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This article discusses the ongoing development challenges 
within Indigenous communities in Canada and suggests a 
way forward within a framework that is mutually beneficial 
and respectful of Indigenous and non-indigenous peoples. 
First, to move forward with economic development within 
Indigenous communities, both government and communities 
have to work together to increase capacity through education 
and foster an environment of entrepreneurial growth and 
business opportunities. Second, governments and businesses 
engaged with communities, as well as local entrepreneurs, 
must embrace the concept of generational sustainability for 
community well-being. This concept is one that looks at the 
future of the community for generations to come, such as the 
“Seven Generations Philosophy.” All these concepts will be 
discussed along with a brief look at the historical context of 
the divide of trust between government, industry, and com-
munities which must be mended through strengthening rela-
tionships and understanding.

Canada’s historical and ongoing colonization has led 
Indigenous peoples to distrust and thus resist governmental 
policies and practices. Consequently, many Indigenous com-
munities and nations have fought for self-government and 
self-determination to foster cultural preservation, as well as 
greater control over their own lands and future. However, 
this model of community control, which arose in the 1970s 
(Assembly of First Nations, 2012, The Harvard Project on 

American Indian Economic Development, Cornell & Kalt, 
2010), does not preclude economic development. In fact, the 
purpose of this article is to explain how economic develop-
ment is an integral component of this model. The question of 
whether economic development will help or hinder a com-
munity rests on how it is conducted. Although there is prog-
ress being made by many Indigenous communities worldwide 
toward economic development, there are still many who are 
struggling with this issue. Within the Canadian context, there 
are success stories such as Osoyoos Development Corpora
tion and Osoyoos Nk’Mip Cellars winery, Inuit-owned First 
Air Makivik Corporation, or the Mi’kmaq-owned Ulnooweg 
Development Corporation which now owns a registered 
charity to help children and youth across Canada. Each  
of these examples continues to showcase successful commu-
nity-owned businesses and inspire other communities. 
Although success stories continue to grow, there are still 
many communities struggling with economic development 
and how to maintain cultural traditions while engaging in 
business. Although the narrative of this article focuses mainly 
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on Canada, challenges surrounding economic development 
and maintaining cultural traditions are common for 
Indigenous communities throughout the world.

I want to share a story with you. This is after all an article 
on Indigenous people and Indigenous ways. Story-telling is 
important to understand and pass on knowledge by showing 
us different ways of thinking or seeing an issue. Often stories 
are given to us and we may not understand their full meaning 
until the time or circumstances are right. Some stories are 
intended to direct our lives, help us make decisions, or pass 
on knowledge, whereas other stories reaffirm cultural iden-
tity and practices. Many of the stories we hear from elders 
are based on traditions passed down from generation to gen-
eration. It is up to us to listen to these teachings and act 
accordingly. Anishinaabe author and poet Thomas King 
(2003) notes that storytelling is a conveyer of messages with 
a responsibility of social meanings and morality built into 
them. He often says, “Don’t say in the years to come that you 
would have lived your life differently if only you had heard 
this story. You’ve heard it now” (p. 29). The following story 
impacted how I see economic development and its effects on 
community.

I was sitting with Chief Yellowhead of Nibinamik First 
Nation, also known as Summer Beaver, an Oji-Cree 
community. He was facing an immense challenge for his 
community—economic development. Chief Yellowhead is a 
quiet, strong man with a good heart and kind eyes that 
demand one’s attention. He listens intently to those around 
him, and then when he speaks, he is clear and careful in what 
he says. He was worried for his community as it continues to 
face ongoing infringements on their inherent rights to govern 
their traditional territory. His community is within Canada’s 
Ring of Fire, an area rich in minerals. In 2010, the Government 
of Ontario passed the Far North Act (Government of Ontario, 
Service Ontario, 2010) which provided a legislative frame-
work for development, land use, and protection within the 
northlands. This essentially legalized plans to develop this 
area, including a multibillion-dollar chromite mining and 
refining project that is forecast to generate over 100 billion 
dollars in the next 20 years. Canada’s largest corporations are 
looking to extract various resources within this Oji-Cree tra-
ditional territory. The Chief is worried about the impact on 
his community. He explained that an existing mine nearby 
had already begun to pollute one of the rivers. This river is a 
major source of fish for the community. The community is 
also reporting increased cases of cancer. Now many large 
companies are pressuring the community to sign agreements 
and be a part of “modern development.” Chief Yellowhead 
told me a story of when he was a child and how that story had 
a profound influence on his life and his leadership and how 
he is approaching this situation:

