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Executive Summary

IN RECENT YEARS, a growing number environmental assessment (EA) and Crown consulta-

tion processes have concluded that industrial projects will impact Indigenous cultures. This 

has raised the question: are there appropriate and acceptable tools that governments and 

Indigenous groups can utilize to assist with mitigating or accommodating project effects on 
Indigenous cultures if a project is approved.

This report examines this pressing issue through the lens of community-defined cultural 
programs and strategic investments in cultural resilience.

We describe the outcomes that community-defined cultural programs and strategic invest-
ments in culture can have for individuals and Indigenous communities. We also describe key 

features of many of the community-defined cultural programs and strategic investments that 
exist around Canada, concluding that strategic investments in culture and cultural programs 

can have concrete individual, family, community and environmental benefits in the context 
of industrial development projects.

For governments and Indigenous communities that are interested in exploring cultural 

programs and investments in response to identified project effects on culture, our study 
reveals key lessons on the design of culture resilience programs:

• Program developers must account for the community context and identify the barriers 

in program design and costing. A well-developed cultural program starts from a 

clear understanding of the pathways of effects and seriousness of these effects 
as they relate to culture. Barriers to cultural programs can take many forms, from 
governmental constraints to the finite energy of number of elders and knowledge 
holders.

• Community-designed programs need to involve as many members and experiences 

as possible, drawing on a wide range of teachers and expertise. People are ideally 

engaged through many different venues, some in planning and others in program 
delivery, and still others through activity with youth on the land. Committees for 

planning and direction locally are a common feature of successful efforts.

For governments 

and Indigenous 

communities that are 

interested in exploring 

cultural programs and 

investments in response 

to identified project 
effects on culture, our 
study reveals key lessons 

on the design of culture 

resilience programs.
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• Long-term investments in human capacity, services and infrastructure are needed 
to ensure the future of a program. Long-term success is attributable to significant 
investments in infrastructure and long-term staff who are encouraged to plan, build 
and live their culture.

• Cultural programs must invest in the maintenance and protection of places and 

spaces for language to be shared, learned and practiced. Culture is nothing if there 

is nowhere to experience it.

We present these findings with a word of caution. Our findings are not meant to suggest 
that all effects on Indigenous cultures can be mitigated by cultural programs or that any 
particular program will always be effective or sufficient for mitigating project effects on one 
or more parts of a community’s cultural fabric. The path to determining what measures, if 

any, are appropriate for dealing with potential cultural impacts of a project must be guided 

by Indigenous communities themselves.

Our findings are not 
meant to suggest that 

all effects on Indigenous 
cultures can be mitigated 

by cultural programs 

or that any particular 

program will always be 

effective or sufficient for 
mitigating project effects 
on one or more parts of a 

community’s cultural fabric. 

The path to determining 

what measures, if any, are 
appropriate for dealing 

with potential cultural 

impacts of a project must 
be guided by Indigenous 

communities themselves.
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PART 1

Introduction

History of Mikisew Culture and Relationship to the Land

THE MIKISEW WAY OF LIFE is grounded in the lands and waters of Mikisew traditional 

territory since time immemorial. They have experienced loss of access to lands and culture as 

a result of state-led assimilative actions (Candler 2012). Prior to 1899, when Mikisew signed 

Treaty 8, members lived within bush settlements with access to an abundance of water, 

wildlife, and vegetation (M31, personal communication August 29, 2019). Families relied on 

the land for everything from food to medicine and clothing. The land and its offerings provided 
critical teachings to the younger generation that contributed to their well-being and survival.

State decisions to assimilate and disconnect Mikisew people from their culture have had 

a lasting impact. Residential schools were implemented in Fort Chipewyan from 1874 to 

1974, threatening Mikisew individual and family ties to their traditional knowledge and cultural 

identity. Industrial impacts such as the construction of the W.A.C. Bennett Dam in the 1960’s, 
on the upper Peace River impacted water levels in the Peace-Athabasca Delta leading to 

a rapid decline in muskrat and other aquatic furbearers. The cumulation of environmental 

changes that threatened Mikisew economic security and Canada’s assimilative education 

policies influenced MCFN’s transition from the bush to MCFN reserved Crown land in Fort 
Chipewyan (Candler 2012).

Despite such impacts, MCFN members continue to regularly return to their permanent 

and seasonal bush settlements and traplines at Quatre Forche and along the Peace River. 

Mikisew’s connection to the land is such a critical component to their culturally identity and 

health and well-being that members have reported feelings of emotional and physical stress 

when they are unable to return to their traplines or cabins (M02, personal communication, 

November 15, 2019). In this sense, the ‘baseline’ of culture for MCFN is having access 

to traditional bush settlements and traplines, with an abundance of water, wildlife, and 

vegetation.

“Lands are not only used 

for resources, they are 
our teaching, it is our 
trunk of teaching tools 

that we have out in our 

land to be able to pass 

down to our generation.” 

(M01, October 17, 2018)

PHOTO: SANDRA GOSLING/FIRELIGHT
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Cultural Impact Assessment

Formerly, environmental assessment (EA) processes in Canada focused primarily on the 
biophysical impacts of projects. More recently, EAs have expanded to include evaluating the 
complex impacts of industrial and resource development projects on Indigenous cultures. 

Recognized approaches for evaluating effects of proposed projects on Aboriginal and Treaty 
rights of Indigenous peoples during environmental assessments and Crown consultation 

processes have similarly brought cultural values and cultural impacts more directly into 

project evaluation processes.

Examples of the growing focus on identifying cultural impacts in project reviews abound. In 
the Yukon, an environmental assessment process of a mineral exploration program provided 

an assessment of the impacts that the program would have on a nation’s sense of place 

([YESAB] Yukon Environmental and Socio-Economic Assessment Board 2012). Other 
regulatory boards have registered specific cultural concepts, such as the meaning of an 
area to a nation and the concept of a cultural footprint or landscape. One northern review 

board rejected two projects (the Screech Lake Uranium Exploration Project and the New 
Shoshoni Diamond Exploration Project) through environmental assessments decisions due 
to project effects on the meaning of the places where the projects would be developed to 
the Dene (MVRB 2004; 2007a). The environmental assessments for the proposed Prosperity 
and New Prosperity projects are well documented examples of environmental assessments 

evaluating effects of projects on a cultural keystone location and other spiritual values (New 
Prosperity Federal Review Panel & Canadian Environmental Assessment Agency [CEAA] 
2013). Recently, the Joint Review Panel Report for the Frontier Project heavily weighed cultural 

rights in its decision, recognizing that particular places are vital for knowledge transfer and 

are keystone locations where there is continual transmission of place based and traditional 

knowledge among families (Joint Review Panel 2019). The Joint Review Panel also recognized 

the project effects on historic resources, that are residues of past and current cultures and 
are non-renewable resources. That Joint Review Panel concluded that the Frontier Project 

would have a variety of project and cumulative effects on Indigenous peoples asserted 
rights to the use of lands and resources for traditional and cultural purposes, even with 

environmental mitigation measures by the proponent.

In short, there is growing recognition that industrial development causes impacts to culture 

and its transmission, even in the context where strong proponent-led environmental mitigation 

measures are applied. Cultural impacts can have devastating and long-term consequences 

for individuals, families, communities and the Crown-Indigenous relationship. This leads to 

the question of what measures governments and Indigenous communities can explore when 

seeking to identify options for mitigating or accommodating effects of proposed projects 
on Indigenous cultures.

While approaches to developing environmental mitigations have been standardized and 

are now often applied through an accepted approach (Gibson 2017), there is much less 

consistency when it comes to identifying and confirming measures to mitigate or accom-

modate cultural impacts of projects in government decision-making for resource projects.

The ‘baseline’ of culture 

for MCFN is having 

access to traditional bush 

settlements and traplines, 
with an abundance of water, 
wildlife, and vegetation.

PHOTO: MCFN CULTURE RETREAT
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As EA and Crown consultation processes are increasingly identifying (and are required to 
identify) cultural impacts of proposed projects, it is urgent that governments and others 

understand the tools and initiatives that governments can support to help discharge their 

duties to mitigate and accommodate those cultural impacts in culturally appropriate ways. 

Mitigating and accommodating cultural impacts is needed to ensure that governments 

recognize and respect Aboriginal and Treaty rights in environmental assessment and Crown 

consultation processes in the lead up to government decision-making.

Canada’s Commitment

As stated in the United Declaration of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP 2008), Indigenous peoples 
have the right to self determination, self governance, and free, prior, and informed consent 

(FPIC) of their lands, including in efforts to 
protect their culture and traditional resources. 

In relation to industrial development on 

Indigenous lands, “states shall provide effective 
mechanisms for just and fair redress for any 

such activities and appropriate measures shall 

be taken to mitigate adverse environmental, 

economic, social, cultural, or spiritual impact” 

(32.3., UNDRIP 2008). Similarly, the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission’s ([TRC] 2015) Call 
to Action (45.ii) requires the implementation of 

the UNDRIP as the framework for reconcilia-

tion. As stated in 2015, the Government of 

Canada is committed to implementing the 

TRC’s 94 Calls to Action, in an effort to redress 
the past assimilation of Indigenous culture (e.g., 

residential schools) and to prevent cultural 

erosion (Government of Canada & Indigenous and Northern Affairs [INAC] 2018). Canada’s 
has made the commitment to fully implement UNDRIP as a reconciliation framework, to 
re-establish the state’s relationship to Indigenous peoples, based on the recognition of 

Indigenous rights. A Mikisew elder reflects on this requirement:

The residential school system has left a negative impact on the past generation 

and current generation from a systemic stripping of culture, language and way 

of life, with the loss of emotional connection to family and inevitable loss of our 

Elders and our teachings. And the time and access to lands we once knew and 

loved, our way of life and the way we navigate day to day is still colonized and 

our way of life it still at threat by the superiority top-down system the monarchy 

has created. And as demonstrated in the recent Supreme Court decisions, 

Mikisew v. Canada, the government has failed us and needs to do more. (M31, 

October 18 2019)

The Government of 

Canada is committed 

to implementing the 

Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission’s 94 Calls 

to Action, in an effort 
to redress the past 

assimilation of Indigenous 

culture and to prevent 

cultural erosion.

PHOTO: SANDRA 
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Purpose

Notwithstanding improvements in how cultural impacts of projects are identified, government 
departments and decision-makers in Canada have been poorly equipped to explore and 

develop mitigation measures with Indigenous communities respecting cultural and community 

health. This report is meant to expose the reader to the types of programs that are designed 

to strengthen culture (and best practices in program development) and to help the reader 

understand how these programs can play, if designed and supported by an Indigenous 

community, a role in mitigating or accommodating the project effects on Indigenous culture 
that are identified in EA and Crown consultation processes. This report is specific to mitigating 
the negative impacts of industrial development; with a focus on land-based impacts to 
culture that reduce Indigenous people’s access to their distinct cultural rights and practice. 

We have focused on a community-led approach to cultural programs, in recognition of 

self-governance and self-determination (UNDRIP 2008).

In this sense, this report can be seen as a follow-up to our previous report, A Survey of the 

Field (Gibson, Firelight Group, and Mikisew Cree First Nation 2017). That report reviewed the 

approaches and methods identification of impact on rights and culture. This report reviews 
one approach — cultural programs and investments — for governments and Indigenous 

communities to see what can be done about these impacts.

Methods and Limitations

Our research consisted of literature and program reviews, as well as focus groups with more 

than 30 women, men, knowledge holders, and youth. The intent of our research process 

was to understand the ways in which the MCFN community identifies and participate in their 
culture. We looked at additional examples from across Canada and abroad to enhance our 

understanding of the unique ways Indigenous people practice and maintain their culture and 

traditional ways of being while persisting the ongoing impacts of colonialism and land loss. 

