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Rod Miller

The Indigenous sector is Canada’s fastest-growing 
labour pool, and understanding how to engage 
with this group has direct implications for your 
business. Indigenous inclusion is key to creating 
and maintaining healthy, productive workplaces, 
and HR professionals are vital to the success and 
delivery of an organization’s Indigenous inclusion 
strategy. As the leader of Alberta’s professional HR 
Association, I was proud and excited when I was 
asked to Chair the Workforce Forward conference. 
The conference provided training and insights 
to Alberta’s HR professionals and amplifies the 
message of Indigenous reconciliation and inclusion 
in a safe space of learning and growth. As a 
community, it’s our responsibility to ensure that we 
are well-educated and can make valuable decisions 
to strengthen our organizations and workforce. Make 
no mistake, an inclusive workforce is not only the 
right thing to do, it's essential. 

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s report 
includes Calls to Action for the business community, 
including ensuring that Indigenous peoples have 
equitable access to jobs, training, and education 
opportunities. We know there is a gap between the 
acknowledgment of the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission’s Calls to Action and implementation, 
as only 11% of organizations include reconciliation 
as part of their diversity and inclusion strategy. I am 
confident that knowledge and training can change 
that. This CPHR Alberta-accredited program aligns 

with our mission to protect the public by focusing 
on continuing education, the CPHR competency 
framework, and ethical standards of practice  
to prepare the HR and business community for 
success and economic reconciliation. I hope this 
report provides you with insights into how you can 
develop an Indigenous inclusion strategy now, 
improve your existing one, or bring new knowledge 
to your organization.

We offer this report for any professional interested 
in the path to reconciliation by exploring Indigenous 
workforce strategies within their organization. 
The information included is shared through the 
experiences of Indigenous inclusion experts and 
the feedback from HR professionals involved in 
the conference sessions. Although there are many 
valuable takeaways, the true value of Workforce 
Forward is about building relationships and 
engaging openly with Indigenous culture. 

Thank you to Connect Partnership Group for 
organizing the conference and this report, our 
partners and supporters for getting involved, and  
the speakers and Leadership Council for sharing 
their knowledge with attendees and readers.

Sincerely, 

Rod Miller 
Chairman, Workforce Forward
President & CEO, CPHR Alberta
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introduction

Workforce Forward: Indigenous Employment and 
Inclusion follows the successful Forward Summit 
Conference in Calgary in early 2019. That event 
provided three days of information and networking 
about the importance of, and ways to begin, 
economic reconciliation for Indigenous people. 
Read our report from this conference at https://cwf.
ca/research/publications/report-forward-together-
key-learnings-from-forward-summit-on-empowering-
indigenous-economies/.

Workforce Forward, held October 16, 2019, was 
organized by the Connect Group in association with 
Chartered Professionals in Human Resources (CPHR) 
Alberta. Attendance at the conference earned 
professional development credits for CPHR members. 

This report is an attempt to bring the comments 
made by the panelists and presenters in each 
session into a cohesive whole. The report is not  
a transcription of exactly what was said, but rather 
a pulling together of what the authors heard and 
took away from the sessions. We have not attributed 
comments or quotes. The report is organized by 
individual session, and a list of key takeaways is 
offered as a conclusion.

Most of the 26 panelists and presenters at Workforce 
Forward were Indigenous people, who brought their 

lived experience and insights gained from their work 
in Indigenous communities and in other settings to the 
conference participants. The 250 participants, both 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous, came from across 
Canada, with a few from the U.S. 

A pre-conference session – the Kairos Blanket 
Exercise – was held on the afternoon of October 15.

Kairos Blanket Exercise: Reconciliation through 
Education and Understanding

The KAIROS Blanket Exercise program is a unique, 
participatory history lesson – developed in 
collaboration with Indigenous Elders, knowledge 
keepers and educators – that fosters truth, 
understanding, respect and reconciliation 
among Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples. 
(kairosblanketexercise.org)

Even for people who have already learned some of 
the history of Canada’s First Nations, Métis and Inuit 
people, this exercise offers an opportunity to bring 
the lived experience of Indigenous peoples to life 
and to feel, for a moment and in a small way, the 
impact of this history.

As one participant put it, “I thought of my kids ….  
I can’t unlearn this.”

https://cwf.ca/research/publications/report-forward-together-key-learnings-from-forward-summit-on-empowering-indigenous-economies/
https://cwf.ca/research/publications/report-forward-together-key-learnings-from-forward-summit-on-empowering-indigenous-economies/
https://cwf.ca/research/publications/report-forward-together-key-learnings-from-forward-summit-on-empowering-indigenous-economies/
https://cwf.ca/research/publications/report-forward-together-key-learnings-from-forward-summit-on-empowering-indigenous-economies/
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Workforce Forward

sessions
Panels and roundtables

panel session 01

Indigenous Peoples in Canada  
and the Future of Work

Participants
Charmaine McCraw, Deborah Green, Max Skudra, 
Heather Lastiwka, Raylene Whitford, and Christine 
Channer Auguste (Moderator) 

Digitalization will change jobs – can it be used 
to do work differently with Indigenous people – 
or will it be a barrier?

Technological connectivity creates many opportunities 
for people to live and work where they want. 
However, these opportunities should not be taken for 
granted as not everyone is connected to the internet. 
Digitalization of jobs will provide opportunity for 
employment in Indigenous communities, but only  
if access to broadband wireless, and the necessary 
hardware, is improved. 

While many rural and remote Indigenous communities 
have access to internet, it is not sufficient to conduct 
business. For example, of 60 communities one 
panelist visited in the last couple of years, close to 
80 per cent do not have high enough internet speed 
to download files or stream videos. And even cell 
phone coverage is problematic – for example there is 
no cell phone reception 90 minutes outside Thunder 
Bay, Ont. This means, among other things, that some 
of the best hands-on training that is done using simple 
tools like You Tube videos or more sophisticated 
tools like virtual reality technologies do not work in 
communities which could benefit from it.

Corporations partnering with Indigenous businesses 
to bring infrastructure and technology to communities 
will enable success. The tools to make it happen 
exist – higher poles for transmission lines, drones 
and balloons with Wi-Fi hot spots for example. 

Technology is changing the way all of us 
communicate – we talk less face-to face and more 
through technology. This can be of benefit to  
people who live in rural and remote communities – 
but only if the necessary access is available.
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“ If we don’t make a focused effort  
to build infrastructure and ensure 
companies develop partnerships with 
other companies in rural and remote 
areas – the ones that aren’t next door  
– we will see opportunities skew towards 
cities, and reduced opportunities for 
people in remote areas.” 

The future of work is often referred to as  
4th Industrial Revolution – how are Indigenous 
people poised to be part of this? 

There is a lot of talk about the 4th Industrial Revolution, 
but some of the new jobs that will be created during 
this period are difficult to comprehend; it is also 
hard to know what kind of jobs these will be, and 
to see ourselves working in them. Some Indigenous 
communities may not know what the 4th Industrial 
Revolution is or what it means for them. 

Robotics, 3D printing, AI and other technologies 
bring opportunities for a diversified economic future. 
It is important to communicate what these jobs are 
and what the work entails. For that communication 
to be effective, the systemic and connectivity 
barriers communities face must first be removed. 

The work of the future offers opportunity for 
Indigenous peoples:

“ The future of work is the rise of the 
human. We focus a lot on the tech 
aspect, but the 4th Industrial Revolution 
is about our human qualities – empathy, 
integrity, creativity, ethics etc., the pieces 
that make us uniquely human – while 
leveraging the technology. …

“ The rest of us can learn from Indigenous practices. 
They are going to make us successful in the 4th 
Industrial Revolution. It’s going to be a fantastic 
leadership opportunity, which the rest of us will  
have to create space for.” 

“ Our economic future depends on diversification  
and entrepreneurship.”

“ The 4th Industrial Revolution is the ‘human era.’ My 
interconnectedness with everything living is central 
to me, so the humanist piece of it [the 4th Industrial 
Revolution] really resonates with me.”  

“ Where I see the most relevant space is applying 
technology to issues that Indigenous people face, 
and who better to do this than Indigenous people? 
… There are a lot of hurdles facing Indigenous 
people. The applications of these technologies 
provide a way to address these hurdles.”

What type of skills training works?

Most training in Alberta has been for employment 
in the oil and gas sector in technical jobs. There are 
many other opportunities within oil and gas, such 
as human resources, finance, travel, and others. 
However, the oil and gas sector is changing, and 
different sectors are growing. People who already 
have skills and experience will be able to transfer to 
other industries. Now is a good time to offer training 
in other sectors including hospitality, finance, human 
resources, service and especially information 
technology. When content can be found at the click 
of a button, training curricula can become stale 
quickly. The training needs to be fresh and reflect 
new realities. 

There are good companies willing to partner 
with Indigenous communities and employment 
organizations to offer training which will get youth 
directly into employment. Having good relationships 
with the community is key for companies to build 
partnerships. For example, Elders have a lot of 
knowledge and wisdom, and they know what the 
community needs. Invest time with them, pay them 
for their time, sit with them and find out what they 
think their community needs. As one panelist said,  
“If you’re looking for actual human development,  
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the Elders will put you in the right direction.”

Another example of the importance of community 
comes from the need to heal the traumas of  
the past. Employment training programs cannot  
be successful without ensuring participants are  
in a place of balance, which includes healing. 

One panelist recruited 50 people into training. 
Program success and job readiness linked directly 
to strong partnerships and collaboration for the 
trainees through their community. Of the 50, 48 
finished the program and 47 were hired into jobs. 
They were set up for success, not failure.

“ Suncor is on a new journey, the 4.0 
journey, which is all about people. It’s 
not all about the degree you have, or 
what your grade average was, but the 
lived experience and skills and cultural 
value you can bring to the organization.” 

It is also important to tie the training directly to 
jobs so that youth know that there will be work in 
their community at the end of the program, or that 
their certification is transferable to jobs elsewhere. 
However, not all youth in a community will have 
the interest in, aptitude for, or readiness for working 
in jobs that are being created in their community. 
Testing for aptitude before placement will reduce  
the likelihood of failure. 

“ I’m really excited about seeing Indigenous youth 
in the technology space. Alberta is such a petro-
centric society. I’m worried that we’ve been training 
youth to join the oil and gas sector, but there are a 
lot of different opportunities out there. If Indigenous 
youth don’t want to work in oil and gas, they don’t 
have to.” 

“ Indigenous youth in urban centres 
are gaining skills through training and 
experience and then going back to their 
community and bringing skills with them.” 

What is the best way to attract Indigenous talent?

For recruiters who want to recruit for jobs in rural 
and remote areas, going directly to community is 
the way to start. This can be difficult – but that is 
the way to get the conversations going. Once trust 
is established with the community, working with 
community members to validate candidates’ skills is 
a great way to reference check.

“ What it would take for me to join a 
company? Relationships! If I knew and 
admired Indigenous people already 
working inside a company, that would 
attract me.” 

Other ideas:

> Think about starting earlier – begin building 
relationships before you “need” something 

> Develop long-term relationships

> Offer internships, mentorships,  
and more connections 

> Develop youth programs in schools  
to bring youth in from an early age 

> Have Indigenous people who work  
in your company be role models

Recruiting talent into larger urban companies takes 
a full court press. People in HR need to network 
with other departments to bring different parts of the 
company together to work on recruiting. The strategy 
and plan should come from the top. Leadership 
needs to be clear, vocal, and public about attracting 
Indigenous talent. The goal is to help people see 
themselves working for your company.

