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Ekwǫ̀ wını ̨ ̀ıłè zǫ lanı ̀ [Tłıc ̨hǫ] means that “all caribou 
have one mind”, and refers to the wisdom of  caribou. 
The elders repeatedly emphasize that caribou are smart 
animals; that they know every detail of  their land and their 
environment. The caribou can predict weather changes 
and know what will approach them on their migration 
route. The caribou have good memories of  their land 
and of  all their migration routes, and the animals know 
what happens on their land. Sometimes when a herd 
of  caribou is travelling 50 km in front of  another herd, 
the herd in the back will know when the fi rst herd has 
changed direction to their migration route, although the 
herds are 50 kilometers apart. The concept also refers to 
the sensory capacity of  caribou. The animals know how 
the weather will be and when the weather will change. 
The caribou know when the weather will become colder 
and warmer, and based on this knowledge they plan to 
travel south into the forest or stay on the Barrenlands.1
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We hope to play a small role in reversing the negative 
eff ects that past policy has had on the North, and to foster
mutually benefi cial partnerships between Indigenous
Peoples and Canada. In the following, we contextualize 
the northern political landscape and put forward policy
recommendations that focus on the well-being and self-
determination of  Indigenous Peoples in Canada’s North.

We do so to ensure that the policies that
infl uence our lives are refl ective of our realities
and supportive of our collective goals. 

Introduction

In October 2009, the Government of  Canada 
released “Canada’s Arctic Policy Framework: 
Our North, Our Heritage, Our Future”, followed 
by the “Statement on Canada’s Arctic Foreign 
Policy: Exercising Sovereignty” and “Supporting the 
Northern Policy Abroad” in 2013. The Arctic Policy 
Framework was based on four overarching pillars:

1.  Exercising our Arctic Sovereignty; 
2.  Promoting Social and        
Economic Development; 
3.  Protecting our Environmental  
 Heritage; and 
4. Improving and Devolving
 Northern Governance2.

The federal government presented this strategy with 
minimal involvement, consultation, or engagement with 
Northerners. We did not see ourselves or our priorities in 
the strategy that was supposed to be about our home.

On December 20, 2016, the U.S. President and 
Canadian Prime Minister released the “United 
States-Canada Joint Arctic Leaders’ Statement.” 
In it the Prime Minister announced that:

… Canada is committing to co-develop a new Arctic 
Policy Framework, with Northerners, Territorial and 
Provincial governments, and First Nations, Inuit, and 
Métis People that will replace Canada’s Arctic Policy 
Framework. The Framework will focus on priority 
areas identifi ed by the Minister of  Indigenous and 
Northern Aff airs’ Special Representative, including 
education, infrastructure, and economic development.3

As the Government of  Canada seeks to co-
develop this new framework with Northerners, we 
– Dene Nahjo, Our Voices, and Qanak – off er our 
thoughts and input into this important process. 
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We Are One Mind2

Who We Are
we are human.

We are Indigenous. We are Northerners.  We are 
artists, entrepreneurs, hunters, public servants, lawyers, 
culture keepers, language specialists, academic 
researchers, policy writers, leaders, visionaries, 
taxpayers, advocates, parents, and engaged citizens. 

We are Dene Nahjo, Our Voices, and Qanak; collectives of  
emerging leaders from the Northwest Territories, Yukon, 
and Nunavut, who seek to make positive contributions 
to our communities by providing opportunities for 
local engagement with the policies and governance 
structures that aff ect us. We do so by advancing social and 
environmental justice, as well as skill-building opportunities. 
Our collectives were created to address the problems we 
see around us and to maintain our cultures. We speak from 
a place that seeks to strengthen our peoples and nations 
outside of  the institutional framework of  government. 

We are the fi re-keepers of  the decisions that came before 
us and we are the ones who will see through the decisions 
that are made today. We embrace our responsibility for 
passing a better Canada onto the next generation. 

We do not speak for or on behalf  of  Indigenous 
governments, territorial governments, or all Indigenous 
Peoples of  the North. We speak on behalf  of  our 
collectives and with the power of  our lived experiences 
as Northerners; the stories passed onto us by our 
Elders; and through interacting with, working for, 
and studying government at all levels. Our cultures 
fi nd their roots prior to history books and we draw 
on that history to inform our recommendations.

We arrived at our recommendations through a process 
of  discussion, debate, and mutual understanding, based 
on the principle of  consensus. For the purpose of  our 
recommendations, “the North” means Yukon, Northwest 
Territories, Nunavut, as well as Nunavik and Nunatsiavut.

summary of recommendations 2323

b. Continue progress toward becoming the fi rst 
country in the world to have a legal mechanism 
to recognize Indigenous Protected Areas.

c. Work with Arctic governments and Indigenous 
organizations to conceive a new federal policy 
directive that sets out a process for the identifi cation, 
funding, and management of  IPAs.24

25. Adopt the Minister’s Special Representative’s 
recommendation to establish a business development fund 
for Indigenous-led renewable energy and effi  ciency projects, 
which could be fi nanced from Carbon Pricing revenues.



We Are One Mind22

13. Take action to implement the Truth and 
Reconciliation recommendation, which “… 
call[s] upon the federal, provincial, territorial, 
and Aboriginal governments to develop culturally 
appropriate early childhood education programs for 
Aboriginal families”22 and include specifi c provisions 
related to the North in the forthcoming Indigenous 
Framework on Early Learning and Child Care.23

14. Ensure that the proposed $7 billion investment in 
creating new child care spaces prioritizes communities 
where these services are not currently accessible at all.