We collected data from a wide range of groups and individuals to provide a comprehensive 

understanding how diverse programs can support in mitigating cultural loss.

Our findings are not meant to suggest that all effects on Indigenous cultures can be mitigated 
by the programs described in this report. Our findings should also not be interpreted as 
saying that any particular program will always be effective or sufficient for mitigating project 
effects on one or more parts of a community’s cultural fabric. While the report establishes 
that there are tools, which if responsibly explored in meaningful dialogue with affected 
communities, may enable communities and governments to make more informed decisions 

about resource projects, the path to determining what measures, if any, are appropriate for 

dealing with potential cultural impacts of a project must always be guided by perspectives 

of impacted Indigenous communities themselves.

Ginger Gibson, Ph.D., The Firelight Group 

for Mikisew Cree First Nation

CULTURE AND RIGHTS IMPACT ASSESSMENT

A Survey of the Field

May 2017

Our 2017 report, A Survey 

of the Field, reviewed the 

approaches and methods 

identification of impact 
on rights and culture. 

This report reviews one 

approach — cultural 

programs and 

investments — for 

governments and 

Indigenous communities 

to see what can be done 

about these impacts.
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PART 2

Terms and Concepts

Culture

The Survey of the Field report (2017) described Indigenous culture as the way of life, system of 

knowledge, values, beliefs, and behaviour, all of which is passed down between generations. 

Culture is reflected and embedded in practices, the built and natural environment, and the 
relationships between people and their natural environment. For example, to the Mikisew 

Cree, the land is the basis for all relationships, including the Creator, their kin, elders, and 

their ancestors.

Culture I think is… [defined] through my identity, which is really about our 
relationship to the land, and activities. With our environment, so land not just 

being land, but water, air, and all those components of our traditional territory, 

is what it really is for me, [and] defines our culture. Those activities through that 
relationship to the land. So those could be things like ceremony, harvesting. Those 

things describe our relationship with my traditional territory. (M04, June 2019)

Examples of elements of culture include:

• Communally-held knowledge and ways of knowing;

• Spiritual practices and beliefs;

• Language and its transmission;

• Traditions and out-on-the-land activities (e.g., hunting, harvesting, trapping, fishing, 
berry picking), including both the activity and teaching that occurs;

• Social relationships and governance;

• People’s sense of place and community; and

• Visual and physical aspects of landscapes that encompass stories, values, or 

relationships.

To the Mikisew Cree, the 
land is the basis for all 

relationships, including the 
Creator, their kin, elders, 
and their ancestors.

PHOTO: MCFN CULTURE RETREAT
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Canadian legislation requires that culture be reviewed to complete an environmental 

assessment, whether it be through past or the current Act. This is currently required under 

s.22(c) of the Impact Assessment Act, S.C. 2019, s.1 and was also previously required 

under s.5(1)(c) of CEAA, 2012 and through the duty to consult. For government readers, 

this means that the findings of this report are relevant even where a federal decision does 
not trigger a formal EA process.

Cultural Effect Pathways

The identification (and multiplicity) of cultural effect pathways that can arise from a project 
is a critical step in developing responsive measures for mitigating and accommodating 

cultural impacts. Given the many complex ways in which culture is expressed, it should 

not be surprising that the pathways through which culture can be changed or negatively 

impacted in response to industrial development projects are similarly varied and numerous.

When an industrial project impacts the relationship of a community to their territory and their 

land, they may also lose connection to their culture, ancestors, way of life, perspectives 

on their hope for the future, and more. Physical impact to the land may include changes in 

quality of harvested resources (country foods, such as moose, bison and caribou), water 

quality and water quantity, and personal health and mental well-being, among others. The 

physical removal of an area of land from a nation can lead to physical, social and cultural 

outcomes — all of which reduce the connection that people have to their land and to each 

other. The effects of industrial projects can have long-lasting cultural impacts for Indigenous 
communities.

A methodology developed by the Mikisew Cree and IAAC (then, CEAA) lays out a stepwise 
approach to evaluating impacts of industrial development on culture, language and way of 

life, including the identification of pathways of effects. It should be noted that the pathways 
in that methodology are often — though not exclusively — tied to biophysical impacts on 

the land. This was due to a requirement of the legislation existing at the time. For example, 

in reviewing impacts, the methodology identifies that an “assessment should take into 
consideration factors associated with the practice of Aboriginal and treaty rights such as 

access, land conditions, air and water quality and quantity, location of resources, travel 

routes, and places to be on the land and pass down their teachings” (CEAA 2018, 8).

In the context of the Frontier Project, cultural effect pathways that were identified were:

• Reduced confidence in traditional resources;

• Diminishment of land user experience;

• Loss of sense of place and connection with a cultural keystone area;

• Reduction in youth/land use interactions with their territory and cultural teachers;

• Loss of intergenerational knowledge transfer;

The physical removal of an 

area of land from a nation 

can lead to physical, social 
and cultural outcomes — all of 

which reduce the connection 

that people have to their 

land and to each other.

PHOTO: SANDRA GOSLING/FIRELIGHT
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• Increased hardship for land users (such as higher costs of travelling to alternative 

locations or to increase monitoring of existing places);

• Reduced sharing of traditional resources in Fort Chipewyan;

• Reduced opportunities of on-the-land learning of traditional skills and crafts;

• Loss of pride from the reduced ability to be responsible as stewards; and

• Impacts to traditional family group areas and social structures (JRP 2019).

The New Shoshoni decision in the NWT by the Mackenzie Valley Environmental Impact 
Review Board provides another good example of the multiplicity of cultural effect pathways 
from even an exploration project ([MVRB] Mackenzie Valley Environmental Impact Review 
Board 2004). In that context, culture holders identified the following cultural effect pathways:

• Reduction of the value of a place in the hearts and minds of the culture group;

• Reduced ability to know and teach about a place between generations (or knowledge 

transmission);

• Reduced connection to the cultural landscape, leading to reduced cultural continuity 

overall;

• Loss of a place of refuge from the “modern” world (or loss of a sense of place or 
quiet enjoyment of the land);

• Disrespect of ancestors, namely due to their requirement to care for the land; and

• Increased access to a critical cultural area by outsiders contributing to loss of 

confidence in the land by the people in the region (Ibid, 68).

Defining “Cultural  Programs”

This report frequently uses the term “cultural program.” This is not 

meant as a uniform concept with strictly defined characteristics and 
components. By cultural program, we mean a broad and diverse 

category of initiatives and investments that have, in some part, a focus on 

maintaining or enhancing one or more elements of a community’s culture.

Examples of cultural programs include place name programs, language 

retention programs, on-the-land camps, harvester support programs, 

guardian programs, drumming programs, traditional skill programs, 

youth internships, mentorships, ceremony/spiritual initiatives, gendered 

programs, cooking programs, storytelling programs, among others.

By “cultural program,” we 
mean a broad and diverse 

category of initiatives and 

investments that have, 
in some part, a focus on 
maintaining or enhancing 

one or more elements of 

a community’s culture.

PHOTO: ATHABASCA 
CANOE TRIP/MCFN
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WE SEE STRONG ALIGNMENT in the literature that investments in culture, language and 

way of life can have a range of beneficial outcomes with respect to the cumulative effects 
that impede the ability of communities to maintain culture.

A body of work has emerged that highlights the importance of cultural programs for Indigenous 

resilience. This work has studied both the causes and solutions to cultural loss and has 

identified many protective factors to promote resilience and well-being at the individual, family, 
community, and environmental levels. This body of research has identified a broad range 
of solutions to cultural loss through cultural programs targeted to Indigenous populations.

At the individual level, cultural programs have been shown to have physical health benefits 
including improving physical fitness and healthy lifestyles and combatting health issues 
such as diabetes (Oster et al. 2014), improving mental health and emotional well-being, and 

preventing suicide (Michael J Chandler and Lalonde 1998; M.J. Chandler and Lalonde 2003; 
Michael J. Chandler et al. 2003).This can create a self-reinforcing feedback loop.

At the community level, formalized cultural programs have been shown to enhance cultural 

and social health as well as benefit the environment and the economy. Cultural and health 
outcomes at the community level include:

• Strengthening connections to and within the community (Simon Fraser University 
and Auger 2016; Oster et al. 2014);

• Enhancing social ties and networks (Wexler 2014; Petrasek MacDonald et al. 2015);

• Improving the emotional health of the family and community (Barker, Goodman, and 
DeBeck 2017; Mohatt et al. 2004);

• Transmitting culture, knowledge and language (Mohatt et al. 2004; Petrasek 
MacDonald et al. 2015); and

• Creating stronger elder-youth connections (Mohatt et al. 2004; Bals et al. 2011; 
Wexler 2014), and more.

PART 3

Outcomes of Cultural Programs 
and Cultural Infrastructure

At the community level, 
formalized cultural 

programs have been shown 

to enhance cultural and 

social health as well as 

benefit the environment 
and the economy.

PHOTO: ATHABASCA 
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Cultural programs are also said to lead to improved environmental conditions through land-based 

programs that focus on re-connecting communities and community members to their territory 

and reclaiming the environment (Pearce et al. 2011; 2015). Studies have also shown how 
improved cultural, communal, and environmental health have cumulative economic benefits 
and create employment within the community (EPI EcoPlan International, Inc. 2016).

Past research has shown that participation in formalized cultural activities and a strong cultural 

connection contributes to Indigenous youth resilience (Bals et al. 2011; Wexler 2014). Cultural 
programs bolster mental health (Chandler and Lalonde 1998), and youth who feel disconnected 
from their identity and sense of self are more likely to suffer from mental health issues, and 
there are direct health outcomes connected to maintenance of culture, language and way of 

life. Indeed, communities that have strong language, and cultural activity for youth have lower 

suicide rates (Chandler and Lalonde 1998). Cultural continuity indicators that were reviewed 
in the B.C. context included Indigenous-led education, self-governance, access to traditional 
lands, community control over health services, cultural facilities and services, and community 

control over police and fire services. In short, the authors found that Indigenous youth living in 
communities with control over their community services and clear connections to their lands 

and culture are more likely to have a stronger sense of community and self. Further, Indigenous 

youth with a strong sense of community and identity are more likely to live longer, healthier lives.

In 2003, Chandler and Lalonde updated this study and identified that Indigenous communities 
with greater than 50% of members having Indigenous language knowledge have youth suicide 

rates six times less than those communities with less than 50% of Indigenous language 

knowledge.

Emerging evidence illustrates that culture is an effective treatment for mental health amongst 
Indigenous communities (Barker et al. (2017). Language in particular is “one of the most 
tangible symbols of culture and group identity—a link which connects people with their past, 

and grounds their social, emotional and spiritual vitality” and, as such, supporting Indigenous 

language programs will lead to healthier communities and individuals (2017, 398).

Health studies have provided evidence on the physical health benefits of cultural programs, 
including language programs (Oster et al 2014). The study draws on cases of diabetes in 

Indigenous Nations across Alberta and found that those nations that have more “cultural 

continuity (measured by traditional Indigenous language knowledge) had significantly lower 
diabetes prevalence after adjustment for socio-economic factors” (p. 1). In their words, “the 

need for a strong attachment to and respect for culture was emphasized time and again as 

the basis of any thriving and healthy First Nation, as one participant said, ‘All things flow from 
our culture’” (p. 3).

A theme amongst successful cultural programs is investment in infrastructure. Infrastructure can 

include gathering places, cultural spaces, water management systems, offices, environmental 
monitoring technologies, services, supplies, and equipment, etc. Infrastructure offers the tools 
needed to implement community visions. It creates a sense of pride in culture and can be a 

vehicle for expressing and maintaining culture. In fact, recent research has shown functional 

infrastructure to be an important element of Indigenous people’s health (Reading and Wien 2009).