And like all younger people, Indigenous youth 
may not stay long in their jobs. They are looking 
to develop many skills and then, in some cases, 
take those skills back into their community to 
become entrepreneurs and potentially to provide 
procurement opportunities.
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What can we expect from the ways work  
will be changing and how will that affect 
Indigenous people?

One panelist said that we have been talking about 
the future of work for about 15 years and it is already 
here. It is shaped by the work, the workplace, the 
workforce and leadership.

The market will be for freelance contracting many 
smaller pieces of work, not necessarily whole jobs  
or working for one company. Contractors will be 
able to bid on work that lines up with their values. 
There is an opportunity to grow in work an individual 
is interested in, instead of being boxed into a job. 
This will be good for Indigenous people, who are 
innately entrepreneurs.

ATB has organized a job board where contract 
work is posted. People who are interested and 
have the skills and attributes to do the work can bid 
on it. These pieces of work become development 
opportunities – a way to gain skills.

The future of work will allow for entrepreneurship. 
Not having credentials is becoming less of a 
problem. People can be hired into jobs based on 
their values and skills. The trend is for opportunities 
to come from an individual’s networks; more 
connections will mean more opportunities.

What occupations and professions do Indigenous 
people tend to pursue in corporations?

Indigenous businesses are overrepresented in 
construction and underrepresented in the science 
and technology fields. But there is increasing need 
for technology in construction and forestry where 
Indigenous people have traditionally worked. And 
there is generally a growing shortage of people in IT, 
cybersecurity for example, where Indigenous people 
may be able to find work.

“ Don’t be afraid to be first – to drive a lot 
of change. My ancestors stand behind 
me – and they did a lot – they came 
first, struggled and survived. I need to 
pave way for future generations.” 

Recruiting barriers

Companies need to look at how they are connecting 
with people in communities and how they 
communicate the opportunities. If corporate leaders 
come and go, and there is no consistency in  
who is doing the communicating, there is not a lot  
of trust built. 

Large organizations are barriers themselves, as 
are siloed departments. Corporations need a large 
overall Indigenous hiring strategy and smaller plans 
that work through all departments. Just posting a 
job and hoping that an Indigenous person will make 
it through the screening of the resumes will not 
work. There needs to be an intention to offer what 
Indigenous people are looking for. 

“ Indigenous youth tend to take jobs  
that are close to home – because home 
means everything to them.” 

Organizations are often afraid of making mistakes, 
so they do nothing. They should hire leaders who 
have learned and who understand how things need 
to be different when working with Indigenous talent. 
For instance, interviews need to shift to include 
storytelling.

The elephant in the room is racism. Systemic racism 
is everywhere, and it is exhausting. It is up to all of 
us to correct people when they say racist things. 
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How do we encourage applicants to bring lived 
experience to recruiting and work?

It is vital to have dedicated roles and resources 
within the hiring process that focus on Indigenous 
recruitment. Throw out the one-size-fits-all 
recruitment model, and be flexible to adapt hiring 
processes for Indigenous Peoples.

Even if they have never had a job, Indigenous 
people have skills that they bring to the table. 
Letting candidates know before an interview to bring 
stories of their experience to the discussion and  
to talk about how they work will help the interviewer 
determine their skills and be empowering to  
the individual. An Indigenous candidate’s cultural 
background and stories may matter as much as 
technical skills on the job. Even if a candidate does 
not have all the technical skills, they may be the 
right person for the job if given some training.

Making the interview space comfortable, not too 
sterile, and relaxing the dress code for the interview 
will help put Indigenous candidates at ease.

“ Make your company a safe place to be 
hired into. Think about your reputation, 
what are you doing, your stakeholder 
relations. People don’t want to make 
themselves vulnerable and work with 
you if it’s not a safe place.” 

Should employers have a different strategy  
with rural communities?

Different engagement strategies are needed in 
all three settings – urban, rural and remote. The 
only way to know what is needed is to be in the 
community, to talk to the people, and to learn what 
is going on and what it will take to succeed. Working 
with Indigenous businesses can be lucrative for 
everyone if the local community, employers and 
individuals work together. 

In rural and remote – fly-in – communities, the 
biggest problem is getting to the city for training.  
The answer is to take the training to them.

Each community will have its own training plans. 
Training providers must be thoughtful about what is 
needed in each community.

panel session 02

Creating Pathways to Employment

Participants
Alex Cook, Kirsten Ryder, Winona Lafreniere, Ken 
Kachmar, Krystal Abotossaway, Robert St. Denis, 
and Richard Lemaire (Moderator)

Creating Pathways to Employment  
for Indigenous Peoples

The members of the panel all have experience with 
creating a wide variety of pathways for Indigenous 
people in their organization. Pathways can be  
as broad as the development and execution of  
a strategic guide with the specific purpose of hiring 
more Indigenous people. The creation of internships 
and co-ops for Indigenous people is a great step into 
the door of a company. Offering training programs 
within reserve communities is another way to create 
pathways; for example, a camp cook program for  
a northern job site. 

One panelist talked about a “speed dating” technique 
in which young Indigenous professionals/students 
met with a wide variety of potential employers 
looking to hire Indigenous people in the region. 

Develop full cycle, long-term training to employment 
programs where partnerships are key, and include 
companies, the Indigenous Skills and Employment 
Training Program (ISET), educational institutes, and 
federal and provincial governments.
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Barriers for Indigenous Peoples  
Seeking Employment

The panel listed several barriers that Indigenous 
people often face when seeking employment, and 
they mainly fall into two broad categories: systemic 
problems or lack of specific required technical training. 

The system of finding and hiring employees is itself 
a barrier, as it is a western, colonial system. If there 
is an Indigenous person within the system – for 
example, an Indigenous person who works in Human 
Resources – that can be a way to get over the 
barrier, but if not, it can be very challenging. Part of 
the challenge of “the system” and colonial history 
in Canada is the poverty experienced by many 
Indigenous people; it is also a barrier in seeking 
employment. Another barrier for those who live on 
reserves is leaving the reserve to work and live  
in an urban centre that has a much different lifestyle 
and value system than the Indigenous person may 
be used to; this can be very isolating. Additionally, 
there is an overall bias that Indigenous people  
can face from non-Indigenous people in the process 
of seeking employment. 

Indigenous people may be lacking formal, western 
education – one example given was that fewer than  
1 per cent of people in Nunavut have a post-secondary 
education. This can be a barrier when a certain level 
of education or credential is required for a job. 

Another barrier is a lack of drivers’ licences  
or the means of transportation to a job site; this 
is compounded for those who live in remote 
communities, where transportation options  
are limited. 

Creating Lasting Partnerships

The panelists had several ideas on how to create 
lasting partnerships, focusing on who industry 
partners should be and how to best ensure the 
longevity of a true partnership. 

For companies looking to partner with an Indigenous 
organization, partnering with any entity on a reserve 
is likely a good bet. One panelist has found that 
a good indication of whether an industry partner 

is the right organization is if they have a land 
acknowledgement in the letter sent to a community 
looking to establish a formal partnership. 

In maintaining lasting partnerships, panelists gave 
advice for how non-Indigenous organizations  
should conduct themselves. Finding out what the 
protocol is for a specific Indigenous community  
is key. Approaching the relationship from the heart 
and being your genuine self are both critical in 
building the relationship. When you want to ask 
your Indigenous partner organization for something, 
follow the 3:1 ratio: give three things before asking 
for one thing. 

roundtable session 01

Strategic Workforce Planning  
and Career Development 

In this session, two panelists discussed their work 
with Indigenous students at Southern Alberta 
Institute of Technology (SAIT) 

Indigenous students already experience a lot  
of barriers before they arrive in cities from  
their communities and begin programs that they  
may not think they deserve to be in. The panelist 
lets her students know that they belong on campus 
and that she believes in them. 

But that is not always easy, because many 
Indigenous students isolate themselves and do 
not come for help if they are unhappy or not doing 
well. Indigenous students can feel that they do not 
belong, that people are looking at them and judging 
them – not realizing that this is an experience 
common to everyone.

While getting into SAIT can be tough and it is hard 
for anyone to adjust, it is much harder for Indigenous 
students. Post-secondary institutions need to offer 
many types of student resources – and advertise 
them – so that students know that there are supports 
to help them cope. SAIT has resources to pay the 
application fees for Indigenous students and has 
many different funding options so that students 
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can succeed. On campus, Chinook Lodge resource 
centre also provides support in comfortable,  
friendly space.

“ There is a common assumption that all 
Indigenous people have their education 
paid for, but that is not true.”

It is also stressful for Indigenous students when they 
get close to finishing their program and have to start 
thinking about getting a job, so SAIT offers help with 
preparation for jobs and holds mock interviews.

SAIT works with Indigenous people in the prison 
system to let them know that it is possible to get an 
education and find a job. No one at SAIT asks you 
if you have a criminal record. The panelist advises 
applicants to disclose a criminal record during a job 
interview and tell their story. In many cases, a record 
does not preclude getting a job.

When starting to work with Indigenous youth, the 
panelist advises people to break down barriers 
by asking questions. She says, “If we don’t ask 
questions we’re going to assume – which is the 
wrong thing to do. And when we get explanations, 
that encourages us to ask more questions.”

“ Remember, not all Indigenous people 
are the expert on all things Indigenous.”

Another SAIT presenter who works in Indigenous 
communities to identify learning needs, starts by 
saying she is “sorry for her ignorance.” She has 
found that this willingness to be a learner herself 
opens a lot of doors. While some doors take time to 
open, relationships are the key to building trust and 
getting to hear from the Chief and Council and the 
ISET manager in the community. (The Indigenous 
Skills and Employment Training [ISET] Program is 
designed to help Indigenous people improve their 
skills and find employment. https://www.canada.
ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/
indigenous-skills-employment-training.html)

Youth in Indigenous communities often only know 
about the kinds of jobs they have seen. The panelist 
goes into junior high and high schools in communities 
with “career crates” – materials that provide 
information about what is involved in different kinds 
of work. These career crates open student’s eyes to 
careers that may be available, besides paramedic, 
social worker, and police officer.

The conversations she has in communities are  
about how the people do not want to be left  
behind again. They believe the digital revolution 
can enable youth to stay in community, if internet 
connectivity is available.

SAIT helps communities build their workforce by 
looking at roles that will fit into the community and 
its culture. People often assume that all Indigenous 
people have to start at the bottom and work their 
way up. But that is not true. Some already have 
education and skills and are ready for higher level 
jobs and leadership opportunities.

Many communities have only had access to 
lacklustre education which does not give enough 
of a background for youth to transition to post-
secondary. SAIT works with employers who are 
interested in engaging with the community and want 
to have a long-term employment strategy with the 
nation. They assess the interest from employers and 
the community to see what education and upgrading 
needs to be done. SAIT has found that traditional 
long days in a classroom are not what people want, 
so they try to create more engaging training, starting 
later, and with hands-on experience for part of  
the day. This hands-on experience makes it easier 
for students to decide earlier if the program is  
not for them. 

SAIT tries to ensure that students can relate  
to the learning and incorporate the community  
into it. One successful program is about  
environment and reclamation, which is a natural  
fit in the Indigenous world.