I was just a boy, no higher than this (he raised his hand waist 
high). I was playing in our summer camp when several Elders 
walked into the camp and sat by the fire. Eight of them eventually 

sat by the fire. One Elder began relating a story about the future 
and how people would come, the rivers would run red and be 
poisoned, the trees would die, and the fish and animals would 
suffer and turn on us. The Elder said that the community had to 
start preparing for this by educating themselves, understanding 
the problems, and relying on traditional knowledge to do things 
in a good way. We cannot ignore this warning.

The future of his people is yet unknown. They are deter-
mined to be a modern, self-governed community that works 
with others to do things in a good way. The term “good way” 
ties into the concept that both the Anishinaabe and Cree 
share called bimaadiziwin (Johnston, 1990; Newhouse, 
2017). The direct translation means “the good life”; how-
ever, there are teachings within his word that refer to living a 
good life, in a good way, with a good heart. This includes 
active and full participation in the economy and opportuni-
ties of economic development. Yet, bimaadiziwin is a con-
cept that can also be applied to companies and different 
levels of government to ensure good relationships and equal 
partnerships with the communities in a good way. There is all 
too often an unequal balance of power in the relationship 
between corporations, governments, and communities. Lack 
of revenue sharing, policies of dependency, and unresolved 
land claims continue to hinder economic growth. Working 
toward bimaadiziwin is a concept that anyone can internal-
ize. It promotes an understanding of true sustainability for 
generations that help to preserve culture and allow commu-
nities to thrive. Perhaps, it is time to listen to Chief 
Yellowhead’s thoughts on the impacts of development and 
apply them. Only time will tell.

The Development Debate

Economic development is a sustained community effort to 
improve both the local economy and the quality of life by 
building the area’s capacity to adapt to economic change 
(Loveridge, Smith, & Morse, 1991). Other theorists (Fontan, 
1993; Shipley & Snyder, 2013; Shragge, 1997) have added 
the concept of community economic development (CED) 
which requires the community participation in its social wel-
fare, economic activities, and the development of its locality. 
According to this definition, it would seem all communities 
would welcome development and be involved in its determi-
nation. Yet, for Indigenous populations, the term “develop-
ment” evokes mixed feelings, expectations, and mistrust. In 
one regard, development can represent freedom and opportu-
nity. Most community leaders want the best for their people 
such as local employment, wealth creation, self-governance, 
and associated opportunities, all of which economic develop-
ment can bring. The Harvard Project on American Indian 
Economic Development indicates that self-government is the 
key to economic self-sufficiency (Cornell & Kalt, 2010). 
However, it also concludes that poverty and poor social con-
ditions are political problems as much as economic ones. 
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Native leaders are increasingly turning to self-government to 
promote economic development, entrepreneurial growth, 
and business partnerships to increase wealth and generate 
local economies in their communities (Loxley, 2010; Nelson 
& Sisco, 2008; Newhouse, 2004). Economic development 
offers many communities a way to break free from the cycle 
of poverty and provides many Indigenous youth with hope 
for a better future. This could include meaningful work, 
proper housing, clean water, and education while maintain-
ing their language, culture, and identity. Yet, this has not hap-
pened for many communities. Newhouse (2004) notes that 
ongoing development efforts often yield little results as the 
problems of low income, poor housing, and low participation 
in the workforce continue to exist. The Harvard Project 
(Cornell & Kalt, 2010) showed that economic development 
success was more prevalent if the bands had self-governance 
and control over their development in a culturally appropri-
ate way. The study showed that these communities had an 
increase in wealth and better infrastructure while maintain-
ing their traditional ways. Economic development success is 
then tied to self-determination and self-governance.

