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Abstract 

Ontario’s 2017 Long-Term Energy Plan has identified the Wataynikaneyap Power transmission line as a 

priority project. The line will connect seventeen remote, off-grid, diesel-dependent First Nation 

communitiesin northwestern Ontario, Canada to the provincial grid. The province’s current energy 

mandates and policies commit program dollars to build the human capacities of the seventeen 

Wataynikaneyap Power communities through the Remote Electrification Readiness Program (RERP). 

This effort is part of growing interests, changing perspectives, and focus in the continuum of provincial 

strategies to encourage First Nations to meet their emerging energy transitional needs and to partake in 

the energy sector. 

Capacity-building challenges are unique in the Wataynikaneyap Power communities because they 

experience higher levels of poverty and socio economic inequities, are subjected to antiquated and unjust 

institutional structures, are following a legal and self-governance status, and are maintaining distinct 

cultures and ways of life. 

Capacity building as a concept is wide-ranging and offers a multitude of expressions and interpretations. 

For the Wataynikaneyap Power communities, capacity building has offered the opportunity to exert 

their inherent rights and to increase their participation in local and regional energy planning and 

development. 

This community-based research is derived from grassroots ethnographic community observation. 

Through a case study of one of the Wataynikaneyap Power communities, Poplar Hill First Nation, the 

paper will: a) elucidate a working example of an Indigenous capacity-building process through the 

RERP; b) demonstrate that capacity development is a key building block for self-determination and to 
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achieve energy sovereignty; and c) illustrate the broader scope of learnings and pathways to effective 

capacity building for Indigenous communities that will drive energy development initiatives and 

actions in Canada’s expansive energy sector.  

Keywords 

aboriginal peoples, capacity building, energy transition, ethnographic research, northwestern Ontario 

 

1. Introduction 

Poplar Hill First Nation in northwestern Ontario, Canada is one among the 25 remote First Nation 

communities that currently generate some or all of their electricity from diesel (AANDC & NRCan, 

2011). These First Nation communities are approaching their maximum diesel power generation 

capacityand this limitation is hindering their economic growth at all levels (Wataynikaneyap Power, 

2016). Therefore, there is an urgent need to minimize diesel dependency and load restrictions. A 

transmission line project for the remote First Nation communities has been identified as a priority project 

in Ontario’s Long-Term Energy Plan 2016 (OMoE, 2017). The Wataynikaneyap Power Transmission 

line, a First Nation-owned and led company has been chosen by the province to construct and operate 

the new transmission line and connect seventeen remote First Nation communities in northwestern 

Ontario to the provincial grid. It was a historic milestone and a proud moment for the First Nation 

people of northwestern Ontario when, in the summer of 2016, Wataynikaneyap Power, a First 

Nation-led transmission company in the province, was selected to connect remote First Nation 

communities and provide electricity to more than 10,000 people (Wataynikaneyap Power, 2016). The 

communities working together and controlling the development of infrastructure within their traditional 

lands is unprecedented and will hopefully act a catalyst for greater prosperity and economic 

self-determination. As Bill Sainnawap, Big Trout Lake First Nation says: 

“This is the first time we can take part in a project of this size and importance. Developing this project 

will provide our community a sense of pride and self-esteem that we can leverage for other projects”.  

Once this idea of constructing and operating the transmission line was conceived and well on its way to 

development, the ensuing challenge was to discuss potential challenges. Community capacity, presently 

inadequate to non-existent, was soon recognized as one of the urgent concerns. 

At this point, it is pertinent for all groups—academicians, policy-makers, investors, project proponents 

and other interested stakeholders involved—to have a collective understanding and clarity about what 

capacity building means in the context of Indigenous populations and their interactions and 

partnerships. This is also in recognition of and commitment to the legitimacy and primacy of 

community ownership, decision-making, and actions. Stevenson and Perreault (2008) show that 

Indigenous peoples view the issue of “capacity” as a two-way street emphasizing that both industry and 

government need to build their capacities for a broader approach and multiple perspectives. 

