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1. Introduction
Over the past two years, a cumulative wave of public engagement, judicial, political and
policy-setting developments has rolled across this country, this province, and First
Nations throughout. The pace and range of events has been remarkable: in April 2004,
the Canada-Aboriginal Peoples Roundtable, followed by six Sectoral Follow-up Sessions
held throughout the country; in November 2004, two landmark decisions of the Supreme
Court of Canada in Haida Nation and Taku River Tlingit; 1 in March 2005, the formation
of the B.C. First Nations Leadership Council (Leadership Council) and its entry into
discussions with the Province of British Columbia, leading to the release of The New
Relationship 2 as their joint vision document; in May 2005, a Policy Retreat attended by
the Prime Minister, members of the federal Cabinet Committee on Aboriginal Affairs,
and the leaders of five National Aboriginal Organizations, resulting in the signing of A
First Nations – Federal Crown Political Accord on the Recognition and Implementation
of First Nation Governments 3 (the Political Accord); and in November 2005, the
Kelowna First Ministers Meeting, resulting in the signing of the Transformative Change
Accord 4 by the Leadership Council on behalf of B.C. First Nations, and by the Prime
Minister of Canada and the Premier of British Columbia, on behalf of their respective
governments.
While commentators make much of the differences between the various players and their
perspectives, often overlooked is the harmony in their positions regarding the need to
improve the economic, environmental and social conditions that prevail in most First
Nation communities. The Government of British Columbia and the Leadership Council
have been very clear about the strength of their commitment to work toward
implementation of the principles and goals of the Transformative Change Accord. 5
Indian and Northern Affairs Canada (INAC) and B.C. First Nations have worked closely
together for some time through the Joint Planning and Policy Development Forum, 6 Joint
Technical Committees 7 and Comprehensive Community Planning 8 processes to address a
broad range of economic, environmental, social, and cultural issues facing B.C. First
Nation communities. In recent weeks, senior INAC BC Region officials and their
provincial counterparts have embraced a number of new opportunities to join strategically
in common cause, to support the building of capacity among First Nation people, and to
support the building of sustainable First Nation communities in British Columbia.
Each of these developments and initiatives is grounded in a particular context, as each of
their participants and proponents brings a particular perspective. Yet, when the ground
they share is viewed from a distance, we suggest that a common profile emerges:
“supporting the building of sustainable First Nations communities.” We further suggest
that the great challenge before us lies in the transfiguration of that common profile into a
unifying theme – to be addressed through a multilateral process that is truly collaborative.
How can we work together to trigger the release of the stores of energy (economic,
environmental, social, and cultural) lying dormant in those communities? How can we
facilitate the channelling of that energy and the mobilizing of the collaborative will to
1
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support its realization? In summary, how can we develop a collaborative agenda for
building sustainable First Nation communities in British Columbia?
The balance of this paper will be devoted to framing and addressing some key issues
raised by these questions, and to making a start at some answers.

2. Background: The Transformative Change Accord
and Its Deep Roots
The stated purpose of this agreement between the Governments of British Columbia and
Canada and the Leadership Council (representing the First Nations of British Columbia)
is provision of the framework for implementation of the November 24-25, 2005 Kelowna
First Ministers’ Agreement, STRENGTHENING RELATIONSHIPS AND CLOSING THE
GAP (CLOSING THE GAP) in British Columbia. However, the Transformative Change
Accord’s deeper significance lies in the extent to which its progressive terms and
collaborative approach derive from two prior and pivotal agreements: A First Nations –
Federal Crown Political Accord on the Recognition and Implementation of First Nations
Governments (The Political Accord) and The New Relationship:
The Transformative Change Accord expressly acknowledges its debt owed to both those
documents:
“The goals in each document continue to be pursued and the understandings
reached in both serve as the foundation for this tripartite accord.” 9
The uncertainty of the current period of change is also recognized, as is the importance of
establishing “effective working relationships” as the means to removing “impediments to
progress”:
“The Accord acknowledges and respects established and evolving jurisdictional
and fiduciary relationships and responsibilities, and will be implemented in a
manner that seeks to remove impediments to progress by establishing effective
working relationships.” 10
Earning policy legitimacy from the even-handedness of its guiding principles, 11 the
Transformative Change Accord draws political strength from the depth and breadth of
support enjoyed by both The Political Accord and The New Relationship.
The particular issues upon which the parties agreed “… to undertake immediate actions”
are set out in point form (TCA Immediate Action Areas):
“To improve relationships by: …
To close the gap in education by: …
2
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To close the gap in housing and infrastructure by: …
To close the gap in health by: …
To close the gap in economic opportunities by: …” 12

