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From the start, the Toolbox of Research Principles in an Aboriginal Context: ethics, respect, fairness, reciprocity, collaboration 
and culture was designed to evolve. We wanted this tool to be durable and to adapt to the needs of the different communities 
affected by ethical issues (First Nations, academics, students, researchers and public administrators). We will therefore 
regularly update this tool.

Two years after the publication of the first edition of the Toolbox, the editorial committee has decided to enhance 
documentation on issues of increasing concern for Indigenous organizations. These include the ethics of protecting material 
and immaterial cultural heritage and of open data. The context in which knowledge and heritage are disseminated is in full 
technological effervescence. It would therefore appear important to offer both food for thought and tools to support the 
communities in making informed decisions and to help identify major issues calling for reflection. This update contains two 
new tabs specifically devoted to these subjects.

We also took advantage of this update to integrate the modifications suggested by certain users. Among other changes, 
we mention “peer review” in the “Articles and Contributions” tab. We also overhauled the Toolbox’s web platform so that 
articles and other documents are easier to find online.

The update of the Toolbox was made possible thanks to support from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council 
(SSHRC). This grant allowed us to develop educational materials on the ethics of research in an Aboriginal context for 
workshops provided on-request to First Nations authorities and academics, students, researchers and public administrators.

For more information about the workshops, please consult the training section of the First Nations of Quebec and Labrador 
Health and Social Services Commission (FNQLHSSC) service offer at www.cssspnql.com.

I n t r o d u c t i o n



Karine Gentelet
The issue of ethics of research in an Abori-
ginal context constitutes a subject that I
have reflected on for several years now. This
reflection goes well beyond the institutional
procedures that have been implemented by
universities and funding agencies to regu-
late the use of research funding.

The ethics that I am concerned with are
those that guide human relations and those
that enable us to respect each other and
reach a common understanding on how 
to work. For me, ethics ultimately represent
a long-term relationship and commitment
between researchers, individuals and com-
munities.

The story behind this toolkit is first and 
foremost a story of meetings – a meeting
that is first of all professional in the context
of a special issue of the Éthique publique
journal that focuses on the ethical issues
that have an impact on Aboriginal peoples,
and secondly a meeting that is based on
friendship with the co-editors of this tool-
box, Nancy Gros-Louis-Mchugh and Suzy
Basile.

Finally, it also involves meeting with resear-
chers, both women and men, Aboriginal and
non-Aboriginal, who were asking the same
questions regarding the ethics and difficul-
ties related to communicating, collaborating,

sometimes working together or even identi-
fying their own needs, not because of a lack
of will or integrity, but because of the fact
that it is difficult to streamline two work
concepts or two visions of life. Research, we
know, often imposes a number of impera-
tives (grants, publishing deadlines, etc.). 
However, not only are these imperatives 
sometimes difficult to measure, they can
also be intolerable for peoples who have 
decided to take control of their own search
tools.

Moreover, even though reflection constitutes
a fundamental element in my career path,
action constitutes an equally determining
stake. It was therefore important for me to
associate an action with this reflection, one
that offers tools so that, whether you are a
researcher or someone who will take part in
the research, one can have sufficient infor-
mation in order to initiate a respectful, or
ethical, collaborative relationship. Research
must first and foremost remain a human 
experience, which is perhaps the main mes-
sage of this toolbox.

Suzy Basile
It was when I discovered a photo of my
grandparents, which was taken behind their
backs and published in a book without their
consent, that my concerns regarding ethical
issues appeared for the first time. Since then,
I have often questioned the approach taken

by certain authors whose writings, in my
opinion, do not reflect the realities of my
people, the Atikamekw Nation. It was while
reading various books such as The Jesuit 
Relations that I realized that there was room
for interpretation and that the observations
made on Aboriginal peoples could some-
times be wrong or even distorted by the 
authors' interpretations. I quickly found that
it was possible to publish only one version of
the story without taking into consideration
the points of view of the interested parties
or validating with them what would be 
published about them. Moreover, certain
texts of this type are subsequently widely
cited and used as references. As part of my
studies in anthropology and my functions
among various institutions, I had the oppor-
tunity to discuss and collaborate with many
professors, researchers and students who
were interested in Aboriginal issues. The
main question remains "How can contact
be established with...?" It’s all about rela-
tionships and mutual respect. In the early
2000s, the development work on a research
protocol was set to begin at the request of
several Aboriginal communities in Quebec
which had been studied without ever having
been informed of the results and also 
without having had the opportunity to vali-
date those results. During the consultation
processes on the subject, I had the oppor-
tunity to come to the realization that, just
like researchers, the Aboriginal communities
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also needed to be informed of their rights
and their ability to impose limits on the
many research projects that concern them. I
also had the opportunity to apply the prin-
ciples of the research protocol in the course
of my PhD project in the field of environ-
mental science. This was certainly beneficial,
not only for a successful data collection and
results interpretation process, but also for
the establishment and maintenance of a 
relationship based on trust and mutual res-
pect that is essential to the sound gover-
nance of research projects. In their quest for
self-determination, Aboriginal peoples need
relevant research on their past, present and
future. To ensure that such research is
conducted under the right conditions, tools
related to the ethics of research involving
Aboriginal peoples must be gathered and
made available to as many people as possi-
ble. This was the primary objective that we
had in mind when we established the pro-
ject focused on creating a toolbox on the re-
search principles in an Aboriginal context:
ethics, respect, fairness, reciprocity, collabo-
ration and culture.

Nancy Gros-Louis Mchugh
The imminent need to have information,
which is scientifically and culturally valida-
ted, on the health status of the First Nations
in Quebec has always been present and 
expressed within the First Nation of Quebec
and Labrador Health and Social Services
Commission (FNQLHSSC) and among the
First Nations in the region of Quebec.

For this purpose, the FNQLHSSC initiated a
reflective process focused on research and
the ethical context in 1995 during the crea-
tion of the First Nations Regional Longitu-
dinal Health Survey (RHS). This trailblazing
survey brought forth the following First Na-
tions principles: Ownership, Control, Access
and Possession (OCAPTM). My familiariza-
tion with these ethical issues in 2002 during
my involvement with the RHS and particu-
larly with the principles of self-determina-
tion in the area of research has allowed me
to shape my way of thinking regarding these
issues.

The disparities between the expectations of
the communities and those of the scientific
community have turned out to be very 
revealing in terms of my actions within the
FNQLHSSC. In this vein, I had the opportu-
nity to contribute to the creation of the First
Nations of Quebec and Labrador Research
Protocol (AFNQL, 2005) in addition to its 
revision and publication in 2014. Through
this work, I met people and mentors who
were instrumental in advancing these ethi-
cal issues and driving the reflection focused
on the decolonization of research.

The FNQLHSSC’s involvement in the deve-
lopment of the toolbox on the research prin-
ciples in an Aboriginal context: ethics,
respect, fairness, reciprocity, collaboration
and culture will allow it to continue, among
other things, its mission to support First Na-
tions with respect to information gover-
nance and the research that is taking place
among their populations. Furthermore, this
tool will be able to serve as educational 
material in order to influence future resear-
chers in terms of the development of res-
pectful and lasting relationships with First
Nations.
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“The unexamined assumptions
of the scientist both determine
and limit what he or she will 
discover…Most people do not
fully realize to what extent the
spirit of scientific research and
the lessons learned from it 
depend upon the personal 
viewpoints of the discoverers. ”
H. Selye, The Stress of Life [1].

Complementing indigenous knowledge,
First Nations communities may draw
upon ecological, geographical and as-
sociated scientific research as sources of
information in local decision-making
about land and resource stewardship.
Such research can affirm local and tra-
ditional ecological knowledge and 
empower its application. Moreover, 
as decision-making agency is shifted 
increasingly (back) to indigenous 
governments in what is now known as
Canada, abundant opportunity exists for
applied research at the community level.
Academic scientists can provide capa-
city for such research. Community-
engaged research offers a process by
which these opportunities between in-
digenous communities and academics
can be realized. We present here a shor-

tened and modified version of a frame-
work we recently developed [2] and 
illustrate it with real-world examples.

