
Urgent Need,
Serious Opportunity:
Towards a New Social
Model for Canada’s
Aboriginal Peoples

Frances Abele

CPRN Social Architecture Papers
Research Report F|39
Family Network

April 2004



 

Canadian Policy Research Networks Inc. (CPRN) 
600 – 250 Albert Street, Ottawa, Ontario  K1P 6M1 

Tel:  (613) 567-7500   Fax:  (613) 567-7640 
Web Site:  http://www.cprn.org 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Urgent Need, Serious Opportunity: 
Towards a New Social Model for 

Canada’s Aboriginal Peoples 
 
 
 
 

By 
 

Frances Abele  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CPRN Social Architecture Papers 
Research Report F|39 
Family Network 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

© 2004 Canadian Policy Research Networks Inc. 





 

Contents 
 
 
Boxes and Tables ....................................................................................................................... ii 
Foreword .................................................................................................................................... iii 
Executive Summary .................................................................................................................. v 
 
 
1.0 Introduction ...................................................................................................................... 1 
 1.1 The Analytical Challenge ......................................................................................... 2 
 
2.0 Who are the Aboriginal People? ..................................................................................... 5 
 2.1 Overall Size and Proportion ...................................................................................... 6 
 2.2 Age Structure ............................................................................................................ 6 
 2.3 Where Aboriginal People Live ................................................................................. 7 
 
3.0 The Relative Well-being of Aboriginal People in Canada ................................................ 8 
 
4.0 The Context for Reform and Renewal ........................................................................... 10 
 
5.0 Overview of Social Welfare Provision for Aboriginal People ...................................... 13 
 5.1 The New Approach ................................................................................................... 14 
 5.2 Income Maintenance ................................................................................................. 15 
 5.3 Education .................................................................................................................. 19 
 5.4 Health ........................................................................................................................ 21 
 
6.0 Aboriginal People and the New Social Architecture .................................................... 24 
 
 
Bibliography .............................................................................................................................. 29 
Appendix 1 ................................................................................................................................. 35 
Appendix 2 ................................................................................................................................. 39 
Appendix 3 ................................................................................................................................. 41 
Advisory Team .......................................................................................................................... 43 
Our Support .............................................................................................................................. 45 

i 



Boxes and Tables 
 
Box 1 Emergent Policy Rationales in 2004 ....................................................................... 26 
 
Table 1 New and Old Policy Models ................................................................................... 25 

Table 2 Population Reporting Aboriginal Identify, 2001 .................................................... 36 

Table 3 Major Groups of Aboriginal People, by Type of Residence, 2001 ........................ 37 

Table 4 Median Age in 2001 (in Years) .............................................................................. 37 

Table 5 Twenty Largest Bands in Canada, December 31, 2002 .......................................... 38 

Table 6 Improvements in Life Expectancy for Aboriginal People ...................................... 39 

Table 7 Self-rated Health Status by Age and Sex, Aboriginal Identify Population, 
Non-reserve, 2001 ................................................................................................... 39 

Table 8 Percentage of Population Diagnosed with Diabetes, 2001 ..................................... 40 

Table 9 Percentage of Population with Chronic Conditions, Non-reserve Population, 
15 Years and Over, 2001 ........................................................................................ 40 

Table 10 Comparison of Band, Province and DIAND Administered Funds, 
 1991-92 to 2001-02.................................................................................................. 41 

ii 



 

Foreword 
 
In every society, there are four sources of well-being for citizens: market income, non-market 
care and support within the family, state-sponsored services and income transfers, and 
community services and supports. The roles and responsibilities of actors in markets, states, 
communities and families vary considerably from one country to another, and they can change 
over time. Certainly, all four sources of well-being have been transformed by economic, 
demographic, political and social trends both within and beyond Canada’s borders in recent 
years.  
 
During the 1940s, as government leaders looked ahead to the post-war period, they were 
convinced that fundamental changes would be needed to ensure that Canada would avoid another 
Depression and begin to create a better life for all Canadians. They therefore commissioned 
Leonard Marsh, a young McGill professor who was an advisor to the federal Committee on Post-
War Reconstruction, to write a report on social security for Canada. Marsh had been educated in 
England and was influenced by William Beveridge, the architect of the British welfare regime. 
The Marsh Report, as we have come to call it, was published in 1943 and had a major impact on 
the design of Canada’s social policies over the next three decades.  
 
Since 1980, governments have tinkered with many of the policies put in place in the first two 
decades after the war. They have recognized the existence of new realities and tried to address 
them. But the underlying principles governing the roles for market, family, communities and 
state have not been thoroughly discussed since the years of the Marsh Report. Canada again, 
therefore, needs to go back to first principles. CPRN has commissioned the Social Architecture 
Papers, a series of nine research reports, all designed to undertake a serious look at these issues. 
Some research reports examine Canada’s history and others look to the experience of 
neighbouring countries and jurisdictions. Two take a more in-depth look at the challenges facing 
Aboriginal peoples. A final synthesis report will summarize what this research suggests for a 
basic social architecture that will maximize well-being for all Canadians in the 21st century. 
 
Frances Abele of the School of Public Administration, Carleton University, has written paper #5 
in the Social Architecture series. Her research report provides a rich synthesis of the diversity of 
Aboriginal peoples in Canada and the challenges facing them, both those that also confront non-
Aboriginal Canadians and those that affect most particularly the futures of Aboriginal peoples, 
whether living in cities or on reserves, in southern Canada or the North. She then turns to a 
description of the policies and programs of the current social architecture and its support for 
Aboriginal people living in Canada, concluding with a set of remarks about possible ways to 
redesign it. 
 
I want to thank Jane Jenson, who directs the Social Architecture Papers, those who provided peer 
reviews of this paper and the four members of the Advisory Team as well as the participants at a 
CPRN roundtable in January for their helpful comments and advice on the paper. We are also 
grateful for the funding provided by all the funders, listed at the back of this document.  
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Six of the Social Architecture Papers have now been released. The whole series is available 
simply by clicking on the “Social Architecture” button on the Family Network home page 
(http://www.cprn.org/en/network.cfm?network=1). The last two reports and the final synthesis 
report, which will summarize the findings and propose building blocks for a new social 
architecture for Canada, will be released soon. Stay tuned. 
 
 
Judith Maxwell 
April 2004 
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Executive Summary 
 
The social welfare of Aboriginal peoples in Canada has been affected by the same large processes 
of change as that of other Canadians: restructured labour markets, widening income inequality, 
evolving educational needs, and changing demography. Aboriginal people have the same interest 
as other citizens in developing a just, secure and inclusive social architecture. But Aboriginal 
people come to these questions from a different place: both their historical experience and their 
current position are distinctive.  
 
The elaboration of proposals for a new social architecture for Canada presents a remarkable 
opportunity for some of the most basic institutions in Canadian society to “catch up” to the 
dramatic changes in the legal, political and demographic circumstances of Aboriginal peoples in 
Canada that have marked the last three decades. The political changes of the last forty years have 
created a new and more favourable basis for policies and programs meant to address the urgent 
needs of Aboriginal people. Despite some real progress, though, the situations of Aboriginal 
people as members of the Canadian community are still, on the whole, characterized by 
unacceptable levels of inequality and disadvantage that bear especially harshly on children and 
families. There is urgent need, in many areas.  
 
With the hope of encouraging further discussion, this report highlights some of the key issues 
that arise in considering the needs and aspirations of Aboriginal people in the development of a 
new social architecture for Canada. It aims to provide empirical information and some pointed 
questions, to support the discussion among Aboriginal peoples and the rest of Canada of their 
common future. The analysis attempts to respect the diversity of circumstances and interests of 
First Nations, Metis and Inuit across Canada. It recognizes that for Aboriginal peoples, as for 
other citizens of Canada, there is a tension between universality and uniformity of benefit, on the 
one hand, and respect for particular needs and qualities of individuals and groups on the other. 
To these are added the complex task of reforming the system away from colonial practices while 
coping with the present-day consequences of colonialism. The tensions inherent in this process 
intensify and occasionally confuse the “normal” tensions arising from other sources.  
 
Data is presented to show that Aboriginal peoples as a group, and especially Aboriginal youth as 
a group, are a rapidly growing proportion of the population who, increasingly, live in small and 
large Canadian cities. Though there has been some progress on several indicators of social well-
being, there are still urgent needs and unacceptable disparities in the circumstances of most 
Aboriginal people and the rest of the Canadian population. 
 
Key changes in the last fifty years of Aboriginal-Canada relations are reviewed, by exposing 
some of the roots of present inequalities and, at the same time, by showing how the new and 
more favourable circumstances for policy development in this field have emerged. With the 
recognition of the inherent right of self-government and the fundamental importance of the 
Treaties has come a new framework for change. The paper reviews very generally the major 
forms of social provision for Aboriginal people, concluding that it is evident that there has been 
significant “policy learning” in most areas, and some interesting new approaches are being tried. 
The situation is fluid, and characterized by different models that follow contrasting policy logics. 
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The “policy models” that characterize the present situation are described, policy rationales are 
identified and, in conclusion, some areas of priority need and opportunity are highlighted.  
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Urgent Need, Serious Opportunity:   
Towards a New Social Model for Canada’s Aboriginal Peoples 

 
 
1.0  Introduction 
 
The social welfare of Aboriginal peoples in Canada has been affected by the same large processes of 
change as that of other Canadians: restructured labour markets, widening income inequality, 
evolving educational needs, and changing demography. Aboriginal people have the same interest as 
other citizens in developing a just, secure and inclusive social architecture. But Aboriginal people 
come to these questions from a different place: both their historical experience and their current 
position are distinctive.  
 
The elaboration of proposals for a new social architecture for Canada presents a remarkable 
opportunity for some of the most basic institutions in Canadian society to “catch up” to the dramatic 
changes in the legal, political and demographic circumstances of Aboriginal peoples in Canada that 
have marked the last three decades. For Aboriginal peoples as for other Canadians, current 
institutions and practices in our social architecture bear the marks (and scars) of previous regimes.  
 
The political changes of the last forty years have created a new basis for policies and programs 
meant to address the urgent needs of Aboriginal people. For many, these were crystallized in the 
recommendations of the 1996 Final Report of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, but 
they have their origins in the social and political activism of Aboriginal people and their allies, and 
in other broad social and economic changes. 
 
Despite some real progress, the situations of Aboriginal people as members of the Canadian 
community are still, on the whole, characterized by unacceptable levels of inequality and 
disadvantage that bear especially harshly on children and families. There is urgent need, in many 
areas.  
 