3. Government of B.C. and First Nations Leadership Council
Perspectives on the Transformative Change Accord
Following the Reading of the current federal Budget, Premier Campbell expressed the
intention of the Government of British Columbia to proceed with implementation of
CLOSING THE GAP and the Transformative Change Accord in a prepared statement to
the provincial Legislature:
“…We stand firm on the commitment we made in Kelowna and to the
Transformative Change Accord. And we will stand up strongly to ensure both of
those documents are honoured in British Columbia.
We cannot stand passively by and let this product of unprecedented consensus and
collaboration wither and die for lack of Crown commitment. This government
will work with the federal government to achieve the goals set out in Kelowna.
We will work with the Leadership Council and Aboriginal people on- and offreserve to ensure that the Crown's commitment to closing the gaps is met – one
way or another.” 13
That position was strongly endorsed by the Leadership Council:
“The BC First Nations Leadership Council joined with Premier Gordon Campbell
and the BC Government today in calling on Prime Minister Stephen Harper to live
up to the financial commitments contained in the Kelowna Accord in order to
address the critical socio-economic and infrastructure gaps suffered by First
Nations. The First Nations Leadership Council members were present in the BC
Legislature today when a Special Statement on the New Relationship with
Aboriginal People was tabled by Premier Campbell. The statement reaffirmed the
BC Government’s commitment to the implementation of the Kelowna Accord and
BC Transformative Change Accord. The statement also calls on the federal
government to make available the long term financial resources necessary to
uphold the honour of the Crown in addressing the disparate socio-economic
conditions faced by First Nations …” 14
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4. Favouring a ‘Low Voltage’ and Results-based Approach
While the continuing investment of political capital in CLOSING THE GAP and the
Transformative Change Accord by the Government of British Columbia and the First
Nations Leadership Council is certainly principled and coherent, we suggest that greater
progress toward community sustainability may be achieved in the near term through a
more elastic and less politically charged approach. Such an approach would involve
iteratively building consensus around specific sectoral initiatives, directed at achieving
tangible results that are community-based and time-sensitive (ideally, deliverable in the
current fiscal year).

5. Sustainable Community Perspectives – Transcending Stereotypes
and Applying Fresh Insights
A major strength of framing the range of challenges facing B.C.’s First Nations (and those
situated elsewhere in Canada) as issues of “building sustainable communities” lies in the
resultant transcending of race-based language and stereotypes. Another strength flows from
that perspective shift: the discussion becomes more creative, opening new avenues of inquiry
and investigation that can yield valuable insights from other contexts.
From Restless
Communities to Resilient Places: Building a Stronger Future for All Canadians, 15 the
recently released Final Report of the External Advisory Committee on Cities and
Communities, provides a compelling and current example.
Established by the federal government in February, 2004 and chaired by the Honourable
Mike Harcourt, the Committee was charged with:
•
•
•
•

developing a long-term vision on the role that cities and communities should play
in sustaining Canada's quality of life
providing advice on development of federal policies concerning cities and
communities
enriching the discussion of policy options by providing regional and issue-specific
expertise, and
advising the government on how best to engage provincial, territorial and
Aboriginal governments on major issues affecting Canada's cities and
communities. 16

It is instructive to note the relevance of a summary of the Committee’s key findings to First
Nation communities and their sustainable development:
•
•
•

government policy choices made at all levels and scales play out in places, with
often unintended and unrecognized consequences
our cities and communities are diverse places and require individual responses to
challenges and opportunities
our urban centres and rural areas share an interdependence
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our systems of governance need to change to enable our cities and communities to
make well-informed choices, to respond to challenges and to achieve their
potential domestically and internationally
cities and communities are burdened with significant infrastructure deficits that
are impeding their sustainability
community cohesion is a key to long-term success
local, integrated sustainable planning is a fundamental tool required to guide the
future of our communities
our communities must embrace sustainability by integrating its four dimensions:
economic, environmental, social and cultural, and
creativity and innovation are together an overarching element that will propel our
cities and communities to success. 17

6. Building Sustainable First Nation Communities: Toward a
Collaborative Agenda
We now return to consider the questions set out in our Introduction. The following
discussion is intended to ‘set the table’ for further dialogue between INAC, other federal
departments and agencies, the Government of British Columbia, and the Leadership
Council (the Players) regarding the development of a collaborative agenda for building
sustainable First Nation communities in B.C. – not to presume to set the actual agenda.
Our purpose here is to identify keys to an open and positive tone for that dialogue.
a) How can we work together to trigger the release of the stores of energy
(economic, environmental, social, and cultural) lying dormant in First Nation
communities?
Three key concepts are inclusiveness, vision-sharing, and capacity-building: the first as
to the dialogue process itself; the second and third as to its focus.
i)

Inclusiveness

Historically, federal, provincial, and First Nation agendas have tended to run
in parallel at best, and quite often at cross purposes. Recent collaborative
progress can be maintained only if all three jurisdictions commit to sharing a
dialogue process that is inclusive and on-going. A useful analogy or model
might be INAC’s own Joint Forum – reconstituted as a truly multilateral
dialogue process. 18
ii)

