book. One strat egy pre sented by Fairhead
and Leach (chapter 5) dis cussed how to help
deal with the issue of how to plan for an uncer -
tain future. Their pre scrip tion is to use stud ies
based upon tra di tional eco log i cal knowl edge and
veg e ta tion his to ries to help estab lish what is
on your land base and how it came to be that
way. In his chap ter on extrac tive reserves, Sergio 
Rosendo describes the impor tance of adap tive
man age ment, which “assumes incom plete knowl -

edge about eco sys tem com plex ity and treats man -
age ment as exper i ments from which man ag ers
can learn and then read just man age ment prac -
tices and insti tu tions accord ingly.” He goes on to 
emphasise the impor tance of adapt ing to one’s
chang ing envi ron ment (e.g., polit i cal, eco nomic,
geo graphic) which is nec es sary for dealing with
environmental, social and cultural influences

This com pi la tion is pre sented as an aca -
demic explo ra tion of issues that is also intended
to pro vide a much needed learn ing tool for
polit i cal and eco nomic lead ers who find them -
selves in sim i lar cir cum stances. There are sec -
tions that would be espe cially rel e vant for
devel op ment offi cers, com mu nity plan ners, and
oth ers involved in com mu nity devel op ment. It
appears that the edi tors are hop ing to per pet u ate 
a trend in which indig e nous com mu ni ties become 
increas ingly resil ient and better able to adapt to
chang ing envi ron men tal and social con di tions in
an effort to improve upon the anal y sis of pos i -
tive and negative trade-offs that will flow from
partnerships.

While I would gen er ally rec om mend this
book, Part ner ships in Sus tain able For est Resource
Man age ment has a few nota ble weak nesses. First, 
all of the authors and edi tors work in insti tutes
and uni ver si ties located in the Neth er lands, the
U.K., Ger many and the U.S. neces si tat ing the
ques tion: how would the per spec tives of aca dem -
ics based in Latin Amer i can coun tries dif fer and
per haps add to the anal y sis of those pre sented in 
Part ner ships in Sus tain able For est Resource Man -
age ment? Also a num ber of the case stud ies
made for chal leng ing read ing because the book
was writ ten pri mar ily for an aca demic audi ence,
forc ing read ers per haps not versed in the lan -
guage of ‘part ner ship’, ‘al li ance’, ‘co ali tion’, or
‘net work’ into unknown waters. Yet attempts at
contextualizing these con cepts were made in an
attempt to better assist the reader in under stand -
ing their impor tance, espe cially when they impact 
regions such as Latin Amer ica where devolv ing
power and respon si bil ity to the pri vate sec tor
and civil soci ety has become a guid ing ethos.
Finally, the edi tors failed to prop erly estab lish
for the reader the exist ing socio-polit i cal scene
for the book, even if help ful sum ma ries detail ing 
impor tant events and envi ron men tal chal lenges
were presented at the beginning of each chapter
in a somewhat repetitive fashion.
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