ISET funding is available, but corporations need to 
put money into little things that will help students 
be successful. One example is to sponsor a bus so 
people can get to class.

https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/indigenous-skills-employment-training.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/indigenous-skills-employment-training.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/employment-social-development/programs/indigenous-skills-employment-training.html
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SAIT works to bridge the gap between training and 
employment. SAIT knows that a practicum needs to 
be a part of every training program so that learners 
can experience the workplace in a positive way. 
Practicums help students to build confidence in 
everything they do. The goal is for students to go 
straight into the workforce after SAIT. 

Racism is still an issue

Later in the session the discussion turned to the 
subject of racism. Stereotypes and racism are 
everywhere, but all can be advocates and help 
change the minds of others. “If not you, then who?”

One panelist was the daughter of a very young 
single mother whose child was adopted during The 
Sixties Scoop. She was told not to put her baby’s 
race on the birth certificate because no one would 
want her if she did. And, racism still exists.

No one wants to work for a company that is only 
hiring them to meet some internal diversity metric. 
While metrics are important, it is better to hire 
Indigenous employees because it is the right thing 
to do – having a workforce with diverse knowledge 
and skills sets adds value to the organization. 

Other perspectives on career development  
for Indigenous peoples

A panelist talked about the need for all of us to 
support each other – including Indigenous youth 
– to be successful. A conference early in her 
career helped her to understand that she could 
walk confidently in two worlds. She could be an 
Indigenous person and a professional engineer.

Her work is with Indigenous students in engineering 
and other STEM programs. She offers support for 
students, and talks about the need to create safe, 
ethical spaces for non-Indigenous and Indigenous 
people to learn and be together. It is hard, emotional 
yet rewarding work to support learners who are 
overcoming huge barriers.

Another presenter was at his first conference, 
presenting for the first time. He had started his 
career as an apprentice in the North but realized 
after a while that the work was not for him. After 
working abroad for a few months, he began to 
work with a company which persuaded him and 
supported him to go to university. 

“Hearing ‘You belong here’  
changes everything.” 

He works as manager of Inuit employment programs 
in his company and feels a deep community 
connection. Community is the basis of his work. He 
says, “Connection to community makes us stronger 
– we are social creatures.”

His strategic workforce plan for the company includes 
an Inuit leadership development program. This pays 
for the education of Inuit leadership candidates  
at post-secondary institutions in the South and offers 
education support for all employees. Going away 
to school means having a sense of aloneness that 
comes from the absence of community. To ease the 
separation, learning programs of all kinds need to 
include community support. 

He advises HR professionals to know what talent 
they are going to need, make connections with 
schools, and Indigenous communities and to figure 
out how long it will take to develop that talent. 

One last word of advice, “Be transparent – let people 
know what their options are and what is going to 
happen; don’t build hopes on what might be possible.”
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roundtable session 02

Indigenous Inclusion and 
Engagement Strategies

What are some of the basic skills that are 
needed when engaging with communities? 

First, remember that this is not a business 
transaction – companies are engaging with people. 
Relationships first, always.

The most basic skill is knowing about the history of 
Indigenous peoples in Canada – knowing the whole 
story of this land. Having a basic understanding 
allows companies to work in a better way with 
Indigenous people. Then, be patient. Be flexible.  
It takes time.

When companies understand the intergenerational 
impact of trauma that is still being experienced 
by Indigenous people, they can work with a 
compassionate lens and loving kindness to do the 
work of inclusion. An Indigenous world view exists, 
but it can differ by community. 

“ Remember that we have two ears and only  
one mouth.”

All have been indoctrinated in school systems in 
different ways. Non-Indigenous people learned 
how to compete with each other – which is not the 
Indigenous way. 

“ How can I have a Ph.D. in history and not 
know this history? We have lost by not 
knowing and understanding each other.”

Hiring Indigenous talent

Building a hospital or some other project may be the 
only job that is going to come through the community 
for years, so the impact of the work must have far 
more reach than the project itself. For example, 
when contractors come in to do work, they often hire 
apprentices. But the apprenticeships may not last 
long enough for apprentices to finish their program of 
study because companies move out when the work 
is done. There is a need to look at how apprentices 
may carry their learning forward after the project is 
over and how to help make that happen.

When hiring people in communities, the onboarding 
and orientation process is critical for retention. 
Employers should put themselves in the shoes of the 
community member who has no experience working 
with a non-Indigenous culture. If people do not feel 
like they belong in the company, they will leave 
their jobs.

How does the engagement process change 
according to territory, tribe, province/state  
or country?

In Canada, First Nations, Métis and Inuit (FNMI) 
peoples all have unique engagement processes. 
Just as any business person would do their 
homework before going to do business in other 
countries around the world, there is a need to learn 
about the First Nations with whom organizations 
want to engage.

With Indigenous communities, it is important to learn 
as much as possible in each situation and know 
what the community’s goals and hopes are. In the 
past, the goal has most often been that people are 
hired into jobs. Now there is more interest in equity 
and inclusion in the project, not just jobs.
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What are some of the common needs, 
requirements and expectations?

This work of economic reconciliation is just 
beginning for some companies. It takes time to learn; 
experience helps.

One common need is corporate policies and 
procedures that outline how a company will work 
with Indigenous communities. Leadership comes 
from the top. One company learned to insist that 
every interaction with the community is logged. This 
makes sure that every promise is followed up, even 
if the person who creates the expectation moves on.

Be careful to manage expectations – it is not easy. 
It is important not to promise at an early stage 
what may not be deliverable when the time comes. 
For instance, a certain number of jobs will be 
promised in the contracting phase, but it may not 
be possible to hire as many people as needed from 
the community. Disappointment can lead to labour 
disruptions or worse. Companies should be realistic 
when developing community benefit agreements. 
This is where getting to know the community first 
can really help. 

One suggestion is to offer mentorship to people 
in community who have no experience working in 
large companies. If, for example, a community does 
not have a human resources department, a large 
company could offer to set one up and pay for the 
community college education of people to run it. 
Then, their personnel could mentor people when 
they take up the jobs.

As another panelist put it, stereotypes impact  
the way human resources professionals work –  
it is important to build shared understanding to 
become allies. Non-Indigenous people must teach 
themselves about racism – and white privilege. 

“ When we learn that we are sharing the river of 
life, that we are all related, and we are called into 
this work together, then we can walk together. We 
need to think generations ahead, there is only one 
Mother Earth.”

“ It’s getting easier. Now kids come 
home from school with this knowledge 
[Indigenous history] – and kids are 
teaching their parents.”

What kind if investment does it require?

It does not have to cost a lot; it is possible for 
companies to build relationships on their own 
time and over time. Understanding how important 
Indigenous Relations are to the company and 
developing a strategic plan around that is a starting 
point. Build a plan starting with a grassroots 
approach or hire a firm to build one. 

Call 92 of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
calls for “business to ensure that Aboriginal peoples 
have equitable access to jobs, training and education 
opportunities in the corporate sector, and that 
Aboriginal communities gain long-term sustainable 
benefits from economic development projects.”

If fully implemented the estimate is that there  
is a potential $600 billion benefit from Call 92.  
The investment will be worth it. 

“ Nothing about us, without us.  
For Indigenous, by Indigenous.” 

This is the best long-term strategy. If industry 
partners want to do ethical work, they need to  
listen to the community.

How do you hire Indigenous talent  
in urban centres?

Recruiting and retaining talent in urban centres 
can take a long time but keep with it to build a 
strong corporate brand and get it out there. It takes 
dedicated resources for companies to do a good job 
of hiring and retaining Indigenous talent. Companies 
can learn from others who have been successful. 
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One suggestion is to put on a job fair type of event 
to talk about what is happening in a company. One 
panelist has had good results from information 
sessions. Another suggestion is for a company to 
invest in its people and then let them be the best 
representative to go and attract others to come and 
work for them.

Should we have a standalone, dedicated person 
to hire Indigenous people? Or is the risk that 
they will be ignored?

Specialist Indigenous recruiters today are like the 
health and safety officers of the past. Employers 
are at that stage now with Indigenous inclusion 
staff positions, and over time they will become 
recognized as an integral part of the staff. However, 
it is important to note that having a focus person for 
community is crucial for relationships, so starting 
with a dedicated person is vital.

Depending on size, it may be necessary to start 
with a standalone staff person – preferably 
an Indigenous person – who is the recruitment 
specialist to start. Over time, it may be possible 
to move to the role being more embedded across 
the organization. Either way, investment within an 
organization will ensure that someone is always 
ready and available to do this work. 

equality versus equity

Some people are tall enough to see over the 
fence in order to see a baseball game, others 
are too short. In equality, everyone gets the 
same sized stepping stool. In equity, the stools 
go to the people who are too short.

roundtable session 03

Making Welcome 
The art of hiring Indigenous talent

This roundtable session opened with audience 
members and roundtable participants sharing 
success stories they have had hiring Indigenous 
talent. The theme running through the stories was 
someone in the company connecting with a stellar 
Indigenous candidate (stellar as in skills, personality/
fit with company, work ethic, etc.) who had faced 
significant barriers in getting a job. In each story, 
the Indigenous person created a relationship with 
someone in the company who was instrumental in 
the Indigenous person being hired.

Success included how Indigenous hires were  
“made welcome.” 

>	 Mentorship can be crucial in getting a job; 
additionally, mentor-mentee relationships can 
also become deep and meaningful. These 
relationships are often symbiotic, with both 
parties learning and growing throughout. 

>	 Internships and job shadowing opportunities  
can be crucial introductions to different fields and 
opportunities for youth developing or starting  
out in their career path. 

>	 Related to internships and job shadowing is the 
importance of creating connections with young 
Indigenous people more broadly. This can include 
going into high schools and building relationships 
there, going into communities, etc. 

>	 Hiring professionals often need to get creative 
when trying to hire Indigenous talent. For 
example, one audience member told a story 
of hiring two Indigenous individuals that came 
highly recommended – but because they lived 
in a community with no Wi-Fi, no transportation 
outside the community, etc. the “normal” hiring 
paperwork process would not work. They ended 
up sending someone into the community with 
hard copies of everything, and the individuals 
were hired. 
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 Key with this is having a company and colleagues 
who are engaged to seek out and hire Indigenous 
talent – some of these creative methods can take 
significant time and resources. 

The discussion also highlighted some of the 
problems that people have had hiring Indigenous 
talent, with others offering potential solutions. 
Sometimes a lack of budget and staff made it 
difficult to scout out Indigenous talent. A potential 
solution to this is using low- or no-cost methods, 
such as posting to Indigenous Facebook groups, 
Boolean searching Indigenous hires, and putting ads 
on community radio stations. 

Another challenge discussed is that it can be 
difficult to hire Indigenous people in certain regions 
(central British Columbia was referenced), because 
Indigenous talent is competitive there and most 
candidates have been hired, or the company could 
not afford to hire them. For the challenge of not being 
able to afford to hire some people, it was suggested 
that alternative compensation could be offered –  
for example, cultural leave or more time off. 

To wrap up the session, the group created calls to 
action – what is needed from government or industry 
to move forward:

> Indigenous engagement needs to be throughout 
a company, not just HR. 

> Transportation can be a big issue, especially for 
remote communities. Ways to help people get 
drivers licences and providing or getting people 
to reliable transportation are needed solutions. 

> HR professionals can create internship 
opportunities specifically for Indigenous people, 
which can be a huge help in getting a foot  
in the door. 