True community-engaged research 
occurs when members of communities
and research-based institutions collabo-
rate throughout the research process 
towards shared outcomes. In the
context of First Nation communities, this
process can be built upon the founda-
tion of indigenous knowledge, or local
or traditional ecological knowledge
(LEK/TEK), held within communities. This
knowledge incorporates adaptively evol-
ving practice and belief with knowledge
of natural systems, which is transmitted
culturally through generations over mil-
lennia [3-5]. It can inform an unders-
tanding of local and interconnected
patterns and processes of resources em-
bedded within socio-ecological systems
over large spatial and temporal scales
[6-8]. In systems in which we live and
study, local people hold knowledge
about the interrelationships among
bears, salmon and people. For example,
at watersheds important to local people,
knowledge holders understand and can
predict areas in which bears will be fee-
ding on different runs of salmon. 

De-centering the university from community-based 
research: a framework for engagement between 

academic and indigenous collaborators in natural 
resource and conservation research 



Academic collaborators in engaged 
research can build upon this foundation,
synchronizing their capacities with local
knowledge towards relevant delivera-
bles for the community. This process 
requires that each party seek to en-
hance individual strengths and cultivate
benefits from research by respecting and
working together throughout the pro-
cess. In the bear-salmon-human systems
work, the scientific participants bring
knowledge about how to apply molecu-
lar genetics approaches that provide
complementary information to existing
knowledge about bear activity (e.g. the
genetic identity and gender of individual
bears detected via our non-invasive hair-
snagging [9]). We acknowledge that
academics can be part of communities,
just as community members can be re-
searchers. Although we recognize signi-
ficant crossover, for these purposes we
have framed the research process
through the binary roles of academic
and community collaborators.

Despite potential opportunities, current
approaches to academic research in
conservation science may not recognize
opportunities for truly collaborative en-
gagement with indigenous communities
[2, 10]. Without careful consideration,
collaborations can recreate problems of
the past in which research is extractive,
rather than valuable to indigenous com-
munities [11]. In our experience, visiting
scientists may not involve communities
in the conception of the research, res-
pect cultural protocols when operating
on the landscape, consider the potential
costs or benefits of their research in and

around the community, or communicate
information and research outcomes in a
manner that is accessible or applicable
for First Nations governments [12, 13].
In addition, numerous cultural diffe-
rences stemming from different values
and beliefs, methodologies and reward
systems exist in how academic and 
indigenous experts conduct what is
considered “research”. Finally, these 
limitations of academic research are fur-
ther – and ultimately – compounded by
a broader lack of trust between indige-
nous and non-indigenous peoples. This
stems from a history of imposed assimi-
lation practices subsequent to European
contact (e.g., residential schools in 
Canada). Violence, oppression and dis-
crimination towards indigenous peoples
in the past and present may have strong
repercussions for research collabora-
tions [14]. Identifying these limitations
humbly and openly can build unders-
tanding and compassion between colla-
borators. Indeed, this writing process,
and the discussions underlying it, aided
us in this process. While formal efforts
like this are not required, we see this
sort of effort as an essential early step in
the engagement process. 

Engaged research benefits when acade-
mic institutions and their scholars can
de-center themselves from the universi-
ties to which they ‘belong’ by localizing
their responsibilities, intentions, and
time in communities [11, 15 and 16]. In
other words, ecologists can seek direc-
tion from their host communities about
how to participate in an engaged 
research process. Individual leaders and

local protocols within communities [e.g.
4] can provide guidance. Other acade-
mic disciplines, like geography, anthro-
pology and health, that provide training
and experience in contemporary social
science practices and that endeavor
towards an ethic of community engage-
ment can also be important sources of
guidance [e.g. 17-19]. In our relations-
hips, we spend time together socializing
at children’s camps and cultural events,
and jarring salmon together. Opportuni-
ties like this would present themselves
in any community.

Shaped with input and shared expe-
rience from applied scholars and leaders
within First Nations communities, we
offer here reflections on our process of
academic-community engagement in
three communities in coastal British 
Columbia, Canada: Bella Bella, Klemtu
and Wuikinuxv village [2]. Acknowled-
ging that contexts differ among com-
munities, we present a generalizable
framework to help enable future efforts.
Although always a work-in-progress for
both scientists and communities, we
consider it essential that communities
have tangible input to the research pro-
cess and that outcomes are jointly 
determined. Although not in any sense
unflawed, rigid or a finished product, in
our experience this approach can yield
sincere, productive, and enduring rela-
tionships among academics and com-
munity members for locally driven
research. 
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Foundational 
principles
Fundamentally, an engaged research
process can be built upon a considera-
tion of: i) how research questions are
framed, ii) the consequences of research
outcomes at local scales and iii) respect
for place. Several local dimensions, such
as local and traditional knowledge 
or the needs of legally entitled commu-
nity management, can provide context
for the foundation and direction of fra-
ming the research question(s) and pro-
cess. Academics have a responsibility 
to understand how their short-term 
research efforts can fall into the broa-
der framework of the community's re-
quirements. For example, Service et al.
(2014) used a multi-method approach
of conventional science and local know-
ledge interview data to document a re-
cent distribution shift of grizzly bears in
coastal British Columbia [9]. While wild-
life distribution shifts are of scholarly 
interest, they also have direct implica-
tions for ecotourism and logging opera-
tions in the region. This research was
done under the direction of two indige-
nous government offices: the Heiltsuk
Integrated Resource Management 
Department and the Kitasoo/Xai-Xais
Integrated Resource Authority, ensuring
results could be directly applicable to
local land-use planning. By respecting
and operating within the communities’
requirements, the authors framed their
research through a local resource ma-
nagement context. 

This responsibility extends
more broadly to respect for
the place-based setting and
authority of the community
as part of a complex socio-
ecological system, where the
landscapes and resources are
integral aspects of a commu-
nity’s experience and knowledge
systems [4, 21]. This respect can be
demonstrated simply through word
choice (e.g. academic partners avoid
possessive pronouns in phrases like “my
study area”). 

We also recognize that consideration
must be given to whose voices are
heard and whose are potentially exclu-
ded within the community throughout
this process [21]. This consideration 
extends among communities as well; 
research with one Nation (and not with
others) occurring in a territory with over-
lapping claims can have far reaching
and unintended implications for 
resource management and potential
land claims processes that should be 
carefully considered and discussed.
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Stage-by-stage 
framework of the 
research process
To support these core principles, we
offer a generalizable framework for 
engagement at each stage of the colla-
borative research process. While we 
recognize that engagement does not 

always follow a simple chronology, our
model addresses what we believe is a
collaborative experience at each stage
(Table 1). We identify the contributions
that academics and indigenous commu-
nity members can provide, offer exam-
ples of collaborative actions within
these stages, and suggest the process

benefits that can be cultivated at each
stage. The latter include: respect, trust,
co-capacity building, and sincere rela-
tionships (Figure 1). We emerge with the
framework based on our collective 
experiences and goals for an engaged
research process, enhanced with insight
from the literature. 
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Table 1. (p. 4)
Roles, contributions, and examples of the process by community and academic collaborators in the stages of conception, design,
implementation and dissemination of community-engaged research. We list a non-exclusive suite of possible roles; in practice,
collaborations might take different forms. We also recognize that community members may themselves be academics, but for sim-
plicity we identify binary roles. We list examples of actions that could occur within each stage of the research process. Adapted
from Adams et al. 2014 [2].
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Research Stage Community Collaborators Academic Collaborators Process Examples

Conception
- Identify research focus
- Examine assumptions
- Establish research questions
beneficial to all parties

Design
- Select appropriate scope and
methods

- Organize local logistics
- Craft data sharing agreements

Implementation
- Assemble research team
- Engage in collaborative fieldwork
- Consult frequently on progress
and challenges

Knowledge dissemination
- Respect both access to and
confidentiality of knowledge

- Communicate research outcomes

- Formulate research questions
within local context of TEK/LEK
and research goals

- Ensure methodology respects
local protocols

- Provide clear expectations on
research goals and data sharing
agreements

- Suggest if current project can
build from/contribute to other
local research

- Ensure logistically safe and
culturally respectful research
operations

- Contribute local experts on
research teams

- Share local knowledge
- Provide feedback on research
process

- Respect data sharing protocols
- Make knowledge accessible to
the community

- Use information for resource
management decisions, as
appropriate

- Participate in scholarly
publications, if appropriate

- Situate local context into
scholarly framework to shape
research focus

- Provide design expertise in
scientific methods

- Contribute to shared vision for
project goals and data sharing
agreements

- Share technical expertise
- Respect local protocols
- Consult regarding project
progress with community