In a World Bank study (Uquillas & Martinez, 1995), capacity building is a generic understanding 

comprised of four inter-related elements: human development; the restructuring of institutions; political 
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leadership, and an insight that begins to incorporate strong human elements (Woons, 2014). Eade and 

Williams (1995) suggest that capacity building is the basis for development that strengthens people’s 

capacities to determine their own values and priorities and to organize themselves to act on them. Kusel 

(1996) considers “community capacity” as the collective ability of a community to respond to both 

external and internal stresses, to create and take advantage of opportunities, and to meet the needs of 

the community. Littlejohns and Thompson (2001) offer a similar viewpoint in that the degree to which 

a community can develop, implement and sustain actions allows greater control over its physical, social, 

economic and cultural environments. In principle, these variant viewpoints place the intended 

beneficiaries in the driver’s seat (O’Shaughnessy et al., 1999). Building capacity is about social 

change—when effective, it is transformative and forms the basis for self-determination (Missens, 2008; 

Fletcher et al., 2008). Taylor (2003) asserts that capacity building is underpinned by principles of 

self-determination and is an important measure and step, especially in marginalized populations (Smith 

et al., 2003). Five Nations Energy Inc., founded in 2001, offers an example of a First Nation-owned 

licensed electricity Transmission Company (Chilton, 2012). Developing local capacities to operate the 

system today is the company’s biggest strength. Missens (2008) asserts that capacity is the combination 

of people, institutions, resources, organizational abilities, authority, and practices that enable First 

Nation communities to reach their own goals. This leads to a discussion on a holistic approach to 

building capacities. Past research provides generic typologies of capacity resources that can be adopted 

for the energy sector, including: 

 Human resources: skills, knowledge, education, leadership ability; 

 Institutional resources: governance and management systems; 

 Knowledge resources: databases, baselines, traditional knowledge systems; 

 Social resources: community cohesion, partnerships and networks, interpersonal relationships, 

trust; 

 Physical resources: infrastructure, buildings, technology, roads; 

 Cultural resources: traditions and values, land ethic, lifestyle; 

 Natural resources: land, forests, water, wildlife, ecosystems; and 

 Financial resources: capital and project funding.  

These resource types are inter-dependent and overlapping and require addressing gaps in all types of 

resources. Additional resources in the context of First Nation energy development include the 

foundational components of Aboriginal and treaty rights and title, leadership, community governance 

frameworks, and political will (Kepkey, 2007).  

Community preparedness and building local capacities are required to maximize the opportunities that 

the Wataynikaneyap transmission line will provide. It requires the communities to be ready to take up 

employment openings, spin-off businesses, and entrepreneurial prospects. Ontario, through the 

Ministry of Indigenous Relations and Reconciliation, announced remote electrification readiness grants 

to assist the seventeen northwestern remote First Nations’ plan for grid connection. The one million 
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dollar per year Remote Electrification Readiness Program (RERP), covering the three-year period from 

2014-2017, was then created to assess the employment, economic, business and training gaps of the 

seventeen communities (Wataynikaneyap Power, 2016). The RERP is part of the Ontario government’s 

economic plan for supporting strong and healthy First Nation communities, by investing in people’s 

talents and skills and creating a dynamic, supportive environment where the economy thrives. In the 

context of developing community capacities, it is important to acknowledge not just the end goal but 

also the process. The RERP, though a top-down framework, helps the remote First Nation communities 

develop their own readiness plans that include the following process: (i) identifying community 

resources, (ii) undertaking a gap analysis and prioritizing community needs, (iii) developing an action 

plan to leverage programs, services and community resources to address identified gaps/community 

needs, and (iv) implementation and ongoing monitoring. The effectiveness of the RERP in articulating 

the nexus between sustainable energy transition and enhanced capacities in fostering self-determination 

has yet to be analyzed.  

This paper illustrates a working example of an Indigenous approach derived from a western RERP 

framework. Extensive participatory and collaborative grassroots methods assessing needs resulted in 

identifying the gaps in community capacity. The process allowed the communities to understand their 

own capacity strengths and weaknesses. The assessments were based on a community-driven 

preparedness approach in addressing local transitional emerging issues and in building their capabilities 

and confidence. Further, the knowledge and skills gaps identified as necessary for building the 

transmission line had the potential to be transferable to other infrastructure-related jobs. Although the 

outcomes and changes may not be measurable for several years after the implementation of a community 

project (Paradis et al., 2005), growth in community capacity can be documented throughout the 

community-based project (Smith et al., 2003).  

The outcome of the paper demonstrates that developing capacities is a key building block for Poplar 

Hill’s self-determination and energy sovereignty. The paper concludes by summarizing the broader 

scope of learnings and pathways to effective capacity building for remote Indigenous communities in 

driving initiatives and actions for local energy development and services and in the far-reaching 

landscape of the energy sector.  

