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Sharing the Wealth of the North: 
The Rightful Role of Canada’s  
First Peoples
Bruce Carson

Canada’s dependence on resource development was 
made clear during the Great Recession of 2008-09. Our 
economy, our social safety net, our very quality of life 
hinge on the competent stewardship of our natural re-
sources. This country’s Aboriginal Peoples are a crucial 
component of that stewardship. They are now industry’s 
partners, not an inconvenience that can be either ignored 
or swept away.

U pon assuming power in 2006,  
 the new federal Conservative  
 government had before it a vast 
array of policy matters to address. There 
were the platform commitments as well 
as the issues left by the defeated Martin 
government. One of those was address-
ing the residential schools settlement, 
which had not yet been approved by 
the federal cabinet. This brought the 
new prime minister face to face with 
the reality of dealing with only one of 
myriad issues that have plagued Cana-

Developing the oil and gas resources of the North is essential to Canada’s prosperity. So is the support of the aboriginal people in the North.   
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da’s Aboriginal Peoples since before 
Confederation. Add to this the an-
nouncement made in Winnipeg of  
his party’s plan for the North in the 
recently completed election cam-
paign, and the result was a prime 
minister whose awareness of the 
north and aboriginal issues was clear. 

From that beginning came the an-
nual prime ministerial visits to the 
North and the first ever Priorities and 
Planning Cabinet Committee meet-
ing held in Inuvik in the summer 
of 2008. It was during this visit that 
Stephen Harper  held an impromptu 
private meeting with northern ab-
original leaders to discuss the unique 
problems they face as people of the 
North. It was also during one of 
these early trips that the PM made it 
clear that when he was announcing 
projects that would produce jobs in 
the North, they were to be jobs for 
northerners, not for workers from 
South of 60.

Fast forward to the summer of 2014, 
another trip north, but it is to a dif-
ferent North, a North where both 
Yukon and the Northwest Territories 
(NWT) have jurisdiction over the 
development of mines as well as oil 
and gas. Nunavut is rich in mineral 
wealth and in untapped resources of 
oil and gas.

The ultimate potential of this area in 
oil and gas, including the offshore, 
is estimated at about 12 billion bar-
rels of recoverable oil and 150 tril-
lion cubic feet of gas. The extent of 
mineral wealth in the territories is 
staggering as well. Gold mining in 
Yukon remains important but there 
are undeveloped deposits of lead /
zinc, silver, tungsten, copper, coal 
and the second largest undeveloped 
iron ore deposit in the world. In the 
NWT, mining is the largest private 
sector employer, with diamonds and 
tungsten leading the way. Nunavut 
is strong in diamond exploration as 
well as in iron ore and uranium. 

A boriginal people make up the  
largest share of the popula- 
tion of both the NWT (51.9 

per cent) and Nunavut (86.3 per cent) 
while in Yukon 23.1 per cent have 
aboriginal identity. One of the most 
important facts that can be gleaned 

from the 2011 National Household 
Survey is that this aboriginal popula-
tion is young, younger than the non-
aboriginal population. Inuit living 
in Nunavut are the youngest of the 
three aboriginal groups with a me-
dian age of 21. A majority of aborigi-
nal people living in the North are 
signatories to comprehensive land 
claim settlements and self-govern-
ment agreements which have given 
them influence or control over lands 
and resources. In addition, Natural 
Resources Canada estimates that ap-
proximately 1,200 aboriginal com-
munities are located within 200 km 
of mineral and metal activities and 
that one third are within 50 km of 
mines that are being developed. 
Many of these communities are lo-
cated North of 60.

But the vast mineral and energy re-
sources of the North will only be 
developed with the cooperation and 
participation of the aboriginal people 
of the North. The mines, as well as 
the oil and gas deposits are for the 
most part located on the territory of 
Canada’s aboriginal people, or the in-
frastructure necessary to access them 
or take them to market by road, rail 
or pipeline passes through their ter-
ritories. The corporations or govern-
ments that desire the development of 
this wealth have to deal with this re-
ality. The other reality is that the Ca-
nadian economy has become more 
and more dependent for its growth 

on the continuing development and 
marketing of natural resources. 

This was clearly evident during the 
recent Great Recession of 2008-09 
when the development and export of 
natural resources became the engine 
of Canada’s economy. At that point, 
it was oil and gas from Alberta, Sas-
katchewan and British Columbia but 
now Canada and B.C. are looking to 
the development and export of lique-
fied natural gas, which Premier Chris-
ty Clark says will eclipse Alberta’s oil 
sands in its value to the economy.

The development and sale of Cana-
da’s natural resources is not an end 
in itself. The direct and indirect jobs 
plus the revenue generated through 
royalties and other forms of taxation 
provide revenue to fund Canada’s 
social safety net, publicly funded 
health care, education and myriad 
government programs that provide 
the level of social and economic well 
being enjoyed by most Canadians. If 
all of this is to continue, natural re-
source development must continue.