- Provide feedback on process

- Respect data sharing protocols
- Make knowledge accessible to
the community

- Craft academic publications
- Offer information for resource
management, if appropriate

- Share understandings and qualify
assumptions about the study system
from all perspectives

- State research objectives transpa-
rently

- Examine potential benefits and costs
of the research

- Ensure an understanding of the
potential implications (e.g., cultural,
safety) of research on the land or in
the community, and the importance
of respecting existing protocols

- Ensure academic rigour is adequately
maintained, but is dynamic if requi-
red to embrace changing research
goals or local operations

- State potential applications, protec-
tions, and storage of data in a trans-
parent manner

- Share capacity and respect among
team members

- Provide support for the integration
among various assumptions, goals,
and relationships to place

- Create space for collaborators and
community members to engage with
the research process

- Manage and distribute information
at community and academic levels, 
as per previously agreed upon data
protocols

- Collaborate on authorship of reports
and /or scholarly publications

- Extend research findings beyond
collaborators into the community

- Solicit process feedback, for ongoing
activities and future collaborations

Table 1. 
Roles, contributions, and examples of the process by community and academic collaborators 



Stage 1: 
Conception of research
focus and questions 
The process for community-engaged 
research begins with transparently iden-
tifying desired approaches to and out-
comes in the application of research.
Both academic and community stake-
holders need to qualify their assump-
tions and expectations prior to
identifying specific research questions.
Desired outcomes are often derived
through local requirements and infor-
med by local and/or traditional know-
ledge, typically with applications for
resource management or conservation
[e.g. 9, 19 and 22]. The collaborative
perspectives of academics and commu-
nities can yield productive research
questions that reflect local and complex
socio-ecological circumstances [4, 22].
From our perspective, the most mutually
beneficial collaborations could fulfill the
resource management needs of the
communities and their governments
while simultaneously providing scholarly
opportunity for academics [e.g. 9, 19
and 22]. Recognizing and articulating
these overlapping opportunities may re-
quire time and reflection. Once poten-
tial collaborations have been identified,
jointly prepared funding can be sought
to increase research support and enga-
gement capacities of both parties [4].
For example, funds can be allocated for
local wages and sampling costs while
also supporting travel costs of resear-
chers and post-sampling analytical fees.

In conceptualizing specific research ob-
jectives, respect for each other’s context
and process can be demonstrated by

considering the various approaches,
needs, and capacities of each party. The
process and outcomes of research will
impact both academic and community
collaborators depending on the scope.
For example, each party has to be flexi-
ble with how the collaboration might 
affect timelines, reward systems, and 
future decisions. Openly and thought-
fully entered into and navigated, this
early stage of the research process can
begin to build mutually informed respect
and acceptance, which can cultivate
trust between collaborators. 

Stage 2: 
Research Design 
Once the focus of the research has been
identified, collaborators can craft a 
project plan and select appropriate 
methods for the scope of the project.
Scholarly collaborators may provide 
methodological expertise with regard to
data collection, by nesting data within
a study design that adheres to local pro-
tocols and guiding principles for opera-
ting within the focal community as well
as its neighboring communities [e.g. 4,
12]. Collaborators could do this by soli-
citing not only the capacity within the
research team, but also through pro-
cesses that involve the broader commu-
nity, such as workshops or information
sessions. Community collaborators may
also suggest how the current research
could build from or contribute to concur-
rent local research. Open negotiation of
data sharing, communication, and sto-
rage protocols at the onset of the pro-
ject is critical to building clear
expectations about ownership, control,
access and possession of information for
collaborators [13, 23]. 

A thoughtful research design can ensure
an understanding of the potential impli-
cations of carrying out research within
local protocols and a suitable methodo-
logy. Throughout the learning and 
observation of scientific and cultural
protocols, these steps encourage and
maintain acceptance and respect for
both guiding principles and research 
approaches between collaborators. As
capacity is shared and built into the 
design of research, so too is trust in the
engagement process. 

Stage 3: 
Implementation
A collaborative team of community 
experts and scholars can implement the
research. Engaging local people in 
research opportunities can increase 
logistical safety, enrich the experience,
and ensure local protocols are respec-
ted. Similarly, Nations that drive their
own research agendas may hire scien-
tists and technicians for methodological
and analytical abilities. These capacities
can be taught and shared between the
collaborators, and beyond to the com-
munity [24]. For example, community
team members may learn how a sam-
pling design or methodology could be
implemented in a different study sys-
tem. Academic team members may
learn about the cultural context and
broader natural history of the research
focus. In other words, just as local 
capacity can be built via collaboration,
so too can the capacity of academics; 
indeed, they have much to learn about
being participants in community-enga-
ged work. Individuals may bridge both
worlds as academically trained practi-
tioners or scholars and members of in-
digenous communities (such as authors
that lead [22, 25 and 26]). 

T
O

O
L

B
O

X
 O

N
 T

H
E

 R
E

S
E

A
R

C
H

 P
R

IN
C

IP
L

E
S

 I
N

 A
N

 A
B

O
R

IG
IN

A
L

 C
O

N
T

E
X

T
 



During implementation, partners can
develop one another’s capacity while
also building collaborative personal and
professional relationships. Such rela-
tionships would be sincere and respect-
ful; without condescension and/or
ulterior agendas in forming the rela-
tionship. Research partners may also
acknowledge various assumptions 
and backgrounds, motivations to do 
research, and relationship to place
among team members. The mutual trust
and respect further built during co-
capacity building can allow for a dyna-
mic process that works towards shared,
desired outcomes and a sense of invol-
vement in the research. 

Stage 4: 
Use and dissemination
of knowledge
Research produces information that may
have scholarly value and applications to
community-based needs. Information
should be disseminated through means
that respect both the access to and
confidentiality of knowledge as nego-
tiated in data sharing protocols [13, 21].
The synthesis of research information
and outcomes for communities can be
crafted to be accessible, informative and
sensitive to confidentiality [11]. Com-
munities may apply research outcomes
to local governance strategies or an in-
creased understanding of local socio-
ecological systems [21; e.g. 19, 22].
Scholars may apply information towards
the development or testing of theory
through the peer-reviewed publication
process. Community and academic part-
ners may collaborate in the authorship
or review process of communicating 

research outcomes. For scholarly publi-
cations, this inclusion is expected if com-
munity contributions are consistent with
typical publishing expectations [20].
Communicating research outcomes in-
volves careful consideration of author-
ship ethics through respect for data
protocols and acknowledgement of the
contributions and intellectual property
of knowledge holders and community
members [27]. Importantly, any infor-
mation gathered from knowledge hol-
ders remains their property and does
not become ‘intellectual property’ of
universities. Academics should consider
building in safeguards against such de-
mands from their institutions. 

The partnerships formed over these
stages can cultivate enduring relations-
hips and potential future collaborations
among partners (Figure 1). In particular,
respect and acknowledgement of the
validity of knowledge contributions,
clear boundaries of possession, owner-
ship and/or confidentiality of data, and
an understanding of the implications of
benefits and detriments of the research,
all provide a strong foundation for 
enduring research partnerships [13, 28].

Academic collaborators can go beyond
these best practices within the research
process, and engage with other aspects
of the community within and outside 
of the research timeframe. For example,
as part of the multi-Nation bear-
monitoring program, we focus a com-
ponent of sampling directly in and
around Wuikinuxv village so the school
students and community members can
visit sampling sites and collect data 

during weekly “village bear walks”. As
another example, many of the concepts
that shape the study design, as well as
dissemination and application of this
project, are forged with youth, elders
and other community members over the
preparation and sharing of local foods,
or during time spent in communities and
on the land. Community guests com-
monly accompany the research team
during fieldwork throughout the terri-
tory. Additionally, ideas are exchanged
while walking, cooking or camping
when research is done for the day. And
importantly, our professional and perso-
nal relationships naturally extend over
the “off-season”. The relationships cul-
tivated and maintained become part of
the lives of academics and community
members. For example, communities
may invite academic collaborators to
meet during the “off-season” or to wit-
ness and/or participate in cultural
events, while academics can welcome
community collaborators to their uni-
versity space and to conferences, or 
invite them to be on supervisory com-
mittees. In urban environments, where
academics and community members
may cross paths, we also connect to 
socialize and exchange concepts. These
examples of exchanges are central to
engaged research with and within com-
munities (Figure 1, p. 8). 
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Community Partners
Academic Partners
Research process
Dynamic Feedbac