 

2. Methodology 

Ethnography-based participant observation, the approach taken in this research, offers some guiding 

principles (Atkinson & Hammersley, 1998). These include: an emphasis on exploring and experiencing 

the energy transition process without deciphering theories; working with the flow of information and 

narratives generated and not with structured data formats and figures; and making a unique attempt to 

create ethnography-based knowledge that may potentially be not quantifiable or statistical. 

DeWalt and DeWalt (2002) believe that participant observation as a research method helps to provide a 

holistic and objective understanding of the context and phenomenon under study. Finally, Krupa (2012) 
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affirms that such a process offers communities an opportunity to express their Indigenous Development 

vision, which can provide a possible template for other aspiring communities. 

Northern Chiefs Council, Keewaytinook Okimakanak (KO) and Keewaytinook Okimakanak Research 

Institute (KORI), the research department of the Tribal Council and the Indigenous research partners 

for this study, acknowledge the benefits of grassroots, community-based research (KORI, 2012). In 

keeping with this, the Northern Chiefs Council enabled the research to access open houses held in 

Poplar Hill, attend capacity workshops, have informal discussions with a variety of community 

members and individuals holding energy files, and, finally, access a broad range of grey materials. This 

paper acknowledges the association and contribution of the Northern Chiefs Council, KORI and the 

Poplar Hill community.  

A key element in the RERP process was collecting the community demographic baselines from 

Statistics Canada and community-wide surveys. A review of existing data was also undertaken to avoid 

duplication of efforts, identifying the data gaps, and also to validate the data received from the 

cross-section of sources. Statistic Canada data posed advantages and disadvantages. The data were 

readily available and inexpensive due to online public access; however; acquiring up-to-date census 

statistics was a challenge as the mandatory long-form census was replaced in 2011 with a voluntary 

National Household Survey, leading many to question the reliability of the census data (Hulchanski et 

al., 2013). Another problem was that many Indigenous communities, for various reasons, are 

improperly counted. This makes data analysis and comparisons from one census year to another 

difficult (Southcott, 2009). The community survey, on the other hand was found to be more reliable as 

they were done by “one among us” with localized information access. The surveys extended to beyond 

data collection. Ground-reality insights on motivational factors and challenges in acquiring 

employment skills were solicited. 

Once the demographic baselines were collected, asset and business directory information was collected 

through surveys, meetings, and workshops from December 2015 to June 2016. K-NET2 designed the 

online database and interface http://wataytraining.knet.ca for easy access and to complete the online 

surveys. The analysis of the data collated were downloaded in the CSV format and as Microsoft Excel 

sheets. The extensive data gathered provided a clear picture of the community’s training needs and 

expectations (KORI 2017b). The results of the RERP process was as shared and discussed with the 

Poplar Hill community through a workshop in an open house 

 

3. Why Build the Capacities of Poplar Hill First Nation?  

Poplar Hill is an Anishinaabe (Ojibway) community <http://poplarhill.firstnation.ca/> located 

approximately 120 km north of Red Lake by the Berens River near the Ontario-Manitoba border. The 

community is accessible year-round by air, with limited seasonal winter road access. The 

diesel-dependent community has been facing energy challenges for decades. The on-reserve population 

of 473 people (Statistics Canada, 2016) lives on a land base of 702 hectares in size with minimal and 
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basic infrastructure facilities and services. The community experiences a high level of poverty (Note 3) 

due to remoteness, lack of economic opportunities, a shortage of trained workers, a unique legal status 

and self-governance that is consistent with their status; and very distinct cultural values and lifestyle. 

These distinctive aspects are different than those for non-First Nation communities and their 

governments. Poplar Hill, along with Nishnawbe Aski Nation (NAN) communities, is presently 

negotiating a form of self-government (Note 5) with the federal government. This is important to note 

as it has resulted in the community being proactive and taking responsibility for on-reserve operations. 

Jurisdiction over “Indians, and Lands reserved for the Indians” vests with the federal Crown by virtue 

of subsection 91(24) of the Constitution Act, 1867. According to the Act, energy and electricity are the 

responsibility of the provinces and territories. The Government of Canada is responsible for on-reserve 

governance, but the Province of Ontario is responsible for energy development on provincial Crown 

lands. Wataynikaneyap Power communities, including Poplar Hill, are taking the lead on the provincial 

1,500 km new Wataynikaneyap Power transmission line indicated in Figure 1. Fifty-one percent of the 

project is owned by 22 First Nations (Wataynikaneyap Power, 2016). 