> More communities need Wi-Fi infrastructure. 

> Government support and community strategies 
for education are needed.

> Government quotas for number of Indigenous 
hires are archaic and need to be updated, to 
reflect changes, for example, in retention and 
Indigenous people in leadership roles.

roundtable session 04

Culture and Retention  
in the Workplace 

Making a more culturally diverse workplace

One participant described the Indigenous CIRCLE  
to Cultural Confidence building approach developed 
by her organization, Sakatay Global. It is mainly 
designed for non-Indigenous companies that want 
to participate in reconciliation. The CIRCLE acronym 
stands for Creating Space, Indigenous History  
and Context, Relationship Building and Protocol, 
Culture, Community and Ceremony, Land, Language 
and Life-long learning, and Education Leads  
to Reconciliation. 

Policies aimed at making the workplace more 
culturally diverse can be a key tool, as well as staff 
training, and implementation of both the United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples (UNDRIP) and the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission (TRC) Calls to Action as a framework  
for reconciliation. 

How organizations can make people  
feel welcome

One of the ways to make employees feel welcome 
is for the company to start thinking about how 
welcoming their space really is – for example, are 
Indigenous languages or land acknowledgements 
present? From there, move on to general awareness 
of Indigenous issues, and assess if there is ongoing 
learning, collaboration and reciprocity going on. 
After that, assess ability for employees to tap into 
their spiritual side – for example, is it possible for 
employees to smudge?

Another way organizations can make people feel 
welcome is to allow people to bring their cultural 
practices in to the organization, and emphasize the 
importance of encouraging everyone to bring in 
their cultural practices, not just Indigenous people 
(this was reiterated by a member of the audience). 
An example was someone bringing her talking stick 
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into office meetings. Generally acknowledging the 
realities in communities would include Orange Shirt 
Day and Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women 
and Girls. 

Tokenism1 can be a significant barrier to people 
feeling welcome in the workplace. Hiring only  
one Indigenous person does not suddenly mean  
that the organization is now a welcome place  
for Indigenous people. 

Aligning HR policies with Indigenous Issues

A community lens is particularly key to developing 
Indigenous policies. Aligning HR policies with 
Indigenous issues requires cultural confidence in their 
ability to make appropriate changes. One company’s 
exemplary approach included: CEO mentoring and 
coaching; 50 staff participating in a six-week course 
on the subject; and auditing of all its programming. 

It is important to remember that, while policy may 
be important, it can only go so far, especially if 
company attitudes and behaviours do not align  
with policy. 

General diversity and inclusion practices

Audience members listed several ways they used 
to develop general diversity and inclusion practices. 
These include: 

> approaching Indigenous communities  
with good intentions

> working with Elders 

> working with the Indigenous school community 
because schools are the hub of community.  
One person had been told by Elders that “when 
they show they care about their children, they 
show that they care about us”

> not only hiring Indigenous people,  
but also Indigenous allies

> Indigenous inclusion driven by the  
company leadership 

> the cultural importance of an Indigenous  
person’s responsibility to their family  
and community (including for example,  
going to the funeral of someone who  
is not immediate family). 

Audience members also noted several challenges  
where they are struggling to make their workplaces 
more inclusive for Indigenous people. These barriers 
included: a lack of Indigenous strategy, issues  
of racism and harassment by some employees  
and having the staffing capacity to even look  
at Indigenous policies.

1 “the practice or policy of making no more than a token effort or gesture, as in offering opportunities to minorities equal to those of the majority.” 
Tokenism definition, dictionary.com, accessed October 21, 2019.
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Summary of Learnings from 

workforce forward

Relationships and a community lens are critical 
to success hiring Indigenous talent. Do not forget 
schools, youth and Elders, they are invaluable.

“ We can have all the strategy we want, but if we 
don’t care, and aren’t invested, we’re not going  
to get anywhere.”

“ Diversity is who you are. Inclusion is what you do.”  

“ One thing that I’ve noticed with a lot of companies 
is that we bring in a non-Indigenous mentality. 
Make genuine connection. Talk about what your 
values are. Make personal connections, step 
outside of comfort zones.” 

1. Work in the future:

a. Opportunities from the use of technology may not 
be available to Indigenous communities without 
improvements to high speed internet connectivity 
and the required hardware.

b. During the 4th Industrial Revolution, the human 
relational skills in which Indigenous peoples excel 
will become more important, leading to increased 
employment opportunities.

2. Preparing an Indigenous workforce

a. Some Indigenous youth build skills in jobs  
in the cities and then take them back to their 
communities, often as entrepreneurs.

b. Post-secondary institutions need to offer  
multiple, culturally appropriate supports  
to Indigenous students during the application 
process, through their programs and as  
they prepare for the workforce. 

c. More training to employment  
programs/partnerships.

3. Recruiting and hiring 

a. Racism, and structural barriers to gainful 
employment, are significant problems for 
Indigenous people. 

b. Meaningful investments in cultural confidence 
training is critical to start shifting corporate culture 
and addressing systemic issues.  

c. Corporations should be intentional about 
hiring Indigenous workers – starting with 
CEO commitment, company-wide Indigenous 
engagement, strategic hiring plans, and recruiters 
who are dedicated and empowered to hire 
Indigenous talent.

d. Specialist Indigenous recruiters today are in the 
same place health and safety officers were in the 
past. Soon, they too will become embedded and 
valued across the organization, although having a 
dedicated focus is vital to begin with.

e. Indigenous people have a lot to offer to 
organizations – but in order to bring these people 
in, making the hiring process and the company 
welcoming is crucial.

4. Retention

a. Companies need to make their workplaces safe 
and welcoming. Indigenous workers do not want 
to feel vulnerable or unwanted. 

b. Adapt HR policies to the needs of the community, 
urban policies may not work in a rural or remote 
community.

c. Have Indigenous mentorship programs and 
Indigenous employee networks.

5. Joint responsibility

 “As much as I can hold the door open for 
Indigenous talent, they have to walk through it.” 
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canada west foundation

Thank you for your interest in the Forward Together 
report. This document is a result of many hours and 
input from key members of Forward Summit community. 
The words written represent the thoughts, opinions 
and values from speakers and participants at Forward 
Summit – the three-day conversation in a professional 
environment between thought leaders, Indigenous 
community trailblazers, Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 
business leads and government officials. We encourage 
you to continue learning, asking questions and looking 
for opportunities to build relationships with Indigenous 
communities and businesses. 

Canadian Council for Aboriginal Business (CCAB) and 
participants at Forward Summit believe in Economic 
Reconciliation and we are working toward closing 
the gap in our economy by increasing Aboriginal 
participation in corporate and government supply 
chains; the benefits for our country, our peoples, all 
Canadians – Indigenous and non-Indigenous – would 
be monumental. CCAB’s Aboriginal Procurement 
strategy, Supply Change, is the key to moving forward 
to improve economic self-reliance of Indigenous 
communities while assisting corporate business. Supply 
Change is an unprecedented, national approach  
to Aboriginal procurement through the development  
of the largest membership of corporations committed  
to increasing Aboriginal participation in corporate 
supply chains. Supply Chains, Supply Change! 

The Indigenous economy has the potential to reach 
$100 billion, but we need companies, government  
and our communities to contribute towards it.  
Economic development and investment in the 
Indigenous economy is a permanent and long-term 
solution, which could resolve the numerous problems 
that Indigenous communities face.

JP Gladu 
Co-Chair, Forward Summit

On behalf of the Nations of Treaty 7, which includes the 
Tsuut’ina Nation, Stoney Nations (Bearspaw, Chiniki, 
and Wesley), and the Blackfoot Confederacy (Siksika 
Nation, Piikani Nation, and the Kainai Nation), we 
welcome you to our majestic territory and sacred lands. 

As Co-Chair of Forward Summit, I take great pride  
in participating as a leader in creating opportunities  
for Indigenous and Non-Indigenous Peoples.  
At Forward Summit 2019, we welcomed over  
100 speakers and over 500 attendees, to advance 
economic reconciliation, for the betterment  
of First Nations, Métis, Inuit, and all Canadians. 

The first annual Forward Summit success depends  
on each and everyone participating at our conference 
by contributing their knowledge and business acumen 
in creating a healthy economy. When Indigenous 
communities thrive, Canadians thrive. We must journey 
this path forward together as good business partners, 
colleagues, and neighbours. 

The Forward Together report highlights the impactful 
conversations had during the inaugural event, through 
panels, roundtables and workshops. This document is 
an accurate and unbiased representation of expertise 
and opinions shared at Forward Summit.

Chief Charles Weaselhead 
Co-Chair, Forward Summit

JP Gladu Chief Charles Weaselhead
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overview

This report summarizes the main themes that 
emerged during Forward Summit – an Indigenous-
led, multiday conference dedicated to advancing 
economic partnerships, discovering opportunities 
for change and supporting relationships between 
Canada’s industry leaders and Indigenous 
communities. 

Many Indigenous communities are striving for 
economic independence – and have made 
significant gains in recent decades. These advances 
are critical. Economic development supports self-
determination, strong social programs and healthy 
families. It advances reconciliation by closing  
the economic gaps between Indigenous and non-
Indigenous peoples across the country. It benefits 
not only Indigenous communities, but all of Canada.  

While the path to success is not easy, there  
are numerous individuals, businesses and 
communities who are interested in sharing  
what they have learned. 

Forward Summit was held in Calgary from  
February 26-28, 2019. It brought together community 
leaders, influencers and business professionals 
for an exchange of knowledge that was intended 
to lead to strengthened relationships, economic 
development and economic reconciliation. Forward 
Summit featured 29 sessions, 101 speakers and  
535 participants.

This report on Forward Summit is divided into 
two parts. The first part presents the high-level 
messages that emerged from the various speakers 
and participants. The second part of the report 
presents a short description of each of the sessions 
that took place.  

The report is not intended to be a comprehensive 
study of economic participation and reconciliation 
in Canada. Rather, it adheres to the stories and 
learnings that were shared at the event. Wherever 
possible, quotes have been included (without naming 
the speaker) to showcase the powerful wording 
that was used. The box on page 04 shows the main 
themes that emerged at Forward Summit; the first  
part of this report explores them in more detail.
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summary of the main themes that emerged from forward summit

people, resources & skills

> It starts with identifying your resources
> Skills need to be refreshed and updated
> Youth need to be included
> Technology is a bridge between location, 

innovation and success

supporting people & the land

> Managing environmental impacts  
remains critical

> Indigenous businesses create an  
ecosystem of prosperity

> Community wealth can be used for  
social development

> Trusts are a flexible vehicle for distributing  
wealth for community benefit

the challenge of financing

> Financing is a challenge for business  
of all sizes

> Relationships with banks are improving
> Equity participation can be used to  

build wealth

successful relationships,  
successful partnerships

> It’s not about “us” versus “them”
> Relationships don’t start in a vacuum.  

They fit into a historical legacy
> Trust is crucial
> Industry needs to lead with its values,  

not with a risk mindset
> There’s a long life to relationships
> Dealing with disagreement
> Government is not always a helpful partner

inclusivity & an indigenous workforce

> Being inclusive is more than just being diverse
> Communities also need to recognize constraints
> Companies often lack Indigenous people  

at senior levels

procurement & the business- 
to-business relationship

> Procurement is king
> Structure procurement opportunities  

to encourage Indigenous bidding
> Indigenous doesn’t mean lesser quality
> Ensuring the authenticity of  

Indigenous businesses 
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“ Canada’s future relies on the 
ability to unlock the Indigenous 
economy, and to make every 
effort to provide nations with 
the tools and advice to unlock 
a portion of the wealth on their 
territories. First Nations need 
to be in their rightful place 
of contributors to Canada’s 
mainstream economy.”