From this short summary, it is clear that cultural programs contribute to cultural and community 

resilience.

A theme amongst 

successful cultural 

programs is investment 

in infrastructure. 

Infrastructure can 

include gathering places, 
cultural spaces, water 
management systems, 
offices, environmental 
monitoring technologies, 
services, supplies, 
and equipment, etc. 

PHOTO: ATHABASCA 
CANOE TRIP/MCFN
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PART 4

The Diverse World of 

Culture Programs

FIRELIGHT FOUND MANY language-based programs and land-based cultural programs 

flourishing across the country. In this section, we review different program focuses or 
components, and real-world examples of programs that Indigenous communities have 

developed to maintain and strengthen culture.

The types of programs include language programs, camp and land-based programs, 

harvester programs, guardian programs, youth programs, ceremony-based programs, 

population-based programs, well-being programs, and grown in the community programs.

Language and Land-Based Programs

We find tight integration between language and land-based programming. It is often the case 
that language learning occurs out on the land that is being impacted by a project. In some 

circumstances, particular words for a location cannot even be learned unless a person is in 

the place itself. This means that an elder will be out on the land with a younger person to 

teach them of that place in the language. Land in this case is really the book that the elder 
teaches from (Andrews et al. 1998).

Language-based programs aim to reverse language loss and reclaim Indigenous languages. 
Studies on cultural programming have found that community members equate traditional 

culture with language and emphasize that cultural programs must include a language element 

in order to succeed at revitalizing culture. This makes sense, given that “language is at the 

center of culture and provides the blueprint for how to live and survive” (Oster et al 2014, p. 

3). Language-based program initiatives include developing community-oriented language 
nests and immersion programs, language camps, on the land place-based mapping 

initiatives, digital dictionaries and apps, media-based learning (such as making short films 
and songs), and more.

In some circumstances, 
particular words for a 

location cannot even be 

learned unless a person 

is in the place itself. 

This means that an elder 

will be out on the land 

with a younger person 

to teach them of that 

place in the language. 

Land in this case is 

really the book that the 
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Land-based programs aim to bring people back to the land to connect with their culture, 
their ancestors, their community, and their history. Land-based programs include on-the-land 
camps for youth, women, at risk populations, and for the broader population. Examples of 
these kinds of programs are outlined in Appendix A.

It is important to note that programs usually incorporate multiple focuses or activities. A 

land-based program, for example, can include language immersion and ceremonial practices. 

A youth program might include a strong on-the-land component and support harvesting. 

Communities create programs from a complementary set of components, to meet their 

unique needs.

Language Programs

Language programs connect fluent and non-fluent community members to ensure the vitality 
and continuity of language across generations. Indigenous language is inseparable from 

the land, culture, and traditional knowledge, so while language programs are sometimes 

delivered in a classroom setting with a focus on the mechanics of language, language is 

also a cultural thread that runs through many other programs.

Increasingly, schools are changing curriculum to incorporate cultural and language experi-

ences on the land, which is increasing student school attendance, course completion, credits 

earned, student performance and retention. Programs start as early as kindergarten and 

go to university levels.

Selected examples:

 ■ The Dehcho First Nations have developed a Mentor-Apprentice Program (MAP) in 

the form of a five-month, application-based program that pairs a non-fluent language 
apprentice with a fluent Dene zhatié speaker. The two participants spend at least 10 
hours a week speaking Dene zhatié and receive an hourly stipend. Together, the mentor 
and apprentice set language goals and develop a schedule, and they do everyday and 

culturally enriching activities together, speaking only Dene zhatié. At the end of the 
program, the apprentice does a self-assessment and demonstration of their language 

skills to fluent speakers.

 ■ The Nêhiyâwiwin Cree Language and Culture Program, offered in Saskatoon, is a 
school-based immersion program with the goal to have students fluent in reading and 
writing both Cree and English. It spans from Pre-Kindergarten to Grade 5. This program 
places considerable emphasis on cultural protocols and participation in ceremonies and 

celebrations.

 ■ The Tłıc̨hǫ Įmbè Program, a summer program for Tłı̨chǫ high school and post-secondary 
students, is an intensive program encourages young adults to return to their home 

communities or stay in their communities. The Tłı̨chǫ Įmbe program pays the young 
adults to learn the Tłı̨chǫ language alongside traditional skills and knowledge necessary 
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to safely explore and live in their traditional territories over an eight-week period. They do 

community service projects, acquire certification in outdoor safety focussed courses, and 
spend time with elders and mentors. This program is partly funded through government 

and industry investments related directly to the diamond mines.

Other examples abound, with varying participant groups, teachers (elders, professional 

teachers, the land) and cultural focusses. Some common threads across examples are 

that immersion programs are most effective, and best paired with culture camps, family 
learning, and land-based programs. The Dehcho Mentor-Apprentice Program is particularly 

interesting because it encourages the establishment of Dene zhatié speaking relationships 
which moves the language into the daily life of participants. Notably, funding for language 

programs, especially mentorship programs, can be difficult to source and retain.

While we see language programs emerging strongly across Canada, they are often funded 

through non-indigenous education and culture envelopes. The forthcoming Indigenous 

Language Act may provide a strong legislative background for stronger Indigenous language 

funding to ensure that effects of industrial development are mitigated.

TŁĮCHǪ DEPARTMENT OF CULTURE AND LANDS PROTECTION

Investing in people to sustain culture is a lesson that many aboriginal governments are putting 

into practice. The Tłı̨chǫ Government, for example, invests in a Department of Culture and 
Lands Protection with almost 20 staff. Their jobs are to organize activities out on the land, in 
the community, and to promote language, culture and way of life. One staff person focuses on 
digitizing the stories of the elders, but 
she also uses those stories to write 

briefing notes for the Senior Manager 
whenever there is an industrial 

activity proposed there — she will be 

asked to write about what the elders 

know about the issue, digging back 
into the archives from the 1950s, 
writing about caribou and plants in 

the area, as well as about the stories 
that are from that place. Another staff 
member has the job to systematically 
collect every interview being done 

with elders across the NWT by 

researchers and media, and then 
making these available to the wider general public with Facebook videos, and hosting short elder 
story nights. Still another staff member mines the hundreds of archival digitized audio interviews 
that date from 1920 through to 2019. This aligns with a key lesson from the interviews, we need 
to “treat it (culture) like a business, but still treat it as a culture.” (M26, June 2019).

PHOTO: TŁĮCHǪ CULTURE AND LANDS PROTECTION
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Camp and Land-based Programs

Culture camps and organized travel on the land are increasingly used to build participants 

connection to the land and enhance their knowledge of land-based practices. Within these 

programs, the “land based” component can be as simple as moving learning activities and 

lessons to nearby outdoor areas, and as committed as a multi-week excursion into remote 

areas. Land-based learning programs are often, but not always, designed for Indigenous 
youth, and some include a western science component.

Selected examples:

 ■ The Haida Gwaii First Nation have run a Haida Rediscovery Camp since 1978. These 

camps take place in Haida territory and connect both Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

youth to the land, where they learn traditional values and ways of being. The Rediscovery 

Camp model created in Haida Gwaii has been exported around the world, with 34 other 

Rediscovery camps that connect participants to their culture and history. The program 

has a broad base of funding, including some government organizations.

 ■ The Syilx (Okanagan) Indian Band has a Land Based Learning Project that runs 

through schools and has a western science component alongside traditional practices. 

The program pairs teachers with Indigenous Syilx educators, and the students take part 

in activities including salmon harvesting, preserving salmon, preparing a salmon feast, 

amphibian monitoring and water quality testing. These programs are government funded.

 ■ The North Battleford Living Sky School Division has developed a land-based learning 
program called Growth Without Limits, Learning for All. The week-long program takes 

Grade 9 and 10 students from two schools to a camp at Chitek Lake, where elders and 
school teachers work together to deliver teachings that meet both traditional knowledge 

and Saskatchewan curriculum goals.
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Many land-based programs focus on teaching community members and youth about 

stewardship, respectful harvesting and land management. Language can also be built into 
land-based programming. For land-based programs to be successful, they need to be built 

within communities, and aligned with the community’s unique context, history, stories, and 

culture.

Harvester Support Programs

There are many barriers to traditional harvesting in Indigenous communities across Canada. 

These barriers can be directly linked to project impacts like blocked access and altered 

landscapes, or indirect impacts like noise, air and light pollution. Harvester support programs 

work to address many barriers by supporting access to intact ecosystems, teaching 

techniques for harvesting, and providing near-community restored ecosystems where 

traditional practices can thrive. Harvesting support programs can be as simple as providing 

subsidies for fuel and equipment or building community gardens with culturally important 

plants, and as complex as training centres with extensive traditional harvesting programing. 

Harvesters are often the most directly impacted by projects with the land they practiced their 

rights on becoming the industrial site — they are also often the least likely to experience any 

of the benefits associated with industrial development. This causes:

• Loss of food security;

• Changes to family territory, often causing a family to stop practicing their rights, or 

moving into an area of another family — causing social tension;

• New costs of fuel and time as the family shifts locations;

• Loss of place-based knowledge; and

• Increased risk to the family that has to now travel into an area unfamiliar and unknown 

to them.

In the past my father used to tell me in the future your land is going to be 

destroyed and that’s what he told us. I see that now. I witness that. It is very 

difficult to get into my trapping traditional area in Birch River. I barely get there. 
The water level as you saw in the movie, the water level is so low that when I 

go with my boat I barely idle my boat and the mud is just flying because I have 
to get to Birch River to go and harvest, to go and get a moose for my family. I 
cannot sit back. I have to feed them. So, no matter how difficult travel is, I have 
to make that trip. (Sloan Whiteknife, Joint Review Panel 2018)

Selected examples:

 ■ The Muskeg Lake Cree Nation’s Land Based Education Center provides a space for 

community members of all ages to gather for ceremony and harvest. The centre provides 

instruction on cultural practices from picking sweetgrass and sage to skinning moose and 

preparing hides. The Education Centre also provides an elders’ rest area and a food forest.
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 ■ A northern, rural and isolated, Indigenous community engages its members with cultural 

and traditional activities including ice fishing, seal hunting, polar bear hunting, whaling, 
harvesting wild onions, berries, and other plants, cooking traditional foods, cultural his-

tory lessons, skin sewing, storage of sustenance foods, net building and root gathering. 

The programs are open to all community members. The culture committee is funded 

by industry to mitigate for potential changing migration patterns and disturbances on 

the land, and because wage participation impacts the ability of community members to 

spend time on the land. In addition, a seasonal fuel subsidy is provided to every member 

of every household. A similar program, in the Tłı̨chǫ region, provides a harvester subsidy 
annually as well to every one of the more than 4,000 members.

 ■ The Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami, a network of Inuit Communities, has built the IlikKuset-

Ilingannet! Culture Connect! program, which was developed to support and foster 

mental health and wellness in Rigolet, Makkovik, and Postville by developing resilience 

of communities to climate change. The need for the program was illustrated by research 

that found community members had reported changes to their environment due to climate 

change which was negatively affecting mental and emotional health due to decreased 
access to land and land-based activities. To combat this, the program connects youth 

and adult role models to transfer knowledge on hunting, trapping, sewing, art, carving, 

snowshoe making, music, and wild food preparation.