15. Recognize and promote the cultural signifi cance that 
arts and creative cultural practices have on northern 
wellness, identity, and the ongoing process of  reconciliation.

16. Support the international promotion of  northern 
creative industries (Indigenous arts, culture, fi lm industry, 
entrepreneurs, innovation, traditional knowledge, etc.) by 
investing in developing markets for these products, and 
providing adequate creative spaces in communities by 
ensuring that any new federal infrastructure includes a 
space for community use and sharing of  best practices.

17. Assist in repatriating items of  cultural signifi cance 
back to their communities and create the infrastructure 
necessary to support their ongoing preservation and display.

18. Maintain a clear and strong focus on addressing the 
causes of  climate change in the Northern Strategy.
19. Work towards meeting Canada’s obligations 
under the Paris Agreement, as well as working with all 
Circumpolar partners to annunciate Arctic warming 

concerns during international negotiations.

20. Instruct the Infrastructure Bank of  Canada 
to undertake nation-building level investments in 
housing, ports, road, energy, and waste management 
to positively impact the cost of  living in the North 
for all northerners, as well as add an additional 
category for broadband and renewable energies to 
be considered under the bank’s programming;

21. Mandate that all new federal infrastructure built 
in the North incorporate renewable technologies.

22. Adjust the Environmental Impact Assessment 
process to factor-in long-term impacts on both 
communities and health care systems related to 
changes in the environment and wildlife brought 
upon by resource development projects.

23. Instruct Statistics Canada to gather statistics 
related to the social return on investments and the 
economic impacts of  conservation economies, including 
specifi cally trade in wild meats and seal products.

24. Accept the Minister’s Special Representatives’ 
recommendations on Indigenous Protected 
Areas, specifi cally the calls to:

a. Work to formally recognize the existing 
land and marine conservation planning 
designations as the basis for setting and realizing 
a new ambitious conservation goal.

Summary of Recommendations
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Dene Nahjo
http://denenahjo.com 
Dene Nahjo is a new generation of  leaders working to 
advance social and environmental justice for Northern 
peoples and promote Indigenous leadership. By living, 
learning, and celebrating our culture on the land through 
the guidance of  Elders, we strive to foster emerging 
leaders and create long-term, positive change under 
our vision ‘Land, Language, Culture. Forever’.

Our Voices
http://tidescanada.org/projects/our-voices/ 
Our Voices is a collective of  emerging Indigenous 
leaders from the Yukon and neighbouring First 
Nations. Our vision is inspired, engaged, and thriving 
Northern Indigenous youth uploading culture. We 
provide experiential learning, training, and development 
opportunities for emerging leaders and have held three 
large summer gatherings that focus on youth wellness. 

Qanak
http://qanak.com
Qanak was started to foster Inuit  engagement with 
governance structures and to support leadership skills 
development in the next generation of  Inuit leaders; 
leadership in the broad sense of  the word. The tent 
pole ‘qanak’ represents the supporting structure of  our 
society – not always visible, but critically important.

Dene Nahjo, Qanak, and Our Voices are part of  the 
Tides Canada Shared Platform. For more information, 
see: http://tidescanada.org/approach/shared-platform
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O U R  R I G H T S

Approaching the Arctic Policy Framework
We have never extinguished our rights.

rather be rooted in the principle that 

any decision being made that impacts 
Northerners or Indigenous Peoples must
involve the active and meaningful 
engagement of Northern and Indigenous 
peoples, including the design of consultation 
processes specific to the North. 

Essential to the success of  the Arctic Policy 
Framework is its ability to support “in the North, 
by the North” initiatives. This approach should 
be read into all that is proposed in this paper.

Indigenous Peoples of  the North have never given 
up our power and authority over our territories and 
we will continue to be guardians of  our lands and 
communities. Indigenous Peoples have always had 
rights, but what has been missing is the recognition of  
those rights by Canadian government and society. As 
a former Prime Minister aptly remarked in response to 
the Calder decision by the Supreme Court of  Canada: 
“You have more rights than I thought you had.”4 

The approach taken by government has historically been 
to compel Indigenous Peoples (often under conditions of  
duress) to cede, release, and surrender rights, title, and 
interests to lands and waters anywhere within Canada 
and off shore areas within the sovereignty or jurisdiction 

The process to develop the Arctic Policy Framework is an 
opportunity for Northerners to enunciate what is important 
to us. While there are numerous competing priorities for 
federal funding and northern involvement, we off er three 
specifi c themes to focus our collective attention: 

1.  Northerners leading northern  
     policy engagement; 
2. Protecting future generations; and 
3. Healthy lands, healthy economies. 

Informing and guiding any approach to these three themes 
is how the Arctic Policy Framework – and, indeed, any 
federal policies touching the North – should be developed. 

Northern peoples are too often subject to federal 
policies that are developed in Ottawa and applied to our 
communities and lands. Many reports and consultations 
exist that capture the policy priorities and ideas of  
northern peoples. We draw on these for inspiration 
and, where appropriate, reiterate essential calls to 
action. Notable among these are “A New Shared Arctic 
Leadership Model; Honouring the Truth, Reconciling 
the Future: Final Report of  the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission;” and “People to People, Nation to Nation: 
Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples Final Report.”