“ We have always been 
resourceful as Aboriginal  
people, and we will continue  
to do so. Partnerships  
and success are in our DNA.  
Now is the time to use our  
land and resources – including 
human resources – to reach our 
own economic reconciliation.”

“ Gone are the days when 
Aboriginals are told what 
businesses they will work  
with and what benefits they  
will receive.”

“ In the future, Indigenous 
participation will not have to  
be required, it will just be a 
regular part of doing business.”

“ A positive mindset is essential. 
Possibly more than business 
acumen alone.”
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main
themes

that emerged from Forward Summit

people,  
resources  
& skills
FOR INDIVIDUALS, BUSINESSES AND 
COMMUNITIES, there is a lot of work that goes 
into preparing to take advantage of opportunities. 
Launching a successful economic venture is never 
easy, and in today’s rapidly changing world, even the 
knowledge of what to do is evolving quickly. Some  
of the key themes emphasized by speakers included 
the need to understand what competencies are  
in place and where there are gaps; ensuring that 
skills stay up-to-date; and how new technologies  
can enable successful businesses to be based in 
remote locations.

“ I am always thinking outside the  
box. There’s lots of opportunities out 
there. The sky’s the limit. Alberta  
First Nations and Métis Nations should 
be an economic powerhouse today.  
But it’s not too late. The country needs  
to prosper.”

It starts with identifying  
your resources

People starting a business need to identify what 
they can do, and where they need help – and not  
be shy about asking for that help.

Communities need to know what capabilities their 
members have that can be an asset. One way to 
do this is to build a “skills bank” that records what 
education, experience and skills members have, and 
who can do what kind of work. Where a community 
does not have particular capabilities, these can 
be built through further training and education; or 
by partnering with organizations that have these 
capabilities already established.

“ Not everyone can just pull the trigger 
and you’re in business.”
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Skills need to be refreshed  
and updated 

The skills needed for work are a moving target. What 
is needed today is not necessarily what is going to 
be needed tomorrow. How should businesses and 
communities respond? 

The first step is to become armed with information 
by identifying what jobs are going to be in demand 
in the future, and what skills are going to be 
needed to take on those jobs. There are different 
ways to learn about this: through partnering with 
government, through talking with companies about 
the trends in occupations they are hiring for, or 
through observing innovations that are taking place. 

The second step is to create opportunities for 
lifelong learning to update the skills that community 
members have. This also needs to take into account 
the different learning approaches of different people. 
Someone who has family trauma from a residential 
school may have different learning needs than 
someone who has not. People who have access 
to online learning opportunities may prefer that 
convenience. 

Finally, communities need to connect their learners 
with people who apply those skills in the real world 
– entrepreneurs and people who work in different 
organizations. This will help learners to see how 
those skills can be used – and why learning them  
is relevant. 

“Skills are the new equalizer. They 
are going to be the most valuable 
commodity you can have. And skills 
need to be evergreen as well –  
they need to be updated constantly.”

Youth need to be included

The growth of skills is important for everyone, but for 
youth most of all. It is a big challenge to set youth 
up for success. Part of the legacy of residential 
schools is that kids are not always encouraged to be 
part of the system. An additional challenge is that 
youth in high school often are not focusing on those 
subjects that are going to advance them into the 
careers of tomorrow – such as Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) subjects.

“The Aboriginal population is the  
fastest growing in the country, and 
they’re eager to learn.”

Technology is a bridge between 
location, innovation and success

Technology can provide the ability to leapfrog 
traditional hurdles that come with being in a remote 
location. In the past, a successful business needed 
to be in a big city. Now, innovation is shrinking this 
distance. It is possible to live in the community and 
deliver top quality work remotely. Connectivity is 
key to learning skills or delivering services without 
having to leave home.

However, there are discrepancies when it comes  
to connectivity – but here, too, innovation is helping. 
For example, Loon.co brings internet to remote 
communities through a balloon that floats above  
the Earth.
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supporting  
people & the land
THE ULTIMATE GOAL OF ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT for Indigenous communities is not 
the money itself; it is the associated benefits that the 
wealth can enable. Entrepreneurs and band-owned 
businesses create an ecosystem of prosperity that 
benefit individuals and the community.

The resulting wealth can be invested in social, health, 
education and elder programs. Using economic 
success to leverage social wealth creation is how 
Indigenous communities will create a prosperity  
that is sustainable over generations.

Managing environmental  
impacts remains critical

Economics are important, but will never override 
concern about the environment. Although many 
Indigenous communities are strong supporters  
of development, they also remain deeply attached 
to the land – and environmental impacts remain 
second-to-none in importance. Balance needs  
to be sought, mitigations need to be identified, and 
ways to replenish what is being depleted need  
to be found. 

“It is our tradition to not only take what  
is there, but to give back. How do we 
give back and replenish Mother Earth 
while she is sustaining us? How do  
we replenish for the seventh generation 
yet to be born? We have to look at  
these things as well. That is the mandate 
of our community.”

Indigenous businesses create  
an ecosystem of prosperity 

Many successful Indigenous businesses become 
pathways to prosperity throughout the community – 
by mentoring, employing other community members, 
providing training and opportunities to youth,  
or donating a portion of their profits to community 
causes. What starts small – as an entrepreneur-driven 
business – grows to become an ecosystem: creating 
jobs, generating wealth, and leveraging the effect  
of bringing capital back to the community. Prosperity 
starts with one business, and then it spreads. 

“ My why is ‘how can I help people 
through employment?’ My company is 
an avenue to create opportunity to  
help people. Seeing the impact drives 
me every single day.”

“ You only ever become an entrepreneur 
to impact your community and  
your family. All entrepreneurs are  
social entrepreneurs.”

Community wealth can be  
used for social development 

The revenue generated by communities from 
economic development often leads to social 
development as well, as communities fund social 
programs out of the revenue they have generated. 

For example, the Fort McKay First Nation is able  
to spend $4 million on education every year  
while receiving only $33,000 from the government.  
The elders and members of the Gitxaala Nation 
have chosen to give their royalty cheques to the 
legacy fund, which is run mainly by the youth 
council. The Cold Lake First Nations are considering 
how to use their successful business ventures to 
help not only their own members, but those of other 
First Nations they are partnering with.
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“ We are leaders in economic 
development opportunities, developing 
our institutions so we can take care  
of our people, take care of elders, and 
being self-sufficient in doing this with  
our partners from the industry sector.”

Trusts are a flexible vehicle  
for distributing wealth for  
community benefit

Indigenous trusts are taking off. A trust is a financial 
vehicle that sets aside money for a specific use. 
Because it takes community funds out from under 
the Indian Act and puts them under trust law, it 
provides flexibility as well as accountability, and 
allows a community to use its wealth consistent  
with traditional values. The proceeds of a trust can 
be assigned to specific uses, such as the welfare  
of children and elders, health, post-secondary needs 
or the building of infrastructure. It can also be used 
to develop smart own-source revenue. 

Despite their complexity, trusts represent a 
promising way for communities to reinvest their 
profits and wealth. While all trusts must follow 
Canadian law, each is designed to be consistent 
with the goals of the Nation using it.

the challenge  
of financing
FINANCING IS A CRITICAL ASPECT FOR GROWTH 
– for start-up entrepreneurs, established businesses 
and community ventures alike. It is also an area 
that has been changing rapidly in the last decade, 
with new opportunities emerging for Indigenous 
businesses. Speakers at the Forward Summit 
focused on how to find financing, opportunities for 
building wealth through equity participation in major 
projects, and how to use profits to generate long-
term wealth for the community. 

“ Economic inequality has been 
addressed though income redistribution 
– taxes. This does not work well.  
A better way to do this is through 
redistributing the tools of wealth 
creation. How do we get the tools  
of wealth creation to Indigenous 
peoples? Income redistribution was  
the 19th century way, tools of wealth  
is the 21st century way.”

Financing is a challenge  
for business of all sizes

Financing is critical for growth; but in the past, many 
Indigenous communities and businesses were shut 
out of financing opportunities, which led to being 
shut out of economic development opportunities. 

There are a range of financing sources available 
now to Indigenous entrepreneurs and communities. 
These include bank loans – but also grants (federal 
or provincial), crowdsourcing, angel investors 
(particularly for clean energy projects), institutional 
investors such as pension plans, and partnerships.

“ The number one problem  
is access to capital.”
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Relationships with banks  
are improving 

There has been a lot of improvement over the last 
10 years in banks’ willingness to finance Indigenous 
businesses. Progress has been made on both sides – 
many banks better understand Indigenous business 
models, and many more Indigenous entrepreneurs 
understand the security the banks need. But it is 
important to remember that banks are primarily set 
up to invest in material and equipment, not in ideas.

“ We’re always working with the  
banks – without them we can’t grow  
as a business.”

Equity participation can be  
used to build wealth

Increasingly, many communities are in the position 
of becoming equity investors in major projects. 
While this opportunity has the potential to be 
game-changing in terms of economic returns, equity 
investment also involves risk. 

The First Nations Major Projects Coalition is an 
example of a smart way for Indigenous communities 
to make informed decisions about financing and 
equity participation. The Coalition helps First 
Nations communities evaluate sources of equity 
for investments, as well as equity investment 
opportunities. At the same time, it helps build 
business capacity. The Coalition does not make  
any decisions; rather, it presents a range of  
options for communities to consider. An indication  
of its usefulness it that the Coalition started with  
11 Nations in 2014, and is now up to 50.

“ Together, both Indigenous and  
non-Indigenous investors can build 
capital markets that integrate and  
better align with Indigenous values.”

successful 
relationships, 
successful 
partnerships
RELATIONSHIPS ARE CENTRAL TO BUSINESS 
PARTNERSHIPS. Over the last 20 or so years, a 
real culture shift has started to take place across 
industry – and within Nations as well – that has 
enabled healthy relationships to flourish. The Truth 
and Reconciliation report in 2015 represented a 
turning point, both for the country and for industry. 
The report’s Call to Action #92 gave a strong push 
to the business community to recognize Indigenous 
communities and build meaningful relationships. 
This section highlights elements of those 
relationships that are relevant for both Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous businesses, as well as  
for communities. 

“ I’ve seen that you can really create  
a better project when Indigenous  
people are truly involved. And it leaves 
a different kind of legacy. The project  
is more robust overall, and will leave 
more positive legacies.”

“ Engagement between resource 
industries and Indigenous communities  
is a pathway forward to prosperity.”
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It’s not about ‘us’ versus ‘them’

Increasingly, the relationship between Indigenous 
communities and non-Indigenous industry is 
respectful, profitable and mutually beneficial. 

In the past, many Indigenous communities acted 
as intervenors against projects on traditional lands. 
But over the past few decades, a lot of learning has 
gone on. Industry has learned the importance of 
engaging and creating positive impacts; it has also 
learned how to operate in a way that better respects 
(less harms) the environment. And Indigenous 
communities have come to better understand the 
utility and benefit of working with industry, and  
how they can use that relationship to further their 
own priorities without having to resort to funding 
from Ottawa. 