Anderson (1999) writes that Indigenous people in Canada 
want to develop an economic system that will improve their 
socioeconomic situation. However, he further explains that 
this also goes hand-in-hand with self-governance and self-
determination (Anderson, 1999). In other words, Indigenous 
people have to have meaningful control of their own lives, 
lands, and development. This was the bases of the findings of 
the Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada 
(1996) and later reaffirmed in the Harvard Project (Cornell & 
Kalt, 2010) and echoed in the United Nations Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (2007). However, self-
determination and self-governance has not happened for 
most Indigenous populations; and the gap between the 
wealthy and the poor has grown (World Bank Report, 2016), 
with Indigenous populations faring the worst. Development 
on a worldwide scale has not reduced poverty and in some 
countries has stopped altogether (United Nations 
Development Project, 2011). In Canada, Indigenous popula-
tions are still struggling to have clean water and adequate 
housing, let alone economic development, and wealth 
generation.

To understand this failure, one must first understand why  
there is ongoing mistrust and misunderstandings surrounding 
economic development. At the end of the Second World War, 
the Western imperative of modernizing the world through 
development prevailed (Coates, Nelson, & Fitzpatrick, 2018; 
Maddison, 2013). This dominant ideology held that capital-
ism would allow markets to develop worldwide and increase 
wealth and prosperity for all. On the contrary, this resulted in 
a widening of the income gap between the wealthy and the 
poor, which was especially pronounced among Indigenous 
populations (Coates et al., 2018; Gibson-Graham, 2002). As 
Former UN Special Rapporteur Rodolfo Stavenhagen (2014) 
states “not all poor people are Indigenous, but most 

Indigenous people are poor.” This development gap became 
increasingly apparent during the 1960s and 1970s when the 
concept of unequal exchange became evident. Many devel-
oping countries in Africa and Asia could not match the mar-
kets, capital, or the technological advantages of the western 
world (Maddison, 2013). Within the Canadian context, 
Indigenous people continued to be dispossessed of their 
lands and endured colonial assimilation through policies and 
practices such as residential schools, Sixties Scoop, and leg-
islation limiting rights to lands and resources.

Increasing globalization provided large corporations with 
the means to purchase abundant cheap labor in third world 
countries, leading to dramatically lower costs of manufactur-
ing (Maddison, 2013). This resulted in many nations being 
forced into a state of economic dependency on foreign aid, 
imports, resources, and multinational corporations. Although 
entire countries struggled to feed their populations, encour-
age economic growth, and create employment for their citi-
zens, foreign countries reaped the financial benefits on an 
unequal scale. Development also increased the need for 
resources and control of labor. Borrowing from Smith’s 
(1776) concept of primitive accumulation, corporations’ con-
trol of labor and goods resulted in a corporate primitive accu-
mulation. International organizations gained control of 
resources, labor, and markets despite national agendas. 
Consequently, governments and corporations pressured 
Indigenous populations to sell, relinquish, or leave their 
lands. This continues today as Indigenous populations are 
being dispossessed of their traditional territories worldwide. 
As a result, Indigenous peoples everywhere are facing vari-
ous political, economic, and policy challenges such as forced 
education, relocation, subsidization, and even genocide.

While many people may equate these policies to brutal 
dictatorships or non-democratic nations, some of the worse 
perpetrators of cultural assimilation and genocide are in fact 
the nation-states of the western world. Canada has a long and 
often violent history with Indigenous people. In Canada, 
forced relocations onto “reserves” segregated the Indigenous 
population and left them increasingly dependent on govern-
ment support (Helin, 2008). This form of relocation “for the 
good of the people” and “for the good of the nation” failed 
miserably and only created a much larger issue of depen-
dency for both communities and the state. Being segregated 
into reserves also removed opportunities for Indigenous peo-
ple to engage in economic activities and for many, economic 
isolation. Reserves became highly depressed areas filled 
with poverty and little hope of employment or education. 
Today, the highest suicide rates in Canada are on First 
Nations reserves. In some Inuit communities, youth suicide 
has reached a staggering 6% to 11% (Cutcliffe, 2005; 
Kirmayer et al., 2007).