Figure 1

Local
context

Scholarly
context

Protocols; 

logistics; 

local 
expertise

Protocols; 

research 
methods 
expertise

Local 
expertise;

process 
feedback

Technical 
expertise; 

process 
feedback 

Accessible 
knowledge for 

community & local 
government; 

scholarly publications; 

respect for data 
agreements

Conception
- Identify research focus
- Examine assumptions
- Establish research questions beneficial to all parties

Knowledge dissemination 
- Respect both access to and confidentiality
of knowledge

- Communicate research outcomes

Design 
- Select appropriate scope and methods
- Organize local logistics
- Craft data sharing agreements

Implementation 
- Assemble research team
- Engage in collaborative fieldwork
- Consult frequently on progress and challenges

Respect

Co-capacity building

Authentic relationships

Trust

Research outcomes, potential collaborative roles, and reciprocal process benefits generated through an engaged research pro-
cess. Although there will be shared experience among collaborators in the roles (denoted by overlap among circles in figure), know-
ledge base, and capacity throughout these stages, much of the engaged research process occurs through collaborators working
beside one another from their own worldview, knowledge base, and method of inquiry (denoted by non-overlap) towards sha-
red outcomes. Throughout each stage, community and academic partners can cultivate process benefits including respect, trust,
co-capacity building, as well as open and enduring authentic relationships. The research process can lead to future collaborations,
demonstrated by the continuous arrows. Process stages can revisit a previous stage if feedback from within the team or the com-
munity suggests that the scope, design, implementation, or dissemination of the process requires modification. Adapted from
Adams et al. 2014 [2].



Conclusion
Openly and honestly facing current chal-
lenges to indigenous community enga-
gement through collaborative research
approaches can lead to valuable know-
ledge production with applications for
conservation, resource management
and applied scholarship. This dynamic
process involves the scholarly commu-
nity de-centering themselves from aca-
demic institutions towards situating the
research process from a community
context [11, 15 and 16]. Academics, 
including the authors of this work, have
much to learn. The journey also entails
direction from First Nation communities
regarding their desired involvement and
the capacity they can both offer and 
require. Ultimately, writing pieces such
as this one is relatively simple compa-
red to the humbling realization of res-
pectful and open collaboration through
our choices and actions as peoples from
diverse worldviews and knowledge
bases. While this presents challenges, 
in our experience, engaged research 
affords inspiring opportunities for effec-
tive research outcomes accompanied by
sincere, productive, and enduring rela-
tionships. 
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Even though the importance of Indige-
nous knowledge (IK) has been recogni-
zed, and in many instances its inclusion
has been legally mandated, the lack of
comprehension about epistemology (the
manner in which knowledge is acquired)
and ontology (the manner in which the
nature of reality is understood) is an 
impediment to open dialogue and 
co-operation among the parties invol-
ved. This, in particular, holds true when
spiritual aspects of knowledge are vital
for respectful engagement and/or to 
accomplish research tasks. In order to
effectively and ethically conduct 

research with Indigenous peoples,
the wide range of human abili-

ties to know must be at the
very least respected, and
ideally, both understood and
engaged by those involved in
any collaborative effort. We
talk about this as “epistemo-

logical stretching,” the expan-
sion of the ways of knowing that

one respects, understands and/or
uses. In concrete terms, this means

that those who do not subscribe to tra-
ditional Indigenous ways of knowing
must have some experience and 
understanding of concepts such as
transrational (spiritual) forms of intui-
tion. Without such an understanding, 

Indigenous knowledge will continue to
be ‘scientized’ (Simpson, 2004) and res-
pected only for its empirical contribu-
tions, a situation that occurs far too
frequently. 

Epistemological stretching enables all
parties to at least appreciate, if not 
directly access, the kinds of insight and
wisdom that emerges from a shifted
consciousness that includes intuitive, 
affective and embodied ways of kno-
wing. This shifted consciousness is a
state of being in which the individual is
deeply connected not only to his inner
wisdom, but also to spiritual forms of
knowing as well. It supports access to
knowledge and knowing in diverse
forms, including intuition, dream know-
ledge and information obtained by com-
municating with plants, animals and
spirit beings. 

Effectively accessing and interpreting
these diverse epistemologies requires
practice and skill. Understanding and
respecting their existence is a first cru-
cial step for effective and ethically 
appropriate engagement with Indige-
nous peoples and inclusion of their
knowledge in consultation, decision-
making and research processes. 

Expanding the Toolbox: 
Epistemological Stretching and Ethical Engagement



Research supported by a Social Sciences
and Humanities Research Council of Ca-
nada research project identified three
key conceptual gateways1 to epistemo-
logical stretching. They are: 
1. There are many different ways of

knowing, some which are perceived
as more or less “normal” (e.g. ac-
cepted) within one’s culture;

2. One’s experience and understanding
of the world is constrained by one’s
worldview; and

3. Habitual forms of thought, talk and
action (discourse) can support, un-
dermine, make difficult and/or chal-
lenge the dismissal, ridicule, absence,
usefulness or appreciation of parti-
cular ways of knowing.

To address the first three threshold
concepts, we provide introductory acti-
vities that can serve as workshop activi-
ties or educational tools prior to
gathering a group for consultation. Two
of these activities focus on the first
concept. The third activity supports all
three concepts. 

1. Land and Meyer (2006) call these ‘threshold concepts’ gateways “that lead to previously inaccessible, and initially perhaps ‘troublesome,’ ways of thinking about 
something” (n.p.). 

There are many ways of knowing 

Activity 1 : (10–40 minutes, depending on discussion). 

Goal: To have participants identify where and how they dismiss or not even consi-
der certain ways of knowing. This activity can be held with a group of any size and
is especially valuable as an ice breaker. Participants are asked to graph the relative
frequency of various ways of knowing in order to paint a portrait of how often they
use different ways of knowing. 
1. Provide participants with the graphs on the ways of knowing (Appendix 1; feel

free to revise as needed for your group).
2. Ask participants to complete the graphs to represent the relative frequency with

which they use each way of knowing. They should start by completing the graph
for their professional professional life, and then proceed with the graph for their
personal life.

3. Facilitate group discussion about the key learnings in completing these graphs.
Questions to ask include:
• What did you notice once you completed the graphs?
• Were you surprised by the results? If so, how?
• What are the implications of the differences/similarities in how you acquire

knowledge in different settings?
• What does this mean? (Indigenous knowledge is holistic. When people are

better at using all their capacities for knowing, they are allowing themselves
to be whole and tap into inner, embodied and/or spiritual knowing.)

Note : The development of this activity was prompted by a young female engineer
who, in a class discussion similar to the next activity, stated, “I use intuition a lot and
very effectively in my personal life; I never thought to bring it into my professional
life.” 

Possible extension: Compile all of the graphs completed by participants and
create a visual representation of the data you collected. Potential questions include:

• What have you noticed?
• Why do you think these particular results were obtained?
• Are there any trends? What do these trends tell us? How can they help us

work ethically across cultures?
• Does anything need to change?
• What (if any) impacts would such changes have on your work? On your per-

sonal life?
• What ways of knowing were not listed on the graph, but would be worth

considering?
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Activity 2 (45 minutes) : 
This activity challenges the conception that Indigenous and non-Indigenous ways of
knowing may not, as is often assumed, be incommensurable. 
1. Create a long list of ways people acquire knowledge (feel free to draw on the

results of the graphing activity, if desired).
Using a Venn diagram, place all the ways of knowing that are shared by Indige-
nous and non-Indigenous people in the area where the circles overlap. In the out-
side sections, label one circle Indigenous Ways of Knowing and the other
Non-Indigenous Ways of Knowing. Put ways of knowing that belong to only one
group in the appropriate section. The size of the area of overlap represents how
many of the ways of knowing are recognized by both groups (e.g. dreams, intui-
tion).

Summary point: The degree of overlap (or lack thereof) depends on what ways
of knowing non-Indigenous and Indigenous peoples accept as legitimate. See Bar-
rett (2013) for background reading and Barnhardt & Kawagley (2005) for one exam-
ple of a Venn diagram. 

