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THREE THINGS You SHOULD KNOW
WHEN WORKING WITH FIRST NATIONS

have been hearing
from many with
interests in
conservation that
they are
increasingly
encoUntering. F itst
Nations Peoples in
their travels. The
expenences vary
but a common need
is emerging to
understand a little
about First Nations.
There are, of course,
many morethati three things you shouldkJ"luw
when working with First Natiolls,but let's start
with these thrct:.

CULTURALLY DIVERSE PEOPLES
The first thing you should know is that at the time
of contact, North and South America was inhabited
by a very diverse group ofIndigenousPeople each
with their own culture, values, beliefs, religious
views, political organizations, educational systems,
lands and resources, and social structures.
Geography played an important role in the
development of the diversity of the Indigenous
People of the "New World." Clearly defined
geographic boundaries and the abundance of natural
resources like fish, game, and agricultural crops
allowed for the development of different cultures
that in many cases would go on to develop
languages that were unique and distinct.

Today linguist's talk of language. in tel11lsof
language families, which are broad categories, or
languages of conlmon origin. Canada is home to at
least eleven distinctive Aboriginal language
families and some of the language families are
sometimes broken up into more dialects. The Haida
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language family is a
stand alone language
while the Wakashan
language family is
broken up further into
dialects. Other
language families in
Canada include:
Athapascan, Salishan,
Tsimshian, Ktunaxa,
Tlingit, Cree,
Ojibway, Inuktitut,
and Iroquoian
families.

!5wakw9.k9.'VVakw big house in Alert Bay, photo l3ob Joseph

It is also important to note that each of the language
families in Canada is completely different from one
another. If someone from the Athapascan tried to
speak to someone from the Wakashan theyw()Uld
have little ability to understand each other. In fact,
it would be similar to speaking Englishto someone
whO sPeaks Japanese.

Just as there are distinct language families, it is
important to recognize that there is no such thing as

. a single First Nations group in Canada. First Nation
communities are made up of people from many
different cultures. This difference can impact your
conservation efforts, as they may not all want the
same thing. What one First Nation wants may not
be what another First Nation wants. How you reach
agreements with one First Nation may not be how
you reach agreements with another, and so on. Put
another way, there is no blanket solution, template,
or cookie cutter model that works when working
with First Nations.

DEFINITIONS
The Cafiadi~ri Constitution recognizes three groups
of Aboriginal people: Indians (now known as First
Nations people), Metis and Inuit. These are three
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distinct peoples with unique heritages, languages,
cultural practices and spiritual beliefs. The term
"Indian" collectively describes all the Indigenous
people in Canada who are not Inuit or Metis.
addition, three categories apply to Indians in
Canada: Status Indians, Non-Status Indians, and
Treaty Indians. Some people may fi to more than
one of those categories. Some pe find the term
"Indian" outdated and offensive a fer to
identifY themselves as First Natio ople.

Although the term "First Nation" is now widely
used, there is no legal definition for it. A First
Nation usually has a governing body that is
organized and established by the community. A
First Nation can be made up of status and non-
status Indians. A First Nation can be made up of
one band or include several different bands. The

and has in many casesterm "First NatiOns» (jan
replaced the term "Band."

Now that you have a senseQHhe tetn;i FirstJN~tiQn,
it is important to decide, after doing some research;
if this is indeed who you will be working with and
want to work with. For example, if you are
securing a piece ofland for conservation purposes
you may want to know if there is.3, First Nation or
First Nations close by. Your researchshouldalso
attempt to determine if there are. Metis Peoples and
perhaps Inuit Peoples near by. If there is only a
First Nation close by then thatis whQ you are
working with. Ifhowever, in your research Y°"u
discover,. Metis Peoples. or InuitPepplesthen the
definition to use would be Aboriginal Peoples
because the Canadian Gonstitution recognizes all
three as Aboriginal -Peoples.

59 what is thebe.st definitiQlltause?.Myans\\,er is,
"It depends." If you wereworkingtacanservein
an area where there is anly a First Natian or First
Natians then yau wauld be mate inclined to. use the
term First Natian arFirsfNatians. .Farexarnple;the
XYZ CanservatianGroup. iscarnmitted to
develaping relationships with neighboring First
Natians to help canserve and protect culturally
impartant values. If hawever there are First
N",tions, Inuit and/ar Metis Peoples that yau wauld
be more inclined to Ml:ietheterm.Abariginal
Peaples. Far example, the XYZ Canservatian
Group is cammitted to. warking with Abariginal

The Kingfisher

~

protect culturally important

FIRST NATIONS ARE PRO CONSERVATION
OR PRO DEVELOPMENT?
The third thing you should know about First
Nations is whether they are pro-development or
pro-CQnserv<ttion. I'm often asked in my workshops
this question. Again, my answer is, "It depends."

The. first coIlsideration to explore in the
deter1l1ination Qfwhether a specific First Nation is
pro-conservation or pro-development is the
discussion about how First Nations started out in
North.America. Many scholars, until recently,
believed that the First Nations People who
populated NorthAmerica did.so by way of a land
bridge that stretched across the Bearing Sea. The
laIldbridge theory talks about a single wave of
migmtion from Asia at the end of the last ice age
beirig respoIlsible for the populatioIl of North and
South America. Mention the land bridge theory to
FirstNations and askthemifthey<c;rosseda land
bridge andtheirresponse would likely be, "No."
Instead First Nations would talk about creation and
say they did not acquire theirJands l)y walking
across a land bridge but rather will talk of first
ancestor stories or creation stories.

Creation isanimportanJ belief in trying to pin point
if a First Najion is pfQ-developmentQr pro-
conservation.. From tlwyiewpoint of creation, First
Nations were given lands by the creator. These
lands were to be used and protected for their benefit
and are required for their long term cultural
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natural
need to
First Nations to be more
development at any cost
still weigh their decisions against cultural

WHAT ARE SOME INTERESTS FIRST
NATIONS MIGHT HAVE IN DOING
CONSERVATION?
Some First Nations are interested in setting aside
land for conservation purposes and would be
interested in exploring partnerships with
conservation organizations. They may want to set a
parcel aside for conservation but in doing so may
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requ~st.continu~gaccess to the parcel for traditional
purposes,slichas,.gathering plants or root crops for
medicinal purposes.

Other First Nations could be attracted to
a parcel of land to protect a sacred site. Bathing

first ancestor sites, and other culturally
.. are of cultural significance to First

Nations and a conservation group could potentially
find additional support from a First Nation or group

First Nations to conserve a sacred site.

Other First Nations dealing with extreme
conditions may be interested in

groups that would help
issues as well

conservmg

purposesbm
al1oWIIlg development for
thebenefitoHhe . Nation, such as, a low impact
InterptetiveCentre.()ri.aplltcel of land providing for
conservation and economic opportunities.

Bob Joseph is a member of the Gwa-wa-aineuk
Nation. .He has provided strategic council and

through workshops and guest lectures at
Universities and Colleges on Indigenous or
Aboriginal.Relations since 1994. Bob can be can
be reached at
www. indigenouscorporatetraining. com.
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