TŁĮCHǪ TRAILS OF THE ANCESTORS PROGRAM

The Tłı̨chǫ Government invests annually in the Trails of the Ancestors Program, 
which permits up to 75 people each year to travel by canoe in large groups 
from their community to the Annual Assembly. This government is the owner 

of more than 60 — six person canoes. Each year, the canoes depart from each 
of the four communities to paddle to meet up at the host community for the 

Annual Gathering. As they arrive, drummers line up, rifles are shot off, and every 
person in the community lines up to welcome the canoeists into the community 

after their travel, which lasts anywhere from three to nine days. Through this 
investment, which is largely done through diamond mine dollars from Impact 
and Benefit Agreements and charitable donations, hundreds of Tłı̨chǫ people 
have been out on the land travelling the trails of the ancestors.
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 ■ The Learning by the Sea program is a collaborative project between Hul’q’umi’num and 

WSÁNEĆ First Nations, Northwest Indian College, NSERC PromoScience, Parks Canada, 
Royal Roads University, School District 79, and the WSÁNEĆ School Board. The program 
is focused on First Nations youth and teaches traditional shellfish harvesting and clam 
garden construction techniques alongside B.C. social studies and science curriculum. 
Clam gardens are an incredibly productive traditional food resource.

 ■ In another case, an Indigenous family harvested medicinal and berry plants from their 

family hunting area before land clearing for an open pit mine, and cultivated those plants 

for the life of the mine to ensure that their children were continuing to experience the 

taste of the land from their particular area.

Our examples focus on training-based initiatives, however, smaller scale programs like 

community gardens and fuel and equipment subsidies are common, but less documented 

online. Gardens and harvesting subsidies can be stand-alone or attached to a more extensive 

program. Restoration of the landscape near and within communities, with an emphasis on 

planting berries and culturally important plants, can be an effective and accessible way to 
bring harvesting practices right into the community, overcoming mobility barriers experienced 

by elders and small children.

Guardian Programs

Guardian programs are an emerging force that facilitate First Nations’ stewardship and 

leadership on the land. There are more then 40 Guardian programs in Canada, including 

the Mikisew Cree First Nation’s Community Based Monitoring Program, which began in 

2008. Guardian programs have goals and aims that vary widely in different contexts. Efforts 
range from protection of old village sites and cultural resources, upholding and enforcing 

traditional and contemporary laws, monitoring fishing and hunting activity, and environmental 
testing. Guardian programs are effective for capacity building, providing culturally relevant 
employment for Indigenous adults that reconnects Guardians to the land and promotes the 

transmission and acquisition of traditional skills and knowledge. Some guardian programs pair 

a youth and elder, helping to ensure the transmission of culture, language, and knowledge.

In one context where a mining company operated near a community, the 
company has made investments in infrastructure. The nation has shifted berry 

picking and subsistence activities due to the mining project. The nation has 
acquired a shed to store equipment, boats, ATVs, and pays annual subsidies for 
the provision of gas to harvesters. Another mining company has constructed a 

cabin near their mining project, so that there can be annual rounds conducted 
from of the cabin. In addition, two Cultural Monitors are funded for the life of the 
mine — a younger monitor works alongside an elder as they monitor regional 

and local changes from the mining project. These two monitors host families 
who are funded to travel into the cabin to participate in traditional seasonal 

rounds in the area of the mine.
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Selected examples:

 ■ The Coastal Guardian Watchmen is a regional program that provides monthly confer-

ence calls and a standardized training program and monitoring system for Guardian 

Watchmen from the Haida, Metlakatla, Gitga’at, Kitasoo/Xai’Xais, Heiltsuk, Nuxalk and 

Wuikinuxv nations. Each Guardian program is unique, while the collective program 
encourages relationship building and passes on learning experiences and observations.

 ■ All Dehcho First Nations participate in the Dehcho K’éhodi Stewardship Program. 

The program adheres to Dene Laws and Values, supports and strengthens the Dene 
language, and connects youth and elders in a mentorship relationship. The Dehcho 

K’éhodi Stewardship Program also facilitates the management and protection of the 
newly established Edéhzhíe protected area.

Funding contributions for Guardian programs currently include government funding, industry 

funding, and support from charitable foundations and trusts.

Youth Programs

The majority of programs that we identified and reviewed for this report were youth-focused, 
and none explicitly excluded youth. This reflects both an understanding that youth must 
become engaged and proficient in language, ceremony and culture to ensure cultural 
transmission to future generations, and the demographic reality that almost half Canada’s 

Indigenous population is under 25.

Examples in this section include media-based programming designed to engage youth raised 
during the internet age. Media-based learning is a very effective way to share and preserve 
language and cultural knowledge, as it is highly accessible at home, on the road, and on the 
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land. It allows for users to practice and develop their language use with dictionaries, short 

films, applications, music, videos, and games. Some media-based programs have been 
developed that incorporate offline modes for remote use.

Selected examples:

 ■ A youth-run video project from Hartley Bay, B.C. called “One Foot in the Past, One 

Foot in the Future: Aboriginal Youth Media Arts Training in Hartley Bay” uses 

modern media techniques to record traditional practices for medicines and healing, 

working across generations to facilitate the transmission of important cultural teachings.

 ■ The Samson Cree First Nation has developed an app called “Maskosis 

Goes to School.” Maskosis, an eight-year old Cree boy, leads the learner 

through traditional Cree culture and the Cree language structure. The app 

was designed by fluent speakers and language experts from the Maskwacis 
First Nation.

Ceremonial and Spiritual Programs

Ceremony and spiritual practices are integral to the maintenance and transmission of 

Indigenous culture. In general, these practices are considered sacred and often private, 

and thus are not widely advertised on the internet. Ceremony and spiritual practices can, 

however, be quietly or explicitly built into their own programs, or language programs, culture 

camps, youth and gender programs.

Selected examples:

 ■ The Heiltsuk Nation’s Koeye Camp is a youth camp with science and cultural training. The 

program has been running for a long time, so there is a lot of information available on how 

this camp has helped youth, even lowering the communities suicide rates. Participants 

are exposed to science and resource management training alongside a Heiltsuk cultural 

immersion camp where, among other activities, they learn potlatch ceremonies and 

traditional Heiltsuk laws and customs.

 ■ The Dayak people of Borneo have developed the Institut Dayakologi (Insititute of 

the Dayak way of thinking). The educational program was built to combat the cultural 

loss created by the oil palm industry and focuses on Dayak language instruction, an 

apprenticeship shaman program; provision of local foods; territory mapping, and, 
documenting folklore and oral history. The program helps ensure the continued practice 

of Dayak ceremony and spirituality.

 ■ Teacher Candidates in the Trent University B.Ed. program can take an Alternative Settings 
Placement with the Anishinaabe Bear Clan’s Land-Based Learning Program. The 

program incorporates a wide range of activities including solo survival, daily reflection, 
ceremonies, elder talks, traditional land-based practices, storytelling, sharing circles, field 
trips and drumming and dancing.
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Having community-owned and designed infrastructure, from Pow-Wow grounds to Big 
Houses to cultural centres, can be an integral part of ensuring the strength and continuity 

of Indigenous ceremony and spirituality.

Population-Based and Gendered Programs

Transitions between life stages are often gendered experiences, and a gendered program 

can be more adept at supporting participants through transitions and growth into their roles 

as adults, parents, and elders. Gendered programs teach skills, attitudes and mindsets for 

healthy self-concepts.

Selected examples:

 ■ The Nak’azdli Men of the North program, for men and male youth, encourages healthy 

male to male relationships and promotes community service and traditional knowledge. 

Men and youth in the program learn traditional survival skills and attend weekly meetings.

 ■ Westbank First Nation’s Youth Leadership Council runs a Girl Power Program for 

9 to 12-year old youth that builds social and emotional competencies alongside traditional 

self-reliant skills. A wide range of activities includes traditional crafts, teaching and dance, 

as well as communication skills and academic, relationship, and career topics.

These types of programs have a focus on the whole person, and how they move within the 

world as a woman or man, girl or boy, and how transitions are managed. These programs 

can be important to ensure the development of healthy ways of being in community and 

relationship, with strength, boundaries, and self-confidence. A community cultural coordinator 
may be able to help revive traditional coming of age ceremonies, if these have not been 

practiced for a few generations.

Well-being Programs

Well-being programs promote the psychological, spiritual, cultural and social well-being of 

participants. For this section we focused on programs that teach participants about traditional 

foods, medicines and ways of being.

Selected examples:

 ■ In Chile, the Wekimün Chilkatuwe, a traditional knowledge education system, teaches 

language, medicine, cultural heritage, arts and crafts, and more. The program integrates 

traditional teachings into the classroom and encourages dialogue between traditional 

Indigenous knowledge and western science. It aims to improve the well-being of Indigen-

ous youth.
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 ■ The Kwikwetlem First Nation’s program Reclaiming Our Medicines — Community 

Capacity Building Around Traditional Plants, helps to ensure the transmission of 

traditional knowledge of plants and medicines despite the Kwikwetlem’s exclusion from 

their traditional territory in the Coquitlam Watershed. The program includes the creation 

of a community garden and a mentorship program with traditional knowledge holders, 

and encourages the health and wellness of community members.

 ■ Vancouver’s Urban Native Youth Association have developed a wide range of youth 

programs to improve the well-being of Indigenous youth living in Vancouver. These 

programs include preparation of traditional foods, young women’s drum group, music 

program, traditional arts and crafts.

 ■ Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation operates a year-round country food program that teaches 

and employs high school and post-secondary students how to gather traditional foods 

from the land to provide to elders, single parents, and low-income members.

In general, all the examples we list in this report could be considered well-being programs, 

as Indigenous people’s well-being is often linked to language, a strong culture and access 

to traditional foods and medicines.
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“Grown in the Community” Programs

Successful cultural retention programs are built from the ground up, within and by com-

munities. Each nation’s history, stories, places, practices, knowledge, and art present a 
unique context, and successful programs need to respond to these specific needs and 
concerns. Thus, we find stronger outcomes when programs are community-based and 
mindful of context, for example, the number of elders and knowledge holders, youth, 

language speakers, etc.

Selected examples:

 ■ In collaboration with the Amazon Conservation Team, the Matawai Marrons and other 

Indigenous groups in the Amazon have created a digital story and mapping platform called 

Terra Stories. The online and offline software links stories to places, ensuring that stories 
can be shared even when circumstances have forced youth to leave communities. The 

platform uses of sign-in credentials to ensure that stories are heard only by the correct 

audience.

 ■ The Murray River Coal Project Decision required that the proponent provide First 

Nations with funding to meaningfully engage in consultations on how to implement the 

conditions attached to the Environmental Assessment approval. This creates space for 
community-led initiatives to understand and formulate responses to the project’s impacts.

 ■ The federal government has funded ongoing dialogue around how a community wishes 

to utilize secured funding for cultural retention.

One way to accomplish grown-in-community programming is through dedicated staffing 
to design, deliver, and report on community-based initiatives. Ideally, these staff would be 
separate from the political structure, and able to focus solely on promoting cultural resurgence. 

Programs rely on the service and effort of leaders, teachers, principals, community leaders, 
knowledge holders, parents, elders and community members. Building this wide array of 
participants into programs helps to mobilize the diverse ideas, skills, teachers, and resources 

held by the community. Leaders are not always obvious, and all segments/demographics 
need to be represented by ‘leaders’ and engaged in a culturally appropriate and age appropri-

ate way. New mothers, parents of school aged children, school aged children themselves, 

high school students, recent graduates, middle-age, elders, and gender groups at certain 

ages, all have diverse perspectives and needs.
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Synthesis — Commonalities Across Cultural Programs

We identified a number of common threads across the cultural programs reviewed for this 
report.

Cultural programs that nurture cultural and communal resilience often focus on a range of 

outcomes and populations, meaning that no one cultural variable is the exclusive focus of a 

cultural program. Instead, many of these variables are considered and many protective factors 

that lead to resilience are incorporated into program focus, development, and outcomes.