At the same time, there are some signs that real progress towards structural change can be made. 
What is needed is a public strategy for addressing the urgent needs, built within the framework of the 
Treaty and constitutional relationship between Aboriginal peoples and the rest of Canada, and upon 
the best of current practices. Particularly during the last decade (though the roots of innovation may 
be found earlier), some new institutions and expectations began to emerge, consonant with the 
evolving political relationship. 
 
Partly in response to the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples final report, and partly in tune 
with concurrent developments in Aboriginal affairs and the rest of the public sector, we may mark 
three areas of development and innovation. First, there has been experimentation with new models of 
consultation and collaboration that appear to involve somewhat more true “partnership” than has 
been evident in the past. Second, in some areas of large expenditure, there has been the devolution of 
administrative responsibility and some discretion from federal departments to Aboriginal authorities. 
And finally, the practice is developing of allocating relatively large funds over several years 
(typically five years) to deal in a multi-faceted way with complex social problems. 
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In a study of this length, it is possible only to present a general overview of trends in the area of 
social provision, illustrated with some interesting examples. For reasons of length and because many 
of the more innovative processes are still relatively new and not yet evaluated or refined, no final 
judgements can be made about the merits of these new initiatives. As will become evident, there are 
contrasting indications. Certainly, there are many difficulties arising in implementation: problems of 
control, stability, adequate funding, information flow, capacity within federal departments to sustain 
the new relationships, and practical support for the new institutions developing now. 
 
It seems safe to argue, however, that Canada has reached a time of both urgent need and serious 
opportunity. If the country’s social architecture is open to revision, so is the potential to create a 
more acceptable place within it for Aboriginal peoples. With the hope of encouraging further 
discussion, this report highlights some of key issues that arise in considering the needs and 
aspirations of Aboriginal people in the development of a new social architecture for Canada. It aims 
to provide empirical information and some pointed questions, to support the discussion among 
Aboriginal peoples and the rest of Canada of their common future. 
 
Section 2 below provides basic demographic information. It is followed by an overview of indicators 
of social well-being (Section 3). In Section 4, there is a brief sketch of the massive changes in 
Aboriginal-Canada relations of the last fifty years, with an emphasis on the last twenty – for these 
are of deep consequence to understanding the future of Aboriginal people in Canada’s new social 
architecture. Section 5 considers some major forms of social provision now in use for First Nations, 
Inuit and Metis, organized under the broad categories used in other research for this project. It is 
evident that there has been significant “policy learning” in most areas, and some interesting new 
approaches are being tried. The situation is fluid and characterized by different models, which follow 
contrasting policy logics.  
 
Finally, Section 6 provides a discussion of some of the major challenges in thinking through the best 
way in which to ensure the satisfactory incorporation of Aboriginal peoples’ needs and entitlements 
in Canada’s new social architecture. The accreted and varied “policy models” that characterize the 
present situation are described, policy rationales are identified and, in conclusion, some areas of 
priority need and opportunity are highlighted. 
 
1.1  The Analytical Challenge  
 
The scope of this paper is deliberately broad, in an attempt to avoid one of the less helpful biases in 
contemporary thinking about Aboriginal matters – a tendency to focus on one or another of the 
major Aboriginal groups in Canada, usually First Nations. This report considers all of the Aboriginal 
peoples: Inuit, Metis and First Nations – those who have status under the Indian Act and those who 
do not. Aboriginal people living in all parts of the country are included: people living in urban and 
rural settings, on ethnically exclusive reserves and settlements and among the general population, 
and under various forms of self-government, including the “public government” option favoured by 
Inuit and others who live in the northern two-thirds of Canada. 
 
The great variety of contemporary living conditions and institutional settings creates a major 
analytical challenge, especially in an analysis of this length. The need to make summary statements 
in the analysis threatens to drive the discussion upwards to a very high level of abstraction. But 
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ignoring diversity carries an unacceptably high cost – misleading and artificial homogenization, and 
the consequent creation of policy recommendations that may suit some groups while interfering with 
the well-being of others. The approach in this paper is thus to offer an overview of the diversity of 
circumstances, while offering specific examples of both common and community- or situation-
specific policy challenges. The treatment is broad, but still highly selective. 
 
For reasons of space, this paper focuses almost entirely on current conditions and trends, and the 
medium-term future. It has been written, though, with history always in mind. A good social 
memory is essential to seeing the way forward, whether one focuses on understanding the origins of 
our current problems (for example, the current health consequences of the old residential school 
system) or the significance of often-ignored historical events in providing the basis for contemporary 
solutions (such as the original commitments made in Treaties).1
 
The framework document for the Social Architecture for Canada’s 21st Century project2 identifies 
four policy challenges arising from the experience of Aboriginal people living in Canada: 
 

• Aboriginal populations are growing in Canada’s cities, and public and community services must 
be adapted to the cultural diversity of the population. Adapting such services often requires 
additional financial resources and professional expertise. Which actor in the welfare diamond is 
responsible? 

 

• The demographics of the Aboriginal populations mean that children are coming in contact with 
many school systems, child care providers, health service providers, and so on. Their particular 
needs and circumstances must be addressed when planning policies, programs and services. 
Adapting such services often requires additional financial resources and professional expertise. 
Which actor in the welfare diamond is responsible? 

 

• While educational levels of the Aboriginal population are rising, rates of non-completion of 
schooling are linked to family responsibilities (especially for women) and cost. Which actor in 
the welfare diamond is responsible for reducing these blockages? 

 

• Labour market challenges for Aboriginal people remain significant. What is the role of market 
actors, communities, and the state in ensuring these challenges are reduced?  

 
Addressing these questions adequately depends upon respecting the particular conditions of each 
major group of Aboriginal people, with attention to old and emerging social knowledge about their 
place in Canada, and to the institutions that currently shape their relationship to Canada’s social 
architecture. Ultimately, the questions must be addressed by the Aboriginal authorities themselves, 
in discussion with other Canadian institutions. 
 
Three initial observations may be made: 
 
1. An important degree of diversity animates every aspect of this analysis. For example, urban 

Aboriginal populations are growing considerably faster than the non-Aboriginal population, and 
the urban Aboriginal communities being created are diverse both in terms of their ethnic 

                                                 
1 For a historical overview, see Canada, Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (1996) and Dickason (2002). 
2  See Jenson (2004: 30, emphasis added). 
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composition and in terms of their levels of economic well-being and capacity for community 
self-service and organization. Community services, and means of funding these, must be adapted 
to serve the differing needs and circumstances of Aboriginal people in cities.  

 
2. Child poverty is a very serious current and future problem. Failures in the social architecture that 

touch a person’s early life can have serious long-term consequences for that person’s ability to find 
economic stability and a satisfying life. Conversely, early intervention and good education appear 
to have an important positive effect on life chances. 

 
3. For Aboriginal peoples, as in all areas of social provision, there is a tension between universality 

and uniformity of benefit, and respect for particular needs and qualities of individuals and 
groups. To these are added the complex task of reforming the system away from colonial 
practices while coping with the present-day consequences of colonialism. The tensions inherent 
in this process intensify and occasionally confuse the “normal” tensions arising from other 
sources. 
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2.0  Who are the Aboriginal People? 
 
Who are the Aboriginal people? When this question is asked in the context of social development 
planning, the answer is far from simple. First, compared to many similar countries, Canada is home 
to a highly varied population of Aboriginal peoples.3 The historical Aboriginal peoples and nations 
spoke many different languages and, in the centuries before Europeans arrived, developed a rich 
array of civilizations – from the small, seasonally nomadic societies of the north to the agricultural-
hunter federations of what is now central Canada, to the sedentary, hierarchical societies of the west 
coast, among many others. The Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples estimated that before 
European settlement there were in the range of forty to sixty original nations and peoples in what is 
now Canada.4 The descendents of these nations (with the exception of the Beothuk, who were 
entirely destroyed in the colonial period) live today all over Canada, in many varied circumstances. 
For example, over half of the Aboriginal people in Canada live in cities, most in ethnically diverse 
communities. Some live on reserves near large urban centres. At the other extreme, some live in 
parts of Canada distant from urban centres, on reserves, Metis Settlements, or in the small and 
relatively homogeneous communities of the territorial North.  
 
For very many Aboriginal people, their original national or ethnic identifications (Haida, Inuit, 
Metis, or Dene, for example) are highly important – salient to political participation, cultural 
expression, social life and an individual’s personal sense of identity. There is, however, virtually no 
pan-Canadian aggregate statistical data organized by First Nation or people. The Census and the 
Aboriginal Peoples Survey ask questions in broader categories, having to do with the constitutional 
or legal status of Aboriginal individuals.5 For questions about Aboriginal identity, the Census asks 
respondents to identify themselves with the categories used in the Constitution Act 1982 [Sec. 35], 
which affirms the “existing aboriginal and treaty rights” of “Indians, Inuit and Metis peoples of 
Canada.” For this reason, there is pan-Canadian aggregate data for Inuit and Metis. 
 
Canada’s Aboriginal population is young, growing, and increasingly urbanized. They live in every 
province and territory, but they form a greater proportion of the population in the North and in the 
Prairie provinces. In fact, in the northern part of almost every province west of New Brunswick, and 
in each territory, Aboriginal people form a large plurality of the population or the majority. 
 
The major demographic facts about Aboriginal people in Canada may be summarized as follows.6

                                                 
3  For example, Australia is home to two major ethnic groups, Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders, who together 

comprise 2.29 percent of the population; in New Zealand, the Aboriginal people are all Maori, making up 14 percent 
of the population; Denmark’s former colony of Greenland is the homeland of Inuit. Among former European settler 
colonies, probably only the United States has a similarly heterogeneous population of Aboriginal peoples, who make 
up just 1.5 percent of the total population.  

4  See Canada, Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (1996, Vol. 2: 180-181). The Commission estimated that by 
1996, there were in the order of eighty Aboriginal nations or peoples living in Canada, though it did not comment on 
specific political salience of these eighty. 

5  Of course the registered Indian population is known by individual name and by band, with considerable accuracy, 
and also known are the numbers of beneficiaries to the modern treaties. There has never been an enumeration of 
Metis, though, nor of non-status Indians. Inuit once were “registered” in a fashion similar to the Indian Registry, 
under a system of numbers and discs designed to help officials keep track of Inuit individuals whose names were too 
difficult to manage. The disc number system for Inuit was eliminated in the early 1960s. 

6  Except where otherwise noted, the data in this section is drawn from Statistics Canada (2003a; 2003b). See 
Appendix 1 for more detail. 
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2.1  Overall Size and Proportion 
 
• About 1.3 million people in Canada claim Aboriginal ancestry, while nearly 1 million (976,305) 

reported that they considered themselves to be Aboriginal. The 2001 Census asked questions 
about both Aboriginal ancestry and Aboriginal identity. The “identity” question is most useful 
for this analysis, and will be used in all cases hereafter. 