“ If it is the right thing to do, how do  
we do it together?”

Relationships don’t start  
in a vacuum, they fit into  
a historical legacy

It can be difficult for many non-Indigenous 
businesses to understand that their relationships 
with Indigenous communities do not start as a blank 
slate, but rather are built on the impacts of the 
past. Indigenous communities live with the legacy 
of hundreds of years of relationships – many of 
them harmful and hurtful. While new businesses are 
not responsible for those past harms, they need to 
understand that this is part of the package of what 
they are walking into. 

Trust is crucial

Trust is central to any healthy relationship – 
personal or business. How do communities and 
businesses build trust? The first thing needed  
is to approach the relationship with genuine  
curiosity and respect. Neither side is expected  
to know everything about the other: recognize  
what you do not know, be interested in learning  
and ask questions. 

Second, both sides need to demonstrate 
responsiveness. Listen to concerns; acknowledge 
your shortcomings. While those conversations are 
not always the most comfortable, they are important 
and provide an opportunity to learn. The final 
thing needed is time. The development of trust is 
something that cannot be rushed. Each relationship 
is unique; there is no cookie-cutter method that can 
be applied and there are no short cuts. 

“ With trust and understanding, even 
controversial projects benefit.”

“ Trust can take years to build and can  
be lost in a finger snap – the same  
as reputation. It can take years to get  
to an authentic partnership.”

Industry needs to lead with its 
values, not with a risk mindset

While some businesses approach Indigenous 
consultation as a risk-management exercise, others 
build a business case for engagement based on 
positive values. Engagement provides an opportunity 
to showcase a company’s commitment to responsible 
development: minimizing environmental impacts, 
consulting with communities, and developing positive 
mutually beneficial relationships. The question that 
should be asked is “What happens if we do,” not 
“What happens if we do not.” 
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What are the outcomes of approaching engagement 
with this mindset? According to the (non-Indigenous) 
businesses who told their stories at the Forward 
Summit, it resulted in positive environmental and 
community legacies. These are outcomes that all 
companies should want. 

“ How do you align yourself with the 
Aboriginal business community?  
To take that first bold step, it takes  
some ingenuity around respect,  
being in the community.”

There’s a long life to relationships

Good engagement starts well before a project 
is initiated. But it is also important to remember 
the flip side: that the relationship will continue 
for a very long time – possibly up to 80 or 100 
years. Indigenous communities understand and 
place a high value on the importance of this long-
term relationship. After all, CEOs come and go; 
individuals retire or move on for personal reasons. 
But the project stays where it is; and the community 
cannot just move if they are dissatisfied.

For this reason, the relationship needs to extend 
beyond just a handful of “engagement specialists” 
and become embedded into the DNA of the 
company. This is how a stable, positive relationship 
– and one that is faithful to the vision that was 
initially put forward – can be maintained over the 
decades that a project is in place.

“ Our commitment [as a company] needs 
to continue. It’s more intense now that 
the project is a reality.”

Dealing with disagreement

Even with a good relationship, it is unlikely that all 
parties will see eye-to-eye all of the time. How do 
you manage when there is disagreement or discord? 

Dialogue is key. There needs to be a process for 
communicating, and a mindset where all parties 
are open to discussion. Both sides should be able 
to speak their truth without being slighted. As one 
participant put it, “Never stop talking, but even more 
important, never stop listening.”

This also holds true for relationships between 
Indigenous communities, which have a variety of 
interests and may disagree over how development 
should unfold. 

“ We have to accept that it is OK to fumble 
through the uncomfortable moments.”

“ I think it is OK if we disagree – I think it is 
how we disagree that is important.”

Government is not always  
a helpful partner 

Forward Summit participants had mixed things 
to say about the role of government in economic 
reconciliation. On one hand, government has 
provided financial supports that have allowed some 
communities to take advantage of opportunities. 
On the other hand, government procurement 
opportunities are relatively few and can be difficult 
to obtain compared to opportunities with industry. 
Government policies and laws have often hindered 
Indigenous communities that want to get involved  
in opportunities to create own-source revenue. 
These obstacles are not in the interest of anyone. 
It is critical that governments at both the provincial 
and federal levels find a new way forward  
with Indigenous business – one that will serve the 
interests of both Indigenous peoples and the  
country at large.
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“ It is now time to sit with the  
government and set aside  
policies that no longer work.”

“ If we want the government to  
solve reconciliation, we’re going  
to be waiting for a long time.  
Industry needs to lead.”

inclusivity &  
an indigenous 
workforce
THERE IS NOT ALWAYS A MATCH BETWEEN 
GOOD INTENTIONS of a company to hire 
Indigenous workers, and what actually comes 
to pass. Why not? Partly because successfully 
integrating an Indigenous workforce needs to go 
much deeper than a surface show of diversity. 
True workplace inclusivity permeates all levels 
of a company and is reflective of the company’s 
true values. When a company lacks inclusivity, 
Indigenous workers spend their time and energy 
trying to fit in, rather than being able to fully 
contribute to the company’s success.

“ It is not about lowering the bar, it is not 
about changing criteria – it’s about 
providing the opportunities that should 
have been there from Day One.”

Being inclusive is more than  
just being diverse

Inclusiveness is more than just diversity. Diversity 
is the “face” of the workforce, what can be easily 
seen. Inclusivity goes far deeper and permeates the 
culture of a company. Inclusivity means people at all 
levels of the company – from the hiring managers 
to the senior leadership – believe in the value of 
having Indigenous people contribute to the company 
and represent it publicly. It means reducing friction 
so that employees can show up as themselves, and 
put their energy into creative, innovative work, as 
opposed to spending that energy towards “fitting in.” 

How does a company do this? 

> It needs to start at the top. Leadership needs  
to set an example.

> The company needs to set and advertise  
its goals – which are not necessarily the same  
as targets. Targets are numbers-based;  
goals are values-based.

> Get human resources on board – they can act as 
a backstop if the hiring managers are not giving 
due consideration to value of Indigenous hires.

> Start early. Help Indigenous students  
understand the value and relevance of working  
in your industry. Bring in Indigenous students  
as summer interns. 

> Do not just post job advertisements in the  
“usual places” – recruit through those places 
where Indigenous people go to learn about jobs.

> Develop an Indigenous employee network.

> Provide Indigenous awareness training  
to all employees.

> Participate in initiatives such as Orange Shirt Day.
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Communities also need to  
recognize constraints

Indigenous communities also need to recognize that 
even when companies have the best intentions and 
have made commitments, it is not always possible  
to meet their hiring targets. Sometimes there simply  
is not enough skilled labour within the community.  
In other situations, community members who receive 
government benefits may be reluctant to take on  
a job if they think it will be short-term and jeopardize 
the stability of their current situation. Building 
community capacity in advance, getting individuals to 
the point where they are job-ready and being realistic 
about hiring targets are important for everyone.

Companies often lack Indigenous 
people at senior levels

It is not just at the “worker” level that Indigenous 
people need to be included. Having Indigenous 
people in senior leadership and on the board  
of directors helps create buy-in and build trust  
with the communities where the company will 
operate in future.

This contrasts strongly with the situation on the 
ground. The Shareholder Association for Research 
and Education looked at 173 TSX-listed Canadian 
companies to benchmark current reporting about 
business and reconciliation. The study found that 
only five per cent of the companies had Indigenous 
people working in senior and professional roles; and 
fewer than one per cent of the companies included 
Indigenous people on their boards. 

procurement 
& the business-
to-business 
relationship
PROCUREMENT – THAT IS, COMPANIES HIRING 
OTHER BUSINESSES to supply goods and  
services – represents one of the most powerful 
mechanisms to foster economic reconciliation.  
It enables Indigenous companies and individuals – 
providing everything from construction to cosmetics, 
from transportation to IT, from manufacturing  
to project management – to build their businesses, 
provide jobs, and create the wealth that 
communities rely on.

“ Investing in an Indigenous entrepreneur 
is laying a path for the community. I can 
think of no better act of reconciliation 
than creating a path back to sustainability 
and purpose.”

Procurement is king

Procurement represents a key element of the 
relationship between non-Indigenous industry or 
government, and Indigenous businesses. It leads 
reconciliation today by providing a market for many 
Indigenous businesses to sell their goods and 
services. The size of procurement opportunities is 
enormous: according to the Canadian Council for 
Aboriginal Business (CCAB), oilsands companies 
procure on average $1.8 billion in goods and 
services from Indigenous businesses each year.

“ The Development Minister from Chile 
almost fell off his chair when heard 
that we did $2.5 billion in business with 
Indigenous companies in a year.” 
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Structure procurement opportunities  
to encourage Indigenous bidding

Some businesses – and government as well –  
would like to encourage Indigenous businesses  
to bid on tenders – but then inadvertently take 
actions that actually make it more difficult. Industry 
needs to think about how to offer procurement 
opportunities in a way that Indigenous businesses 
can take advantage of them. This includes thinking 
about the following: 

> Appropriately sized tenders. Ensure that tenders 
for work are not too large and are broken  
down into pieces that would be the right size  
for a smaller Indigenous business or community 
to bid on. 

> Build demand through the supply chain. Build 
an “ecosystem of demand” by encouraging or 
requiring top-tier contractors to hire Indigenous 
subcontractors – and do not accept excuses 
that they do not want to or have to. Try to match 
contractors who have capability for the larger 
project with Indigenous subcontractors who can 
support elements of the work.

> Minimize barriers for small business. Review 
administrative requirements that may be  
too burdensome or not scaled to the size of the 
business that is bidding or the job that is being  
bid on. Work with your own HSE (Health, Safety  
& Environment) team to ensure their requirements 
are scaled appropriately and consider providing 
HSE resources to the bidding companies. Review 
the timeframes for paying suppliers; overly long 
timeframes make it difficult for small businesses 
to stay in business. 

> Build trust and confidence within your business 
units in advance. Encourage your business units 
to get to know Indigenous suppliers in advance, 
so that there is already familiarity and confidence 
when procurement opportunities arise.

> Help Indigenous businesses succeed  
“the next time.” Let the losing bids know  
what was lacking, so that they can build the 
capacity to succeed the next time.

Indigenous does not mean  
lesser quality

Companies that procure goods and services are 
highly sensitive to cost and quality – and some may 
have the perception that procuring with Indigenous 
companies means getting lower quality or higher 
cost. But this is a misperception. As Suncor’s 
supply chain VP stated during a panel session on 
procurement, “Our experience is just the opposite.” 
Suncor found they did not give up quality, cost or 
time; further, they set up businesses that would be 
around when and where they needed them. 

The importance of Indigenous 
procurement must be embedded  
in company culture

To successfully wrap Indigenous procurement  
into the supply chain, it needs to become part  
of company culture. 

Leadership plays a role in convincing everyone in 
the organization not just that it needs to be done, but 
why it needs to be done. A business rationale also 
exists: if you are going to serve a diverse client base, 
you need a diverse resource base. And finally, there 
are external resources – such as the CCAB – that can 
provide a roadmap of what to do and where to start. 

Ensuring the authenticity  
of Indigenous businesses

Some companies worry about how best to determine 
whether businesses they want to hire are truly 
Indigenous. They want to ensure that benefits flow 
to Indigenous communities, and not primarily to 
non-Indigenous partners – without excluding those  
businesses that have legitimate joint partnerships. 