Indigenous
Ways of Knowing

Non-Indigenous 
Ways of Knowing



Activity 3 (30–90 minutes) : 
This series of activities/discussion supports participants’ understanding of how 
particular ways of knowing are dismissed, ridiculed or ignored, as well as enhances
their ability to observe and effect change. Start by showing the participants the video
featuring examples of students who have undergone epistemological stretching to
encourage them to accept other ways of knowing: Multiple Ways of Knowing in 
Environmental Decision-Making http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WMsK3v6iJu0

The following definitions are important for this exercise: 
1. In this context, discourse refers to habitual forms of thought and the ways in

which they are reproduced. We are focusing on identifying discourses which
reproduce some ways of knowing as dominant and others as marginalized.
Dominant discourses are embedded in and reproduced through everyday speech,
action and physical spaces. It is difficult to think and act outside of discourse (Fou-
cault, 1995);

2. Modern Western culture: We have all come to learn and accept the frameworks
of Western culture, which focuses on the centrality of the individual and places
humans above everything else (Beeman & Blenkinsop, 2008). These ideas can
also be described as “Eurocentric”

Overview: Through presentation and discussion, describe the idea of “discourse”
as a way to talk about how the stories we tell ourselves determine what is or is not
appropriate, desirable or even possible. Using the steps below, emphasize how some
discourses are dominant and relate this to the core assumptions of modern culture.
Follow up with a short discussion, focusing on how these discourses are reproduced
in modern Western culture, and how discourse constrains our ability to relate to 
nature and Indigenous knowledge holders. 
1. The facilitator tells a story about a local encounter with discourse. Two examples

follow (feel free to use these examples or create your own). Example 1: I recently
received an e-mail from a colleague, who is also a graduate student. In this e-mail,
she stated that many people she has talked to have received telepathic commu-
nications from their pets or other animals, but very few are willing to talk about
them. Using the chart below, identify the discourse, what kind of thinking and
action made possible (or impossible or very difficult), as well as some alternative
discourses.

2. Example 2: When I was writing my doctoral dissertation, I continually received
wisdom from trees along a particular street. I never spoke of this to my profes-
sors while I was a student. The interesting thing is that although some of my doc-
toral committee members may have had similar experiences, none of them, except
the person of Cree ancestry, openly talked about receiving wisdom from Nature.

3. To help participants develop skill in identifying how discourse works, spend a
significant amount of time discussing more examples, and explore the effects,
using the chart below, to demonstrate how discourse limits thinking and action.
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4. Ask participants to reflect on the discourses in their lives and how they are af-
fected by or resistant to them. Participants should consider the source of these dis-
courses and whether they might want to reconsider some of them. Note that
most  discourses are culturally specific.

How does discourse limit the kinds of relationship one can have with the natural
world? How does it limit our ability to accept the full scope of Indigenous know-
ledge, which, according to Marlene Brandt Castellano2 (2002), includes three main
sources:
1. Traditional knowledge, [which] has been handed down more or less intact from

previous generations…
2. Empirical knowledge, [which] is gained through careful observation…[and] crea-

ted by many people over extended time periods…[and]
3. Revealed knowledge, [which] is acquired through dreams, visions and intuition

that is understood to be spiritual in origin (pp. 23–24).

2. Marlene Brandt Castellano is a Mohawk Professor Emeritus at Trent University and past co-director of research for the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples in 
Canada.



For a possible alternative approach, see Barrett, M.J. (2012). Decentering norms: Teaching multiple ways of knowing in environmental decision-making. Collected Essays 
on Learning and Teaching, 5, 103–108. Retrieved from: http://celt.uwindsor.ca/ojs/leddy/index.php/CELT/article/view/3405.

5. Discourse Chart

What is the 
discourse?

Example 1:

Animals cannot 
communicate with 
humans; they do not
have agency.

Example 2:

Trees cannot 
communicate with 
humans.

Additional local 
examples 

Thought:
What kind of 
thinking does the
discourse promote?

Animals have nothing
to contribute to 
resource management
decisions; those who
think otherwise are 
deluded. 

Trees do not have a 
spirit.

Action: 
What kind of action
does the discourse
promote?

Science is the only way
to know about animals.
This includes measure-
ment, observation and
theory. We will only use
this kind of knowledge. 

No one listens to trees.

What is impossible
or difficult to
say/think or do
(given this 
discourse)?

I asked the (insert 
animal name/or spirit 
of that animal/or head
spirit of that animal
group) and this is what
was communicated. 
We need to consider
this advice in our 
decision-making. 

I received wisdom 
from a tree.

Possible alternative
discourse

Animals have the 
ability to contribute 
and should be asked 
to do so. 

Trees are wise;
Trees have a spirit;
Spending quiet time
with trees can provide
knowledge and wis-
dom.
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Conclusion
Despite ongoing attempts to bring 
Indigenous knowledges into environ-
mental and other decision-making pro-
cesses, effective engagement with IK
will remain elusive until the parties 
involved come to a deeper understan-
ding of the many different forms of
knowledge and the many legitimate
ways there are to acquire knowledge.
These activities demonstrate some in-
troductory ways to introduce the notion
of “epistemological stretching” as an
essential component to ethical engage-
ment with traditional knowledge kee-
pers and Indigenous knowledge. For a
more extensive set of educational 
modules or a published paper on this
topic, visit Dr. M.J. Barrett’s website at
the School of Environment and Sustai-
nability, University of Saskatchewan at:
h t t p : / / w w w. u s a s k . c a / s e ns / o u r-
people/faculty-profile/Core/MJ_Bar-
rett.php
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Appendix 1

Professional Context

The purpose of this activity is to create a bar graph identifying ways you come to know things in your professional work. Please
write in any category you feel is important, but does not appear below.

In my professional work, I come to know things through 

Personal Context

The purpose of this activity is to create a bar graph identifying ways you come to know things in your personal life. Please write
in any category you feel is important, but does not appear below.

In my personal life, I come to know things through 
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Introduction
Collaborations between Aboriginal com-
munities and the universities can be 
beneficial if they involve respect and
equality. Universities and society are 
finding common grounds for co-produc-
tion of knowledge by working “in colla-
boration with society on social issues of
shared concern” (Lévesque 2012: 291).

After decades of research marked by an
unequal division of powers between
university researchers and Aboriginal
communities (Smith, 2012), the terms of
this relationship need to be redefined.
Marked by both success and errors, and
in the face of well-established organi-
zational cultures, new guidelines for 
researcher/community relations must be

developed. It is therefore important
to gain a better understanding

of what makes positive colla-
borations possible.

In Canada, the Commu-
nity-University Research
Alliances (CURA) have en-

abled partnerships between
the Aboriginal communities

and the universities, resulting in
collaborative work on various issues

such as language, natural resources ma-
nagement, protection of culture, and
health. These partnerships have provi-

ded an opportunity to redefine the
terms of the production of scientific
knowledge and to come up with new
ways of doing things, including initia-
tives that reflect the questioning of
conventional ways of doing things in the
social sciences, where researchers where
researchers strive for objectivity, in dis-
sociating themselves from the context
of their research (Guay and Thibault
2010). 

In Québec, the ODENA − Aboriginal
Peoples in Quebec Cities, which is a
Quebec research alliance headed jointly
by the Regroupement des Centres
d’amitié autochtones du Québec
(RCAAQ) and DIALOG- Aboriginal Peo-
ples Research and Knowledge Network,
adopted a charter setting out shared
ethical values: 1) respect; 2) fairness; 3)
sharing; 4) engagement; and 5) trust
(see the contribution by Lévesque et al.
in the toolbox). All researchers and part-
ners of the ODENA Alliance who request
internal grants for funding of their pro-
jects must include “provisions for the
co-construction of knowledge.” As 
Basile et al. (2012) emphasize, it is high
time that Aboriginal organizations 
become an integral part of the process
of redefining ethical approaches to 
research that concerns them. 

Documenting the Homework Support program: 
Elements of a successful community-university 

research partnership  



The issue: the Home-
work Support program
The Homework Support program that
we have chosen to document is an ini-
tiative that stems from a collaboration
between the RCAAQ and ODENA 
Alliance. This program is part of the 
numerous programs and services offe-
red by the Friendship Centres throu-
ghout Quebec to meet the specific
needs of urban Aboriginal children.
Thanks to a commitment made at the
First Nations Socio-Economic Forum by
the RCAAQ with the Ministère de l’Édu-
cation, du Sport et du Loisir (MELS), six
Native Friendship Centres have been 
offering the program since 2006: 
Lanaudière, Quebec City, La Tuque, 
Saguenay, Chibougamau and Val-d’Or. 