The Arctic Policy Framework and the subsequent 
regulations, legislation, and policies it informs 
must not repeat the mistakes of  the past, but 
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We call upon all federal and territorial partners to:

1. Immediately recognize that Indigenous title 
has not and cannot be extinguished, as well as act 
in a timely manner to resolve existing unsettled 
land claims and self-government agreements.

2. Establish a Ministerial Working Group to review federal 
legislation to evaluate impacts on the provision of  services 
in northern communities, and undertake the removal of  
legislative impediments that exclude Northerners from 
accessing federal programs or that impose inappropriate 
codes and regulations on northern people and communities. 

3. Encourage Indigenous governments and peoples in 
the North to clarify how we consult our own peoples, and 
commit to updating the federal and territorial governments’ 
consultation framework to address gaps and redundancies 
to better ensure free, prior and informed consent.

We recommend that the federal government:

4. Establish a Northern Policy Institute that will aid 
governments in developing evidence-based policy 
that is refl ective of  northern realities and interests.

5. Commit to establishing Dene Nahjo’s proposed 
Social and Cultural Innovation Centre in the NWT.

6. Enact the Minister’s Special Representative’s 
following recommendations:

a. Create a University of  the Arctic by striking a 
representative Arctic University Task Force to create a vision 
and business case for a university of  the Canadian Arctic.19

b. Direct Polar Knowledge Canada to include the 
theme of  improving the health and wellness of  families 
(physical and mental health, housing, food, security, 

etc.) in its research priorities; adding that language and 
culture must be included under this thematic area.20

c. Ensure appointments to the Polar Science Board are 
inclusive and representative of  Indigenous and non-
Indigenous Peoples and that priority-setting exercises are 
informed by representative input from Arctic peoples, 
governments and Indigenous organizations.21

7. Instruct the newly appointed Chief  Science 
Advisor’s mandate to include specifi c instruction 
that Indigenous traditional knowledge be considered 
alongside and equal to Western forms of  knowing in 
both advising the Prime Minister and communicating 
science eff ectively across the federal government.

8. Increase specifi c supports to northern students to 
pursue post-secondary education; in particular, for 
part-time students and those with dependent children, 
as part of  the national commitments in this area.

9. Commit to not enacting federal veto clauses over 
legislation passed by self-governing First Nations.

10. Increase the number of  Indigenous Peoples 
appointed to the Senate, establish designated Senate 
seats for Indigenous representation, and increase the 
number of  House of  Commons ridings in the North.  

11. Amend the Offi  cial Languages Act to explicitly 
include Indigenous languages and provide adequate 
funding parallel with other offi  cial languages, as well 
as access to federal services in the offi  cial languages. 

12. Approach federal investments in health, social services, 
and education, on a multi-year basis and remove unnecessary 
restrictions that inhibit adaptation of  programming to 
northern circumstances, as well as co-develop evaluation 
procedures that are in line with these circumstances.

Summary of Recommendations



The Arctic Policy Framework is a tool to help guide and shape how the federal 
government’s programs, policies, and regulations will be developed and evaluated. 
However, the eff ectiveness of  any tool is determined by whether or not it is appropriate 
for the job and is placed in skilled hands. This tool will be no diff erent.

There is much work to do to rebuild the relationship between Indigenous 
Northerners and the Government of  Canada, but to rebuild, we must rebuild 
together; each working on the parts of  the structure where we have the tools. 

We recognize that to be eff ective partners, we need to bring 
our own skill-builders and tools to the process and, despite the 
challenges and pains of the past, are willing to do so.

Together, we can build a new and better structure built in the North by the North.

We Are One Mind20

We recognize that to be eff ective partners, we need to bring 
our own skill-builders and tools to the process and, despite the 
challenges and pains of the past, are willing to do so.

Conclusion

Approaching the arctic policy framework 5

The North has a long history of  
developing innovative governance, 
regulations, and policies to refl ect northern 
needs. Such innovations include:

• Wildlife co-management boards;
• Regional resource management 

bodies with distinct nation-to-nation 
co-management capabilities;

• Water stewardship strategies that 
directly incorporate Dene knowledge;

• Circle sentencing;
• Consensus legislatures;
• The blending of  Indigenous 

and scientifi c ways of  knowing 
to inform decision-making; 

• Indigenous self-government; 
• Land and culture-based education, as 

well as the fi rst mandatory residential 
school curriculum in Canada, developed 
for students in NWT and Nunavut;

• Thaidene Nene National Park Reserve, 
established as a First Nation-Federal 
partnership that protects traditional rights 
while supporting a conservation economy; 

• The inclusion of  Indigenous languages 
under offi  cial language legislation and 
within the public school system; and 

• Climate change advocacy and policies, 
such as the Stockholm Convention 
on Persistent Organic Pollutants.

of  Canada in exchange for the opportunity to participate 
in fragmented discussions and decision-making processes. 
Through these processes, the Crown was positioned 
as the rights-giver and highest power and authority. 

Our shared history makes clear that the paternalistic 
relationship between the federal government and the 
North has not resulted in policies that meet the needs 
of  our people. We are encouraged, therefore, by the 
recognition on behalf  of  the federal government that 
“[t]he barriers that make it diffi  cult for Indigenous 
Peoples and their communities to reach their full 
potential have been in place for far too long. Resolving 
past injustices will take time, and can only be achieved 
with sustained support and collaboration.”5

With a renewed Arctic Policy Framework, Canada 
has the opportunity to evolve its relationship with the 
North and with the Indigenous Peoples of  the North. 