Another important issue that has implications for eco-
nomic development was the implementation of church-run 
residential schools which began in the 1800s, with the last 
school closing in 1996 (Milloy, 2017). For Indigenous 
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people in Canada, this was a harrowing experience and 
embedded a further mistrust in the government and educa-
tional institutions. Research into residential schools is well 
documented (Aboriginal Healing Foundation, The Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission, Indian and Northern Affairs 
Canada) and shows an ongoing attempt by the Canadian gov-
ernment to assimilate children by removing them from 
their parents and forcing them to become “civilized” 
through education. The Anishinabek Nation’s Residential 
Commemoration project estimates that over 150,000 First 
Nations, Inuit, and Métis children aged 4 to 16 years old 
attended Indian residential schools in Canada (Anishinabek 
Nation, 2013). Many children did not survive these schools, 
and those who did, continue to be traumatized by the abuses 
they endured (Milloy, 2017). In 2008, Canada issued an 
official apology read by Prime Minister Stephen Harper. 
Despite this, the legacy of mistrust in the government, and 
more specifically the educational system, continued. Often 
stories were passed down from generation to generation, per-
petuating this mistrust. Other policies included the Sixties 
Scoop (Sinclair, 2007), which allowed the state to take 
Indigenous children from their families and adopt them into 
non-indigenous families to assimilate them. The government 
even sanctioned experimentation on malnutrition within the 
Indigenous population (Mosby, 2013). The stories of abuse 
and assimilation continue to be told by many, and researchers 
are uncovering more truths about Canada’s uncomfortable 
colonial history.

Given this brief and limited history presented, it is under-
standable that the question of economic development 
becomes clouded with a long mistrust of government, church, 
corporations, and even the general Canadian population. Yet, 
we still see the resilience and resistance of communities and 
nations seeking to maintain their own identity, language, and 
self-determination. Anishinaabe scholar Gerald Vizenor 
(2008) calls this survivance. Survivance is both resistance 
and survival together and moving away from the colonial 
dialogue of victimization and dominance to one of self-pres-
ervation and mutual understanding. This understanding 
includes economic activity, self-determination, and issues of 
development.

Newhouse (2004) describes Indigenous peoples’ desire to 
engage in the capitalistic economy of Canada, yet they want to 
maintain some sense of traditional values. In other words, 
communities want to engage in economic development on 
their own terms and maintain their traditional ways. Wuttunee 
(2004) discusses certain commonalities between Indigenous 
economic development and western approaches to economic 
development. Indigenous economic development still seeks to 
maintain traditional values and ideologies while engaging in 
economic activities. This retraditionalization (Newhouse, 
1992) or the return to Indigenous cosmologies and worldviews 
along with a reinforcement of cultural identities is increasingly 
asserted within concepts of business development. Indigenous 

economic development may be a blend of traditional and 
capitalist values (Wuttunee, 2004).

Today, there is an abundance of economic development 
opportunities for Indigenous communities across Canada. 
Unfortunately, there are ongoing pressures to engage in 
resource extraction as a means of development like the Ring 
of Fire, the Gateway Pipeline project, Kitimat Container 
Port, and other large-scale projects. Economic development 
does not only have to mean resource extraction, but it also 
includes a host of opportunities, investments, and commu-
nity-based businesses. However, Indigenous communities 
remain on guard to ensure that they are not simply shifting 
from an era of government dependency to one of corporate 
dependency. Indigenous people are concerned for the protec-
tion of their traditional territory, land, and their ways of liv-
ing with the land. They are also concerned with the general 
well-being of their communities and preservation of their 
culture.