An integral part of the friendship Cen-
tres’ programming for almost a decade,
the Homework Support had never been
documented, beyond a descriptive sum-
mary of the project and the activity 
reports written for the funding agencies.
But every year close to 140 children 
register in the Homework Support pro-
gram, and it is one of the approaches
highlighted by the MELS (2008) to 
encourage academic success and to pre-
vent school dropout. 

We note that the high school gradua-
tion rate among Quebec First Nations
members over 18 years old stood at
76% in 2012, compared to 87% among
the non-Aboriginal population in Que-
bec (Statistics Canada 2012). According
to the First Nations Regional Health Sur-
vey, 39.9% of First Nations adults had
less than high school compared with
24% for the Canadian population at

large (FNIGG, 2008). In addition, Abori-
ginal people face specific school-related
difficulties. Aboriginal children are often
confronted by an education system pre-
senting barriers that are difficult to over-
come, such as language, prejudice and
the lack of understanding about Abori-
ginal realities and Aboriginal culture
(Lainé 2014). Quebec’s Commission des
droits de la personne et de la jeunesse
accordingly considers Aboriginal youths
to be among the groups most likely to
be subjected to discrimination or racial
profiling in Quebec (Eid et al. 2011).

The benefits of this 
research: a summary
This research partnership allowed us to
document the relevance of the Home-
work Support program offered by the
Friendship Centres (Blanchet-Cohen et
al. 2014). The Centres’ willingness and
interest that 130 people were able to
participate, making up three target
groups: 1) elementary and secondary
school students who are currently recei-
ving or have previously received Home-
work support program; 2) families; and
3) the Centres’ employees directly in-
volved in the service. Between Novem-
ber and February, discussion groups and
individual interviews took place and a
questionnaire was completed by more
than one-third of the children participa-
ting in the program. The Centers pre-
sented the project orally to the parents.
A consent form was sent home for the
parents/guardians to sign. Phone call
were made to remind parents/guardians
to return the form, but none refused
that their child participate.

The information collected clearly
brought out the holistic approach un-
derpinning the program offered by the
Centres. Beyond the concrete help with
learning provided by the Homework
Support staff, the service offers a context
conducive to the acquisition of new
knowledge and development of self-
esteem among the students. It gives
them the desire and motivation to learn,
by providing positive reinforcement
combined with diversified learning stra-
tegies and the creation of intergenera-
tional and inter-community links. This
approach helps students’ adopt a more
positive attitude towards school, to per-
severe more in the face of difficulties
and failure, and ultimately, continue
their studies. The service also encou-
rages families to provide the children
with appropriate supervision to promote
their success.

With the submission of the research and
evaluation report, the Centres offering
the program saw that the research
brought out the scope of their program-
ming. The questions raised by the dis-
cussion groups or interviews led to
wider reflection on these issues by the
program’s staff at the Centres. The re-
search also served to define and articu-
late the winning conditions of the
Homework Support program, including:
• A culturally safe supervision
and accompaniment ap-
proach: Flexibility in an Aboriginal
context, positive reinforcement and
recognition increases the children’s
motivation and helps them adopt a
more positive attitude towards
school, their schoolwork and the dif-
ficulties they encounter.
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• Staff’s profile: Having staff who
speak the children’s first language or
who belong to their nation conside-
rably helps the children to unders-
tand their homework and creates a
relationship of trust with the staff.

• Transportation service for stu-
dents: In areas where there is poor
public transit, where the schools and
Aboriginal communities are isolated
and where parents do not have a
vehicle, the transportation service of
the Homework Support program en-
sures that as many children as possi-
ble can participate.

• Continual adaptation of the
service: Annual evaluations and
constant adaptation of the Home-
work Support service are key ele-
ments in a an ongoing process of
improvement.

The documentation of the program fos-
tered a questioning of the Friendship
Centres role. In light of the growth of
the urban Aboriginal population (Comat
et al. 2014) and the difficulties children
have in adapting to their arrival at
school, there is indeed an increase need
for adequate school support of Aborigi-
nal children. The friendship Centres
could thus play the role of an interme-
diary between the student, his or her fa-
mily, and school. By establishing solid
relations for collaboration and joint 
action within the community, the Native
Friendship Centres are able to work 
together with the schools and other 
resources (police services, health ser-
vices, social workers, etc.) to combat the
racism and social exclusion that young
Aboriginal people may experience. These

collaborations can therefore help to en-
sure better support for Aboriginal fami-
lies whose socio-economic, family and
health conditions constitute obstacles to
their children’s academic perseverance
and success. 

These reflections allowed the RCAAQ to
explore new avenues for solutions with
the MELS and to propose the recruit-
ment of a liaison officer. Based at the
Native Friendship Centre of Val-d’Or
(NFCVD), this pilot project will promote
collaboration and coordination of ac-
tions between the NFCVD and the city’s
elementary and secondary schools that
take in Aboriginal students.

Four elements that contributed to the
success of this research partnership are
described below. By research partner-
ship we mean the “pairing of different
kinds of expertise between the univer-
sities and civil society organizations”
(Fontan 2010: 3), which serves to 
coproduce new knowledge from a pers-
pective of social change or transforma-
tion. These elements reflect the
principles for “good research practice”
identified by the Assembly of First Na-
tions of Quebec and Labrador (APNQL,
2005, page 3).

1. A need defined by the
local environment
The first element of this collaboration is
the fact that it emerged from the people
directly involved at the community level,
through the RCAAQ. Since its creation,
the RCAAQ has been an incubator of
initiatives for urban Aboriginal people
and has successfully developed innova-

tive and proactive strategies (Lainé
2014). Collaboration with researchers
from the ODENA Alliance came out of a
reflection from the RCAAQ, which saw
that the Homework Support program
had not yet been the subject of any
study, despite its popularity. Further-
more, an external evaluation of the Ho-
mework Support program by the MELS
in 2008 had not taken account of the
activities implemented by the Native
Friendship Centres. The RCAAQ thereu-
pon obtained funding from the MELS to
conduct an independent evaluation; this
funding was enhanced by a contribution
from the ODENA Alliance.

From the outset, the RCAAQ expressed
an interest in documenting the Home-
work Support experience to make
known its importance, scope and bene-
fits. The research question was clear:
What is the relevance of the Homework
Support program? Three meetings were
held with RCAAQ representatives to de-
velop the research plan and to define
the approach taken to document this
program. This involved the following:
• To target the family and the commu-

nity, not just the child, in recognition
of the fact that the program goes
beyond the individual;

• To understand the environment/
context in which the child lives, be-
cause that influences the child’s life
at school;

• To emphasize school perseverance,
not just academic success;

• To produce an inventory of the tools
developed by the Centres to use Abo-
riginal culture as a means of facilita-
ting the children’s learning.



This plan served as the basis for defining
the methodology and the approach
used to obtain data. As Fontan has
noted, “research that is defined jointly
seeks to meet objectives that incorpo-
rate concerns which are not necessarily
the researcher’s own concerns” (2010:
10). The framework provided by the
local environment, where there is know-
ledge of the program and its specific na-
ture, served to develop a culturally
appropriate methodology.

2. Tools selected and
validated by the local
environment
First of all, the RCAAQ took part in the
selection and validation of the research
tools. Further to identifying the study’s
goals and including parents and exten-
ded families along with the participating
children, the RCAAQ determined the
type of data collection. A survey would
not be appropriate in this context, so we
opted instead for discussion groups/
roundtables. This method allowed us to
identify good practices, to explore what
was or was not working well, and to
facilitate sharing among the Centres.
The joint development of the methodo-
logy allows for an equitable and res-
pectful research (APNQL, 2005).

Based on the guidelines provided by the
local context, the research team develo-
ped interview questions and discussion
groups to encourage a conversation
with the participants. The questions
were then reviewed and reformulated to
make sure they were expressed in clear
and straightforward language. 