One way to do this is to ask the local community 
economic development officer; they may well  
have good information. More broadly, resources 
such as the CCAB’s list of certified Aboriginal 
businesses can help. 
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conclusion

The stories brought forward by the Forward Summit 
participants were powerful and led us (the report 
authors) to four conclusions.

First, the path to economic success is winding and 
bumpy. No success occurs without hesitancies, 
learning, setbacks and roadblocks. 

Second, the path does not look the same for any  
two individuals, businesses or communities.  
While there is much to learn from the experience  
of others, there cannot be “cookie-cutter” 
duplication. The hard work of building capacity and 
skills, building relationships and identifying how 
success can power Indigenous communities needs  
to be given consideration in each new context.

Third, not all Indigenous communities are at 
the same stage in terms of achieving economic 
independence. Some of the earliest industry and 
Indigenous community partnerships were grossly 
one-sided with minimal participation of Indigenous 
communities. The evolution of collaboration 
agreements, impact benefit agreements,  

and opportunities agreements created avenues  
of participation through employment, procurement 
and joint venture agreements. Now, many 
communities are capable of taking on a much 
greater stake and being full equity partners and 
participants. This evolution is shown in the figure  
on page 17. There is no one “right” place to be  
on the rainbow; and it is important to remember that 
striving for economic independence is a process.

And finally – and most powerful – the future is 
here. Many Indigenous individuals, businesses and 
communities have found success. There has been 
a rise in meaningful and equitable partnerships 
that generate success on many levels. Indigenous 
economies have evolved to be very different now 
than they were even recently – and there is a need to 
paint a more accurate picture of today’s reality and 
tell this story to the world. While it is time to celebrate 
success, there is still plenty of work to do.
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“ When we think about economic 
reconciliation, what does that 
mean? It means when  
Indigenous communities are  
no longer managing poverty,  
but managing wealth.”

“ The stronger the Indigenous 
communities are in Canada,  
the stronger Canada is.”

“ Now we have a seat at the table. 
We want equity ownership.  
We want to earn our own money. 
We’re not here to veto major 
projects. We just want sharing of 
the wealth. We want to be true 
players at the table.”
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SUMMARY
of sessions

tuesday

FEB 26
panel
The Common Objective – Moving projects 
forward together

Moderator: JP Gladu, CCAB
Niilo Edwards, FNMPC
Brian McGuigan, CAPP 
Jason Edworthy, BluEarth
Steven Fleckenstein, National Bank 

This panel discussed key elements of how industry 
and Indigenous communities can work together  
to move resource development projects forward.  
The panel touched on changing the narrative  
of First Nations being “against” natural resource 
development, which is often not the case and merely 
sets up expectations of the company and community 
as adversaries. The panel also highlighted 
relationship-building elements that help industry  
to build trust with the community, including listening 
to and validating the concerns of the community,  
and engaging in “collaborative advocacy” – 
enabling Indigenous voices to be heard. All speakers 

emphasized the importance of having communities 
meaningfully involved in the project in some way, 
from providing services to taking an ownership stake.

panel
The Economic Development of Potential  
of Indigenous Trusts

Moderator: Luanne Whitecrow, CCAB
Vickie Whitehead, Deloitte
Rachel Forbes, Shareholder Association  
for Research & Education (SHARE)
Leith Cardinal, National Aboriginal Trusts 
Association (NATOA)

This panel discussed what an Indigenous trust is, 
what it must include, distinctions between different 
trust models and what it can enable for communities. 
Panellists described how banks and investors view 
Indigenous trusts, and how they can be improved 
(for example, working with institutional investors to 
promote responsible investment policies and practices 
that include reconciliation goals). The role of the 
National Aboriginal Trust Officers Association (NATOA) 
in building knowledge and capacity around trusts  
for Indigenous communities was also highlighted.
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keynote address

Shane Gottfriedson, Former Band Councilor,  
Chief, Tribal Chief, regional Chief of BC Tk’emlups 
Indian Band

Mr. Gottfriedson spoke about the positive impact his 
family has had on him, and how providing a better 
way of life for his family has been his overriding 
goal. He spoke about the company he started,  
Pow Wow Trail Coffee, and how his company has 
owned and operated a Tim Horton’s franchise. 

roundtable
Attracting Capital and Sustainable  
Economic Participation

Moderator: David Robinson, TechKnowledgey Group
Mathew August, Animus Capital Partners
Preston Manning, Manning Centre
Chief Jason Gauthier, Missanabie Cree First Nation
L Zhu, Qi Qin, and Ye Zhao, China Railway First 
Survey and Design Institute Group (FSDI)

This roundtable was framed around the concept of 
an Indigenous Investment Infrastructure Trust, which 
is a proposed financial framework for financing 
infrastructure projects in a way that positively 
benefits Indigenous communities. Panellists 
brought different perspectives on finance, design of 
infrastructure projects, and Indigenous community 
leadership. The panellists and audience discussed 
different elements of getting projects started. One 
of the biggest concerns was access to capital, as 
was a lack of political will. The importance of all 
different stakeholders who are interested in getting 
a project built working together was discussed, with 
moderator David Robinson noting, “There are a lot of 
soloists singing the same song, but we need a choir.”

roundtable
Hydrocarbons – The Economic  
Reconciliation Trailblazer

Moderator: Ryan Robb, Suncor
Moderator: Marla Orenstein, Canada West Foundation
Chief Bernice Martial, Cold Lake First Nations
Mel Benson, Suncor
Chief Jim Boucher, Fort McKay First Nations
Allan Murphy, Canadian Propane Association

The session described the long and bumpy road 
to economic self-sufficiency for the Cold Lake First 
Nations and the Fort McKay First Nation. While 
resource development opportunities provided the 
initial financing, these FNs have since diversified 
enormously and now own and operate businesses 
ranging from catering to security to hotels, and are 
also providing opportunities for other FNs to benefit 
and succeed. The original relationships between 
these First Nations and hydrocarbon industry 
proponents were founded on trust that was built 
up over time; but it also rested on approaches that 
ensured accountability and transparency. 

roundtable
Mining Partnerships in Canada

Moderator: Chelsie Klassen, Hatch
Ian Wilson, Saskatchewan Research Council
Norman Fraser, Teck Resources
Yvonne Walsh, Teck Resources
Vickie Thomas, Ktunaxa Nation
George Greene, Stratos

This roundtable focused on success factors for 
partnerships between Indigenous communities and 
the mining sector. This was set against the context 
of mining as a decades-long activity that creates 
opportunities for lasting relationships and the trend 
of mining companies seeing good relationships as a 
competitive advantage. Among the success factors 
noted were: an understanding of one another’s 
viewpoints; a level playing field; the right information 
shared all the way through; community readiness for 
negotiating an agreement; and joint accountability in 
implementation. Speakers noted that compared with 
other countries such as New Zealand, Chile, and 
South Africa, Canada has the best practice, where 
obligations are tied to Indigenous rights.
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roundtable
Capacity Building –  
Strengthening Agreements

Moderator: Jorge Aviles, CWL Energy Management
Geoff Greenwell, 2G Group of Companies
Billie Fortier, MLT Aikins LLP

This roundtable focused on the idea of two-
way capacity building, with an emphasis on 
community and organizational objectives, mutually 
beneficial approaches to agreements, natural 
resource development projects and environment 
assessment. Control of capacity development by 
Indigenous communities was identified as a priority. 
Ultimately, capacity building is closely related to 
important economic and employment outcomes 
within communities. The roundtable was used to 
identify concepts and ideas that will support the 
improvement of capacity.  

roundtable
Market Access – Energy Gridlock

Moderator: Harrie Vredenburg, University of Calgary
Karen Ogen-Toews, First Nations LNG Alliance
Laurence Riel, Pembina Pipeline Corporation
Dione McGuiness, BRITT Land & Engagement

This roundtable discussed the underlying causes 
of – and possible solutions to – situations where 
energy infrastructure projects become stuck in 
an apparent standoff between some Indigenous 
communities and the project proponents. 
Participants noted that much of the time, it isn’t 
the project itself that is the problem, but rather the 
way that it is being implemented, and/or the nature 
of relationship that the company is proposing. 
Speakers noted the importance of industry 
understanding what a successful project would look 
like from various different perspectives, including 
an Indigenous perspective. The disconnect over the 
Trans Mountain pipeline was discussed, and the 
importance of not over-simplifying the positions or 
alignments of the groups involved.

wednesday

FEB 27
panel
Building Sustainable Relationships –  
The Frontier Project

Moderator: Heather Lawrence, Teck Resources
Bill Loutitt, McMurray Metis
Dr. Robin Johnstone, Teck Resources
Melody Lepine, Mikisew Cree First Nation
Robin Sidsworth, Teck Resources

This panel discussed the Frontier Project, which is 
a proposed oilsands mine in northern Alberta that 
has been developed through a partnership between 
Teck Resources and Indigenous communities in the 
area. Teck panellists noted the business case for 
building relationships with communities – how it 
makes the project stronger, beyond it just being the 
right thing to do. Indigenous panellists spoke about 
how the project may benefit their communities, and 
actions that Teck has taken to give them confidence 
in the company’s intentions and approach, such as 
establishing a biodiversity area to act as a buffer. 
All panel members empasized the importance of 
investing time and effort in building relationships.

panel
LNG Canada & the Gitxaala Nation

Moderator: John Blanchette, Mammoet
Chief Clifford White, Gitxaala Nation
Michael Eddy, LNG Canada

This panel focused on the evolution of the 
relationship between LNG Canada and Gitxaala 
Nation in BC, and the key elements that each 
group felt were important in ultimately making 
it a successful relationship that worked for both 
sides. Of key importance was the fact that LNG 
Canada listened to the community from Day 1, and 
understood the need to create a positive legacy that 
took into account both historical impacts and current 
socio-economic needs. Developing this relationship 
took time and work on the part of both parties, and 
there were challenges along the way – in terms of 



•••  22  •••

forward together

communication, negotiation, and how to hold one 
another accountable. As Chief White emphasized, 
the long-term relationship with the company became 
even more important than the LNG project itself.

panel
The Power of Procurement –  
Evolving the Supply Chain

Moderator: Myrtle Engram, Fluor
Howard McIntyre, Suncor
Jeff Provost, Bird Construction
Denise Pothier, Stantec
Elizabeth Auceda, Sodexo
Kiruba Sankar, RBC

The panel focused on how industry can promote 
Indigenous businesses though the procurement 
supply chain. Key elements noted include: internal 
education within the company; pressuring top-tier 
suppliers to involve Indigenous businesses; and 
setting goals to move Indigenous businesses from 
being sub-contractors to being prime contractors. 
The panel also noted the importance of structuring 
procurement opportunities in a way that Indigenous 
businesses can take advantage of them; for 
example, through ensuring that tender sizes enable 
smaller businesses to bid.

keynote
Business Opportunities for Indigenous 
Communities in the Power Sector

Guy Lonechild, First Nations Power Authority (FNPA)

Guy Lonechild is the CEO of the First Nations Power 
Authority (FNPA), an organization focused on involving 
Indigenous people in the power sector in Canada. 
Mr. Lonechild described how Indigenous people have 
been excluded from the national conversation about 
energy, and how problematic that has been. He 
described the successes that the FNPA has realized 
– such as negotiating and securing an agreement 
with SaskPower – and how the organization works to 
build capacity within communities to succeed in the 
renewable energy space.