In the spirit of reconciliation, our federal 
partners and fellow Canadians must 
re-enter our partnership with the recognition 
that Northerners are capable of shaping 
our own futures and that decision-
making powers must be situated in our 
own hands. We need a spirit of trust.
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We appreciate that many of  our challenges are shared by 
other Canadian jurisdictions. However, for the Arctic Policy 
Framework to be successful, it must be centered on the 
experiences and wellness of  northern Indigenous Peoples.

We seek a healthy, productive, and mutually benefi cial 
relationship with the federal government and our 
fellow Canadians who live outside of  the North. As 
Northern peoples, we decide for ourselves the culture, 
language, and values in which we want to raise our 
children. That, to us, is self-determination. 

We do not need a federal “father.” We seek a true 
federal partner. Canada still has that opportunity.

Integral to a new Arctic Policy Framework is 
the underpinning assertion that commitments 
made previously by the federal government 
to Northerners must be upheld. 

Litigation ties up valuable resources, and ineff ective 
services have serious negative impacts on Northerners’ 
lives. Commitments and legally binding agreements must 
be fully implemented. Dispute resolution processes must 
be employed and entered into in good faith by our federal 
partners. Too often, provisions of  our agreements have 
not been implemented and it has seemed to Indigenous 
Peoples as if  the Crown was unwilling to honour aspects 
of  our constitutionally-protected right to self-government 
by transferring jurisdiction and utilizing mediation clauses. 
The perception of  the “honour of  the Crown” in the 
eyes of  Northerners is at risk as a result of  such actions. 

As Northerners, we’ve received far fewer basic services 
and infrastructure investments than our southern 
counterparts. Trauma from colonization, compounded 
by chronic underfunding and inadequate services, has 
caused a great deal of  unnecessary suff ering in our 
communities. Canadians are increasingly becoming 
familiar with the legacy of  residential schools. 

Learning about the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission’s calls to action and what they 
mean for how we work together going forward 
is integral to understanding the context in 
which new policies and strategies are proposed.

While the North needs our fair share of  infrastructure 
investment and government services, we also 
assert Arctic sovereignty, provide access to the vast 
resources that the North holds, and steward the 
environmental benefi ts that our lands produce for 
the benefi t of  the whole planet are maintained.

HEALTHY LAND, HEALTHY ECONOMY 19

1. Maintain a clear and strong focus on addressing the causes 
of  climate change in the Northern Strategy.

2. Work towards meeting Canada’s obligations under the Paris Agreement, 
as well as working with all Circumpolar partners to annunciate Arctic 
warming concerns during international negotiations.

3. Instruct the Infrastructure Bank of  Canada to undertake nation-building level 
investments in housing, ports, road, energy, and waste management to positively impact 
the cost of  living in the North for all northerners, as well as add an additional category for 
broadband and renewable energies to be considered under the bank’s programming;

4. Mandate that all new federal infrastructure built in the 
North incorporate renewable technologies.

5. Adjust the Environmental Impact Assessment process to factor-in long-
term impacts on both communities and health care systems related to changes in 
the environment and wildlife brought upon by resource development projects.

6. Instruct Statistics Canada to gather statistics related to the social return on 
investments and the economic impacts of  conservation economies, 
including specifi cally trade in wild meats and seal products.

7. Accept the Minister’s Special Representatives’ recommendations on 
Indigenous Protected Areas, specifi cally the calls to:

a. Work to formally recognize the existing land and marine conservation planning 
designations as the basis for setting and realizing a new ambitious conservation goal.
b. Continue progress toward becoming the fi rst country in the world to 
have a legal mechanism to recognize Indigenous Protected Areas.
c. Work with Arctic governments and indigenous organizations to 
conceive a new federal policy directive that sets out a process for 
the identifi cation, funding, and management of  IPAs18.

8. Adopt the Minister’s Special Representative’s recommendation to establish 
a business development fund for Indigenous-led renewable energy and 
effi  ciency projects, which could be fi nanced from Carbon Pricing revenues.

Therefore, we recommend that 
the federal government:
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Canada must remain committed to the implementation 
of  its obligations under these international climate 
mechanisms. Canada must be a strong ally and work 
collaboratively with our circumpolar neighbours to 
advance Arctic interests in climate change negotiations.

The impact of  climate change for us is not simply 
a scientifi c pursuit or an economic opportunity. 
It is a real and persistent challenge for the 
adaptability of  our ways of  knowing and a strain 
on our relationship with the land and water. 

It is therefore imperative that the Northern 
Strategy maintain a clear and strong focus on 
addressing the causes of climate change.

Renewable energy & 
climate change

The economic costs of  a warming Arctic are stark. 
It is estimated that it could have a cumulative net 
cost of  $90 trillion dollars by the end of  this century. 
Economic instruments are also being sought to help 
address the causes of  climate change, such as the 
new Carbon Pricing Mechanism that will come into 
eff ect next year. Northerners face disproportionately 
high costs of  living, a major cause of  which is 
environmentally damaging diesel energy production. 

Consequently, one economic tool that could have a 
positive impact on the northern environment would be 
to reinvest dollars gained through carbon pricing into 
sustainable energy production, as well as by ensuring that 
all new federal infrastructure investments incorporate 
sustainable energy and building practices. Northern 
infrastructure must last generations and that means 
this critical infrastructure needs to be able to function 
without energy sources that are not sustainable and which 
should be phased out within the life of  new buildings.