Resistance and Renewal: Toward 
Economic Development

Policies still exist today to assimilate Indigenous people into 
the greater Canadian population. Land dispossession is still an 
issue within the Canadian context. Canadian’s highest courts 
are backlogged with Indigenous land claims to determine 
which land is considered Crown land and which is considered 
traditional Indigenous territory. Although there have been 
some advancements through the courts (Calder et al. v. B.C. 
attorney general, 1973; R. v. Sparrow, 1990; Delgamuukw v. 
British Columbia, 1997; R. v. Marshall, 1999; McIvor v. 
Canada, 2009), Canada’s approach to First Nations continues 
to legislate cultural identity through the Indian Act. This Act 
governs and regulates who is considered Indigenous, who has 
“status,” and to what community they belong through the 
Indian Register (Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development 
Canada, 2014). This colonial act has also created conflict and 
division among Indigenous communities regarding who is 
legitimately Indigenous. The Government of Canada and the 
Indian Act ties a limited financial dollar value to the social 
well-being of those who are registered members of a commu-
nity. In essence, this creates a conflict of interest for the com-
munity’s leadership to prevent new memberships, due to 
limited financial support. Yet, community leaders generally 
want their communities to grow and prosper while maintain-
ing traditional ways. This is an increasingly problematic issue 
with generations living off the reserve and in urban settings 
with little or unknown ties to reserve-based communities. In 
terms of economic development, the question of who benefits 
remains an issue as the divide between reserve and urban pop-
ulations grows.

To support a community control model of economic 
development, it first and foremost requires community con-
sent. Obtaining consent and negotiating the terms of the 
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development (should consent be granted) require full com-
munity participation realized through meaningful consulta-
tion and engagement (Sisco, 2014). Importantly, communities 
must be given a reasonable amount of time and support to 
understand, discuss, and consider the potential impacts and 
benefits of the proposed project with their extended networks 
(Sisco, 2014). Economic development outcomes within this 
model include equal revenue sharing, partnerships, and com-
munity control. It may also include limited economic 
encroachment and community-controlled economic devel-
opment, allowing communities to adjust to change and pro-
vide them with a more substantial control on land use and 
environmental impacts (Campbell, 1999). Unfortunately, 
this has often not been adopted and many communities are 
left out of revenue sharing while traditional lands are being 
exploited.

Indigenous resistance and pressures from human rights 
groups are slowly changing this assimilationist attitude of 
exploitation. New forms of self-governance and partnership 
agreements are being explored within Canada, including 22 
signed self-agreements involving over 35 communities 
across Canada (Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development 
Canada, 2014). In 2014, a landmark decision by the Supreme 
Court of Canada reaffirmed that the Tsilhqot’in Nation has 
inherent rights to traditional territory (Assembly of First 
Nations, 2014). Finally, the plausibility of a sovereign nation 
within a nation is being seriously discussed. “Self-
government agreements give Aboriginal groups greater con-
trol and law-making authority over a comprehensive range of 
jurisdictions, including governance, social and economic 
development, education, health, lands and more” (Assembly 
of First Nations, 2014).

The Government of Canada is also starting to move 
toward a more inclusive position recognizing inherent 
rights and titles over land. It also recognizes the duty to 
consult with communities as entrenched in Canada’s con-
stitution. In November 2004, the Standing Senate 
Committee on Aboriginal Peoples in Canada undertook a 
study of economic development within First Nations. The 
report stated that many First Nations peoples do not have 
adequate housing, clean water, or health care leaving them 
“far from realizing” meaningful economic development 
(Standing Senate Committee on Aboriginal Peoples, 2007). 
Specifically, the report stated that one of the major barriers 
to economic development was insufficient education and 
training, which has led to capacity challenges (Standing 
Senate Committee on Aboriginal Peoples, 2007). This was 
later echoed in the United Nations Human Rights Council’s 
report on the rights of Indigenous peoples in Canada 
(Anaya, 2014). Government-wide initiatives in education 
have been undertaken to increase the readiness of economic 
development within Indigenous communities. However, 
there is also a need to focus on economic readiness such as 
entrepreneurial growth, partnership development, and 

community-owned enterprises. A more holistic approach to 
community wellness and development is needed.