 

• The number of Aboriginal people in Canada grew by 22 percent between 1996 and 2001. In 
the same period, the non-Aboriginal population of Canada grew by only 3.4 percent.7 
Specifically, Aboriginal people comprised 2.8 percent of the Canadian population in 1996 and, 
just five years later, in 2001, had reached 3.3 percent. 

 

• There are important ethnic differences in the rate of increase: Metis increased by 43 percent in 
the 2001 Census compared to the 1996 Survey; North American Indians increased by 15 percent; 
and Inuit increased by 12 percent 

 

• Taking Aboriginal people as a group, in 2001, Metis made up about 30 percent of the group, 
North American Indians 62 percent, and Inuit 5 percent.  

 
2.2  Age Structure 
 
• As has been the case for many years, the Aboriginal population of Canada is much younger 

than the general population, though the age gap is slowly narrowing.  
 

• Overall, the Aboriginal birth rate is 1.5 times the Canadian average, but it is declining. 
 

• Although the Aboriginal population was 3.3 percent of Canada’s total population in 2001, 
Aboriginal children were 5.6 percent of all children. This has profound implications for a number 
of educational and other programs, especially in provinces with a high proportion of Aboriginal 
people overall. For example, in Saskatchewan and Manitoba, Aboriginal children are now 
25 percent and 23 percent, respectively, of the total population of children.  

 

• These facts about population growth and proportion mean that the age structure of the major 
Aboriginal groups in Canada is quite different from the age structure of the general population. 
The Aboriginal population of Canada has fewer seniors and many more children and young 
adults, proportionately, and these effects are particularly pronounced for Inuit.  

 

                                                 
7  Statistics Canada advises that about half of this increase is due to a high birth rate, while the other half is due to 

“increased awareness” and better enumeration leading to more people who identify themselves as Aboriginal to 
report this.  
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2.3  Where Aboriginal People Live 
 
• About half of Canada’s Aboriginal population lives in cities, with one-quarter of them living in 

the country’s ten largest cities: Winnipeg, Edmonton, Vancouver, Calgary, Toronto, Regina, 
Saskatoon, Ottawa-Hull, Montreal and Victoria. 

 

• Aboriginal people form a very small proportion of the population of any Canadian city south of 
the territorial north: of the twelve largest cities in Canada, the four with the largest proportion of 
Aboriginal people were Regina, Winnipeg, Thunder Bay and Edmonton, none of whom had a 
proportion of Aboriginal people exceeding eight percent (Lee, 2000: 38). 

 

• About one-third of Aboriginal people in Canada live on reserves (Siggner, 2003). 
 

• The Aboriginal population is increasing everywhere, but it is increasing more slowly on reserve 
and in rural areas than it is increasing in small and large cities. 

 

• There are about 46,000 Inuit in Canada, most living in the traditional Inuit territories in 
Labrador (7%), Nunavik (19%), Nunavut (50%) and the Northwest Territories (7%). Most of the 
remainder live in southern Canadian cities. 

 

• Sixty-nine per cent of the approximately 295,000 Metis in Canada live in cities. Alberta and 
Manitoba are home to the largest proportion of Metis, with 22 percent of Metis in Canada living 
in Alberta alone. 

 

• Most Aboriginal people who do not live in cities live in relatively small and relatively ethnically 
homogeneous communities. 

 

• Although the province with the greatest number of Aboriginal people is Ontario, Aboriginal 
people live in the greatest concentration in the North and on the Prairies. 

 
This brief catalogue of indicators establishes that although the organizing category for this paper is 
“Aboriginal people,” at the level of laws, funding, planning or programming, more distinctions are 
usually required. It is possible, however, to draw a few conclusions about the overall well-being of 
Aboriginal people in Canada from aggregate statistics. 
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3.0  The Relative Well-being of Aboriginal People in Canada 
 
Taking Aboriginal people as a whole, first, there are some reasons for cautious optimism. Certain 
indicators of well-being are improving, though there remain some alarming health and social 
circumstances.8
 
• Aboriginal people are drawing closer to the Canadian norm in life expectancy, though there is 

still an unacceptable difference. The gap in life expectancy for Aboriginal women compared to 
all Canadian women has narrowed from 11.7 years in 1975 to 5.2 years in 2000. In the same 
twenty-five year period, the gap between the life expectancy of Aboriginal men and that of all 
Canadians was reduced from 11.1 to 7.4 years.  

 

• Income disparities are also being slowly reduced, though not for all members of the Aboriginal 
populations. Income gaps within the Aboriginal population are growing. Given the large 
proportion of Aboriginal people who are children, and the large proportion of poor Canadians 
who are Aboriginal, child poverty is clearly a serious problem. 

 

• Off-reserve Aboriginal people who worked full-time in 1995 earned on average $30,900; the 
total for the Canadian population of full-time workers as a whole was $37,600. For people who 
were not full-time but had some employment in 1995, the annual incomes are $18,500 
(Aboriginal people) and for all Canadians, $26,500. 

 

• Aboriginal children as a group are the poorest children in Canada: according to the 1996 Census, 
52.1 percent of them live in poverty. They are twice as likely as other children to be living with a 
disability, and much more likely than other children “to suffer health problems, maltreatment, 
incarceration, and placement in the child welfare system” (Blackstock, 2003: 6). 

 

• For all groups of Aboriginal people, levels of education are slowly rising. For example, in 1996, 
52 percent of Aboriginal people who were not living on reserves reported incomplete secondary 
school as their highest level of schooling. By 2001, this figure had declined to 48 percent.  

 

• More Aboriginal people are completing post-secondary training. The percentage of First Nations 
people who had completed a post-secondary degree increased from 34 percent to 38 percent 
between 1996 and 2001; completion rates for Metis increased from 35 percent to 42 percent, and 
for Inuit from 30 percent to 32 percent.  

 

• Suicide rates, particularly for young males, remain alarmingly high for Aboriginal people as 
compared to rates for the general Canadian population. Young First Nations men are five times 
more likely to die by suicide than any other Canadians, while for Inuit men, the rate is seven 
times that which is recorded for other Canadians.  

 

• On and off reserve, in the south and in the north, the living conditions of Aboriginal people are 
worse than for non-Aboriginal Canadians. They tend to live in more crowded conditions, and 
especially in rural and remote areas to have less access to adequate water and sewer 
infrastructure. They also live, disproportionately, in homes requiring major repairs. 

                                                 
8 Sources in Appendix 2. 
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• In 1995, Aboriginal people living in cities were more than twice as likely to live in poverty as 
urban non-Aboriginal people. On average, 55.6 percent of Aboriginal people in cities were living 
in poverty compared with 24 percent of non-Aboriginal people.  

 

• In all of Canada’s twelve largest cities, the poverty rate for Aboriginal people is significantly 
greater than the rate for non-Aboriginal people. The poverty rate for Aboriginal people was more 
than double the non-Aboriginal rate in two-thirds of the cities, and more than triple the non-
Aboriginal rate in Thunder Bay, Saskatoon, and London. In Regina, a city with one of the largest 
proportional populations of Aboriginal people in Canada, the incidence of poverty among 
Aboriginal people was a remarkable 4.2 times the rate of poverty among non-Aboriginal people.  

 

• There is a small Aboriginal middle class. The largest proportion of better-paid Aboriginal people 
in Canada lived in Toronto (where just over 15 percent of Aboriginal residents reported an 
income of $40,000 and over in 1996); among Aboriginal residents in Winnipeg, in contrast, only 
five percent reported an income over $40,000 per year.  

 
This brief overview establishes that while there are some positive signs, there is an urgent need for 
continued efforts to address poverty among Aboriginal peoples, and particularly to address the 
problems faced by children of poor families. These are found in two distinct settings: in rural areas 
where family supports may be stronger but economic opportunities less and, increasingly, in cities. 
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4.0  The Context for Reform and Renewal 
 
The last half of the twentieth century brought profound changes to Canada’s demography and social 
architecture. It brought even greater changes to the position of Aboriginal peoples in Canadian 
society. This great transformation in the situation of Aboriginal peoples created the conditions under 
which it is now possible to discuss a better future, and so a brief account of what happened is 
essential. 
 
During the first half of the twentieth century, First Nations were by times ignored, protected and 
actively oppressed, but never treated as fully equal members of the Canadian political community. 
Until 1960, for example, status Indians were denied the vote in federal elections; those who wished 
to vote were compelled to accept “enfranchisement,” a legal process under which they ceded their 
legal status as Indians (and all the rights attending this) in exchange for the rights of Canadian 
citizenship. Early in the century, it was illegal for status Indians to raise funds for the purpose of 
collective political representation, and they were often compelled to obtain a “pass” from the 
resident Indian Agent before they were permitted to work off reserve.  
 
Until the 1950s, Inuit were living mostly on the land, with varying but always limited degrees of 
contact with missionaries, fur traders, and the Canadian legal system. Federal policy towards Inuit 
was minimalist, protective and paternalistic, punctuated by episodic interest in northern sovereignty 
and northern economic development.  
 
Metis were hardly recognized by the state or the Canadian public as a distinct people, and many 
lived in extreme poverty, without a land base. In terms both of access to a land base and to social 
provision, they often fell between the cracks.  
 
There were no pan-Canadian organizations representing the political or other interests of any 
Aboriginal people,9 and their impact on the formal political system in the first half of the twentieth 
century can be said to have been negligible. For reasons too complex to be explored here,10 all of 
these circumstances began to change in the years immediately following the Second World War.  
 
Today, the egregiously discriminatory provisions of the Indian Act have been removed: status 
Indians may vote, move freely off reserves, and organize politically – to precisely the same degree as 
other Canadian citizens. Most of the discriminatory provisions were removed from the Indian Act in 
1951, but gender discrimination persisted until 1984.  
 