The research team contributed to the
project through its knowledge about re-
search with children, which was its main
area of expertise (Blanchet-Cohen
2014). A play-based approach was
used. This involved first playing a ball
game and then using drawings to create
an atmosphere where the children could
express orally, in writing or in their dra-
wings what they liked about the Home-
work Support service and the Native

Friendship Centre, and what they would
like to see improved. The children were
asked to draw what they liked about
Homework Support on one side of a
sheet of paper and what they liked
about school on the other side. The chil-
dren then explained their drawings. The
social and personal relations aspect of
the Homework Support emerged stron-
gly from their drawings (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1. Drawing by 9 year old Attikamekw, Centre d’amitié 
autochtone de Lanaudière



The discussion groups and the inter-
views with the families took place after
the period devoted to the program. In
keeping with the Centres’ practice, a
meal was provided before holding the
discussion groups, which helped to 
establish an atmosphere of sharing.
These meetings lasted 90 minutes on
average and always included the Cen-
tre’s employees, essential for creating a
bridge to the research team and for
transferring information to other em-
ployees. In the discussion groups for 
families, the employees were observers;
they asked a number of questions to im-
prove their ways of doing things. 

The discussion groups with the Friends-
hip Centres’ employees were held 
during working hours and lasted about
90 minutes. They provided an opportu-
nity for the staff to reflect on their work
and to articulate their approach and the
kinds of learning involved.

3. Relational and
institutional ethics
As with all university research, this pro-
ject was approved by the Ethics Com-
mittee at Concordia University.
Following the standards set out in chap-
ter 9 of the Tri-Council Policy Statement,
the letter presented by the RCAAQ with
the submission of the project to Concor-
dia’s Ethics Committee recognized the
requirement to ensure “community en-
gagement and collaboration in research
undertakings” (2010: 128).

Further to the letters of consent (those
signed at the start of each work session
and those signed by the parents for their

children), the ethics of this research
were founded on human relationships.
The engagement of the researchers 
allowed the RCAAQ to make the deci-
sion to carry out a research partnership
on this topic. Accordingly, the RCAAQ
proposed conducting this research fol-
lowing a conference presentation on the
approach and work experience required
for researchers working with Aboriginal
youths (Blanchet-Cohen 2014). Aside
from the need for the research, develo-
ping good relations between the 
researcher and the milieu proved to be
essential.

Regarding the discussion groups, we
saw that some participants had first
chosen to observe the activity and deci-
ded to participate in the discussion only
after a relationship of trust had been 
established. For example, even though
he had a letter of consent, one child
chose to withdraw from the activity, only
to return later. The way that the resear-
cher team presented themselves helped
to forge this atmosphere of trust (Ko-
vach 2010). The RCAAQ members thus
appreciated the language used by the
research team, and their way of enga-
ging in conversations, including a non-
imposing presence and a soft tone of
voice.

As noted by Basile et al., ethics “is
above all a matter of people’s relations-
hips with and engagement towards one
another” (2012: 3). The large number of
children and parents who participated
illustrates the engagement of the 
researchers and the local environment.

4. Ownership of the
results by the local
environment
Throughout this research activity, a dia-
logue between the research team and
the local environment made it possible
to validate the data analysis and effec-
tive appropriation of the results by the
community.

Halfway, the research team prepared a
PowerPoint presentation, which was
given to the RCAAQ board of directors.
This preliminary draft of the results was
based on the fieldwork carried out at
four Centres, giving food for thought to
the RCAAQ and contributing to its pro-
gramming. Following submission of the
report, a joint presentation was made at
the ACFAS Conference in 2014, as well
as to the RCAAQ board at its quarterly
meeting. These presentations were not
only an opportunity for the Centres to
discuss the Homework Support pro-
gramming, but they also led to a pro-
posal for creating a liaison officer
between the schools and the urban
Aboriginal community. 



Conclusion
We have learned that a research part-
nership depends on the desire of each
party to pool their complementary 
expertise. One must be both intentional
and flexible, in order to effectively com-
bine the wealth of each type of exper-
tise and to get the most out of the
partnership at every stage.

In respecting the roles and functions of
each party, this partnership was benefi-
cial. This type of research not only led to
the production of knowledge concer-
ning the relevance of the Homework
Support program in the Aboriginal com-
munities (a topic hitherto largely unstu-
died), but also brought immediate
benefits for the community, in terms of
their thinking about the programs offe-
red and in terms of identifying new

needs, such as the liaison officer posi-
tion. It is essential to establish a good
relationship between researchers and
Aboriginal organizations in order to
create bidirectional benefits (Asselin and
Basile 2012: 5). Care must be taken
from start to finish of a research project
to maintain that relationship, with trust
as an integral part, in order to meet the
real needs of Aboriginal people.
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Interpersonal attitudes:  
openness, flexibility, listening
When it comes to developing and implementing a project, it 
is essential to keep in mind that it will be subjected to many 
adjustments and clarifications, major changes, and even dramatic 
shifts. It is not uncommon when one proposes to «do something» 
on a personal and individual basis, to change one’s mind because 
a better solution was found along the way. This possibility is 
even more likely when a project involves several people. When 
trying to reach a consensus, it is important to keep an open mind 
with respect to the positions of others and to make an effort to 
understand and contextualize their thought processes.

 As so eloquently stated by the poet in French: 
"Camarade, le chemin n’existe pas, il se fait en 
marchant" (Comrade, the path does not exist, it 
is made by walking). In other words, each project 
is discovered progressively as each step is taken; 
that is why it is important to move forward and 
adapt constantly, even in the face of uncertainties, 
areas that are unclear and doubt.

         Demonstrating an ability to adapt also means being 
able to bounce back; sometimes, things don’t go the way 
they were initially planned. Once we are in the field, we 
may come to realize that we cannot achieve what was 
anticipated. Also, many opportunities can arise and it can 
be difficult to take advantage of them within the context 
of a pre-established and inflexible program. All of these 
factors can be destabilizing, which is why it is important to 
demonstrate creativity, tenacity and trust (in yourself and 
others) in order to overcome these challenges and reverse 
the situation to everyone’s benefit.

Adaptation: 
of the process and the activities
The activities presented in this guide should not be perceived as recipes, 
but rather as suggestions relating to working methods and general atti-
tude. Adapting these methods to something that is suitable to everyone 
is highly recommended, and even necessary. The project is based on the 
particularities inherent to its context. In a meeting of cultures, it is impor-
tant to make an effort to understand the characteristics of the others’ 
culture and adapt the working methods to these characteristics to the 
extent possible rather than imposing one’s point of view and one’s own 
cultural mechanisms.

Way of being
To promote a shared process

To ensure success in terms of collaborative work, certain 
moral postures, values, principles and behaviours should 
be encouraged while others should be avoided. This guide’s 
premise is clear: the team that was tasked with undertaking 
the concerted approach must create a framework for the 
inventory and cultural transmission project while facilitating 
the involvement and engagement of the participants. Their 
priority must be to promote the expression and creativity of 
others.



Gathering together on equal footing in order to establish and project a 
common vision. The moments of discussion and sharing are very important to 
ensure the good participation of each stakeholder. Here, the collaborative team 
and the key collaborators are gathered in one of the Nation’s communities. This 
is an opportunity to discuss what has been done in terms of collaboration, what 
needs to be done and the way to do it. This sharing fosters a sense of belonging 
to the project among each of the stakeholders.

Interpersonal reconciliation to build relationships and strengthen the 
connections between the stakeholders. Togetherness in a project also means 
getting to know each other, gaining a mutual appreciation for each other and 
developing the desire to work together and gather around a shared process. Here, 
the consultation team and designers from several Aboriginal Nations are meeting 
around a friendly meal. Deliberately, the consultation team has dispersed around 
the table in order to avoid sitting side by side. This promotes meeting people, easy 
introductions, reconciliation and group cohesion and the partners quickly become 
friends!

         Sometimes, it can be difficult to get everyone 
together, namely because of a lack of availability among the 
members or due to physical distance. In this situation, other 
strategies can facilitate sharing sessions such as telephone 
calls, videoconferencing or blogs. It is therefore necessary to 
determine together the right solution that will ensure smooth 
communication between the main players of the project.

Togetherness: 
being proactive in the relationship
"Togetherness" first of all means sharing a forward thinking vision 
which is reflected in the shared project. That is why collaborative 
processes often involve a meeting of different cultures as well as 
different ways of living and thinking. The consultation team often finds 
itself in an unfamiliar environment; it will therefore have to get out 
of its comfort and safety zone consisting of sticking with people who 
know each other. "Togetherness" means knowing how to approach 
others, having the desire to make contact, starting up conversations, 
being present, making yourself visible and showing initiative in terms 
of interpersonal relationships. Beyond making contacts, it is important 
to maintain the relationships and embody this willingness to work 
together and make it a reality. This process of coming together 
avoids the perception of a rift between experts and fosters openness 
to discussion, sharing, getting to know each other better and 
building a trusting relationship and the emergence of opportunities. 
Basically, it refers to the rules of politeness, friendliness and respect.