It was clear that cultural program developers often have key populations in mind, including 

youth, elders, women, at risk populations, knowledge holders, etc., as well as key contexts 

in mind, such as what the community has identified as most important or most at risk, 
including language, traditional harvesting practices, etc.

Most cultural programs incorporate different kinds of teachers, such as elders, knowledge 
holders, language keepers, the land, ancestors, etc. Programs will also incorporate the 

Indigenous language, place names, oral history, story telling, family history, cultural practices, 

harvesting and food preparation, hunting and fishing, land management, ecosystems 
management, life skills, and more.

Most programs, particularly those with the most stability and longevity, appeared to have 

core staff and infrastructure, such as specific cultural facilities, spaces, and centres available 
for staff to work in and to assist with program delivery. In such communities, people know 
where and who to go to for programming.

Another commonality is that “doing” is important when it comes to cultural maintenance. 

While there are cultural programs that involve documenting traditional land use points and 

place names, even those programs are typically nested in larger programs that involve 

getting individuals and families on the land and getting traditional resources from the land.

Programs are likely to be successful when there are many members from the community 

involved (e.g. youth, girls, parents, grandparents, elders, harvesters, knowledge holders, 

language speakers, etc.) with a variety of teachers (e.g. elders, knowledge holders, the 

land, etc.), and covering broad themes (language, harvesting, healing, healthy living, etc.).
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NOT ALL OF THE CULTURAL PROGRAMS REVIEWED for this report were developed in 

response to particular industrial projects or with an explicit focus on project-specific cultural 
effects pathways. Indeed, much of the literature and the cultural programs reviewed for this 
report were developed in response to the legacies of government policies (like residential 

schools or colonial experiences) or to fit within particular funding programs established by 
government departments.

The studies we reviewed for this report demonstrated that culture programs, like those 

described in the earlier section of this report, can help communities respond to the effects 
of industrial change on Indigenous culture and be used to protect the environment (Petrasek 

MacDonald et al. 2015).

One example, drawing on cases from five communities of the Nunatsiavut region of Labrador, 
including Nain, Hopedale, Postville, Makkovik, and Rigolet, identified and characterized 
youth-specific protective factors that enhance well-being in light of a rapidly changing climate. 
This study identified five key protective factors as enhancing mental health and well-being, 
including being on the land, connecting to Inuit culture, strong communities, relationships 

with family and friends, and staying busy (Petrasek MacDonald et al. 2015).

Research also demonstrates that strong cultural identity, participation in cultural practices, 

community activities, and participation in spirituality all help strengthen resilience amongst 

Indigenous people and can mitigate cultural effects associated with industrial projects. A 
strong cultural program responds to the specific impacts that the community has experienced, 
such as industrial impacts on connection to traditional way of life and harvesting practices. It 

also focuses on the issues that the community identifies as most important and involves as 
many people from the community as possible to ensure the programs reach the community 

as a whole.

Table 5.1 illustrates linkages between cultural effects pathways that can arise in project 
assessments and various mitigation outcomes from cultural programs reviewed for this report.

PART 5

Linking Cultural Programs  
and Project-specific  
Cultural Effects Pathways
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Table 5.1 Project Impacts Mitigated through Cultural Programs

Project Effect 
Pathway

Identified strategies, programs and investments

Loss of confidence Guardian programs

Community based monitoring

On the land infrastructure

On the land group activities, such as camps

In community infrastructure for programs

Harvester support programs

Investments in water infrastructure on and off reserve
Investments in environmental revitalization programs

Loss of sense of 
place

Culture camps

Spiritual programs, such as sweat lodges and on the land ceremonies

Harvester support programs, such as camps, canoe trips, and traditional food programs

Guardian programs, including environmental monitoring

Community advisory committee

Displacement or 

inhibited land use

Harvester supports, including dedicated resources to keeping them on the land such as annual cabin 

lottery, gas and equipment subsidies

On the land infrastructure

On the land programs for young women or men

Land and water rehabilitation programs

Intergenerational 

transfer

Youth programs

Elder programs
Elder-youth spaces
Language programs for young people
On the land programs, camps and cultural internships

Harvesting programs, including transfer of country food knowledge

Harvester-youth mentorship programs

Classes and programs in school to teach traditional skills like drumming, sewing, tanning

Financial support for mentors, programs, and materials 

Linking Cultural Programs  
and Project-specific 
Cultural Effects Pathways
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Table 1 continued

Project Effect 
Pathway

Identified strategies, programs and investments

Language loss Language camps
Immersion programs

Mentorship programs

Language nests and in school programs
Land-based language learning
Place-based mapping of Indigenous names for lands and resources

Investments in the staffing, mentors, programs, and materials

Community 

wellness

Cultural advisory body

Culture department

Community infrastructure

Immersion programs

Language programs
Multi-purpose community space for cultural events and smaller programs

Financial support for mentors, programs, spaces, equipment and materials

Impacts to future 

generations

Language camps and programs
Culture camps

Spiritual programs

Guardian programs, including environmental monitoring

Harvesting programs, including harvester-youth mentorship to pass on knowledge, create connections 

to the land and care for the land

Elder-youth spaces
Community-based monitoring

Investments in water infrastructure on and off reserve
Investments in environmental revitalization programs

Financial support for mentors, programs, and materials
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PART 6

Putting it into Practice

Lessons for Selecting, Designing and Implementing  

Cultural Programs in Project-Specific Contexts

IN THIS SECTION, WE PROVIDE LESSONS for how communities and governments can 

move from the identification of potential adverse impacts to a community’s culture to the 
evaluation, design and implementation of cultural programs that are responsive to cultural 

effect pathways and community objectives (assuming that a community has determined 
this is an appropriate avenue to explore).

While reviewing cultural programs, conducting interviews, and collecting feedback for 

this report, we found that programs most often have many audiences and goals, such as 

youth programs delivered on the land and harvester support programs that promote the 

transmission of traditional knowledge. Our list in Section 5 of cultural programs provides 

ideas that can be integrated as a constellation into a single, larger program, as most of the 

examples we found illustrate. In fact, some of the most long-lasting and successful programs 

are those that integrate various cultural elements and populations. The Heiltsuk Nation’s 

Koeye Camp brought together youth and knowledge holders to share traditional knowledge 

and cultural practices to enhance resource management. The camp has increased individual 

and community wellness, and enhanced environmental stewardship.

People need to have access to both physical and social infrastructure to practice their culture. 

They are both critically important for cultural mitigation programs. In other words, a building 

in which to hold programs and store equipment is a key component of successful cultural 

mitigation programs, as are positions like a cultural community coordinator and support for 

elders that provide advice and instruction.

Our engagement and review also revealed a few things that do not work. These include 

programs built outside of the community, as they are rarely successful in the long term. 

While best intentions and efforts may be in play, the experience of building programs from 

People need to have access 
to both physical and social 

infrastructure to practice 

their culture. They are both 

critically important for 

cultural mitigation programs.
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the ground up in the communities is vital. Also, building a program to the wrong scale is 

also a problem. Programs need to be big enough to meaningfully address the community’s 

concerns, and small enough to be sensitive to the contexts, histories, and capacity of 

individual communities.

To sum up, cultural mitigation programs must be community-led initiatives that meet the 

needs of the community. For example, while it is important to document current and changing 

traditional land use in a First Nation’s territory, in isolation, this work does little or nothing to 

encourage cultural transmission and well-being.

These observations can be drawn loosely into a set of key lessons in culture resilience program 

design and maintenance, reviewed in detail below. Briefly, for cultural resilience programs to 
be successful they need to be: designed by communities to work in their specific context, 
able to overcome the barriers within both communities and government, and be built with 

the future in mind to ensure maintained investments in the people and spaces.

LESSON 1: Acknowledge the context and identify the barriers in 

program design and costing

Every community has a unique context and history that should be accounted for in the 
program design. A well-developed cultural program starts from a clear understanding of 

the pathways of effects and seriousness of these effects as they relate to culture. In so 
doing, the needs of the community and possible barriers to program success can be clearly 

identified. Having an awareness of the barriers to a specific community and being mindful 
of the socio-political history will help programs succeed (Pine and Turin 2017).

Having an awareness of 
the barriers to a specific 
community and being 

mindful of the socio-

political history will help 

programs succeed.
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Barriers to cultural programs can take many forms — from general barriers, such as lack of 
resources, to more context-specific barriers, such as a limited number of elders, knowledge 
holders and language speakers in the community. The Mikisew Case Study below provides 

greater detail on community-specific barriers to program development and how the Mikisew 
Cree developed programs with these barriers in mind. The barriers identified by the Crown 
to the support of cultural resilience programs and the strategies to overcome these barriers 

also need consideration.

While there is no single process, or sets of processes, that could resolve all these issues, we 

noted that when communities set clear programs for a targeted population with consistent 

and long-term resources, there were stronger outcomes. These successful programs also 

developed a learning approach, annually evaluating their progress and acknowledging and 

managing barriers.

LESSON 2: Design from the ground up

Programs are most effective when they are designed from the hearts and minds of the people 
who they will serve. Programs that are embedded in the cultural context have a lasting impact, 

especially where they focus on stories, places, practices, knowledge and art. Prioritizing 

connection to culture, with language and land as part of this experience, reinforces family 

and community relationships and learning.

Community-designed programs are responsive to nuanced community contexts like the 

number and capacity of elders, knowledge holders and language speakers, and the number 

of youth and their experience and interests.

Designing programs in communities also provides an opportunity for engaging with a broad 

base of leaders for the design and visioning of programing. Programs are a community effort 
and rely on the service, effort and leadership of community leaders, knowledge holders, 
parents, grandparents, elders, youth, teachers and the land. One method to acknowledge 

the importance of this broad base of leadership is to ensure that program participants are 

involved in program design and goal setting. Youth, for example, should be consulted in the 

creation of youth programs. Programs that have a wide array of participants help to mobilize 

diverse ideas, skills, teachers and resources (Petrasek MacDonald et al. 2015)

To ensure community control of program design, there needs to be ongoing dialogue. It is 

not unusual for the federal government to continue to fund ongoing dialogue. For example, 

the federal government made a decision regarding the proposed Murray River coal mining 

project to provide funding for parties to dialogue on how the community wishes to utilize 

funding for cultural retention, after the project was approved.

Grown in the community programming generally require staffing to design, deliver, and report 
on community-based initiatives. Ideally, these staff would be separate from the political 
structure, and able to focus solely on promoting cultural resurgence. These programs require 

diverse supports and teachers, namely leaders, teachers, principals, community leaders, 

knowledge holders, parents, elders and community members. Building this wide array of 
participants into programs helps to mobilize the diverse ideas, skills, teachers, and resources 

held by the community.
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LESSON 3: Ongoing investment in people, space and the future

Program investments and design need to consider the future, because no single program, 

especially if it runs for a limited time period, can ensure cultural resilience. Rather, long-term 

investments in human capacity and infrastructure are needed.

To grow, attract and retain the human capacity necessary to design and implement cultural 

resilience programing, investments in people are needed. Investment in human capacity 

recognizes that people need long-term employment to protect and maintain their land and 

way of life. Tłı̨chǫ Government cultural programs have had long-term investments — with 
the canoeing programs beginning in 1999 and continuing to this day, and the Tłı̨chǫ Imbe 
Program having guaranteed financing since 2013. Both of these programs have long 
term staff who have seen the programs through growing pains, as well as rely on external 
instructors and engagement.