 

 
Figure 1. Watay Power Transmission Line Communities (Ontario Ministry Energy, 2017) 
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The project is expected to generate significant economic benefits for First Nations, northwestern 

Ontario, and the rest of Canada more broadly. During the construction period alone, roughly 261 jobs in 

northwestern Ontario and almost 769 across Canada are expected to be created (Pricewaterhouse 

Coopers LLP, 2015). Once operational, the project will help alleviate the load growth restrictions that 

hinder economic growth. Other significant socioeconomic benefits will include: lower cost of service; 

ongoing economic impacts from increased economic growth; increased energy availability and quality; 

decreased emissions; improved health outcomes; avoided diesel spills; and improved quality of life 

(Wataynikaneyap Power Project, 2015). 

Poplar Hill, in preparation for the transition from the diesel-dependent energy systems to being 

connected to the grid, assessed employment, economic, business and training gaps through the RERP. 

The aim was to prepare the community for the transmission line construction, to ensure maximum 

employment and business benefits, and to enhance readiness for future energy and other development 

projects. The RERP pathway indicated in Figure 2 included: 

1) Acquiring community baseline information and developing a resources/assets inventory; 

2) Developing a community needs assessment and undertaking gap analysis; 

3) Developing a community readiness action plan; and 

4) Implementing and carrying out the readiness plan through hands-on training. 

 

 

Figure 2. RERP Project Pathways (Wataynikaneyap Power, 2016; KORI, 2017b) 

 

The RERP hired a community worker in Poplar Hill, who was provided with a range of information, 

resources, and tools to assist the community through the transition to the point of being “ready”. Active 

dialogues and discussions ensued on emerging transitional issues including post-grid local operations, 

roles, responsibilities, expectations, billing, payments, and connections rates. Perspectives were shared 

on a wide array of socio-economic impacts and changes due to the transmission lines that called for 

urgent coordinated actions. The holistic and concerted approach by the community was a positive step 

forward towards sustainable post-transmission operations and management. 

Through the RERP, Poplar Hill got the opportunity to deliberate on alternative energy solutions as well. 

They consulted relevant agencies including the service provider, Hydro One Remote Communities Inc. 

and the regulators (Note 6)—Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada, Independent Electricity Systems 



http://www.scholink.org/ojs/index.php/se                 Sustainability in Environment                     Vol. 3, No. 2, 2018 

184 
Published by SCHOLINK INC. 

Operator, and the Ontario Energy Board on the Ontario Electricity Support Program—on retrofitting, 

improving energy efficiency, promoting energy conservation, the adoption of renewable energy, and the 

mechanisms for energy planning decisions to support local economic development. 

 

4. Key Findings 

4.1 Community Baseline  

The baselines established highlighted opportunities to explore where, why and how change and 

transition need to happen in Poplar Hill. This included general demographic characteristics such as 

population trends, labour force activity, the age structure of communities, and educational and income 

levels. Baselines articulated values and assessed current weaknesses/issues and their root causes. The 

process in spired a readiness action plan.  

Demographics: Since the 1970s and earlier, the community has experienced tremendous growth, 

despite out-migration. Children between the ages of 0-15 make up 83% of the total population, 

reflecting a young population (Statistic Canada, 2016), a differing factor from the non-Aboriginal 

population, which, in addition to a declining population, is aging (Southcott, 2007).  

Labour Force: A proper understanding of the existing labour force conditions came from the RERP 

Community Survey. The current “official statistics” were recorded from the 2006 Census and so must 

be assessed with caution. The job situations vary considerably and are seasonal. The labour force data 

collected do not account for seasonal variations or rapid shifts in employment. This is especially 

problematic for Poplar Hill and other Indigenous communities in northern Ontario where seasonal 

wage-labour positions are common (KORI, 2017b). As such, census labour force data for employment 

and unemployment rates have many problems associated with them. It is advisable to avoid 

generalizations about unemployment rates based solely on census rates. Participation rates, which 

include those working and those unemployed, are more reliable as they are less likely to be affected by 

seasonal variations. 