Capacity Development and the Role  
of Education

The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP, 2013) 
states that capacity development begins with education. The 
UNDP supports capacity development predominantly at the 
institutional level. This education process can take place at a 
school, organization, or through various engagement pro-
cesses and projects (UNDP, 2014). Yet, there is still a large 
gap in education between Canada’s general population and 
the Indigenous population (Sisco & Nelson, 2008). Although 
this gap is closing, there is a pressing need to continue to 
allow community input on education.

Economic development creates jobs, entrepreneurship 
opportunities, joint venture partnerships, and opportunities 
for revenue sharing. Unfortunately, for many communities, 
the capacity and knowledge base are limited. Education is 
needed to build capacity in overall governance, particularly in 
the areas of financial management. Tsimshian author Calvin 
Helin (2008) states that Indigenous people have been doing 
business for thousands of years. Although this is true, coloni-
zation has limited Indigenous peoples’ access to capital mar-
kets and their knowledge thereof (Sisco & Nelson, 2008). 
This is of course changing for some; however, for other com-
munities, the need for capacity building is immediate.

Within the Canadian context, several organizations have 
been established to help increase educational capacity within 
First Nations. The Council for the Advancement of Native 
Development Officers (CANDO) offers courses and univer-
sity-recognized certifications in economic development. 
Through their courses, an individual can attain the designa-
tions of Technician Aboriginal Economic Developer (TAED) 
or Professional Aboriginal Economic Developer (PAED) 
certification. This organization has also created a network of 
community Economic Development Officers (EDOs), along 
with others who support economic development, to provide 
support, advice, and guidance. Although the organization is 
continuing to build capacity, many communities simply do 
not have, or invest in, staff doing full-time economic devel-
opment. Often there is only one young development officer 
working tirelessly for their community. Another organization 
committed to capacity development is AFOA Canada (for-
merly the Aboriginal Financial Officers Association). Similar 
to CANDO, it offers courses and university-recognized cer-
tifications in the areas of financial management, administra-
tion, and governance. AFOA’s two designations are the 
Certified Aboriginal Financial Manager (CAFM) and the 
Certified Aboriginal Professional Administrator (CAPA). 
The AFOA also offers a network of chapters and member-
ships for support for those working in management, finance, 
and for many, economic development.
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The Government of Canada also has reformed education 
policies to accommodate the desire of communities for 
more control over curriculum, which has led to the incorpo-
ration of traditional knowledge and language. Edward 
Benton-Banai (2004) emphasizes that educational success 
depends on cultural relevance. This realization of educa-
tional control is becoming apparent in some communities, 
yet is far from being fully or widely implemented. Many 
Indigenous youth still must leave their communities and 
live away from their families to pursue an education 
(Assembly of First Nations and The Association of 
Universities and Colleges of Canada, 2014).

Today, many leaders and scholars are working toward 
increasing Indigenous access to business, public administra-
tion, and law. One common misconception about Indigenous 
peoples in Canada is that they are unilaterally anti-develop-
ment, and/or that they are passive victims of development. In 
reality, many Indigenous communities are actively developing 
economic development plans and engaging in partnerships 
with external business and governments. Yet, the National 
Aboriginal Economic Development Board (2015) shows that 
while there has been a slight gain in wealth generation between 
2006 and 2011, there remains a significant gap between 
Indigenous people and non-indigenous people in Canada. The 
economic potential of Indigenous people remains unrealized. 
Education rates are also increasing but still have significant 
gaps when compared with non-indigenous people (Indigenous 
and Northern Affairs Canada, Evaluation of the Impacts of 
Self-Government Agreements, 2016).