Having staff that are dedicated to designing and delivering cultural programs is critical. 
Similarly, culturally appropriate space and physical infrastructure is a pre-requisite for being 

able to have community gatherings and to the delivery of language classes, sewing circles, 

elder gatherings, or youth councils. Even land-based programs need space to store equip-

ment, prepare materials for on the land excursions, and to host trainings and spaces on the 

land to use as camps. Physical infrastructure can include cultural centres, ceremonial spaces, 

cabins and camp infrastructure for being on the land, and storage for program supplies.

Finally, culture resiliency programs need to consider and invest in the future. This can take 

a few different forms. Programs with long-term and secure financing have the best chance 
of success, allowing staff the certainty to learn from failure and success, as well as engaged 
evaluation over time. Further, cultural resilience programs require time and longevity to 

develop deep partnerships with a range of authorities, from education authorities through to 

the Nation’s leaders and teachers. Involving various partners helps integrate language and 

land-based programs into school curriculums and allows for various funding sources and 

other resources. This supports the need for dedicated staffing to help identify linkages and 
build and maintain partnerships. Finally, today’s youth are increasingly engaged in media, 

so cultural resilience programs focussed on youth should consider media-based learning 

approaches to sharing and preserving language and cultural knowledge.

LESSON 4: For many projects, more than one type of cultural 
program and investment will likely be needed

When selecting cultural programs in the project specific context, there are three contextual 
factors that need to always be considered when trying to develop a framework for cultural 

mitigation. Industrial projects impact Indigenous cultures and communities through many 

cultural effects pathways simultaneously. Second, project effects are likely to occur on 
communities that are already experiencing infrastructure deficits, capacity deficits and years 
of activities that have put more than one aspect of their culture at risk. Third, there is no 

single cultural program that can serve all cultural needs.

Programs with long-
term and secure 
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The net effect of these contextual factors is that it is very likely that more than one type of 
cultural program and up-front investments will always be needed.

Language is a good example. Language is integral to cultural resilience and ensuring that 
language continues to thrive requires investments in multiple areas. Schools are an obvious 

choice, and schools are changing their curriculum to help youth engage more in their 

culture by taking students out of the classroom and onto the land. Mentorship programs 

are another important space to help language revitalization. These programs fund mentors 

and apprenticeships to practice language while engaging in everyday activities. While this 

type of language program has proven to be very effective, funding is hard to attract and 
retain as many policy makers and granting bodies are driven by maximizing impacts on a 

large number of people, which doesn’t always align with the mentorship model (Pine and 

Turn 2017). Another language opportunity is culture camps on the land that connect youth 

with elders to share stories, pass on knowledge, learn and practice important skills, and 

preserve the land, language, and stories for future generations.

LESSON 5: Crown barriers need to be overcome

Staff of the Impact Assessment of Agency identified multiple barriers to Canada’s ability to 
support cultural resilience programs through Crown consultation and through regulatory 

decision-making. These include:

• Limited mandates, which constrain the tools, topics and scope of work a department 
can take on. To overcome this, Agency staff work to engage with other federal 
departments and provincial government bodies but these other bodies, however, 

may not prioritize the same issues or have appropriate mandates either.

• Government silos, are related to limited mandates, and reduce the ability of govern-

ment departments to work together effectively and collaboratively.

• Missing legislation, where the ability of the Agency to respond adequately is impeded 

by a lack of legislation or enabling policy to support their actions. Where legislation 

or funding programs exist, they may not be able to deliver the scale, flexibility or 
duration of commitments that are required for a cultural mitigation framework to be 

meaningful or effective.

• Lack of resources, where government departments lack the time, resources and 
skilled personnel to accomplish all that is asked. The Agency can have a tough time 

finding highly skilled people who can understand and work sensitively on the issues 
that emerge in EAs. Lack of financial resources to support cultural programs and 
cultural infrastructure is a significant barrier.

• Lack of cultural fluency, where government staff may have substantially different 
worldviews from Indigenous community members, creating difficulties in developing 
shared understanding.

To grow, attract and 
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THE MIKISEW CREE FIRST NATION (Mikisew Cree) is an Indigenous Nation located in 

Northern Alberta and in the Northwest Territories. This is an area with extensive resource 

development and oil extraction activities. While the Mikisew Cree have demonstrated cultural 

resilience and continue to participate in cultural activities, there is still a significant portion 
of the population who have lost aspects of their culture due a wide range of intersecting 

challenges and barriers. The Mikisew Cree have faced, and continue to face, many historical 

social, economic, and environmental challenges to their ability to meaningfully practice a 

traditional way of life.

In 2012, Teck Resources Ltd. filed an integrated application to construct and operate the 
Frontier Mine project in the traditional Territory of the Mikisew Cree. The project, if approved, 

would be the largest and most northern oil sands mine. Through years of study and the 

application of a jointly developed methodology for evaluating Project effects on the rights and 
culture of the Mikisew Cree First Nation, Mikisew and Canada determined that the project is 

likely to have significant adverse impacts on components of the environment that Mikisew 
members rely on for their way of life and these effects are likely to have significant adverse 
impacts on Mikisew’s rights and culture.

During the consultation and environmental assessment process, myriad cultural effect 
pathways were identified, including:

• Reduced confidence in traditional resources;

• Diminishment of land user experience;

• Loss of sense of place and connection with a cultural keystone area;

• Reduction in youth/land use interactions with their territory and cultural teachers;

• Loss of intergenerational knowledge transfer;

• Increased hardship for land users (such as higher costs of travelling to alternative 

locations or to increase monitoring of existing places);

PART 7

Case Study: The Mikisew 

Nikachinahonan Framework
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• Reduced sharing of traditional resources in Fort Chipewyan;

• Reduced opportunities of on-the-land learning of traditional skills and crafts;

• Loss of pride from the reduced ability to be responsible as stewards; and

• Impacts to traditional family group areas and social structures.

The magnitude of the cultural impacts from these pathways was determined by a joint review 

panel and CEAA as being significant and high. If the Frontier project is approved, these effects 
will be long lasting and felt by future generations.

The Mikisew Cree proactively developed a plan to face these impacts in a manner that 

reflects their values and hopes for the future, described as the Nikechinahonan Framework 
(“The Framework”). The Framework is rooted in the governance principles and stewardship 

values of the Mikisew.

Mikisew people have certainty that our culture will survive and we can deal with 

the risks and changes caused by the project. We owe it to our elders and land 

users now and to our future generations. (Elder Terry Marten, Joint Review Panel 
2018)

This vision statement refers to the Mikisew Cree’s vision of where they want to be through the 

more than 40 years of the operation of this project in Mikisew territory and the many decades 

more of reclamation efforts. Another way to understand this vision is through the words of 
a Mikisew harvester who was part of developing this plan: “we need treat our culture as a 

business” (Mikisew Cree First Nation 2019, 5). This means developing a Mikisew approach 

to culture where there are individuals within the community whose full and part time jobs 

are to lead efforts to mitigate cultural loss, Mikisew delivers robust and ongoing cultural 
programs to Mikisew members and there are resources (including infrastructure) to support 

these programs and individuals.

This case of the Framework provides an example of how cultural programming can and should 

be developed in relation to past and current barriers to cultural and environmental resiliency.

To examine this case, we review the steps taken by the Mikisew Cree to develop the 

Framework and reflect on how these steps line up with the literature, the lessons learned, 
and the programs reviewed in this report on program development.

STEP 1: Identify contextual factors, barriers, and areas that need 
support and engage with relevant communities, leaders, and 
practitioners.

The Mikisew Cree started developing the Framework by considering their socio-historical 

and economic context and identifying barriers to delivering effective cultural mitigation. 
After reviewing contextual factors, the Mikisew Cree conducted community interviews and 

engagement sessions, consistent with community testimony during the public hearing for 

the Frontier project. Table 7.1 describes the contextual factors and barriers the community 

identified through interviews and focus groups.
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LOSS OF CULTURAL LEADERS. Over the last few years, Mikisew has lost many elders 

and their sacred knowledge with them. These losses and their cultural implications can be 

especially seen by the lack of language among the younger generations, an effect that has 
caused a loss of ability to connect with some of the remaining elders, who solely speak 

Dene or Cree. Urgent action is needed, particularly as very few language speakers remain.

LOSS OF LAND ACCESS. As previously demonstrated, cultural resiliency relies on 

relationships with the land. Land acts as a teacher of cultural knowledge and values. Due 
to the impacts of industrial development, the land has experienced drastic physical changes 

and contamination, leading the Mikisew Cree to losing access to, and trust in, their lands 

and waters.

And the way the land has changed since I remember, I always say I can’t even 

take kids out and tell them this is what we used to do here, where we used to 

go, we can’t do that anymore either because the land has changed water is 

gone, hunting is down to literally nothing now because we have nothing to hunt. 

(M06, June 2019)

Harvesters experience increased difficulty in accessing the land due to lower water levels, 
making it difficult to travel to particularly important cultural areas. In addition, pollutants 
affecting the fish, water, and animals in the region have decreased the perceived safety of 
harvesting traditional foods.

LEGACY EFFECTS OF COLONIAL HISTORY. Mikisew Cree continue to live with the long 

lasting, negative legacy of residential schools. The inter-generational trauma associated with 

residential schools has resulted in physical and emotional hardships for Mikisew individuals 

and families. Such impacts can be seen in presence of the lack of internal cohesion and 

lateral violence. This can be a challenge to Mikisew’s ability to work together to implement 

effective cultural programming and is a direct result of the inter-generational effects of 
assimilative policies the community has experienced since treaty.

LACK OF INCLUSION. Approximately 230 Mikisew members live within the Fort Chipewyan 

community of approximately 852 people. Due to the different jurisdictions and being a rural 
and isolated community, political conflicts have impacted Fort Chipewyan’s ability to come 
together to invest in the community’s well-being. Furthermore, the distinction in governance 

has impacted people’s inclusion in different programs and services offered within Fort 
Chipewyan.

DISTANCE. There are nearly 3,000 members living outside of Fort Chipewyan living all 

across Canada, including Fort McMurray and Edmonton. Members who live outside of the 
Mikisew territory continue to practice their Mikisew culture, however, living outside is an 

additional barrier to their participation. Social media has provided opportunity to maintain 

people’ connections to each other, despite physical distance.

LIMITED RESOURCES. The Mikisew Cree have seen success in their past cultural program-

ming, however, many of those programs that offered youth opportunities to participate in 
activities have not continued due to lack of long term and sustainable funding for such 

programs. It is particularly difficult for Mikisew to acquire adequate funding for not just the 
program costs, but staff costs are frequently unfunded.
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TIME. Time is a constraint to cultural participation from both an individual and governance 

level. From an individual level, Mikisew members balance their cultural participation with 

their economic participation. Due to the limited jobs in Fort Chipewyan, many individuals 

travel for work. Younger families balance multiple demands from work, childcare, and school 

demands, providing very limited amount of time to go out on the land. Programing must be 

consistent, structured, reoccurring, and built to fit Mikisew lifestyle.

STEP 2: Develop program strategies based on community context 

and concerns

Once the context was clear and community concerns were registered, the Mikisew Cree 

began strategizing on the content, scope and implementation approach for the Framework. 

The Framework directly reflects the issues, ideas, visions and experiences raised in the 
community sessions and the contextual analysis. The Mikisew Cree took these visions and 

turned them into the following strategic directions:

• Strategic Direction 1: Design cultural mitigation measures from the ground 

up and engage a broad set of leaders. This involves capacity development, invest-

ments in community leadership, developing reporting tools, developing community 

advisory committees, supporting mapping exercises, and more. This strategy helps 

offset project impacts such as increased difficulty transmitting way of life and loss of 
sense of place and connection with a cultural keystone area.

• Strategic Direction 2: Invest in space, equipment and people. This involves 

investing in resources people, such as staff and language speakers, as well as 
community infrastructure, such as cultural event spaces, elders’ spaces, and camp 

resources. This strategy helps offset project impacts such as such as impacts to 
traditional family group areas and social structures and loss of intergenerational 

knowledge transfer.