panel
From Seed to Success

Moderator: Heather Black, Creative Spirit Solutions
Jordan Jolicoeur, Carvel Electric
Jenn Harper, Cheekbone Beauty
Teara Fraser, Raven Institute & Iskwew Air
Stephen Nairne, Raven Capital
Melrene Saloy, Native Diva Creations

This panel focused on the personal stories of 
successful Indigenous entrepreneurs who built 
enterprises ranging from an airline to beauty 
supplies. Panellists emphasized that, while 
challenges are numerous, true entrepreneurs thrive 
in solving problems. Specific hurdles that they  
faced included finding financing and operating in  
a procurement environment that is tailored to larger 
companies. Panellists also described ways that 
they were able to “give back” to the Indigenous 
community, including mentoring, donating profits, 
and creating opportunities for youth. A number of 
points were raised for industry to take note of when 
engaging with Indigenous entrepreneurs: viewing 
Indigenous people as a source of knowledge and 
innovation, understanding that building trust is a 
process, and partitioning tenders into smaller sizes 
that can be bid on by smaller, Indigenous companies.

roundtable
Entrepreneurial Investment  
and Socio-Economic Impact

Moderator: Holly Atjecoutay, Business Link AB
Moderator: Sandip Lalli, Calgary Chamber
Jordan Jolicoeur, Carvel Electric
Rob Rollingson, Indian Business Corporation 
Stephen Nairne, Raven Capital
Teara Fraser, Raven Institute & Iskwew Air
John Pantazopoulos, ATB Financial 

This roundtable discussed the broad range of 
challenges and opportunities that Indigenous 
entrepreneurs face. Primary among these was 
access to capital. Although panellists disagreed 
on the wisdom of borrowing in order to fund a 
new venture, there was general agreement that 
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new opportunities for financing can be helpful to 
those entrepreneurs who need it. The group also 
described the many positive community impacts 
that flowed from the establishment of a successful 
business; and how this fits into the framework of 
economic reconciliation. Some of the key takeaways 
identified include the need for systemic change, the 
importance of building momentum, the importance 
of returning to your communities to have a positive 
impact, and that all entrepreneurs are social 
entrepreneurs. 

roundtable
Clean Tech – Funding the Future Energy Mix

Moderator: Helen Platis, QUEST
Guy Lonechild, FNMPA
Jason Edworthy, BluEarth Renewables
Joseph Duperreault, First Renewable Energy Partners
Randall Benson, Gridworks Energy

Three major themes emerged: engagement, barriers 
to implementation, and financing. For increasing the 
engagement of Indigenous-led renewables projects, 
access to capital is a key component. To ensure the 
authenticity of partnerships between industry and 
Indigenous communities, a great deal of time and 
relationship-building needs to be put in, as does 
the opportunity to review projects. Financing is 
challenging, but there are options, such as provincial 
government funding programs and international 
financing that is looking for carbon credits. 
Government was cited as being frequently a barrier 
to Indigenous economic participation.

workshop
Procurement Design & Best Practices

Moderator: Max Skudra, CCAB
Luanne Whitecrow, CCAB

This session presented statistics on Indigenous 
employment and businesses across Canada in 
terms of numbers, sectors, and personal values. 
Presenters described the challenges that Indigenous 
businesses face in procurement, which include 
overly large contracts, dense administrative 

requirements and challenges with capacity and 
timeframes. Finally, an overview was given of 
the Canadian Council for Aboriginal Business’s 
Progressive Aboriginal Relations (PAR) program, 
a certification program that confirms corporate 
performance in Aboriginal relations.

roundtable
The Growth of the Cannabis & Hemp Industry

Moderator: Roland Bellerose, Cannabis and Hemp 
Indigenous Consortium Canada
Chief Joe Norton, Kahnawà:ke
Lorraine White, Seven Leaf Medical Cannabis
Francine Whiteduck, Whiteduck Resources
Isadore Day, Bimaadzwin 

Cannabis is a unique business opportunity; it has 
a large growth potential and is aligned with an 
Indigenous history of trade in medicines. For many 
elders, however, it has a stigma and also has ties to 
addiction. Ultimately, every community will have to 
decide for itself whether or not to participate in the 
cannabis economy. The Canadian Indigenous Hemp 
Cannabis Consortium is working to be able to gather 
the data, statistics and facts that can help inform 
communities’ choices.

roundtable
Forest Certification – Developing practices 
and procedures for sustainable forest 
management, and increased market access

Moderator: Paul Robitaille, Sustainable  
Forestry Initiative
Ken Price, TimberWest 
Gregor Macintosh, Sustainable Forestry Initiative 
JP Gladu, CCAB 

This session used the example of forestry in B.C. as 
a way to show how Indigenous communities can be 
uniquely well-placed to prosper from partnerships, 
despite harmful legacies of the past. Participants 
described the process of building trust between 
communities, programs and companies; and also 
described how the Sustainable Forestry Initiative 
was able to build capacity among Indigenous youth. 
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Finally, suggestions were given for how companies 
can ensure that their partnership and outreach 
efforts are both respectful and effective – such as 
ensuring that the Board of Directors contains at least 
one Indigenous member. 

thursday

FEB 28
panel
Indigenous Peoples in Canada  
and the Future of Work

Moderator: Samantha Morton, CCAB
Moderator: Aditi Trehan, Tate Consultancy Services
Balaji Ganapathy, Tate Consultancy Services
Melissa Hardy-Giles, Origins Inc.
Alicia Dubois, CIBC 
Max Skudra, CCAB

This panel focused on skills, the role of technology, 
mentoring, and creating opportunities for Indigenous 
youth. The panel recognized that it is difficult  
to identify what skills will be needed for the jobs  
of the future. Skills were called “the new equalizer.” 
There was discussion of the Indigenous economy, 
and it was noted that Indigenous businesses 
“out-innovate” the average Canadian business 
significantly. Traditional perspectives are key:  
in the words of Alicia Dubois, “If we can encourage 
our youth to be curious and creative and encourage 
them to ask their traditional questions or use their 
traditional perspective, it’s such a useful addition.  
It will allow every sector to bloom.” Mentorship was 
discussed as important by all members.

panel
Inspirational Women’s Series

Moderator: Nicole Robertson, Muskwa Productions  
& Consulting
Billie Fortier, MLT Aikens LLP
Janice Laroque, Spirit Staffing
Jenn Harper, Cheekbone Beauty
Krystal Abotossaway, Aboriginal Professional 
Association of Canada
Raylene Whitford, Canative Energy

This panel explored the stories and the lessons 
learned from each of the panellists, all pioneering 
women in their fields. They spoke about some of 
their biggest challenges, which included access 
to financing, work-life balance, and lack of access 
to decision-makers. The panellists described the 
different ways they bring cultural knowledge into 
their businesses, which include placing a high 
value on relationships, hiring Indigenous people, 
and “trying to Indigenize everything all the time.” 
The panel’s advice to future leaders from the 
next generation included the value of hard work, 
believing in yourself, pushing your personal and 
professional boundaries, and remaining true to your 
core principles.

keynote address

W. Brett Wilson, Canoe Financial

Mr. Wilson discussed his hometown – North 
Battleford, Sask. – and how proud he is of his prairie 
roots. He talked about his experience as one of the 
investors on CBC’s Dragon’s Den. He also discussed 
the Code of the West, something that he lives by: 
live each day with courage; take pride in your work; 
always finish what you start; do what must be done; 
be tough but fair; when you make a promise, keep 
it; be proud of who you are and where you’re from; 
talk less and say more; remember that some things 
aren’t for sale; know where to draw the line.
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panel
Creating Pathways to Employment

Moderator: Stephanie Beaulieu, Spirit Staffing
Marlena Anderson, Teck Resources
Pat White, Suncor 
Krystal Abotossaway, Aboriginal Professional 
Association of Canada
Kirsten Ryder, Stoney Tribal Administration
Richard Lemaire, Alberta Ministry of Labour

One of the major themes that this panel focused on 
was diversity versus inclusion, and the difference 
between the two. Speakers emphasized the need 
to go beyond simply asking the workforce look 
diverse, to one in which different experiences are 
truly valued. Other challenges discussed included 
workplace readiness, cultural values not being 
aligned, and bias among hiring managers.

roundtable
Indigenous Youth Participation in STEM  
– Breaking Down Barriers 

Moderator: Peter Salusbury, Stantec
Moderator: Christine Foster, Tata
Rob Cardinal, IndigeSTEAM
Noreen Demeria, Actua
Denise Pothier, Stantec 
Jessica Vandenberghe, Urban Systems
Jezelle Zatorski, Imperial Oil

This session discussed how industry can better 
partner with Indigenous communities to support 
students entering into the STEM disciplines. Although 
STEM is not new to Indigenous education, there 
remain barriers to the full participation or inclusion of 
Indigenous students. Relevance is one such barrier; 
however, industry can help students understand how 
STEM education can lead to specific career paths. 
Other challenges include identifying ways for students 
to see diversity among people in STEM careers; 
the need for holistic support that takes into account 
basic needs (food, shelter, access to clean water, 
etc.) as well as education; and the need for support 
for teachers to tackle STEM subjects. Participants 
noted that collaboration, rather than donation of 
funds or resources, is the preferred approach for any 
industry partnership around STEM Education.

workshop
Workforce Diversification –  
Indigenous Inclusion Strategies 

Buffy Handel, Working Warriors

Topics discussed at this workshop included 
language and communication barriers between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous people – barriers 
arise not just from differences in the actual 
languages spoken, but also in how things are 
communicated. The importance of engaging with 
Indigenous communities was discussed. High-value 
jobs are critical in advancing Indigenous welfare. 
All high-value jobs are critically important for 
Indigenous people – as moderator Buffy Handel 
noted, “If it is life changing for one person, it can be 
life changing for a nation.”

workshop
Making Welcome – The Art of Hiring 
Indigenous Talent 

Amber Boyd, Spirit Staffing & Consulting

Companies want to attract and retain Indigenous 
talent. Indigenous workers want to find fair, equitable 
and meaningful employment. This workshop 
explored some of the barriers faced, and what 
more successful approaches could look like that 
contribute to economic reconciliation.
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Canada West Foundation 
110 – 134 11th Avenue SE
Calgary, Alberta, T2G 0X5
cwf.ca

Join the

forward summit community
Learn more about opportunities to engage and collaborate with Indigenous 
communities and businesses by joining the Forward Summit community.  
These community-led professional gatherings explore and encourage meaningful 
conversations around Indigenous prosperity, wealth and relationships.  
Now more than ever, getting involved in these conversations means taking productive 
steps to build an inclusive and strong Canadian economy and workforce. 

To learn more about Forward Summit, visit forwardsummit.ca 

Follow us to learn about events, galas, conference schedules,  
speakers and news within the community. 

LinkedIn  
linkedin.com/company/forwardsummit/

Twitter 
twitter.com/forward_summit

If you have questions about the report or participation at Forward Summit, contact:
Connect Partnership Group, Organizers of Forward Summit
hello@forwardsummit.ca  |  403.648.0876

About the

canada west foundation
The Canada West Foundation focuses on the policies that shape the West, and  
by extension, Canada. Through our evidence-based research and commentary, we 
provide practical solutions to tough public policy challenges facing the West, and 
Canada as a whole, at home and on the global stage.

cwf.ca
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