The Minister’s Special Representative has suggested 
establishing a business development fund for 
renewable energy, which could also be fi nanced 
through Carbon Pricing revenues to ensure both 
environmental and economic benefi ts for the North.

Economic incentives alone cannot address the fact 
that the Arctic region is warming at more than twice 
the rate of  the global average and that much - though 
not all - of  the causes of  warming are generated far 
from the North. Without sustained global action, it 
will be impossible to reverse or even slow this trend. 

Canada must project a strong voice in international 
fora to encourage leading emitters to adhere 
to international climate instruments. 
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To form the new partnership upon which 
the revised Arctic Policy Framework 
should be based, we therefore call upon 
all federal and territorial partners to:

1. Immediately recognize that Indigenous title has not and 
cannot be extinguished, as well as act in a timely manner to resolve 
existing unsettled land claims and self-government agreements.

2. Establish a Ministerial Working Group to review federal 
legislation to evaluate impacts on the provision of  services in northern 
communities, and undertake the removal of  legislative impediments that 
exclude Northerners from accessing federal programs or that impose 
inappropriate codes and regulations on northern people and communities. 

3. Encourage Indigenous governments and peoples in the North to clarify 
how we consult our own peoples, and commit to updating the federal 
and territorial governments’ consultation framework to address gaps 
and redundancies to better ensure free, prior and informed consent.

work 7
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It is crucial that our decision-makers have the best available 
information to decide our future, whether through mapping 
fresh water resources, land use planning, conducting 
archaeological assessments, or taking traditional knowledge 
inventories. In principle, we are willing to share our riches 
in good faith with our fellow Canadians, based on all of  
our needs. Yet without the baseline research surrounding 
fresh water, for example, we cannot make informed 
decisions about how to manage this resource, which is as 
integral for a healthy environment and people as it is for 
healthy Indigenous cultures. To address the challenges and 
prepare for the opportunities facing us, we need to access 
the best available information situated both within our own 
Indigenous ways of  knowing and Western-based research. 

While our refusal to base our decisions on short-term 
analysis is often misunderstood as unwillingness to 
contribute to our country through access to lands and 
extraction of  resources, on the contrary, sharing is an 
extremely important principle we hold as Indigenous 
Peoples. However, we must fi rst clearly identify 
available resources to holistically assess the cumulative 
impacts of  resource extraction in order to mitigate 
the negative impacts, so that the land, water and 
animals can remain healthy for future generations.

Southern researchers and policy institutes 
currently maintain control over the evidence that 
informs decisions made about the North. 

The absence of Northerners within the research 
establishment means the eff ectiveness of 
our innovative governance structures is 
oft en challenged by a lack of data on issues 
within our own identifi ed priority areas. 

It is, therefore, paramount that northern policy 
development and research be put in the hands of  
Northerners. This includes not only transforming the 

The absence of Northerners within the research
establishment means the eff ectiveness of 
our innovative governance structures is 
oft en challenged by a lack of data on issues 
within our own identifi ed priority areas. 

mechanisms by which new policy is developed, but 
also, crucially, how research on the North is funded 
and what institutions are called upon to produce it. 
We note that Canada is, disappointingly, the only 
Arctic nation without an Arctic University.

Northerners need places to think, analyze, and develop the 
policies that our communities and governments require. 
That is why Dene Nahjo is working towards creating the 
Dene Cultural and Social Innovation Centre to provide 
support to Indigenous individuals, families, communities, 
thought-leaders, artists, and innovators. The Centre will 
serve as a focal point for grounding Dene social innovation, 
so that emerging leaders - in policy development, 
community programming, artistic, or entrepreneurial 
endeavours - are able to defi ne a way forward that is 
rooted in decolonization and reconciliation. The Centre 
aims to provide both the tools (meeting space, technology, 
artists studios, children’s spaces, and kitchen facilities) 
and the people (through networking, programming, 
and educational opportunities) to fulfi ll this vision.

We are proud of  the land claim agreements made in 
the North that were the result of  remarkable individual 
and collective leadership within our communities. Now 
it is time that we shift our resources from large political 
processes and refocus our priorities on developing 
specifi c policies and initiatives that can serve as tools 
to assist us in addressing the challenges we see around 
us. “The Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples” 
(1996), the “Kelowna Accord” (2004), and the “Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission” (2014) have all 
pointed to a way forward and these eff orts need not be 
repeated, but rather their recommendations acted upon, 
implemented, and supported with appropriate resources.

We also note that the jurisdictional boundaries that divide 
northern communities are, to Indigenous Peoples, artifi cial. 
Even as our nations cross territorial, provincial, and 

Northerners Leading Northern 
Policy Development
Nothing for us, without us.
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knowledge & 
conservation economies

The government has recognized that “An innovative Canada 
is a healthier, stronger, more prosperous Canada.”15 The North 
can be a world leader in innovation by transitioning from 
a non-renewable resource based economy to a sustainable 
system that values healthy land and healthy people, through 
building both conservation and knowledge-based economies.

The modern workplace is changing. Flexible work-from-home 
arrangements, telecommuting, and online collaboration mean 
that an increasing number of  Canadians no longer have 9 
to 5 lifestyles. This creates opportunities for Northerners to 
stay in their communities, while having access to a range of  
new avenues for employment. This cannot happen without 
high-speed, reliable, and aff ordable internet access. 