As is the case for occupations, community readiness can be partially assessed by a knowledge of the 

industries in which people living in the community have experience. Table 1 lists the five most 

important industry categories in Poplar Hill. The largest single source of employment is public 

administration, followed by health care and social assistance. 
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Table 1. Employment Breakdown by Industry in Poplar Hill (KORI, 2017a) 

Governance/Band 

Office 

Educational 

services 

Health care 

and social 

assistance 

Tikinagan 

Child & 

Family 

Services 

Police MTO 

Airport 

80 22 25 6 2-4 2 

 

There is potential to extend this industry base to community energy projects as there is unused labour 

available, especially the young population in Poplar Hill and the Wataynikaneyap communities. As 

Jacob Strang, Deputy Chief, Poplar Hill First Nation says: “The Wataynikaneyap Power project 

provides a future for our community’s youth with job creation”. 

Education: The data presented in Table 2 refer to levels of education in Poplar Hill. The experiences of 

many community members in residential schools has led to a widespread rejection of established 

formal institutions of education. Statistics Canada 2016 census record 92% of non-Indigenous young 

adults (pp. 20-24) having at least a high school certificate compared to only 48% living on reserve 

(Richards, 2017). Given this history, it is not surprising that the levels of formal education are low. 

Commito (2015) asserts that Aboriginal education continues to be a primary concern for the province at 

large.  

 

Table 2. Formal Education Level in Poplar Hill (Statistics Canada, 2016) 

Total population 

15 and over 

No certificate, 

diploma or degree

High school 

certificate or 

equivalent 

Apprenticeship or 

trades certificates 

or diploma 

University degree

285 260 10  15 0 

 

Resource and Asset Inventory: Poplar Hill did a very detailed data collection about their assets that was 

compiled into a local business directory. It was identified that there will be business opportunities to fill 

some of the sub-contract employment positions during the construction phase of the project. These 

business opportunities will be addressed in a complementary initiative on business readiness support. 

This initiative will assist individuals and the community to expand or start businesses, providing them 

the training and tools needed to capitalize on opportunities and, as well, identifying structures of 

partnerships or joint ventures businesses. 

4.2 Needs Assessments 

The needs analysis identified the employment opportunities for the construction of the transmission 

lines. This included all the positions, their responsibilities, and requirements.  

Power Tel Utilities Contractors Ltd., chosen by Wataynikaneyap Power in 2017 to build the first stage 



http://www.scholink.org/ojs/index.php/se                 Sustainability in Environment                     Vol. 3, No. 2, 2018 

186 
Published by SCHOLINK INC. 

of the transmission project, developed the Power Line Employment Needs report identifying a number 

of requirements for prospective employees of the powerline company, as well as for sub-contracted 

positions. Additionally, some of the identified positions offered “on-the-job training”, supporting the 

job types that includes DZ Driver’s License, Workplace Hazardous Materials Information System 

(WHIMS), First Aid and CPR, MOL Safety Awareness, rescue techniques, on-site orientations, 

chainsaw training, and environmental management. Job qualifying requirements included a minimum 

age of 18 years, formal education with minimum Grade 10, Grade 12/GED requirements, language 

proficiency, a driver’s license, trade certifications, and previous experience.  

4.3 Gap Analysis 

The baselines, community survey responses, and the needs analysis identified the gaps and the 

resources needed in Poplar Hill, specifically identifying: 

• employment opportunities; 

• potential benefits to be gained in terms of business by the communities; 

• recommended means such as schooling, training, and investment to close the capacity and 

resources gaps; 

• location of potential employers and business operations; and 

• community support infrastructure needed, including programs and physical assets. 

Community survey results indicate: 

Unemployment Level & Basic Education: 34% of survey respondents of all age groups are unemployed 

and 39% are seeking employment. 

Basic education upgrades will be required for Poplar Hill to capitalize on the Wataynikaneyap 

construction opportunities. To be eligible for the majority of the employment opportunities, Grade 10 is 

mandatory. More than 18% of the workforce population will need to upgrade to Grade 10 and for some 

of the higher-level jobs, Grade 12/GED is required to be eligible for direct employment opportunities. 

Language Skills: English language skill was not a survey topic so the overall oral and written English 

language level could not be assessed, nor how those levels might relate to the PowerTel language 

requirement. It can be assumed that the Grade 10 requirement is closely associated with English 

language skills and so will be a minimum requirement. 

Driver’s license: The majority of the identified employment opportunities require an Ontario driver’s 

license. Only 15% of people surveyed indicated that they have their driver’s license. Obtaining a driver 

education course and testing will directly increase an individual’s employability. 