• Strategic Direction 3: Implement effective programs to ensure continuity of 
culture in areas of impact pathways. This involves supporting a variety of program 

focuses, target populations, learning opportunities and experiences. Programs may 

include language mentorship programs, on the land mapping, harvester programs, 

harvester support, culture camps, and more. This strategy helps offset project impacts 
such as loss of language, loss of intergenerational knowledge transfer, reduced 

opportunities of on-the-land learning of traditional skills and crafts, and more.

• Strategic Direction 4: Make Fort Chipewyan a desired location for Mikisew 

members. This involves improving water quality on-reserve and in Fort Chipewyan 

by upgrading the water infrastructure. This strategy helps offset project impacts 
such as contamination or perceived contamination of plants, fish and wildlife, and 
drinking water

As any good cultural program, the Framework demonstrates a clear relationship with issues 

raised in the community, are based on the Mikisew socio-historical context, and are direct 

responses to the identified cultural effects pathways from the Frontier project.

Programs may include 
language mentorship 

programs, on the land 
mapping, harvester 
programs, harvester support, 
culture camps, and more.
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The programs that the Framework aims to implement are those that arose in the literature 

and relate to specific types of cultural protections and needs. For example, the Framework 
addresses concerns regarding loss of connection to the land by creating avenues that make 

it easier for Mikisew members to access the land. They have proposed mentorship programs 

and on-the-land camps to pass on traditional knowledge as well as harvester subsidies and 

supports to ensure harvesters can still use the areas for hunting and harvesting. In short, 

all of the program areas are those suggested by the literature based on the project effect 
pathways and defined by the community concerns and context.

STEP 3: Develop realistic financial and long-term goals and 
integrate these goals into program plans

During program planning, the Mikisew costed the programs and planned for staffing, 
infrastructure, and other resource needs. The costing undertaken by the Mikisew Cree is 

consistent with the budgeting approach that we reviewed when researching this report. 

The staffing needs were developed in relation to current shortfalls and involve training op-

portunities. Their staffing plans have a secondary benefit that includes keeping members in the 
community by providing them with employment prospects, financial security, and rewarding 
work that strengthens connections to community and land. The plan also includes financing 
for infrastructure, therefore meeting the need for providing spaces to run the programs. In 

short, the budget, staffing, infrastructure, and resource plans all reflect a realistic plan that can 
be implemented and can help the Mikisew Cree maintain these programs far into the future.

STEP 4: Integrate project monitoring and success tracking into 
program development

The Mikisew Cree have integrated success tracking into each strategic decision outlined 

above. They are currently developing milestones, measures of success and reporting 

protocols so that they can clearly see the progress being made and whether barriers 

to programming are developing. They are bringing in external support to help develop a 

Mikisew-specific cultural monitoring plan. They have planned to use the information to adapt 
and respond effectively to any barriers or areas of improvement. They are already developing 
mechanisms to implement these adaptions including a cultural advisory committee and the 

government-to-government forum.

Analysis of the Nikechinahonan Framework

In short, the Mikisew Cree have developed a strong, clear and deliverable plan to help mitigate 

the effects of industrial development in their nation. The plan directly responds to the effect 
pathways identified for the proposed Frontier project, is reflective of their socio-historical 
context and community needs and visions, is based on feasible budgeting and planning, 

and involves a monitoring and follow up plan. Therefore, the Nikechinahonan Framework is 

planned according to best practice seen in the literature, the “five lessons learned” discussed 
above, and examples of the successful programs we reviewed that are found across Canada.
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PART 8

Conclusions

WHEN INDIGENOUS PEOPLE feel disconnected from their culture and community, 

there is no doubt that this has negative consequences that present in the individual, the 

community and their territory. Environmental assessment and Crown consultation processes 
are increasingly concluding that natural resource projects can, individually and cumulatively, 

create and exacerbate cultural loss. These are issues that cannot be ignored prior to project 

decision-making by governments. Governments must face these impacts squarely when 

moving through Crown consultation processes and seeking the free prior and informed 

consent of Indigenous peoples.

While many different approaches can and should be explored by governments and 
Indigenous communities when discussing project effects on culture, it is clear from the 
research undertaken for this report that cultural programs and strategic investments in 

cultural retention, if designed by Indigenous communities and supported by governments, 

are a potentially powerful tool for trying to mitigate or accommodate at least some of the 

cultural impacts of natural resource projects.

Around Canada, innovative and exciting initiatives have been developed by communities 

seeking to address cultural loss. This report has introduced the reader to a range of those 

programs and investments to provide a resource in circumstances where governments and 

Indigenous communities wish to explore cultural programs as one avenue for mitigating and 

accommodating a project’s effects on the cultural fabric of a community.

Where a community has determined that cultural programs and investments are a possible 

tool to mitigate and accommodate project effects, our research and engagement revealed 
key lessons that will help communities and governments explore and possibly design culture 

resilience programs prior to a decision on a project. These are promising directions for the 

future of impact assessment. Namely, we have shown that there are four strategic directions 

that can be followed to invest in mitigating the impacts of industry to culture. These are starting 

from understanding the impacts, and addressing barriers, building from the ground up and 

using many delivery approaches, investing infrastructure and people to ensure the future of 

programs, and investing in the places and spaces for language to learned and practiced.

We expect Indigenous communities will continue to put their time and resources into building 

and strengthening their culture. We also expect that every program and approach is going 

to be as unique. Finally, we also expect that industry and government will now see the value 

of strategic investments in culture, language and way of life — now and into the future.

Around Canada, innovative 
and exciting initiatives 

have been developed by 

communities seeking to 

address cultural loss. This 

report has introduced the 

reader to a range of those 

programs and investments.

PHOTO: ATHABASCA 
CANOE TRIP/MCFN
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M3. June 2019. Interview with MCFN Knowledge Holder 

(Melody Lepine). MCFN and the Firelight Group. 
Location: Remote.

M4. June 2019. Interview with MCFN Knowledge Holder 

(Rita Marten). Location: Remote.

M5. June 2019. Interview with MCFN Knowledge Holder 

(Melanie Dene). MCFN and the Firelight Group. 

Location: Remote.

M6. June 2019. Interview with MCFN Knowledge Holder 

(Matthew Lepine). MCFN and the Firelight Group. 
Location: Remote.

M7. June 2019. Interview with MCFN Knowledge Holder 

(Alice Marten). MCFN and the Firelight Group. Location: 
Remote.

M31. August 2019. Interview with MCFN Knowledge 

Holder (Calvin Waquan). MCFN and the Firelight Group. 

Location: Remote.

MCFN Youth Focus Group. June 2019. Five MCFN partici-

pants. MCFN and the Firelight Group. Location: Fort 
Chipewyan.

MCFN Women’s Focus Group. June 2019. Four Participants 

(M2, M19, M20 and M21). MCFN and the Firelight 

Group. Location: Fort Chipewyan.

MCFN Knowledge Holders Focus Group. June 2019. Six 

Participants (M2, M8, M9, M7, M10, and M6). MCFN 

and the Firelight Group. Location: Fort Chipewyan.

CEAA1. June 2019. Interview with Canadian Environmental 
Assessment Agency staff member. CEAA and the 
Firelight Group. Location: Remote.

CEAA2. June 2019 Interview with Canadian Environmental 
Assessment Agency staff member. CEAA and the 
Firelight Group. Location: Remote.

CEAA3. June 2019. Interview with Canadian Environmental 
Assessment Agency staff member. CEAA and the 
Firelight Group. Location: Remote.
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Musqueam Indian Band and Endangered 

Languages Program and The Musqueam 
Language & Culture Department, 
University of British Columbia 
Nation/organization: Musqueam Indian Band
Type of program: Language — school program 
The First Nations and Endangered Languages Program 
(formerly known as the First Nations Languages Program) 
began in 1996 as a part of UBC’s goal to work with 
Indigenous communities from the area and support 

initiatives to revitalize their languages. The Musqueam 

Language & Culture Department was developed out of 
this program. They promote the development and use of 

hən̓q̓əmin̓əm̓ən̓q̓əmin̓əmevelopge & Culture Department 
was developed out of this program. They ions Languages 
Program) began in 1996 as a part of UBC’s goal to work 
with Indigenous communities from the area and support 

initiatives to revitalizrsity students and Musqueam students.

Naparyaraq Yup’ik Immersion Program
Nation/organization: Yup’ik 

Type of program: Language — immersion 
The Naparyaraq Yup’ik Immersion Program is “a school 

within a School” and promotes the Yup’ik language and 

culture in the coastal Alaskan village of Naparyaraq (Green 

2010, pg. 35). It began in 2002 with a single classroom and 

one teacher and has developed to include six contained 

classrooms and six teachers, four teacher aides and one 

curriculum specialist. The program runs from Kindergarten 

to third grade and at the fourth-grade students transfer 

to English with 40-minutes of Yup’ik a day. Every year, 
students demonstrate their language use at potlucks and 

Christmas program performances depicting their Yup’ik 

culture. 

Six Nations Polytechnic program 
Nation/organization: Grand River First Nation

Type of program: Language and learning — school 
program 

The Six Nations Polytechnic program is an Aboriginal-

owned and managed post-secondary institution at Six 

Nations of the Grand River First Nation that focuses on 

a decolonized school program. While the school’s key 

goal is to encourage Mohawk or Cayuga language and 

grammar use and fluency, the program also integrates 
courses on Indigenous culture, history, ethno-botany 

and more.

Nsylxcin immersion program

Nation/organization: Salish communities

Type of program: Language — immersion program
The program, which brought together several language 

activities and learners for five months in a remote com-

munity along the Canada/US border where they spent 
eight hours a day immersed in the Nsylxcin language 

(Salish) (Johnson, 2012). After the immersion program 

was complete, the learners went from being complete 

non-speakers to having attained a low-intermediate 

conversational level (Pine and Turin 2017).

The Aboriginal Language Nest Program
Nation/organization: Dehcho First Nations

Type of program: Language — Nest Program 
Two of the most popular are the Aboriginal Language 
Nest Program and the Mentor-Apprentice Program. The 

Aboriginal Language Nest uses an immersion-based 
approach where young children (0-5 years of age) acquire 

their traditional language in immersion settings. 

Appendix A: Cultural Program Examples
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Mentor-Apprentice Program
Nation/organization: Dehcho First Nations

Type of program: Language — mentor-apprentice 
program 

The Mentor-Apprentice Program is a five-month program 
aimed to revitalize Dene Zhatie in the Dehcho Region. This 
is a one-on-one language immersion program where a 

mentor (a fluent speaker of Dene Zhatie) and an apprentice 
(learner) are paired up and spend at least 10 hours per 

week together doing everyday activities using Dene Zhatie. 
The goal is to achieve more fluency and comfort with 
Dene Zhatie in their community while engaging in cultural 
activities.

Ulukau

Nation/organization: Hawai’i

Type of program: Language — multi-media 
An online database with variety of materials including 

dictionaries, curricula, literature, newspapers, and more. 

The database aims to encourage traditional language 

initiatives in communities and at home and is targeted for 

Hawai’ian speakers of all levels and to promote engage-

ment with Indigenous knowledge, histories, stories, arts 

and culture. This type of program merges language 

programs and cultural preservation (Pine and Turin 2017).

Stellat’en’s Language and Culture Centre

Nation/organization: Stellat’en Nation

Type of program: Language — teaching tool
Stellat’en Head Start Curriculum Guide is a teaching tool 

that provides educators with materials to teach youth 

about Dakelh language, cultural knowledge, and skills. 