Inuit, First Nations, Metis and other Aboriginal people have formed political institutions to represent 
their interests at the federal, provincial, territorial and regional levels.11 The changes they have 
brought to Canadian governance are remarkable: as a result of a sustained campaign by Indigenous 
                                                 
9 There is one partial exception, the Indian-Eskimo Association of Canada, a multi-ethnic civil rights organization 

formed after the Second World War to lobby for the cause of all Aboriginal people in Canada. 
10  See Abele (1997; 2000) for a fuller analysis and many references. 
11  The Assembly of First Nations represents First Nations (status Indians) across Canada; the Congress of Aboriginal 

Peoples represents Aboriginal people who do not have status and, often, who live in urban centres; the Metis 
National Council represents Metis from across Canada; Inuit Tapiriiksat Kanatami represents Inuit of Labrador, 
Nunavik, Nunavut and the Northwest Territories. The Native Women’s Association of Canada and Pauktuutit – The 
Inuit Women’s Organization are the two principal pan-Canadian organizations representing Aboriginal women. 
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organizations, the “existing aboriginal and treaty rights” of First Nations, Inuit and Metis are 
entrenched in the Canadian constitution. Governments and the courts are still in the process of 
working through the significance of this addition to the country’s constitution. Particularly with 
respect to the rights of Metis, further jurisprudence and political change is likely. Beginning with the 
James Bay and Northern Quebec Agreement in 1976, eight modern treaties have been negotiated,12 
resolving outstanding sovereignty and governance issues for most of the territorial North, most of 
northern Quebec and part of British Columbia. As a consequence of Inuit political activism, the new 
territories of Nunavut and the Northwest Territories have been created, as well as the regional 
Government of Nunavik in Quebec. While all of this has been occurring, there has also been an 
important revival of traditional forms of governance and a rethinking of the place of Indigenous 
collectivities in the modern world.13

 
These developments constitute fundamental changes to Canada’s political architecture, creating new 
jurisdictions and, within provinces and territories, creating new forms of regional government (for 
example, in the three territories and Quebec) that are unique in Canadian history. Along with these 
changes at the level of “high politics” there have also been important shifts in the areas of service 
provision that are of concern to the present analysis, though these have been uneven and complex. 
Put simply, the basic institutions of Canadian federalism and the welfare state are labouring to catch 
up to the constitutional and political transformations that have occurred. 
 
As the next section argues, differing “policy logics” underlie the array of current federal, provincial 
and territorial programs of social provision. While Cartesian “neatness” of policy frameworks is not 
always desirable, it is likely that more coherence than is presently in evidence would be helpful.  
 
Generally, the broader features of the institutions and practices of social provision that affect 
Aboriginal people today may be described as follows: 
 
• All of the social provisions available to the greater Canadian public are provided to all categories 

of Aboriginal people, but often through different, Aboriginal-specific, institutions. 
 

• With respect to First Nations and reserves, band governments have taken over the preponderance 
of local administrative responsibilities in health, education, social assistance and many other 
more specific “special needs” programs. 

 

• As regards First Nations, there has also been a reduction in the direct involvement of provincial 
administrations, as First Nations authorities have taken up responsibilities.  

 

                                                 
12 James Bay and Northern Quebec Agreement (1976), Northeast Quebec Agreement (1978), Inuvialuit Final 

Agreement (1984), Nunavut Agreement (1992), Umbrella Final Agreement Council for Yukon Indians (1993), 
Gwich’in Final Agreement, Sahtu Dene and Metis Agreement (1994), Nisga’a Agreement (2000), and Tlicho 
Agreement (2003). Pursuant to the Yukon Umbrella Agreement, Yukon First Nations are negotiating individual 
governance agreements, of which seven have been signed.  

13  See Manuel and Posluns (1975); Larocque (1975); Cardinal (1977); Kusugak (2000); Amagoalik (2000); Monture-
Angus (1999); and Battiste (2000).  
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• Inuit generally receive the programs of social provision through a public government authority – 
the Governments of Newfoundland and Labrador, Nunavut and Northwest Territories, and 
through the Kativik Regional Government of Nunavik.14 

 

• Hundreds of apolitical Aboriginally-controlled and staffed agencies and organizations have been 
created all over Canada to provide a wide range of social services, promote economic 
development, provide education and training, and generally meet the needs of Aboriginal people. 
The new service provision organizations form a dense and deep network of non-governmental 
publicly-funded organizations. 

 

• As the ground has been shifting, the pan-Canadian representative organizations – Assembly of 
First Nations, Congress of Aboriginal Peoples, Metis National Council, Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami, 
Pauktuutit – The Inuit Women’s Organization and the Native Women’s Association of Canada – 
have all sought to play a strong policy advisory role with respect to federal governments. At the 
same time, Aboriginal people have formed a number of Canada-wide special focus organizations 
to provide specific advice in such areas as health, child welfare, HIV/AIDS policy, and many 
others.  

 
Two forces, probably, account for the relatively rapid creation of the dense network of Aboriginally 
controlled organizations committed to providing services and policy advice. The first force is the 
demand from Aboriginal people for a greater degree of control in these areas, commensurate with 
Treaty rights and constitutional status. The second force, with a different origin but complementary 
effect, is the general trend in the federal public service of the 1990s to export state responsibilities to 
other levels of government and to civil society.  
 
One consequence of the convergence of these two forces has been the creation of relatively lean 
financial provisions for many of the new “devolved” programs, a pronounced lack of stability in 
funding regimes, and a focus on measures and standards of accountability. 
 
The overview of programs presented in the next section of this report suggests also that there has 
been a significant degree of “policy learning” in public governments. As well, there has been a great 
deal of policy and program experimentation in Aboriginal organizations and governments, and in 
other levels of government too. This creates the opportunity to consider the different policy models 
that have been followed, separately and in their cumulative effects.  

                                                 
14  The situation in Nunavik (in Quebec, north of the 55th parallel) and Labrador is changing rapidly, in the former with 

respect to the negotiation of a tri-party self-government agreement, and in the latter as a consequence of modern 
treaty negotiations. 
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5.0 Overview of Social Welfare Provision for Aboriginal People 
 
For reasons of space, the focus in this report is on federal responsibilities and funding. Not all 
important federal programs are mentioned: rather, there is a broad overview, illustrated with 
examples. Each province and territory is also engaged in the delivery and, in some cases, the funding 
of social provision programs for Aboriginal people, and each province and territory has a particular 
history and institutional approach. To provide a sense of this sector, some examples of non-federal 
programs and institutions are provided below.  
 
There are important omissions. A much longer study than this one would include descriptions of the 
important innovations and instances of cooperative development in Quebec, Manitoba, 
Saskatchewan and Alberta, to mention just a few provinces where interesting work is underway. It 
would also include a discussion of how the territories – with their large Aboriginal populations, 
record of constitutional innovation, and special fiscal circumstances – have taken advantage of their 
conditions to respond with new approaches.15 There would be a more thorough discussion of the 
areas of social provision discussed below, as well as consideration of the important areas of justice, 
corrections and restorative justice, housing initiatives, and several others.16

 
Accepting the above limitations, a scan of the area of social welfare provision for Aboriginal people 
is useful. It reveals a strange amalgam of creaky old initiatives, tainted by the past despite the hard 
efforts of people in and out of the system to revise them, combined with various new ventures, small 
and large. As Boychuk (2004) noted with respect to the greater social welfare system, in this specific 
area as well there is a mixture of surviving fragments of older approaches, some quite different 
initiatives, and a layering of approaches that produces an impressive degree of complexity. In 
Aboriginal affairs, this is increased remarkably by a historically derived welter of policy distinctions 
concerning eligibility and entitlement. 
 
At least fourteen federal departments and agencies offer substantial programs for Aboriginal people, with 
total expected expenditures of approximately $8.3 billion in 2003-04.17 There are important variations in 
the programs provided to each of the constitutional categories of Aboriginal people. Commonly, health, 
education and some economic development programs are directed to “First Nations and Inuit,” while 
labour force adjustment and economic development programs are directed to “Aboriginal people,” 
regardless of status or area of residence. Metis are eligible for these latter programs, but otherwise are 
served by the social welfare system in the same fashion as other Canadians. Specific provisions for Inuit 
vary according to whether they live in Nunavik (northern Quebec), Labrador or the territorial North, but 
in all cases the federal role is important. Similarly, there are different provisions for First Nations 
depending upon whether a particular First Nation is a party to a modern or historic treaty (or has not yet 
negotiated a treaty), and also for some program areas, depending upon whether the First Nation is located 
in the territorial north. Few generalizations about eligibility stand. 
                                                 
15 For more information about provincial initiatives, see Hawkes (1989) and Hylton (1999). On structural changes in 

funding and programming for First Nations, see Prince (1994). On territorial administration, see, for example, Abele 
and Graham (2003). 

16 Some analyses that consider areas not addressed in this report include Graham and Peters (2002) and Hanselmann 
(2003a; 2003b). 

17  See http://www.tbs-sct.gc.ca/est-pre/20032004. It is not easy to determine whether this is “a little” or “a lot.” A 
thoughtful analysis of the complexities of assessing expenditures on Aboriginal peoples appears in Canada, Royal 
Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (1996, Vol. 5: 23-89). 

Urgent Need, Serious Opportunity:  Towards a New Social Model for Canada’s Aboriginal Peoples 13 

http://www.tbs-sct.gc.ca/est-pre/20032004


5.1  The New Approach 
 
Two documents produced in the last decade provide the analysis and policy direction that underlies 
much of the new federal approach to programming in social provision for Aboriginal people.  
 
Published in late 1996, the five volume final report of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples 
makes 440 specific recommendations intended to realize the Commission’s vision of a renewed 
relationship between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people in Canada. This vision was expressed 
very simply as comprising four aspects: mutual recognition, mutual respect, sharing, and mutual 
responsibility. The Commission offered a comprehensive or holistic analysis of the history of the 
relationship (which is, in many respects, the history of Canada) and of the present situation. The 
various contemporary indicators of social disarray or damage are explained as a consequence of 
oppressive actions in the past and in the present. For the Commission, the solution in part entailed a 
new attitude (emphasizing partnership and collaboration) and a new set of policies and programs 
designed to redress wrongs and address problems by getting at the underlying causes. In line with its 
mandate, the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples considered that the concerns of Inuit, First 
Nations (on and off reserve) and Metis ought to be included in the same analysis. Harkening back to 
the model and the political implications of the original Treaties negotiated as Europeans encountered 
Aboriginal peoples, the Commission proposed a renewed vision of the Canadian federation based 
upon the Treaty concept, to include all Aboriginal people, regardless of their Indian Act status. 
 
The second important document is the federal response to the Royal Commission report, released in 
1997, one year after the report’s publication. Gathering Strength: Canada’s Aboriginal Action Plan 
endorses the Royal Commission’s general approach while avoiding specific commitments in most 
areas, especially those touching upon land or entitlements (Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, 
1997). Of particular note for the purpose of the present discussion, are the following features of the 
approach taken in Gathering Strength. 
 