F or this to occur it is vitally im- 
 portant that Canada’s aborigi- 
 nal people be involved as 
equals in the development of these 
resources. This is true South of 60, but 
is absolutely vital when one looks at 
the distribution of the resources and 
where aboriginal people live North 
of 60. The resource development 
projects, if they are to succeed, must 

The ultimate potential of this area in oil and gas, including 
the offshore, is estimated at about 12 billion barrels of 
recoverable oil and 150 trillion cubic feet of gas. The extent 
of mineral wealth in the territories is staggering as well. 

Aboriginal people make 
up the largest share of the 
population of both the NWT 
(51.9 per cent) and Nunavut 
(86.3 per cent) while in 
Yukon 23.1 per cent have 
aboriginal identity. 

The vast mineral and energy 
resources of the North will 
only be developed with the 
cooperation and participation 
of the aboriginal people of 
the North. The mines, as well 
as the oil and gas deposits 
are for the most part located 
on the territory of Canada’s 
aboriginal people.
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become forces of unity, not disunity 
between the developers and the In-
digenous Peoples of Canada’s North. 
It was Chief Justice Antonio Lamer 
of the Supreme Court of Canada in 
the ground breaking decision, in the 
Delgamuukw case, who stated when 
dealing with the inherent rights of 
Aboriginal societies and government 
“Let us face it, we are all here to 
stay”. This statement could easily be 
extrapolated to include the relation-
ship with those who would develop 
Canada’s resources.

Shawn Atleo, then national chief of 
the Assembly of First Nations, in a 
speech to the Toronto branch of the 
Canadian Club in 2012, stated First 
Nations need to be full partners in 
the development of resources. Proj-
ects will only proceed when First Na-
tions have given free, prior and in-
formed consent. 

More recently before the Toronto 
Board of Trade just this February, 
Atleo stated in relation to Canada’s 
resource economy:

“Now is the time for fundamen-
tal and transformative change…
where it is    incumbent on each 
and every one of us to embrace 
this potential [of aboriginal peo-
ple], support it and empower it, 
to educate and employ First Na-
tions …to build our economies 
and engage in opportunities and 
partnerships. This is the road to 
success. This is the road to pro-
ductivity and prosperity for all 
of us.”

Atleo’s words should ring true 
throughout Canada.

Putting these words and similar 
words from other aboriginal leaders 
into practice will require both gov-

ernments and the natural resource 
development industry to act to ad-
dress a number of issues. First, there 
needs to be a fundamental change in 
attitude by these two entities towards 
aboriginal people. They are now in-
dustry’s partners, not an inconve-
nience that can be either ignored or 
swept away. Second, to enable indig-
enous people of the North to fully en-
gage and reap the benefits of resource 
development, there has to be capac-
ity building which includes educa-
tion and job training for Inuit, Métis 
and First Nation young people. It is 
no longer acceptable to have fly-in 
workers benefit from resource devel-
opment jobs in the north while the 
indigenous population is left behind. 
Third, in all the decisions made by 
government or industry, the tradi-
tions, land and environment of the 
aboriginal people of the North must 
remain paramount. If the resources 
are to be developed, they can only be 
developed in an environmentally sus-
tainable fashion, respecting the rights 
and responsibilities of aboriginal peo-
ple towards the land.

O nly through implementa- 
 tion of the commitments  
 outlined above will the nat-
ural resources of the North be devel-
oped. One cannot sufficiently stress 
the need for both industry and gov-
ernments to ensure that educational 
supports are in place. Infrastructure 
to allow access to the resources must 
also be built. And as the prime min-
ister’s special envoy on West Coast 
energy issues, Doug Eyford, observed 
on releasing his report last Decem-
ber: “It is never too late to engage 
and to do so in a process of good 
faith.” As he noted in his report to 
the  PM, one of the most important 
intangibles is the building of trust 
among all participants in natural re-
source development.

One of the most successful examples 
of cooperation and partnership be-
tween aboriginal people and the re-
source development industry was 
the birth of the Aboriginal Pipeline 
Group (APG) out of the negotiations 
that emerged from the Mackenzie 
Valley Gas Project. Negotiations 
which began in 2000 resulted in a 
memorandum of understanding with 

the Mackenzie Delta Producers Group 
that provided for a one-third interest 
for APG. This interest can be used 
to arrange financing to support the 
participation of APG going forward. 
While there may be other versions 
of partnership, the APG arrangement 
demonstrates what can be accom-
plished through the cooperation of 
all of interested parties.

In order for Canada’s economy to 
continue to grow, the natural re-
sources of the North will need to be 
developed. They can only be devel-
oped with the cooperation and sup-
port of the aboriginal people of the 
North. These are the people who 
have occupied these lands since time 
immemorial and nothing should 
happen without their consent and 
participation. As First Nation elder 
Peter O’Chiese once said “together 
we lift each other up”. Only by act-
ing together and with respect, will all 
parties benefit.  
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If the resources are to 
be developed, they can 
only be developed in an 
environmentally sustainable 
fashion, respecting the 
rights and responsibilities of 
aboriginal people towards 
the land.