Training Courses Completed: Some community members identified completing PowerTel listed 

“on-the-job training courses”. These certifications area step ahead, although some may need 

re-certification to update their certification.  

Trade Certifications: For the transmission construction and sub-contracted specialized positions there 

are certain trade certifications that are required to gain employment: project managers, powerline 

technicians, crane operators, equipment operators, and mechanics. The sub-contracted positions 
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requiring a trade certification are equipment rental, civil works, right-of-way clearing, feller buncher 

operator, skidder operator, chainsaw operator, logging, camp operations manager, camp cleaning staff, 

camp maintenance, camp food preparation, camp food services supply, heavy equipment haulers, and 

helicopter services. Many community members have identified having related past work experience in 

an outdoor setting indicating comfort on the land or “bush” type positions. For such mature members, 

Prior Learning Assessment & Recognition (PLAR) could be considered a more meaningful way to 

recognize life experience. 

Previous Work Experience: A high number of community members identified food preparation services, 

including catering traditional food and selling food plates. These skills may translate into employment 

opportunities in camp food preparation and camp food service supply. “Security” and “guard” work 

done in the past will translate well into security employment in a Wataynikaneyap construction camp. 

Training location is important to consider in relation to childcare options, travel costs, and time away 

from family. These considerations are also relevant when looking at job site locations for designing 

training action plans. Local in-community training was indicated as the easiest and most popular 

option. 

 

5. Case Study Discussions: Capacity Building and Energy Sovereignty 

The central theme of education and skills for the economic, social, and cultural base has been through 

their traditional subsistence activities, a foundation laid over thousands of years upon which Poplar Hill 

exists. In the past, there were few incentives for the community to obtain industrially-related skills and 

formal education. However, over time, there is an increased interest in developmental activities. New 

opportunities have emerged with local energy development projects.  

Throughout the culturally-grounded RERP process and an intensive community engagement process, a 

wealth of information was collected to prepare the community for continued actions. Many of the 

dynamics, strengths, weaknesses, critical gaps, and preferences of Poplar Hill and Wataynikaneyap 

communities emerged. This is most evident as the RERP was mobilized in, by, for, and with the 

communities. The communities’ pursuit of self-determination emphasized their stand in addressing 

energy challenges through their own priorities and agenda. Leadership and local champions at various 

level shave played a key role. Community Elders, tribal councils, community chiefs and band councils, 

and Wataynikaneyap Power’s governing board in spired all involved to take responsibilities and 

actions. 

The RERP initiative will result in tangible benefits. However, the case study on Poplar Hill provides a 

number of recurring themes on capacity building that will need attention for sustained energy 

transition: 

a. Develop a community technical pool: The lack of training on energy-related themes within the 

community will continue to remain a limiting factor for increased and sustained professional 
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participation in the energy sector. The RERP needs to address vocational, hands-on skills development 

and formal technical training in community energy planning. 

b. Build institutional capacities: Human resources emerge as a central theme of the capacity 

literature in general and specifically in the RERP process. However, the focus is on the individual. The 

thinking is that if members of the community get the training, skills, and acumen they need, they could 

improve their lives and also become part of the local energy development. However, little or no 

attention is given to the larger collective or social context in which the individual resides. This calls for 

appropriate institutional support and conditions to entrench individual capacities into community 

institution capacities. Human capacities need to align with the overall development of physical 

resources such as infrastructure, technology, telecom, and internet that are linked to energy operations 

and management. These are additional areas of capacity needs for Indigenous communities.  

c. Integrate transferable skills: Energy-related opportunities can be integrated with various 

sectors in the community, including transportation, land use, and resource and economic development. 

It is beneficial to build transferable capacities to integrate in to broader comprehensive community 

development plans. 

d. Towards sustained funding programs: The population in Poplar Hill is young and growing and 

is comparable to the Indigenous population in the rest of Canada. Capacity building programs for these 

populations are grossly underfunded. Access to capacity funds is obtained via a competitive, 

proposal-driven process whereby funding is limited in scope and duration. Budgets and the flexibility 

of programs, though being increased substantially, have to be commensurate with the need of 

communities to participate in the energy sector economy in a sustained manner. Further, accessing 

government funding is a two-way street. Implementing energy actions will require understanding of 

governmental funding landscapes that come with a range of existing institutional barriers. The RERP 

needs to include financial acumen. 