• A distinction is made between the rights of, on the one hand, First Nations living on reserve and 
Inuit, and on the other, First Nations living off reserve and Metis. Like the Royal Commission on 
Aboriginal Peoples, Gathering Strength addresses all Aboriginal nations and peoples (Inuit, First 
Nations on or off reserve, and Metis). Unlike the Royal Commission, however, Gathering 
Strength carefully distinguishes the status (and presumably the entitlements) of Metis and First 
Nations people living off reserve from those of First Nations on reserve and of Inuit: “While it 
has a unique relationship with Inuit and First Nations communities, Canada recognizes that 
Metis, off-reserve and urban Aboriginal people face significant and growing challenges. As a 
result, many of the initiatives for renewal apply to all Aboriginal people without regard to their 
status or where they live” (Government of Canada, 2003: 7). This wording suggests that Inuit 
and First Nations have entitlements, while Metis and First Nations members who are not living 
on reserves have needs. It is not clear how long this distinction can be maintained. The rights of 
Metis are likely to be the subject of considerable judicial consideration over the next several 
years, and early indications are that there will be some convergence of Metis rights and the rights 
of other Aboriginal people.18 Furthermore, one Supreme Court decision19 has already put further 

                                                 
18  Powley v. Canada [2003] found that a group of Metis in Sault St. Marie, Ontario have hunting and fishing rights 

equivalent to those of status First Nations, leading Metis leader and lawyer Clement Chartier to state that Metis in 

14 April 2004 Canadian Policy Research Networks 



 

pressure on the on-reserve, off-reserve distinction among First Nations. It is not clear how long 
this distinction can be sustained either. For the present, however, it does affect current 
programming in the areas of health and education, among others. 

 

• A second feature of Gathering Strength that is important to questions of social provision is the 
document’s endorsement (and specific interpretation) of the Royal Commission’s emphasis on 
mutual respect and partnership. Gathering Strength makes partnership a major theme, but the 
term is interpreted more narrowly than it is in the Royal Commission report, to mean concrete 
collaboration between federal government departments and Aboriginal organizations in the 
development of programs. The emphasis on partnership in Gathering Strength was also 
compatible with the emphasis, across the public service in the 1990s, on a more open and 
collaborative government that takes less overall responsibility for certain classes of outcomes. 
Whatever the source of the emphasis on partnership, the signs of this approach are evident in 
every new initiative in Aboriginal social provision of the last several years. 

 

• Finally, it is worth noting that Gathering Strength took particular note of two specific aspects of 
the Royal Commission report, among many that were available. The first of these is the Royal 
Commission’s highlighting of the terrible impact of residential schooling on several generations 
of Aboriginal people; and the second concerns the requirements of Aboriginal people living in 
cities, a heretofore largely ignored population. Two concrete results were the Aboriginal Healing 
Foundation, which is described below, and some positive steps towards programming for 
Aboriginal people of all categories who live in cities. Early indications are that should a Liberal 
government be re-elected, the focus would remain on cities. 

 
Gathering Strength, and the new federal programs for Aboriginal people that it inspired, was 
produced during a time of major transition in Canadian social policy regimes. There were major 
revisions to the employment insurance system, reorganization and major reductions in federal 
commitments to social welfare in the replacement of the Canada Assistance Plan with the Canada 
Health and Social Transfer, and substantial devolution (or downloading) to provinces in areas such 
as social housing and training. Most commentators recognized a federal “retreat” from many areas of 
social intervention and poverty mitigation dating from 1994.20 In this context, it is particularly 
remarkable that the mid-1990s saw the launch of a number of ambitious new federal programs 
directed to improving the economic situations of Aboriginal people. 
 
5.2  Income Maintenance 
 
Generally, Metis, non-status Indians, First Nations and Inuit gain access to income maintenance 
programs in the same fashion as do other Canadians – for example, by contributing to and applying 
to receive the Canada Pension Plan or Employment Insurance, or by applying to a local office to 
receive social assistance. 
 

                                                                                                                                                                   
Canada should also receive prescription drugs, social housing and post-secondary education benefits, as well as 
access to natural resources, on the same basis as status Indians. 

19  Corbiere v. Canada [Minister of Indian Affairs and Northern Development] [1997] extended band election voting 
rights to band members living off reserve. 

20  See, for example, Osberg (1999) and Banting and Battle (1994). 
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Until the 1950s, the administration of “relief” on reserves was punitive and paternalistic, long after 
these qualities had been at least formally removed from relief programs of general application. In 
this earlier period as well, Metis and non-status Indians quite frequently were denied assistance for 
reasons of failed intergovernmental coordination: provincial officials referred Metis and non-status 
applicants to the federal Indian Affairs department, where they were found to be not eligible 
because they were not registered as having Indian status (Moscovitch and Webster, 1995; 1997). The 
case for Inuit is somewhat different. Virtually no programs of general application were available 
to Inuit wherever they lived until after the Second World War, when social assistance, education, 
health, housing and all other aspects of the welfare state were introduced with remarkable rapidity 
(Rea, 1968). 
 
Today, social assistance to people living on reserve is generally administered by band governments, 
who receive the necessary funds as a transfer directly from Indian and Northern Affairs Canada. 
Social assistance to Metis, non-status Indians, members of First Nations who are not living on 
reserve, and Inuit, is dispensed by the relevant provincial or territorial authorities.21  
 
For at least a decade, and in the wake of Gathering Strength, institutions have been created for 
income maintenance policy discussions involving the Assembly of First Nations and Indian and 
Northern Affairs Canada. There have been significant difficulties in this attempt at policy 
“partnership,” 22 but some new programs also have emerged. For example, First Nations and Indian 
and Northern Affairs Canada have for several years engaged in demonstration projects and 
experiments to reduce reliance on social assistance by improving the ability of recipients to enter the 
labour market.23 There is also an important array of programs targeted at Aboriginal people and 
intended to assist their better integration into the wage economy. 

 
Many federal departments and agencies offer labour force and business development programs 
targeted to Aboriginal people.24 All of these initiatives are important in some respect but, for reasons 
of space, only the larger programs are discussed here. The federal Human Resources Development 
Canada (now Human Resources and Skills Development Canada and the Ministry of Social 
Development) made a major commitment to the better integration of Aboriginal people into the 
wage labour force and the business sector. Some major initiatives include: 
 

                                                 
21  In 2002-03, expenditures on social assistance to Indians on reserve were $621 million, or 12 percent of the total 

budget of Indian and Northern Affairs Canada. 
22  See Assembly of First Nations (2003), Indian and Northern Affairs Canada (n.d.), and Moscovitch and Webster 

(1995, 1997). 
23  For example, in 2001, “First Nations communities, tribal councils and other First Nation organizations were 

engaged in over 245 projects to test innovative approaches to changing the on-reserve social assistance program 
from passive income support to an integrated program that provides greater access to skills development, training 
and employment opportunities.”  See Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat, Indian and Northern Affairs Canada 
and Canadian Polar Commission, Performance Report (2000-01), available at http://www.tbs-sct.gc.ca/rma/dpr/00-
01/INAC00dpr/INAC0001dpr02_e.asp.  

24  Including: Human Resources Development Canada, Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, Heritage Canada, Industry 
Canada, Natural Resources Canada, Department of National Defense, Royal Canadian Mounted Police, Business 
Development Bank of Canada, Department of Foreign Affairs and International Trade, Canadian Council for the 
Arts, Canadian Museum of Civilization, Health Canada, Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada, Canada Mortgage and 
Housing Corporation, Western Economic Diversification Canada, and Fisheries and Oceans Canada. 
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• The Aboriginal Human Resources Development Council of Canada was established in 1998 “to 
see full participation of Aboriginal people in Canadian labour markets.” The Council maintains 
the Inclusion Network (a Web-based employment service), support for holders of Aboriginal 
Human Resource Development Agreements with HRDC, provides self-assistance programs to 
individuals, maintains a number of partnerships and holds workshops on labour market issues. 

 

• The Aboriginal Human Resources Development Strategy (AHRDS) was launched by the 
Minister of Human Resources Development Canada (HRDC) in April 1999.25 The AHRDS was 
scheduled to spend $1.6 billion over five years on programs designed and implemented by 
Aboriginal organizations, in such areas as labour market adjustment, programs for youth, persons 
with disabilities and child care. The purpose of all of these programs is “to help Aboriginal 
people prepare for, obtain and keep jobs.” AHRDS was recently renewed for a second five-year 
term, which will conclude in 2009.  

 

• A special component of the AHRDS was a commitment of $30 million a year during 2000-04 for 
specifically urban programs designed to be delivered in partnership with provinces and 
territories, and the private sector.  

 

• A second initiative of the federal Human Resources Development Minister is the Aboriginal 
Skills and Employment Partnership (ASEP), funded in the 2003 budget. This fund provides 
$85 million over five years for the promotion of “entrepreneurial skills and job creation among 
Aboriginal people by tailoring and targeting its training programs to help Aboriginal people 
participate in economic development such as Voisey’s Bay, northern gas pipelines and similar 
projects…” The administration of this program is still being developed, but the focus is on 
coordinated delivery with regional HRDC staff, private sector partnerships, and the use of 
contribution agreements to dispense funds playing important roles. 

 
The HRDC initiatives were explicitly identified with the federal government’s response to the 
relative youth of the Aboriginal population and the potential of the young population to contribute to 
Canada’s economic prosperity. In the words on Minister Jane Stewart (Human Resources 
Development Canada, 2003: 2): 
 

Aboriginal youth are members of the fastest growing segment of Canada’s population. 
Half of all Aboriginal people in Canada are under the age of 25. Over the next two 
decades, about 400,000 will enter the job market. And these workers will be desperately 
needed to replace a generation of retiring baby boomers. We also know that by 2004, 
70 percent of all new jobs will require some sort of post-secondary education. Knowledge 
and skills matter immensely now and as far into the future as we can see. 

 
The 21st century will offer great opportunity for Aboriginal people to succeed in the 
labour market, and help drive the success of Canada’ economy. 

 

                                                 
25  See http://www.tbs-sct.gc.ca and http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/fnihb/phcph/fnihccp/training/ahrds for passages quoted. 
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A similar spirit animates the business development programs of Industry Canada, which, like the 
former HRDC, offers broad and ambitious programs to all Aboriginal people, regardless of status or 
place of residence. Through Aboriginal Business Canada the department “promotes the growth of 
commerce as one means towards economic self-sufficiency for all Aboriginal people.”26 Aboriginal 
Business Canada programs are explicitly status-blind, directed towards “individuals of Canadian 
Indian (on or off reserve), Metis or Inuit heritage, or majority-owned Aboriginal organizations or 
development corporations.” With a relatively small budget of under $50 million per year, Aboriginal 
Business Canada provides business advice and financial support, sometimes through Aboriginal 
financial or other organizations.  
 