The materials include guides for language teachers, and 

a workbook for students from grade nine onwards. With 

roughly 30 fluent speakers, this project aims to bridge a 
generational language gap while revitalizing the Dakelh 

language.

Chief Jimmy Bruneau School
Nation/organization: Tłı̨chǫ
Type of program: Language — school program
Within the Chief Jimmy Bruneau School, a variety of cultural 
and language education programs are being provided to 

Indigenous youth. Each year there is a Heritage Fair that 
allows students to present heritage and cultural projects 

to parents and guests. Their projects focus on drumming, 

traditional clothing, fishing, northern lights, and traditional 
medicines. There are also culture camps each season, 

where students learn traditional skills such as checking 

rabbit snares, setting fish nets, and spend time in the bush 
to learn traditional ways and culture.

First Voices
Nation/organization: First People’s Cultural Council 

(FPCC)

Type of program: Language — multimedia 
The First Voices initiative is a web-based tool that helps 

archive and teach Indigenous languages in Canada. The 

First Voices Language Archive has collected and archived 
thousands of texts, videos, recordings, and pictures. 

They also developed interactive online games to promote 

creative learning activities. In 2016, the FPCC developed a 

keyboard app that seeks to incorporate language-specific 
characters to be typed on smartphones for over 100 

languages. 

N’we Jinan
Nation/organization: Various nations

Type of program: Language & culture — multimedia 
N’we Jinan is a community-based, Indigenous, music 

education organization, where participants learn about 

sound recording, music production, song writing, voice 

and performance. Participating youth write their own 

songs in their language, produce the song and create a 

music video. This process creates a space for collaborat-

ing, teamwork, encouragement, confidence building 

and community empowerment. The songs and videos 

contain messages that focus on cultural identity, language, 

struggle, love and self-acceptance. 
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TerraStories

Nation/organization: Matawai and other Indigenous 

communities in the Amazon

Type of program: Land & language — mapping and oral 
history

The TerraStories program aims to document the oral 

histories of the Matawai Maroons. For the Matawai, 

storytelling is an important cultural tradition, and is at risk 

of being lost due to the passing of the community elders, 

and the youth no longer being around to listen to their 

stories. Terrastories is an open source, offline-compatible, 
geostorytelling application that is used to map stories about 

land and territory. It is being developed by the Amazon 

Conservation Team (ACT) and the Matawai Marrons. 

Using TerraStories, the Matawai and other communities 
are collecting and sharing oral histories. They will be able 

to explore recordings of their oral history storytelling by 

interacting with the map and clicking on points where 

stories are located. Users will also be able to log in and 
access restricted stories (such as stories that should only 

be heard by specific community members).

Koeye Camp

Nation/organization: Heiltsuk Nation 

Type of program: Land & language — camp
A youth science and cultural camp program that takes 

place every summer in the Koeye River Valley. The 

camp’s mandate is “to open the eyes of our children 

to their responsibility as stewards of our land, culture, 

and resources”. The camp model integrates scientific 
learning and cultural rediscovery where youth learn to 

gather a range of traditional foods and medicine plants, 

weave cedar bark, paddle Dasla (traditional canoe), speak 

their language, learn potlatch ceremonies, and immerse 

themselves in the customs and laws of their ancestors. 

Campers say that the program helped them develop 

self-esteem, confidence, and leadership skills. Campers 
also develop an understanding of conservation biology 

and modern land and marine use planning. Campers are 

supported through university by providing jobs, a mentor 

support program, and the support of the Koeye Family. 

Many campers return to Koeye as camp staff and become 
leaders and camp mentors. The camp is said to have 

helped lower suicide rates in the community and boost 

mental health.

Okanagan Indian Band  

Land Based Learning Project
Nation/organization: Syilx Okanagan Indian Band
Type of program: Land and language program
This is an outdoor learning project that involves programs 

for school students and other community members. The 

school programs engage students from K–12 in “trans-

formative” outdoor learning experiences that encompass 

Syilx (Okanagan) Indigenous perspectives, values and 

practices. The project involves pairing schoolteachers 

with Indigenous Okanagan educators, elders, and culture 

and language specialists to co-develop and co-deliver 

curriculum in local outdoor settings, and in a way that 

honours Indigenous values and ways of learning. It also 

connects students to the local environment in the presence 

of an Okanagan elder or knowledge holder. Activities 

are aquatic and land based. Aquatic-based programs 

include a salmon harvesting and fishing methods, salmon 
feasts, salmon drying, amphibian monitoring, water quality 

testing, and more. The land-based programs include 

traditional burn practices, invasive weed pulling activities, 

Sp’ic’n/Tuktn harvesting, Sp’ic’n/Tuktn processing, berry 

harvesting, animal tracking, winter shelter preparation, and 

more. They also have programs focused on story telling, 

drumming, and other ceremony. 

Imbe Program
Nation/organization: Tłı̨chǫ
Type of program: Land & language — camp
The Imbe Program is an intensive cultural land-based learn-

ing program for senior high and post-secondary students. 

The program connects young people with elders to pass 

on Tłı̨chǫ language and culture. The program runs in all 
Tłı̨chǫ communities each summer with 30 participants, five 
group leaders, and 30 elders each year. Participants learn 

about their history and culture, land-based experience, and 

a sense of pride in one’s cultural identity. The Imbe Program 

hires these 30 students each summer for full time work, for 

eight weeks, and their summer job is to learn their culture. 

Each week has a different skill component, with the first 
week being immersion in the language. 
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Coastal Guardian Watchmen Support

Nation/organization: Eight coastal First Nations (Heiltsuk, 
Haida, Gitga’at, and more) 

Type of program: Land
The program promotes stewardship of the land for Coastal 

First Nations. The Watchmen uphold and enforce traditional 

and contemporary Indigenous laws passed down over the 

generations, and work together to monitor, protect, and 

restore the cultural and natural resources of coastal ter-

ritories. The Watchmen facilitate monthly conference calls 

and organize annual gatherings and learning exchanges 

that bring Guardians together to build relationships, and 

share information and experiences. This program is now 

recognized and funded through the federal government. 

Muskeg Lake Cree Nation Land-

Based Education Centre

Nation/organization: Muskeg Lake Cree Nation 
Type of program: Land program — educational centre
Land-based education centre where people learn to pick 
sage, sweetgrass, process rabbits, skin moose, prepare 

hide, plant cherry and apples trees, workshops, elders 

rest area

Men of the North

Nation/organization: Nak’azdli Whuten First Nation

Type of program: Knowledge/well-being

This program seeks to revive important cultural trails while 

teaching men and youth how to live in the bush. This 

program includes weekly meetings to strengthen men’s 

connections to each other, and to promote community 

service and traditional knowledge. 

Salish Sea Emerging Stewards Program
Nation/organization: Heiltsuk, Kitasoo/Xai’xais, Nuxalk 

Type of program: Land & language — camp
The Emerging Stewards Program is designed to help 
inspire a new generation of conservation leaders in the 

Salish Sea. The program connects local youth with 

Raincoast scientists and Salish Sea Indigenous knowledge 

holders through a variety of nature-based experiential 

learning activities. Field and class visits lead up to the 

program’s centrepiece where the research vessel Achiever 

serves as a floating classroom. The program involves visits 
to ancient midden sites, and students learn about marine 

mammal identification as they sail through their habitat 
and play games that teach key ecological concepts — like 

predator-prey dynamics.

Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami ITK (network 

of Inuit Communities), IlikKuset-
Ilingannet! Culture Connect!

Nation/organization: Inuit communities in Makkovik, 

Postville, and Rigolet

Type of program: Land 
This program was developed to support and foster mental 

health and wellness in Rigolet, Makkovik, and Postville 

by developing the resilience of communities to climate 

change. Research on climate changes showed that 

community members changes to their environment was 

affecting mental and emotional health due to decreased 
access to land and land-based activities. To combat 

this, the program aimed at connecting youth and adult 

role models to transfer knowledge on hunting, trapping, 

sewing, art, carving, snowshoe making, music, and wild 

food preparation. Program participants cited the following 

benefits of the program: increased pride and confidence; 
strengthened relationships with mentors; increased 
knowledge transmission and sharing; decreased stress 
and anxiety; and increased happiness and self esteem.

Sekolah adat (Indigenous School)
Nation/organization: Dayak communities of Kalimantan, 

Indonesia 

Type of program: Language & land — school program 
This is an Indigenous school program developed by 

Indigenous youth to bring traditional knowledge into 

school programs and to connect this to environmental 

protection. It is part of a larger movement called “sekolah 

adat” (Indigenous School) Classes are held twice a week 

and the program focuses on traditional foods, traditional 

medicines, language, and cultural practices (dancing, 

singing, etc.). These schools are empowering Indigenous 

communities to transform their ancestral knowledge into 

relevant contemporary instruments for protecting natural 

landscapes and the cultural livelihoods dependent on them.
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Haida Rediscovery Camp
Nation/organization: Haida Gwaii First Nation 

Type of program: Land — camp
This is a youth-based culture camp on the two islands 

that aims to connect youth to their culture. It is multi-day 

and hosts over 2000 Haida and non-Haida youth. Young 

people gain a set of skills based in traditional values that 

will support them throughout their lives. Aims to Revitalize 

Haida culture and create the next generation of leaders 

who understand how to care for and sustain the lands 

and waters of Haida Gwaii.

Girl Power Program
Nation/organization: Westbank First Nation — Youth 

Leadership Council
Type of program: Knowledge/well-being 

This program is targeted towards girls 9-12, and encour-

ages development of strength, courage, confidence, 

honesty, communication skills. The goal is to enhance girls’ 

abilities so that they can take full advantage of their talents, 

academic interest, career pursuits, potential for healthy 

relationships. Topics include self esteem, body image, 

practical skills, boundaries, friendship, anger and physical 

fitness. Activities have previously included educational 
group discussions, beading, cooking traditional foods, 

traditional dancing, medicine wheel teachings, traditional 

games, blanket exercise, storytelling, etc.

Marymound — Indigenous Youth Mentors

Type of program: Knowledge/well-being 

This voluntary program provides a healthy alternative to 

high-risk lifestyles. It offers a safe, nurturing place where 
youth can explore teachings and activities as they start on 

their journey to become part of the Sacred Circle of Life. 
Through sharing and talking circles, sweat lodges, teach-

ings, ceremonies and other activities, youth can develop 

a sense of self-worth, self-understanding, self-esteem, 

self-identity, patience and ways to respect and honour life. 

Many young people have sought and received their spiritual 

names and have become actively involved as helpers in 

the program. The program has a strong connection to 

the drum, the place where youth find their voice and inner 
strength as leaders in our teachings.

Museum of Ojibwa Culture
Nation/organization: St. Ignace Anishinaabe community

Type of program: Language & land — camp 
In this intergenerational camp, youth were taught 

Anishinaabe culture language, and knowledge entirely 

through the cultural lens of the St. Ignace Anishinaabe 

community and through hands-on activities and story-filled 
on the land experiences. For three days, youths worked 

with elders and knowledge holders to learn about stories, 

artifacts, crafts, music, values, beliefs, behaviors, and 

language pertaining to the local Anishinaabe people. 

One of the most important elements of the program and 

the positive outcomes for the young people was being 

exposed daily to their elders and traditions to provide youth 

an understanding and appreciation of who they are as a 

people and as individuals. The cumulative benefit of this 
camp was the transferring of knowledge and protecting 

stories for future generations.

Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation 

Country Food Program
Nation/organization: Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation

Type of program: Knowledge/Well-being/Land
Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation operates a year-round 

country food program that teaches and employs high 

school and post-secondary students how to gather 

traditional foods from the land to provide to elders, single 

parents, and low-income members.
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