Colleges and universities in Canada are also beginning to 
take notice that the Indigenous population is the youngest 
and fastest growing population in Canada (Statistics Canada, 
2012), and that Indigenous students are increasingly study-
ing entrepreneurship, governance, public administration, and 
finance. This is beginning to increase the capacity for 
Indigenous economic development within communities. It is 
important to note that engagement in capitalism may be inev-
itable and for some even desirable. However, Indigenous 
people do not want to compromise their traditions, heritage, 
and values. Indigenous knowledge and practices can offer a 
strong foundation for socially responsible investments, 
entrepreneurship, and business partnerships (Nelson, 2010).

Conclusion: The Future and 
Collaborative Understanding

It is important to understand that Indigenous populations 
have their own governance, economic, and cultural systems 
that are based on their traditional knowledge and their rela-
tionship with their traditional territory. To move forward 
with economic development within Indigenous communi-
ties, both government and communities have to work 
together to increase capacity through education and foster an 
environment of entrepreneurial growth and business oppor-
tunities. Reconciliation is Canada’s new project that will 

require education, understanding, and be sustained for gen-
erations (Newhouse, 2017). Yet, this also comes with the rec-
ognition that communities must be involved in their own 
self-determination and self-governance. There has to be an 
understanding of the needs of a community and their con-
cerns regarding traditions and relationship to the land. 
Concepts such as environmental stewardship, generational 
investment, and cultural preservation have always been a 
commonality of Indigenous people. The concept of genera-
tional sustainability is one that takes time and serves the 
many generations to come. In terms of economic develop-
ment, this concept of generational sustainability is at odds 
with both governmental electoral timeframes and immediate 
corporate desires for profitability. Imagine a corporation fol-
lowing the Seven Generations Philosophy. This is a philoso-
phy that, in everything we do today, we must consider how it 
affects seven generations down the line. That is true sustain-
ability for generations and not simply immediate profit.

Today, there is renewed hope in truth and reconciliation 
within Canada. Never before has there been willingness from 
the Government, communities, and general population to 
move toward a fair and equal relationship.

For corporations, simply engaging with a community in 
dialogue is not enough. Corporations must recognize the 
relationships communities have with their environment, cul-
ture, nation, leadership, ancestors, future generations, spiri-
tuality, and to each other. Many Indigenous people in Canada 
are leveraging their inherent rights to land use and land 
claims to further their self-determination and self-sufficiency 
goals, that is, to protect and have stewardship over the land 
and its resources. Unfortunately, when talks of economic 
development happen, many erroneously think it is based on 
resource extraction. Economic development based on 
resource extraction, from an Indigenous perspective, comes 
with a price that is too high. Although some communities 
choose to engage in the extraction business, others refuse to, 
based on their traditional obligations to the land. To allow 
development on traditional territories, there is a need to reaf-
firm inherent rights as a culture and a nation to maintain 
stewardship of the land. This does not necessarily mean that 
they seek independent sovereignty. For some communities, 
this means they want to be a part of Canada, including its 
economy and remain under Canadian citizenship and laws. 
However, they want agreements to allow them to determine 
their own future as a participating and equal partner-nation 
within Canada. Many leaders, including Chief Yellowhead, 
want to be actively involved in decision-making for their 
own communities. They see opportunities but not at the 
price of the next generations’ future. Development therefore 
has to include the concept of generational sustainability to 
facilitate acceptance within Indigenous communities. This 
does not preclude profitability, but it may take a bit more 
time or closer relationships with governments to facilitate 
development. It will preclude for some, economic activity 
based on resource extraction to protect the values on 
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environmentalism held so dearly by many communities. 
When the waters are poisoned, and the trees are dying, we 
must listen. We can only wonder what Chief Yellowhead’s 
ancestors would say today. Perhaps, they would bring us to 
the river, suggest that we observe our environment, talk and 
listen to each other, and value each other’s views to make 
this a better place for everyone living here. This would bring 
us all to engage in a good way and embrace bimaadiziwin.
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