One analyst has argued persuasively that Aboriginal Business Canada represents a successful new 
model of governance, in the policy area of Aboriginal economic development and also in Canadian 
government generally (Macdonald, 2000). Relying upon a small federal staff and an active and 
successful citizen board (the National Aboriginal Economic Development Board), and building upon 
the largely successful experience with two innovative “big ticket” predecessor programs (the Native 
Economic Development Program of the 1980s and the Canadian Aboriginal Economic Development 
Strategy of the 1990s), Aboriginal Business Canada appears to have overcome paternalism and 
dependency to create a more equal and participatory system of decision-making and business 
support. 
 
Another apparently “new model” and collaborative approach appears to have been taken in the 
Aboriginal component of the National Child Benefit.27 Described as “[a] unique partnership of the 
Government of Canada, Provinces, Territories and First Nations” in which about 600 First Nations 
participate to deliver programs, this initiative confronts very large problems of need, service delivery 
and human development. Delivery is highly decentralized, and funding regimes vary depending on 
whether the agency is serving clients on or off reserve. Virtually all of the new agencies created to 
provide Aboriginally controlled services receive their statutory authority through provincial and 
territorial statutes (First Nations Child and Family Caring Society of Canada, 2003). 
 
To some extent, the “new model” programs developed by the former HRDC and Industry Canada 
are Aboriginally-specific versions of a more general shift in the federal approach to the provision of 
labour market and business development programs. They are results-oriented, positive in tone rather 
than ameliorative, and they rely upon a system of partnership agreements and decision-making 
boards. In addition, though, they also embody lessons learned from over two decades of federal 
experimentation with labour force and business development programming aimed at Aboriginal 
people. For example, the high budget Native Economic Development Program of the 1970s and 
early 1980s provided experience with the use of appointed decision-making boards of relatively high 
profile and successful Aboriginal business people that was applied in the more sophisticated use of 
three decision-making boards associated with the Canadian Aboriginal Economic Development 
Strategy. This experience in turn informed the current AHRDS use of councils and boards for 
various purposes. 

                                                 
26  See http://abe-eac.ic.gc.ca and Macdonald (2000). 
27  All information and quotations in this paragraph are from The National Child Benefit Progress Report: 2002 

(Government of Canada, 2003). 
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5.3  Education  
 
Inuit and Metis children, and many First Nations children, attend the public schools where they live, 
for the most part on the same basis as other students living in the same area. Aboriginal-specific 
schools exist in a few cities where numbers warrant, established under whatever provincial 
provisions are available. Direct federal funding provides schooling to First Nations on reserve, either 
by funding schools located on reserve or by subsidizing the cost of reserve-based students’ education 
in neighbouring public schools.  
 
Education remains a priority area of enduring concern for many Aboriginal leaders and community 
activists. The legacy of the residential school system and other aspects of older school curricula are 
still important. Lack of curriculum content about Aboriginal people, the presence of racist or 
inaccurate content, or dissonance between Aboriginal approaches to knowledge and learning in 
Aboriginal cultures and those of the general school system are acknowledged problems that are 
being addressed by a growing and dynamic cohort of Aboriginal educators and policy specialists. All 
would agree that much remains to be done (Castellano et al., 2000; Barman et al., 1986). 
 
In December 2002, the report of the Minister of Indian Affairs’ National Working Group on 
Education was released (Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, 2002). The Working Group 
recognized that their report built upon a long series of reports considering First Nations education 
issues, beginning with three chapters in the 1966-67 Study of the Contemporary Indians of Canada 
(Hawthorn Report). The National Working Group commented: 
 

We respect the work and share the objectives of …recent and earlier reports and 
documents. They represent a body of evidence for reforming First Nations education that is 
substantive and continuous. However, to date, there has been very limited or no political 
will to implement these changes…. (Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, 2002: 6). 

 
These changes are (1) transferring the jurisdiction for education to First Nations; (2) creating a First 
Nations education infrastructure with supporting mechanisms that enable First Nations to exercise 
education jurisdiction; and (3) creating a revised education budget that reflects the actual costs of a 
comprehensive First Nations education renewal and reform (Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, 
2002: 9-10). These recommendations have not been acted upon.  
 
There are a number of grassroots initiatives, including innovative approaches to the formation of 
schools and school boards, at various levels.28 In addition, a post-Gathering Strength initiative 
dubbed “Education Reform” has, since 1998, supported some other initiatives to strengthen 
management and governance capacity in education, improve the quality of classroom instruction, 
increase parental and community involvement in education, and aid the school-to-work transition for 
First Nations youth. 
 
In addition, there are a number of federal programs directed towards preschool preparation (such as 
Aboriginal Head Start and projects funded under the National Child Benefit). Recently, there have 

                                                 
28 Some of these are described in the Minister’s National Working Group Report on Education (Indian and Northern 

Affairs Canada, 2002).  
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been some interesting grassroots developments in the area of First Nations education, in the 
formation of regional school boards and a new interest in status-blind educational delivery.  
 
Significant expenditures are also made in the area of post-secondary education for First Nations – 
over $300 million per annum currently. There is no comparable Canada-wide program targeted to 
support post-secondary education for any other classes of Aboriginal people. All three territorial 
governments, however, administer bursary programs designed to encourage young people who live 
in the territorial north to attend college or university.29 There are also some territorial government 
measures to encourage college and university graduates to return to their home territory to work. In 
each territory, post-secondary education for Aboriginal people is a high priority.30

 
All Canadian provinces except Prince Edward Island have specific educational initiatives that target 
Aboriginal people. For example, in New Brunswick there has been a provincial task force leading to 
work on curriculum development and support for keeping young people in school; in 2002, after 
consultations, Alberta published the First Nations, Metis and Inuit Education Policy Framework, 
which guides overall Aboriginal educational policy in the province; Quebec has seen the 
establishment of two trilingual school boards pursuant to the James Bay and Northern Quebec 
Agreement, serving Cree, Inuit and other northern students. Virtually all Canadian provinces have 
established both institutions and policies that build in a degree of cooperation with provincial 
Aboriginal organizations. 
 
In a related process, the last few decades have seen a great flowering of Aboriginally designed and 
managed educational institutions in almost all the provinces and territories – at the primary, secondary 
and post-secondary levels. In a paper of this length, it is possible to provide only a few interesting 
examples, to give some sense of the vitality and strength in Aboriginal educational reform. 
 
Examples of Aboriginal Educational Institutions 
 
Last year, the Federated Saskatchewan Indian College became the First Nations University of 
Canada, a university college controlled by First Nations offering a wide range of liberal arts and 
professional degree courses on three campuses in Saskatchewan as well as through distance 
education.31

 
Also in Saskatchewan, the Gabriel Dumont Institute (GDI) of Native Studies and Applied Research 
has been providing adult and post-secondary education to Metis and non-status people since 1980 
(Dorion and Yang, 2000). Initially, GDI’s focus was on cultural research (seen as a way of renewing 
the community) but quite quickly a variety of educational programs were introduced in such areas as 

                                                 
29  Education funding for Status Indians and Inuit in the territorial North is not accounted for separately and, as is the 

case for the rest of the education system, the post-secondary bursary programs are open to all northern residents, 
whatever their ethnicity. Aboriginal people are about 20 percent of the population in Yukon, 50 percent of the 
population in the Northwest Territories and 85 percent of the population in Nunavut – but it is likely that they do not 
take advantage of the post-secondary bursaries in this proportion.  For a recent consideration of ways and means, see 
Government of Nunavut (2003). 

30 On the connections between educational attainment and labour force outcomes, see Hull (2000), Brunnen (2003a; 2003b), 
and Bernier (1997). For a related analysis, see Canadian Council on Social Development (2000). 

31  See http://www.firstnationuniversity.ca. 
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teacher education, business administration, law enforcement, human justice, health care, resource 
technology and management, recreation, early childhood education and housing administration.  
 
Wahsa Distance Education High School is a radio high school established in 1989 by the Northern 
Nishnawbe Education Council in northwest Ontario. Serving 23 First Nations communities (most 
with no road access), the high school relies upon radio delivery of courses supplemented by student 
meetings in the local community learning centre.32

 
During 1991-93, the Spallumcheen First Nation in British Columbia maintained the Splats’in Daycare 
Centre, which incorporated an extended family model, with elders and children participating in 
everyday activities together. This model assists in the transmission of Aboriginal languages and 
traditional skills (Canada, Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, 1996, Vol. 3: 458). 
 
The Amiskwaciy Academy in Edmonton and the Onion Lake Immersion School in Saskatchewan are 
cited as successful examples of schools that deliver a strong academic curriculum while infusing First 
Nations cultures throughout the education program (Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, 2002: 8). 
 
5.4  Health 
 
As is the case for other program areas, there are no special federal arrangements to provide health 
care services to Metis as a distinct people. With the exception of a few special focus programs (such 
as those in the area of AIDS awareness that target Aboriginal people generally), Metis are served by 
the health care system in the same way as other Canadians. 
 
On the other hand, Health Canada and its predecessors have a long history of direct involvement in 
the provision of health benefits to First Nations and Inuit.33 The First Nations and Inuit Health 
Branch (FNIHB) of the department (until 2000 known as the Medical Services Branch) has the 
responsibility to ensure the availability of health services for First Nations and Inuit communities, to 
assist these communities in addressing health barriers and disease threats, so that they can attain 
health levels comparable to other Canadians, and to build partnerships with First Nations and Inuit to 
improve the health system.  
 
The FNIHB will oversee the expenditure of $1.1 billion to these ends in 2002-03. The expenditure 
budget for First Nations and Inuit health has grown each year since 1994 when a consolidated 
“envelope” was created – a phenomenon that is likely a consequence of population growth and the 
rising costs of health care. In fact these changes are putting considerable pressure on available funds. 
 
In the last decade, an important feature of the FNIHB has been the policy to transfer “existing health 
resources to First Nations and Inuit control within a time-frame to be determined by them.” This 
Health Transfer policy is linked to the federal policy that recognized the inherent right of self-
government in 1995. It has been challenged by the reality that the current budget, however large, is 
constrained and not capable of extending to cover the costs of transition and transfer. There are also 
administrative coordination problems. In the words of one analyst, what is needed now is “an 

                                                 
32  See http://www.nnec.on.ca/wahsa and Canada, Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (1996, Vol. 3: 486). 
33  See http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca, and Canada, Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (1996, Vol. 3: Chapter 3). 

Urgent Need, Serious Opportunity:  Towards a New Social Model for Canada’s Aboriginal Peoples 21 

http://www.nnec.on.ca/wahsa
http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/


integrated approach for First Nations and Inuit health services whereby health resources from both 
federal and provincial sources can be seamlessly combined at the community level.” 34  
 
A number of federal programs address particular health problems, often by funding community 
groups and/or providing training in such areas as culturally appropriate community care, prenatal 
nutrition, parenting and mental health initiatives, AIDS and continuing care.  
 