Vision-sharing

Defining a vision and committing to executing it has a unifying influence on
any group. As Grand Chief Ed John once said, “People will work for a vision
if they see themselves in it. And all the more, if they helped to create that
5
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vision.” 19 The solidarity effect will be magnified if the commitment extends
to collaborative decision-making and governance. 20
Earlier we advocated a ‘low voltage’ and results-based approach, “iteratively
building consensus around specific sectoral initiatives.” That suggestion still
stands in terms of tactics. Here, our focus is wider: relationship-building and
strategy-setting. Articulating a shared vision for improving the future of
B.C.’s First Nation communities is a vital aspect of building and maintaining
an effectively collaborative working relationship between INAC, the
Province, and the Leadership Council. Each already has a strategic plan for
serving its particular constituency and related issues. Each already has
endorsed one or more statement of vision.
The current challenge is to develop a vision that is broad enough to include all
the Players, tangible enough to be meaningful, and flexible enough to be
embraced by British Columbia’s diverse First Nation communities.

iii)

Capacity-building

It is common ground that the ultimate key to unlocking the potential of First
Nation communities lies in enhancing the skills and supporting the aspirations
of their citizens. Many of INAC’s programs are directed at human capacity
issues; as is British Columbia’s $100 million New Relationship Trust Fund.
Recent discussions between senior INAC officials and their provincial
counterparts have already identified First Nation capacity-building as an
important policy area for heightened collaborative effort. It remains to ensure
that such capacity-focused collaboration is an integral element of any agenda
for supporting the building of sustainable First Nation communities.

b) How can we help to mobilize the collaborative will so vital to execution of the
theme of building sustainable First Nation communities?
Two primary keys must be noted: staying on ground that is both widely travelled and
highly regarded; and pursuing effective communications.
i) Staying on safe and high ground
It is evident that the current political climate requires an approach that is
measured and inclusive. Language that evokes division or historical
difference, however unintentionally, will jeopardize any initiative so
expressed. Accordingly, we submit that broadest support will be best earned
through steadily contributing to consensus around specific sectoral initiatives,
6
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directed at achieving tangible results that are community-based and timesensitive (ideally, deliverable in the current fiscal year).
The Tripartite Education First Nations Jurisdiction Framework Agreement
(Framework Agreement) and the British Columbia-First Nation Education
Agreement, both signed on July 5, 2006, illustrate success recently achieved
through this low-voltage, results-based approach.
The Framework
Agreement fulfils a 2003 commitment between the Governments of Canada
and B.C. “… to work towards a framework for jurisdiction over the education
of First Nations children who attend band schools” 21, setting the stage for the
BC-FN Education Agreement to define tangible commitments regarding
curriculum development, accreditation, and a consultative approach to a range
of specified issues. 22
ii) Pursuing effective communications
It should be noted that the North Vancouver signing of the Framework
Agreement and the British Columbia-First Nation Education Agreement
generated significant and positive media coverage in local, provincial and
national media. We suggest that such coverage both reflects and reinforces
strong public support for collaborative measures directed at tangible progress
toward building sustainable First Nation communities, and toward closing the
gaps identified in the Transformative Change Accord. Such media and public
support should be referenced as a platform for implementation of other
sectoral initiatives directed at community sustainability issues.

c) How can we make optimal, positive use of that energy and collaborative will
to support the building of sustainable First Nation communities?
Two fundamental keys can be readily identified: first, cultivating synergies among
current investments; second, developing a short list of ‘community sustainability’
initiatives for partnership by the Players.
i) Cultivating synergies among current investments
Significant federal spending is already directed at Transformative Change
Accord objectives in B.C. (about $437 million in fiscal 2005-2006). 23 The
Government of British Columbia has already launched a number of New
Relationship initiatives, 24 the most significant being the New Relationship
Fund: a $100 million trust fund to underwrite long term capacity-building for
B.C. First Nations.
The point here is not to glorify past achievement. Rather, we seek to signal
the fact that INAC 25 and the other Players hold significant opportunities for
7
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advancing the sustainability of B.C.’s First Nation communities – through
leverage and synergy. High priority should be placed on convening
multilateral discussions that are focused on identifying suitable areas for
partnership and other linkages in the deployment of current resources.

ii)

Developing a short list of ‘community sustainability’ initiatives for
partnership and promotion

As such areas of opportunity for partnership and other linkages are
identified, 26 the next step should be selection of a small number of initiatives
(current or planned) for partnership and communication. 27 It is important that
the review and selection processes be truly multilateral and open among the
federal, provincial, and First Nation jurisdictions, if the Players’ full and
mutual commitment is to be realized.

7. Conclusion: The Perfect Wave – Ride It or …
On November 18, 2004 the Supreme Court of Canada handed down its unanimous
decisions in the companion cases of Haida Nation and Taku River Tlingit. 28 In so doing,
the Court laid the groundwork for a remarkable series of political breakthroughs, and
raised the expectations of First Nation communities and their leaders throughout British
Columbia and across the country. More recent events have dampened those expectations,
while raising political tensions.
Much hangs in the balance as we address the opportunities and challenges of forming a
collaborative agenda for building sustainable First Nation communities. The perfect
wave of potential change has crested and is rolling.
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