Investing in connectivity would bring 
immediate economic returns to the North, and 
signifi cantly reduce operating costs at all levels 
of government, business, and service delivery.

 It would also help to ensure that Northerners have equal access 
to federal services as their fellow Canadians, as the federal 
government increasingly shifts towards online service delivery.

The Minister’s Special Representative provides in “A 
Shared Arctic Leadership Model” a compelling vision for 
the creation of  Indigenous Protected Areas, which are “…
based on the idea of  a protected area explicitly designed to 
accommodate and support an Indigenous vision of  a working 
landscape”16. Her advice to do so draws on our shared belief  
that “…conservation is not sustainable if  it competes with 
economic progress”17. We therefore, support and endorse 
her analysis, as well as her recommendations in this regard.
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Healthy Land, Healthy Economy
Political equality cannot come without economic equality

In 2017, Canadians from coast-to-coast-to-coast are 
marking 150 years since Canada became a country. 
Immediately upon confederation, Canada sought to build 
a railroad to connect the vast territories from east to west. 
The project came with immense fi nancial and human 
cost, but was seen as an essential nation-building project. 

It is long past due that Canada undertake 
significant nation-building investments in 
infrastructure for roads and ports, energy 
generation, and housing in the North.

Current federal policies for the North prioritize non-
renewable resource development over economic 
diversifi cation. Northerners, who have two centuries 
of  experience with the boom and bust nature of  
the resource-driven economy and its impacts on 
our peoples, lands, health, and governments. 

We seek a complete dialogue about the benefits 
and costs that the industry brings to the North, 
rather than an unquestioning endorsement 
of extractive industries as the only choice. 

A major problem is that the fi nancial viability of  
projects is currently calculated without northern 
Indigenous perspectives. Standard cost/benefi t analysis 
does not take into account the cumulative impacts 
of  numerous projects on wildlife like caribou, whose 
range is vast. The replacement value of  local meat, 
plants, medicines, and water must be comprehensively 
studied and realized before approving projects. 

Environmental impact reviews currently have short time 
spans while Indigenous perspectives require us to evaluate 
projects over multiple generations. That is why we consider 
the signifi cant additional stress on government services and 
family structures when assessing a resource project. Current 
government evaluations do not take into consideration 

many of  the things that we see as vitally important: 
additional cost of  medical care, the spread of  sexually 
transmitted diseases, increased pressure on available child 
care spaces, etc. Without these factors included in resource 
project assessments, decisions are skewed towards extractive 
industries and a climate of  distrust within communities 
is built around the process meant to gain their input. In 
addition to co-developing the methods of  calculating the 
true value of  a project, we must clearly break down how 
much of  the costs and benefi ts are going to which parties.

The pervasive belief  from outside the region is that if  jobs 
and money are provided through non-renewable resource 
extraction, people will become physically and mentally 
healthier. We believe the opposite is true. We assert that 
we must focus on healthy communities fi rst and that only 
healthy, culturally grounded, and knowledgeable people will 
be capable of  evaluating and creating economic success. 

Only when our people and communities 
are healthy in body and mind can 
we truly capitalize on economic 
investments in our communities.

Northerners leading northern policy development 9

in decision-making alongside Indigenous peoples 
is, who it engages. The organizations that the 
federal government engages through its offi  cial 
consultation channels must be the legitimate 
representatives of  northern Indigenous Peoples. 

Shift ing governance models infl uenced 
by modern treaties and self-government 
agreements mean that some of the 
representative bodies recognized by the 
federal government as legitimate for 
Indigenous consultation no longer have 
the active endorsement of the people 
that they are meant to represent. 

Several northern First Nations have withdrawn from 
participation in regional organizations, preferring 
rather to seek nation-to-nation partnerships with 
the federal government rooted in their existing 
land claims and self-government agreements.

Communities are also experiencing consultation fatigue 
from numerous and ineffi  ciently coordinated engagement 
processes. Many northerners feel the results of  these 
consultations often do not adequately accommodate the 
concerns of  Northern peoples or meet the criteria of  free, 
prior, and informed consent as laid out within the “United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights of  Indigenous Peoples.” 
Recognizing that modifi cations are required to the 
current consultation framework, we support the 
Minister’s Special Representative’s assertion that:

The confusing and somewhat confounding mix 
of  jurisdictional responsibilities, legal mandates 
derived from land claims agreements and 
constitutional reform, self-government agreements 
and evolution, must be harmonized under a vision 
for recognizing and supporting the authorities of  
Arctic governments and Indigenous organizations7.

even international boundaries, we remain as one people. 
Consequently, the Arctic Policy Framework must recognize 
both the contemporary mobility of  Indigenous Peoples 
and that traditional territories extend across jurisdictional 
boundaries. Policies and programs require fl exibility to 
address this reality domestically, while internationally 
this means that Canada cannot remain silent when 
other states fail to recognize our Indigenous rights.

The Arctic Policy Framework must take a whole 
government approach to the North. 

Each and every federal department, agency, 
and Crown corporation needs to consider how 
any national policy they seek to develop fi ts the 
unique governance, environmental, economic, 
and demographic needs of the North. 