As a consequence of Gathering Strength: Canada’s Aboriginal Action Plan, Health Canada was also 
committed to specific initiatives with respect to two major health scourges of the First Nations and 
Inuit population, diabetes and tuberculosis, and in addition to developing the Aboriginal Healing 
Foundation and a healing strategy to address the legacy of residential schools. The Aboriginal Healing 
Foundation is nearing the end of its five-year mandate in 2003, to date having spent $326 million on 
1,232 community-based projects to this end. The continued existence of most of these healing projects 
is now in question, as there has been to date no indication that further funding will be made available.35

 
The Aboriginal Healing Foundation is responsible to an appointed Board of Directors (Aboriginal 
Healing Foundation, 2002). In the health field there are also a number of examples of attempts to 
provide policy advice through partnerships or consultative bodies. One such case is the Suicide 
Prevention Advisory Group, jointly appointed in 2001 by the National Chief of the Assembly of First 
Nations and the Minister of Health. The group addressed one of the most painful and difficult issues 
confronting Aboriginal communities today, the disproportionately high rate of suicide among 
Aboriginal people, and particularly youth.36  
 
In addition, as might be expected, most provincial governments have built partnerships with 
Aboriginal community groups focused on health care. In British Columbia, for example, Regional 
Aboriginal Health Councils have been established in six regions, working through “host” Aboriginal 
organizations. Manitoba has developed programs with Aboriginal partner organizations in the areas 
of suicide prevention and children’s health, among others. In Kahnewake, the community hospital is 
funded by the province of Quebec and the Government of Canada under a trilateral agreement with 
the Territory’s government. 
 

                                                 
34 Laurel Lemchuk-Favel (1999: 1) continues: “Many First Nations and Inuit have successfully embraced Health 

Canada’s Health Transfer initiative and have or are presently designing health systems which are more reflective of 
Aboriginal needs, both individually and at a community level. These innovations, however, have been impeded by 
the lack of integration and harmony among the complete spectrum of health programs and services, as funds and/or 
services are received by different government departments independently.” See also Health Canada (2002b).  

35 There is a need for separate consideration of appropriate ways of addressing the long-term impact of the residential 
school system on Aboriginal peoples and communities, and the governmental response to date. I have not been able 
to find a suitable study, and the matter is too complex to be treated in summary fashion without such prior work. 

36 Health Canada’s 182-page report, Acting on What We Know: Preventing Youth Suicide in First Nations (Health 
Canada, 2002a: 7), makes recommendations in four general areas: (1) increasing knowledge about what works in 
suicide prevention; (2) developing more effective and integrated health care services at the national, regional and 
local levels; (3) supporting community driven approaches, and (4) creating strategies for building youth identity, 
resilience and culture. 
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These few examples (and there are similar ones in every province and territory) illustrate the extent 
and importance of provincial and territorial governments even in the area of First Nations and Inuit 
health, a field well-established as a federal priority. It is evident, also, that virtually every area of 
provision requires cooperation between Aboriginal community and regional organizations and 
provincial governments. There is, in fact, an intricately organized system of funding relationships 
and multiple accountabilities, partnership and collaboration for the delivery of health care services to 
Aboriginal people in Canada.37

                                                 
37  An excellent characterization of how this situation affects the well-being of children, with some suggested remedies 

for the worst aspects, is presented in Blackstock (2003). 
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6.0  Aboriginal People and the New Social Architecture 
 
In his review of the history of the Canadian social architecture, completed for this project, Gerard 
Boychuk observed: 
 

The post-war history of the Canadian social architecture is neither marked by epochal 
shifts nor simply by “…fine-tuning and incremental adaptation of the existing edifice.” 
Rather, the picture is one both of significant strands of continuity and substantial change 
developing simultaneously as earlier modes of public provision have been overwritten 
with new programs representing distinct logics of social provision. Over time, there have 
been shifts in the relative importance of various programs as well as shifts within 
individual programs reflective of adaptation to new logics. However, for the most part, 
the main layers of public provision and the original logics underpinning them continue to 
be clearly evident in public welfare provision today (Boychuk, 2004: 21). 

 
This observation describes the situation for social provision to Aboriginal people very well. The 
“original logics” are evident in the persistence of policies discriminating between First Nations 
living on reserve, and those living off reserve, and between First Nations and Inuit, on the one hand, 
and Metis and non-status people on the other. Although there have been significant measures taken 
to open policy advice and even decision-making to Aboriginal representatives, there is still a 
significant degree of control held where the funds and sometimes legislated responsibility is still in 
federal hands in Ottawa. In addition, though all recognize that integrated programs, coordination and 
especially ease of access to a full range of services are necessary for the effective use of public 
funds, there are still many fragmented programs on offer – sufficient to pose serious challenges for 
service providers at the community level.  
 
Nevertheless, new approaches are in evidence, coexisting with the older logic. Industry Canada leads 
a process to promote Aboriginal entrepreneurship and economic development that explicitly 
disregards the distinctions made in other programming among Metis, First Nations and Inuit, as well 
as distinctions to do with their place of residence. The former Human Resources Development 
Canada, allied with Health Canada, Indian Affairs and other departments, implemented a far-
reaching, collaborative, partnership-based approach to Aboriginal human resources development 
which incorporated significant attention to the development of civil society capacity for program 
advice and policy development, as well as programs to deal with aspects of the problem. The logic 
of these newer initiatives is explicitly linked to federal recognition of the inherent right of self-
government, and to the break with the colonial practices of the past announced in the 1997 federal 
policy statement, Gathering Strength.  
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Table 1 
New and Old Policy Models 
 

 Who Benefits Who Pays Who Decides Example 

Old Model First Nations and 
Inuit 

Federal level Federal agent On-reserve social 
assistance 

Adapted Old 
Model 

First Nations and 
Inuit 

Federal level Federal and 
Aboriginal 
authorities 

On-reserve 
“workfare” 
experiments 

New Model All Aboriginal 
people 

Federal, provincial and 
potentially, Aboriginal 
governments, cities 

Partnerships Aboriginal Human 
Resources 
Development 
Strategy 

 
 
This matrix displays some important features of existing policy models, simplifying perhaps too 
much, but also showing the potential of what are referred to here as the “new model” programs. 
These programs differ in three ways from others in use: they are aimed at all Aboriginal people, they 
entail partnerships of various kinds, and they involve, potentially at least, all levels of government in 
Canada – including the emergent Aboriginal governments. 
 
Another way to consider current arrangements and to think about future ways to improve the 
services provided to Aboriginal peoples in Canada’s social architecture is to examine the animating 
rationales (or paradigms) behind particular policy approaches.38 Like the models outlined above, 
these are not distinct approaches. Nor are they the only rationales in existence. They do appear to be 
the policy rationales that will shape the future. 
 
An interesting feature of these two emergent rationales is that while they draw our attention to 
differing moral or philosophical bases, they are not mutually incompatible in practice. Within the 
framework established by a recognition of the relationship created by the historic and modern 
treaties (and other similar agreements that may be struck) – along with changes in jurisprudence – it 
is possible to conceive of a multi-faceted collaboration among Aboriginal authorities and 
organizations of varying sizes and foci, and other Canadian governments and agencies.39

 
 

                                                 
38  Other paradigms are described in Graham, Dittburner and Abele (1996), which analyzes the ways in which a 

disjointed and sometimes mutually incomprehensible dialogue has shaped the policy discourse since the 1960s, and 
Abele, Graham and Maslove (1999), which identifies four policy paradigms that have defined the federal 
perspective in the last fifty years.  

39  This perspective is argued at length in the Final Report of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (see 
Canada, Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (1996, Vol. 5: 2-3) for a concise statement). 
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Box 1 
Emergent Policy Rationales in 2004 

 
Entitlement Institutional arrangements, services, benefits, fiscal commitments created by modern and 

historic treaties 
 
 Includes fiduciary responsibility of the Crown as a party to the treaties 
 
 Responsibility: state 
 
 Uncontroversial example: band membership; participation in beneficiary organizations 

under modern treaty 
 
 Debated example: non-insured health benefits 
 
Solving a Common Problem 
 
 Services, benefits, programs and fiscal commitments arising from the policy choice that no 

citizens should endure a socially agreed level of social and economic well-being 
 
 Applies to all citizens 
 
 Responsibility: state, community, private sector 
 
 Uncontroversial example: equitable access to adequately paid employment 
 
  Debated example: universal health care, including dental and mental services, and socially 

provided medications  
 

 
 
If the new policy models and these emergent policy rationales provide hope that a new partnership 
(a new social compact to match the political renegotiation that is underway) is conceivable, it is clear 
that there is much yet to be done. An initial list of considerations includes: 
 
Urgent, immediate-term human needs have to be met. 
 
Although there have been some modest improvements in several social indicators, there is also still 
great cause for concern, especially with respect to Aboriginal children, who suffer disproportionately 
from poverty and other ills. To offer some other examples: for some communities, basic infrastructure 
and housing require urgent improvement. There are deep needs in cities for certain specific forms of 
poverty relief. None of these immediate needs can wait while new ways of operating are elaborated.  
 
The balance of responsibilities among family, community, state and market may well be different 
for specific Aboriginal nations and communities and, furthermore, it may need deliberate 
adjustment. 
 
An important aspect of improving the situation of all Aboriginal children must surely have to do 
with some reconsideration of how to support existing Aboriginal families, which may have 
distinctive, characteristic forms that do not match the assumptions about family form that are 
embedded in current institutional practices. Extended families and non-resident parents, and the 

26 April 2004 Canadian Policy Research Networks 



 

potential for a very large network of benign “people responsible” for children need to be welcomed. 
Going along with this would be a change in the role of public authorities. In addition, it is evident 
that the social organization of many Aboriginal communities, large and small, is changing due to 
changes in education, labour force participation and perhaps as a result of community members 
gradually gaining back some control over their self-government. While the situation is fluid, it is 
difficult to make predictions about which balance of responsibilities will define governance of social 
provision in the future. 
 
The burgeoning sector of para-state Aboriginal organizations needs some careful attention and 
support. 
 
New organizations have been formed by Aboriginal people to provide services in virtually every 
area of social provision. They are the products of the intersection of Aboriginal peoples’ desire for 
control over their own social provision, and the federal policy of devolution or transfer of 
responsibilities – which is itself animated by the fresh start provided by Gathering Strength and the 
New Public Management spirit of the 1990s, which promoted “export” of functions from the public 
bureaucracy. To the extent that the new Aboriginal para-state organizations are a product of 1990s 
“downloading,” they face the same difficulties as other organizations of social provision created in 
this period. In both cases, the organizations themselves are typically small and organizationally 
“shallow,” with few backup and support resources available, and many demands and expectations. 
They are often called upon to play roles in the policy advice field, as well as in service delivery, and 
these are requests they can hardly afford to refuse. Usually, though, they are not well-funded to 
replicate the policy function common to public bureaucracies.  
 