e. Be receptive to formal work cultures: Traditional subsistence economies are increasingly 

giving way to formal employment and business opportunities. Potentially, there will be different 

sources of income generation and schedules of work. The RERP, while incorporating Indigenous values 

and orientations, must prepare, or “culturally train” community workers to effectively manage the 

challenges that come with regulated workplaces, including accepting responsibility or accountability.  

f. Include cultural and territorial contexts: Finally, part of developing human capacities is to 

consciously integrate Indigenous rights for community identity, self-determination, and energy 

sovereignty. 
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6. Pathways to Effective Capacity Building for Indigenous Communities for Local Energy 

Actions 

First Nation people and their governments position their developments within their aspirations for 

sovereignty and jurisdiction. Their capacity building is focused on meeting sacred, customary and legal 

responsibilities associated with their sovereignty (Missens, 2008). Thus, understanding the relationship 

between a community energy project, such as Wataynikaneyap Power, and sovereignty is not simply a 

matter of defining and measuring tangible indicators or factors. This was evident throughout the RERP 

process at Poplar Hill. The relationship in its contemporary manifestation requires one to see the 

historical context that provides a foundation for understanding both this relationship and the continued 

existence of Indigenous marginalized communities in Canada. It allows us to see how the destruction of 

local capacity building has affected the community’s ability to make decisions and address their current 

energy insecurities. Any well-intentioned actions and initiatives will fail if they do not support and 

align with the cultural development of the community by deliberately building on the specific values 

and preferences of the communities. In conclusion, the RERP process provided a broader scope of 

learning and pathways for Indigenous capacity building in the energy sector, as follows: 

 

 
Figure 3. Relationship of Core and Broader Capacities Required for Indigenous Empowerment 

and Sustainability (Adapted from Stevenson and Perreault, 2008) 

 

 Looking internally: Recognizing the existing capacities is a critical first step. New capacities are 

to be built on the foundations of prevailing capacities and acknowledging life experiences.  

 Sustained outcomes: A long-term community energy planning vision is a vision of 

community-level capacity. Figure 3 illustrates that current capacity building efforts, no matter how 

successful, target only a limited number of the capacity requirements in the energy sector. The issue of 

capacity in this context and collective responses, actions, and relationships need to consider dimensions 

such as scope (e.g., engagement, representation, decision-making), scale of sustainability (individual, 

community, regional), and duration of engagement (short- and long-term). 
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 A stakeholder-wide approach: Building Indigenous capacities and creating effective 

institutional arrangements are inextricably linked. Creating integrated and adaptive institutions of 

knowledge and practice will not happen by themselves: “They require motivated people, with 

awareness of their own standpoints and biases, a commitment to find common grounds” (Wilkinson et 

al., 2007). Thus, building capacities will have to be a commitment for both Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous players involved in new institutions and energy programs in an environment of mutual 

respect and equality. Additionally, institutional barriers have to be minimized or removed for 

Indigenous communities to take responsibilities for building their own capacities. Policies and 

procedures must adequately finance and resource Indigenous communities to create their own 

energy-related programs. 

 Holistic capacities: The capacity building process should integrate other potential areas of focus 

in the energy sector including financial management, institutional arrangements, infrastructure 

resources, social capital, natural resources capital, and knowledge systems. A holistic approach is 

essential in the context of Indigenous communities.  

 Respect cultural diversity: Indigenous communities are distinct and unique. Each community 

will likely differ with respect to their viewpoints on social, cultural, and economic sustainability. A 

one-size-fits-all approach will not be effective. Also, it is worthwhile to note that different people 

within those communities present distinctly different opportunities and challenges for capacity building. 

It is important to understand, respect, and account for “culturally appropriate” approaches in 

capacity-building initiatives. Cultural fit is a key component in any capacity-building initiative, 

especially so for Indigenous peoples. Integrating cultural capacity as a resource in local energy 

planning is imperative and should not be ignored. 

 Collective benefits: Finally, it is important to acknowledge that building Indigenous capacities in 

the energy sector is in the collective interests of both the Province of Ontario and the Government 

Canada for long-term sustainable ecological, social, and economic outcomes. Strong, vibrant 

Indigenous communities are a winning solution for all Canadians. 