No longer should northern policies, programs, and 
projects be forced to contort themselves to meet national 
standards that do not take into consideration our realities. 
For example, the 2017 budget commits to providing 
$300 million over the next 11 years to targeted support 
for northern housing that will, according to the federal 
government, help approximately 3,000 northern families 
fi nd adequate, suitable, and aff ordable housing.6 However, 
as long as these new housing units are built to standards 
made for southern environments, the transformative 
impact of  this investment will not be realized, as 
pervasive problems in northern housing, such as mould, 
will continue to go unaddressed. Other federal policy 
development processes, such as “Generation Energy,” 
the “Indigenous Framework on Early Learning and 
Child Care,” the “Homelessness Partnering Strategy,” 
and the “Working Group of  Ministers on the Review 
of  Laws and Policies related to Indigenous Peoples,” 
similarly require specifi c northern components. 

As integral as how the federal government engages 

The capacity of  Indigenous northerners to participate in informed decision-
making, and to collaborate on innovative solutions will be drastically enhanced with 
the establishment of  centres of  higher learning that support language, culture, 
and research in all 3 regions according to each region’s goals and aspirations.

Each and every federal department, agency, 
and Crown corporation needs to consider how
any national policy they seek to develop fi ts the 
unique governance, environmental, economic,
and demographic needs of the North. 

Shift ing governance models infl uenced 
by modern treaties and self-government 
agreements mean that some of the
representative bodies recognized by the
federal government as legitimate for 
Indigenous consultation no longer have
the active endorsement of the people
that they are meant to represent.
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This is why we have encouraged Indigenous 
Peoples and governments to identify how 
Indigenous Peoples are represented within 
federal consultation frameworks to facilitate 
Canada’s engagement with northern partners 
in the co-development of  northern policy. 
Measures can also be taken to strengthen the Northern 
voice in Ottawa. There are 338 seats in the House of  
Commons; yet Northerners, even with Nunavik and 
Nunatsiavut included, hold just fi ve. Increasing the 
number of  ridings in the North would help to ensure 
that the northern voice is heard in Ottawa. Similarly, 

designating seats in the Senate for 
representatives of Indigenous Peoples 
would recognize both the trans-boundary 
nature of our nations and provide the 
opportunity for sober second thought 
grounded in an Indigenous worldview.

designating seats in the Senate for 
representatives of Indigenous Peoples 
would recognize both the trans-boundary 
nature of our nations and provide the
opportunity for sober second thought
grounded in an Indigenous worldview.

Such a commitment to co-development has the power 
to create a mutually benefi cial relationship between 
the North and the rest of  Canada; a relationship 
that will be strengthened when there is support for 
Northern-led research and policy development, and a 
removal of  barriers to open dialogue and discussion. 

INVESTING IN FUTURE GENERATIONS 15

1. Amend the Offi  cial Languages Act to explicitly include Indigenous 
languages and provide adequate funding parallel with other offi  cial languages, 
as well as access to federal services in the offi  cial languages. 

2. Approach federal investments in health, social services, and education, 
on a multi-year basis and remove unnecessary restrictions that inhibit 
adaptation of  programming to northern circumstances, as well as co-develop 
evaluation procedures that are in line with these circumstances.

3. Take action to implement the Truth and Reconciliation recommendation, which 
“… call[s] upon the federal, provincial, territorial, and Aboriginal governments to 
develop culturally appropriate early childhood education programs for 
Aboriginal families”13 and include specifi c provisions related to the North in the 
forthcoming Indigenous Framework on Early Learning and Child Care.14

4. Ensure that the proposed $7 billion investment in creating new child care spaces 
prioritizes communities where these services are not currently accessible at all.

5. Recognize and promote the cultural signifi cance that arts and creative cultural 
practices have on northern wellness, identity, and the ongoing process of  reconciliation.

6. Support the international promotion of  northern creative industries 
(Indigenous arts, culture, fi lm industry, entrepreneurs, innovation, traditional 
knowledge, etc.) by investing in developing markets for these products, and 
providing adequate creative spaces in communities by ensuring that any new federal 
infrastructure includes a space for community use and sharing of  best practices.

7. Assist in repatriating items of  cultural signifi cance back to their communities and 
create the infrastructure necessary to support their ongoing preservation and display.

Therefore, we recommend that 
the federal government:
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1. Establish a Northern Policy Institute that will aid 
governments in developing evidence-based policy that 
is refl ective of  northern realities and interests.

2. Commit to establishing Dene Nahjo’s proposed Cultural 
and Social Innovation Centre in the NWT.

3. Enact the Minister’s Special Representative’s following recommendations:
I. Create a University of  the Arctic by striking a 
representative Arctic University Task Force to create a vision 
and business case for a university of  the Canadian Arctic8

II. Direct Polar Knowledge Canada to include the theme of  improving 
the health and wellness of  families (physical and mental health, 
housing, food, security, etc.) in its research priorities; adding that 
language and culture must be included under this thematic area.9
III. Ensure appointments to the Polar Science Board are inclusive 
and representative of  Indigenous and non-Indigenous Peoples and 
that priority-setting exercises are informed by representative input 
from Arctic peoples, governments and Indigenous organizations.10

4. Instruct the newly appointed Chief  Science Advisor’s mandate 
to include specifi c instruction that Indigenous traditional 
knowledge be considered alongside and equal to Western 
forms of  knowing in both advising the Prime Minister and 
communicating science eff ectively across the federal government.

5. Increase specifi c supports to northern students to pursue post-
secondary education; in particular, for part-time students and those with 
dependent children, as part of  the national commitments in this area.