The new organizations in most cases appear to be performing well and gradually changing the whole 
field of direct social provision in child welfare, health, employment and training. They are active 
advocates for their own program areas and for the people they are meant to serve. There is surely a 
need for some attention to providing circumstances that will allow the new organizations to flourish, 
and find their own place in relation to federal, Aboriginal, provincial and municipal governments.  
 
There are dysfunctional features built into the existing system of Aboriginal-state relations that 
will probably have to be addressed to facilitate the tackling of other problems. 
 
Recent experience of the failed First Nations Governance Act and its various proposals indicates that 
reform of the band council system of government can only be undertaken with the full involvement 
and cooperation of those governments and the Assembly of First Nations. Change cannot be initiated 
from the federal side, though federal commitment to change is necessary. Recent experience with 
partnerships or collaborations, and with devolution, points to some “relationship” questions that 
should be addressed. At the level of service provision, for example, there is already a growing body 
of analysis suggesting that more careful attention must be paid to creating serviceable funding 
regimes that make possible holistic and long-term program planning and delivery. Probably some 
recent experience with partnership and collaborative decision-making should be analyzed and the 
best experiences codified in some way, to move the development of this area of potential progress 
forward. It is likely, also, that there are pockets of expertise in the federal public service, where 
appropriately oriented staff have developed strategies for successful devolution. These may be 
helpful in other instances. 
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Elaboration of a new social architecture for Canada is likely to involve some changes to the 
operations and perhaps the institutions of Canadian federalism, perhaps in the direction signalled 
by the Social Union Framework Agreement and certain early statements of Prime Minister Paul 
Martin. What role should there be for representative Aboriginal organizations, or Aboriginal 
governments in the institutions of federalism of the future? 
 
At present, of course, Aboriginal governments and institutions are hardly present in either the policy 
process of executive federalism or the fiscal framework that enables action. The territorial 
governments, with their large Aboriginal populations, do participate, though their own capacities to 
participate effectively are limited by their status as territories and their very small size relative to 
even the smallest provinces. There are serious questions of appropriate means of representation and 
aggregation that arise immediately when consideration is given to the means by which Aboriginal 
peoples might be systematically included, or dealt in, to the benefits of the federal system, and these 
bear careful thought. But to ignore the growing role of Aboriginal governments and organizations in 
social provision and social policy development at the federal level is to risk subverting the progress 
that is being made in the other arenas discussed in this report.40

 
This overview of social provision for Aboriginal people in Canada exposes an emergent new system 
of social provision, growing on and away from the institutions and practices of the past. It shows the 
intimacy of current relationships between Aboriginal individuals, families, communities, nations and 
peoples, on the one hand, and Canadian public institutions on the other. The relationships do bear the 
scars of bad practices of the past, and in its current structure, a continuation of some of those. It is 
obvious that disentangling these bad practices, and enabling better ones, requires the efforts of both 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal citizens and institutions. This review also shows that there are some 
new models for social provision. At a minimum, our proposals for a new social architecture for 
Canada must be attentive to the positive changes that are now underway, and attempt to create an 
appropriate institutional framework for these to be strengthened, as Aboriginal peoples’ work to 
transform their conditions of life within Canada continue.  
 

                                                 
40  See the analysis in Assembly of First Nations (2002) and Abele and Prince (2003). 
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Appendix 1 
Basic Demographic Information 
 
Note: 
There are many ways of defining the Aboriginal population. The Census of Canada asks questions 
about “origin” and about “identity,” and permits multiple responses. The Census also asks whether 
the respondent is a “registered” Indian, or a band member. A separate tally is provided by the Indian 
Registry, for status Indians only, which is an actual list of names. Key definitions from the Census 
include: 
 
Aboriginal Ancestry or Origin: those persons who reported at least one Aboriginal origin (North 
American Indian, Metis or Inuit) on the ethnic origin question. The question asks about the ethnic or 
cultural group(s) to which the respondent’s ancestors belong.  
 
Aboriginal Identity: those persons who reported identifying with at least one Aboriginal group. The 
Census also includes in this category individuals who did not report an Aboriginal identity, but did 
report themselves as Registered or Treaty Indian, and/or Band or First Nation membership. 
 
Registered, Status or Treaty Indian: those who reported they were registered under the Indian Act 
of Canada.  
 
Member of an Indian Band or First Nation: persons who reported being a member of an Indian 
band or a First Nation. 
 
Counts from the 2001 Census, to illustrate different definitions: 
 

Aboriginal Origin  1,319,890 

Aboriginal Identity  976,305 

Registered Indian  558,175 

Band Membership  554,860 
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Table 2 
Population Reporting Aboriginal Identity, 2001 
 

 Number Percent of Total Aboriginal Percent of Total 
Population (Aboriginal and 

Non-Aboriginal) 

Canada 976,310 100  

Newfoundland and Labrador 18,780 1.9  

Prince Edward Island 1,345 0.1  

Nova Scotia 17,015 1.7  

New Brunswick 16,990 1.7  

Quebec 79,400 8.1  

Ontario 188,315 19.3 2 

Manitoba 150,040 15.4 14 

Saskatchewan 130,190 13.3 14 

Alberta 156,220 16.0 5 

British Columbia 170,025 17.4 4.4 

Yukon 6,540 0.7 23 

Northwest Territories 18,725 1.9 51 

Nunavut 22,720 2.3 85 

Source: Statistics Canada (2003a). 
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Table 3 
Major Groups of Aboriginal People, by Type of Residence, 2001 
 

 Total On 
Reserve 

Total Off 
Reserve 

Rural Non-
reserve Urban 

Total Aboriginal identity 976,305 286,080 690,225 196,130 494,095

North American Indian (single 
response)* 

608,850 272,410 336,435 73,190 263,250

Metis (single response) 292,305 7,315 284,995 85,970 199,015

Inuit (single response) 45,075 1,810 43,260 31,070 12,195

Multiple Aboriginal responses 6,665 520 6,145 1,570 4,575

Aboriginal responses not 
included elsewhere 

23,415 4,025   19,390 4,330 15,060

Source: Statistics Canada (2003a). 

 
 
 
Table 4 
Median Age in 2001 (in Years) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Non-Aboriginal population of Canada 37.7 

Aboriginal population of Canada 24.7 

 Nunavut 19.2 

 Aboriginal people in Saskatchewan 20.1 

 Aboriginal people in Manitoba 22.8 

Source: Statistics Canada (2003a). 
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Table 5 
Twenty Largest Bands in Canada, December 31, 2002 
 

Band Region Indian Register 
Population 

Six Nations of the Grand River Ontario  21,618 

Mohawks of Akwesasne Ontario  9,771 

Blood Alberta  9,358 

Kahnawake Quebec  9,092 

Saddle Lake Alberta  7,941 

Lac La Ronge Saskatchewan  7,459 

Peguis Manitoba  7,338 

Mohawks of the Bay of Quinte Ontario  7,270 

Peter Ballantyne Cree Nation Saskatchewan  7,270 

Wikwemikong Ontario  6,646 

Fort Alexander Manitoba  6,123 

Cross Lake First Nation Manitoba  5,978 

Bigstone Cree Nation Alberta  5,975 

Samson Alberta  5,970 

Norway House Cree Nation Manitoba  5,704 

Siksika Nation Alberta  5,576 

Oneida Nation Ontario  4,930 

Sandy Bay Manitoba  4,775 

Nisichawayasihk Manitoba  4,756 

Montagnais du Lac St-Jean Quebec  4,682 

Source: Indian and Northern Affairs Canada (2003b). 
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Appendix 2 
Indicators of Social Well-being 
 
 
Table 6 
Improvements in Life Expectancy for Aboriginal People 
 

 Year of Birth Life Expectancy at 
Birth (Years) 

Gap in Years Between Life 
Expectancy of Aboriginal 

People and of All Canadians 

Aboriginal men 1975 59.2 11.1 

Aboriginal men 2000 68.9 7.4 

Aboriginal women 1975 65.0 11.7 

Aboriginal women 2000 76.3 5.2 

Source: Statistics Canada (2003b). 

 
 
 
Table 7 
Self-rated Health Status by Age and Sex, Aboriginal Identity Population, Non-reserve, 2001 
 

 Self-rated Health Status 

 Women Men 

Age 
Groups 

Excellent or 
Very Good Good Fair or 

Poor 
Excellent or 
Very Good Good Fair or 

Poor 

15-24 65 29 7 74 20 5 

25-34 62 27 11 68 24 8 

35-44 54 29 16 57 26 17 

45-64 41 26 33 45 27 27 

65 and 
over 

23 32 45 25 32 44 

Total 54 28 18 59 25 16 

Source: Statistics Canada (2003b). 
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Table 8 
Percentage of Population Diagnosed with Diabetes, 2001 
 

Age  Aboriginal 
Non-reserve 

Total Canadian 

15-24 .9 .3 

25-34 3.1 1.5 

35-44 6.8 2.0 

45-54 11.5 4.3 

55-64 18.9 8.7 

65+ 22.2 12.7 

Source: Statistics Canada (2003b). 

 
 
 
Table 9 
Percentage of Population with Chronic Conditions, Non-reserve Population, 
15 Years and Over, 2001 
 

 North American 
Indian Metis Inuit 

Arthritis or rheumatism 20.3 19.5 9.4 

High blood pressure 12 12.7 6.1 

Asthma 12.5 11.7 5.6 

Stomach problems or 
intestinal ulcers 

10.3 10.5 5.8 

Diabetes 8.3 5.9 2.3 

Heart problems 6.5 6.8 4.8 

Source: Statistics Canada (2003b). 

 
For related statistical information and analyses, see Indian and Northern Affairs Canada (2003b); Lee (2000); 
Newhouse and Peters (2003); Blackstock (2003); and Canadian Education Statistics Council (1999). 
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Appendix 3 
Devolution of Expenditures from DIAND to Band Administration 
 
 
Table 10 
Comparison of Band, Province and DIAND Administered Funds, 1991-92 to 2001-02 
 

Fiscal Year Band 
Administered 

Province 
Administered 

DIAND 
Administered 

 
1991-1992 

 
2001-2002 

 
77.3% 

 
85.4% 

 
12.1% 

 
7.3% 

 
10.6% 

 
7.3% 

 

Note: 
In the same period of time, DIAND personnel (full-time equivalents) dropped by 16 percent. 
Expenditures nearly doubled, from $2,776,103,400 to $4,807,519,096. 
 
Source: Indian and Northern Affairs Canada (2003a: 70). 
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