Community-based initiatives such as the RERP direct attention to collective impacts on both individual 

and community well-being. Enhancing community capacities through resource mobilization, 

organization and frameworks of actions contribute to self-determination. This paper informs researchers, 

grassroots development practitioners, and policymakers about the enterprise of Indigenous capacity 

building and how it holds the key to broader goals and out comes in breaking down barriers to 

employment, for fair chances, and for creating opportunities to participate in the pan-Canadian energy 

sector. 
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Notes 

Note 1. There are several terms in usage to describe Indigenous peoples in Canada. “First Nations” are 

those Status Indians governed under the Indian Act and residing on federally-owned reserve lands set 

aside for First Nations. “Aboriginal” is the term used in section 35 of the Constitution Act, 1982 

inclusive of “Indians, Inuit and Métis”. “Indigenous” is commonly used in the international arena as in 

the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, but is also becoming more popular 

as a term preferred by Indigenous peoples and acknowledged now by the federal government in its 

renaming of the ministry responsible for Aboriginal affairs to Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada 

(INAC). 

Note 2. K-Net is a unique First Nation-owned and operated ICT Service Provider leading the way for 

rural and remote First Nations of Ontario into the ever-growing world of information communication 

technologies. Based out of Sioux Lookout, Ontario, K-Net materializes a wide range of capacity 

building services visualized by First Nations, such as cellular service, broadband connectivity, and 

online applications (http://knet.ca/). 

Note 3. The Indigenous Peoples in Canada has been and continues to be impacted by colonization with 

on-going process of deliberate displacement, cultural aggression, and systemic oppression. The 

continued exploitation, marginalization, and colonization has resulted in current day consequences 
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(Yee, 2015). The creation of early treaties between European and Indigenous Peoples promising land 

and educational, financial, and infrastructural resources were never delivered (Alfred, 2009; Allan & 

Smylie, 2015). Countless attacks on land, community, and identity are at the root of the plight facing 

many Indigenous communities today, including housing shortages, lack of clean water, lack of access 

to education, and inadequate health care (Allan & Smylie, 2015). 

Note 4. Nishnawbe Aski Nation (NAN), a political territorial organization representing 49 First Nation 

communities within northern Ontario, including Poplar Hill First Nation is negotiating self-governance 

agreements under the 1995 Inherent Rights Policy (IRP). The return to self-government is seen as 

foundational to nation building and critical to communities that want to contribute to and participate in 

the decisions that affect their lives (NAN, 2018). 

Note 5. Canada’s Aboriginal Peoples had their own established political systems and institutions before 

the arrivals of the Europeans. They were self-governing, an inherent right given to them by the Creator 

and not granted by any government. The Indian Act, 1876 dismantled these traditional systems of 

governance and imposed federal bureaucracy (now Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada) on 

individuals and communities. Further, the Canada’s first constitution in 1867, The British North 

America Act (repatriated in 1982) gave the federal government the authority to apply Euro-Canadian 

ideals, policies and laws on Aboriginal societies (Missens, 2008). These acts hinders the Indigenous 

peoples’ ability to make their own decisions. The report of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal 

Peoples (2010) sketches the social, health, economic and governance problems that confront many 

Indigenous communities in their internal management. This single theme dominates hundreds of RCAP 

recommendations: “Aboriginal Peoples must have room to exercise their autonomy and structure their 

own solutions. The pattern of debilitating and discriminatory paternalism that has characterized federal 

policy for the past 150 years must end. Aboriginal people cannot flourish if they are treated as wards, 

incapable of controlling their own destiny …”. 

Note 6. Canada’s main federal energy regulatory agency is the National Energy Board. Other federal 

departments or ministries involved in the energy sector include Natural Resources Canada and 

Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada, now split into two departments: Indigenous Services Canada 

and Crown-Indigenous Relations and Northern Affairs Canada. In the Province of Ontario, the Ministry 

of Energy oversees the electricity sector and issues directives to the Independent Electric System 

Operator (IESO) for generation, transmission, management and conservation. The Ontario Energy 

Board is the regulator of the electricity sector. Ontario Power Generation—a Crown 

corporation—owns and operates more than half of Ontario’s electricity generating assets. The local 

distribution company providing electricity utility service to remote communities is Hydro One Remote 

Communities Inc., a subsidiary of the Hydro One Inc., that manages and enforces a variety of 
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regulations pertaining to electricity supply and distribution, upgrades and maintenance, reliability, 

safety, accessibility, conservation, and billing services (Hydro One, 2009). 

 

 

 