6. Commit to not enacting federal veto clauses over 
legislation passed by self-governing First Nations.

7. Increase the number of  Indigenous Peoples appointed to the Senate, 
establish designated Senate seats for Indigenous representation, and 
increase the number of  House of  Commons ridings in the North. 

Therefore, we recommend that 
the federal government:
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Investing in Future Generations
Land, language, culture. forever.

A cornerstone of  this movement is creating systems 
of  education that root our children in their languages 
and Indigenous identities, and at the same time 
prepare them to participate in modern society. 

Tłıcho Elder Elizabeth Mackenzie brilliantly 
characterized this goal as supporting our 
children to be “strong like two people”.

All levels of  government need to be committed to 
developing wise practices around daycare, early childhood 
education, the creation of  Aboriginal Head Start programs, 
and strong elementary programs that contribute to success 
in future schooling. Currently, small communities have 
incredibly high teacher turnover, while the knowledge 
holders in our communities remain. Northern schools 
and communities have demonstrated success in utilizing 
local people and knowledge holders within the education 
system, providing stability within the school and 
strengthening both the delivery of  mainstream curriculum 
and the passing on of  local skills and knowledge. Such 
approaches also help to create supportive environments for 
teachers coming to small communities, as they have more 
resources to draw on. The broader implementation of  this 
approach has been hindered by a lack of  communication 
between jurisdictions, and a lack of  understanding or 
validation of  traditional knowledge and alternative 
pedagogies within the education system, nationally. 

The North needs all levels of government 
to foster a movement that retreats from 
conventional curriculum delivery and creates 
schools that build on the existing knowledge 
within Indigenous communities and are 
highly adaptable to local circumstances. 

Federal investment in expanding and testing 
land and culture based approaches to education 
would support research and validation that 

Creativity and imagination are survival skills for 
Indigenous Peoples, who have been taught over 
generations that our ability to innovate is essential to our 
success. Cultivating this spirit of  ingenuity and vision 
in our future generations is our responsibility as parents 
and community members. As such, creating a society 
that supports and encourages the boundless potential 
of  our youth is a responsibility shared by all levels of  
government. Federal policies and investments are required 
that support Indigenous Peoples to enact our own visions 
of  our collective and individual futures, and not just 
the ability to avail ourselves of  the predetermined and 
fi nite opportunities created by distant policy-makers. 

The core objective of the Arctic Policy 
Framework must be to support fl ourishing 
Indigenous nations and identities. 

For too long, federal discourse about the North has focused 
on what is perceived to be lacking within Northern 
communities, rather than the richness of  the region’s 
peoples and environment. To create a better North for 
our children, the focus needs to be on what forms of  
knowledge and skills exist within our communities and how 
the federal government can assist in building upon and 
supporting these strengths. This means focusing on what 
we have versus focusing on what we lack, and valuing our 
existing capacity over voices that tell us we are not capable.

To properly invest in the future of  the North, Canada 
needs to make it a priority to create opportunities for 
northern Indigenous Peoples to develop their own 
systems that ensure safe and healthy futures for the 
children of  the North. Northern peoples need to be 
able to decide on key matters of  food security, safe 
housing, and how to nourish the minds of  their young 
people through land-based, language, and cultural 
learning, education, and early childhood development. 
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will be of  benefi t to all Canadians.

The federal government recognizes that “each year, too 
many young Canadians drop out of  high school—often 
because they don’t have access to the basic supports needed 
to succeed in school”. Yet, the mechanism to address this 
problem chosen by the federal government - investing $38 
million over four years to a charitable organization with 
no presence in the North - will not have an impact on 
our high school students11. While we applaud the federal 
government’s investment in youth, this is another example 
of  where Northern children are being left behind by 
programs that do not have reach into their communities. 
A similar investment should be made to support on-
the-land programming through such mechanisms 
as the NWT On the Land Collaborative Fund12. 

Healthy children and families start at home. Inadequate 
housing and community infrastructure are key among 
the negative social determinants that impact healthy 
human development and the ability of  Northerners to 
reach their full potential. Signifi cant investment is needed 
to address these disparities, but to realize meaningful 
change we also require a great deal of  innovation around 
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building practices in the North. Our current situation is 
characterized by applying southern practices, standards, 
and codes to building in the North. Practices that utilize 
local materials when possible and building codes that are 
suited to the unique climate in the North are required.

Our children cannot learn when they are hungry. 
The problems with Nutrition North are well 
documented and require immediate remedy. 

Our children also need access to the country foods that 
not only nourish their bodies, but their identities. There 
are  opportunities to produce food locally that should 
be seized upon through innovative programs like the 
Tr’ondëk Hwëch’in Teaching and Working Farm.

Our children also need to be able to live and grow 
in their Indigenous languages. Communicating in 
our languages grounds us in who we are. Indigenous 
Peoples are determined to rebuild our linguistic 
communities and are using innovative means to do so, 
through social media campaigns like #speaktlichotome 
and #speakgwichintome; language labs; immersion 
camps; and other revitalization programs. 

While these programs are integral to 
rebuilding our languages, our languages 
cannot be put aside and reserved for 
special times and places; they need to 
be an integral part of our daily lives. 

The federal government should provide federal 
services in the North in all offi  cial languages in the 
North, along with national offi  cial languages.

Similarly, learning to express themselves in the arts helps 
our children to understand and communicate who they 
are. Our artists need to be supported to share their craft, 
not only with our communities, but with the world.