Togetherness: 
sharing the information and the decisions
Ensuring that collaborative projects take place smoothly involves sha-
ring a common vision, greater transparency and good communication 
between stakeholders. It is therefore essential to organize information 
sharing sessions on a regular basis to ensure that everyone is aware 
of the project’s progress and so that they can share in the challenges 
or successes. That way, everyone will be able to improve their own 
work and put their own participation into perspective in terms of the 
overall tasks to be carried out. These sharing sessions can take place 
on different levels (consultation team, all partners or all stakeholders). 
Obviously, the more people there are to bring together, the more wor-
thwhile it is to wait until there are substantial points to discuss. But, in 
the case of small projects, meetings are simpler and it is better to get 
together or communicate on a regular basis.



The pleasure of gathering around shared passions. In the 
same spirit of togetherness, a contemporary artist and designer 
participates in the activities of the community with whom she 
collaborated on a project. On a regular basis, the women of the 
Cercle des fermières (farmers’ circle) gather at one of their homes 
in order to share a good time, enjoy a special treat prepared 
by the host, focus on and talk about their personal production 
techniques and participate in a few relevant activities. Here, the 
group is watching NFB documentaries on traditional techniques 
that the Cercle practices.

         Even though each member of the team, 
because of their expertise, may have specific 
tasks to perform, this does not necessarily mean 
that they are detached from the group or that 
they are involved in an independent process. 
It is necessary to constantly keep in mind that 
the project is larger than the individual and that 
sharing is synonymous with synergy.

Verification and validation:   
review of the objectives and evaluation of the process and its results
The inventory and cultural transmission processes generally take place in several 
stages. During each of these stages, it is important to review the objectives of 
the project. These objectives can be defined at the outset of the project, or they 
can evolve along the way. At each stage (or turning point of the project), it is also 
important to carry out a validation exercise. This validation process can be more or 
less extensive in terms of scope. For each stage of the work, an activity report must 
be produced so that it can feed into the subsequent stage. Within a collaborative 
context, this can be an opportunity to obtain information from the participants 
regarding its validity and the collaboration method. How do the participants 
perceive their contributions to the project? Are all partners satisfied with their 
participation and the group dynamic? It is important to always allow for improving 
the contents and products while remaining open to changing the way things are 
done, making adjustments and taking the opinions of each into consideration 
before moving on to the next stage.

Togetherness:   
aiming for consensus
"Togetherness" implies that several different positions and strategies must be 
applied constantly. When working collaboratively, it is not enough to simply 
approve a decision. The decision must be made by the group on a consensual 
basis. It is negotiated within a fluctuating context between recognition for the 
expertise of each and respect for each person’s point of view. It is necessary 
to build on empirical knowledge (knowledge developed through experience; 
expertise which is based on a practice), but within a spirit of openness and relative 
respect for the perceptions of each. However, this respect for the positions of 
each individual must not impede the progress of the group project. It is important 
to avoid censoring expression while rallying to the decisions made by consensus. 
Each stage of the work has its own world of expertise and each expertise has its 
own margin of authority.

"Togetherness" can simply mean meeting with the person 
instead of sending them an email, but it can even mean 
living together in an isolated place for the time it takes to 
carry out a stage of the work. It is important to know how 
to arrange times to get to know each other to ensure that 
the team can grow together around the project.



Intensive work on behalf of the consultation team in order 
to present to the community the content collected over 
the course of a week of collaborative activities. Moments of 
withdrawal from the consultation team are sometimes necessary to 
ensure that the collaborative activities take place more smoothly. As 
part of a week-long visit for consultation in a community, the team 
works to prepare the public evening validation session. This consists 
of gathering a maximum amount of content elements while making 
sure that they can be clearly presented in order to allow everyone to 
quickly take them into account and have the opportunity to react 
to them.

Fluctuation:  
between moments of participatory work 
and withdrawal from the consultation team
In a collaborative process, there are different possible levels of engagement 
for the community members. As for the First Nations of Quebec and Labrador 
Health and Social Services Commission (FNQLHSSC), it encourages participation 
as much as possible. Even though this attitude aims to encourage the community 
to carry out an inventory and cultural transmission project by and for itself, 
it is not possible to achieve everything using a participatory approach. The 
role that the consultation team must play is precisely to enable and facilitate 
the engagement of the greatest possible amount of people in a project. A 
consultation process implies certain moments of participatory work, but it also 
implies moments of withdrawal from the consultation team which are needed 
to process the acquired material and ensure the continuation of the process. 
The larger the scope of the project and the more participants are involved, the 
more these moments of withdrawal are necessary to ensure the integration of 
individual contributions into the overall process.

Moments of withdrawal
from the consultation team

Implementation
of the
project
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Respect and collaboration: 
receiving the community’s approval and working with a delegate
A collaborative project involves the collaboration of multiple stakeholders who 
probably each have their own governance structure. Also, from the start of the 
project, it is essential to properly identify and respect these governing bodies 
including those in positions of authority (elected representatives, administrative 
councils, etc.). The first step therefore consists of making contact with these 
authorities in order to, on the one hand, present the project and obtain their 
approval to continue and, on the other hand, to foster a collaborative relationship 
based on the delegation of a cultural representative by the community. Close 
collaboration with this "delegate", who is legitimately recognized within the 
sphere of governance, will ensure a stronger footing in the community as well as 
a better adaptation of the activities to the context.

        It can sometimes seem difficult to 
participate in dialogue with representatives of 
the governance structures. Those in positions 
of authority are often very busy and the 
hierarchal levels are well-defined and must be 
respected, which makes it so that the “machine” 
is cumbersome and slow to respond. As things 
develop, someone will eventually end up passing 
off the consultation team to someone else, and 
the project will have to be presented once again 
to an appointed delegate who, in turn, will end 
up finding another replacement because they 
themselves are too busy. Thus, sometimes 
the person with whom the consultation team 
eventually ends up working is far removed from 
the first person to be contacted. However, while 
this approach may seem long, unnecessarily 
complex and actually a mere formality, it is 
actually of paramount importance; it should not 
be neglected, and all correspondences should 
be tracked in order to be able to demonstrate 
that the ethical and diplomatic protocols were 
observed.

Spirit of the collaboration:  
the interests of each
Certain points are important to emphasize in order to ensure good 
participation on behalf of the participants in the consultation activities. In a 
collaborative approach, each stakeholder should find beneficial to apply the 
process, which can result from a local initiative as well as external pressure. 
In the latter case, it is essential that all participants adhere to the process and 
make it their own. To that end, the "initiators" of the project must make 
every effort to demonstrate to each stakeholder the merits of the collective 
process as well as the advantages and benefits that may derive from it. 
The participants must not be there to "serve" or "do a favour" for the 
consultation team. The process, facilitated by the consultation team, must be 
rewarding for all parties involved while being beneficial to everyone.

Behaviour
Ethical protocol, diplomacy, 
informed commitment and 
responsibility of representation

A community consultation process often involves visiting a community and the 
participation of its members in various activities. Also, regardless of the nature or 
context of the project, it is important to constantly keep the diplomatic and ethical 
concerns in mind and act accordingly. In any society, structures of representation, 
authority and governance are in place; they must be respected. These concerns 
also apply to each participant in response to a history of oppression or negligence 
with respect to minorities. If a community’s participation is desired, it is necessary 
to honour and respect this participation and definitely not take it for granted, 
while considering them as partners.



Spirit of the collaboration: 
responsibility in terms of representation
The consultation processes therefore seek to ensure that a community is involved as 
much as possible through participatory activities. It is therefore important to involve 
the people, regardless of whether or not they were identified, who were designated 
as representatives by their communities and who have received trust and inherent 
responsibility from their fellow citizens. By force of circumstance, participants must 
not lose sight of the fact that they are speaking on behalf of their community and 
that they are responsible for representing it in its entirety, rather than just their own 
personal interests. They should consider it an honour and take their participation 
seriously.

Some may perceive the informed consent 
forms as obstacles to establishing good 
interpersonal relationships between the 
participants and the consultation team. Now 
certainly, these documents can be intimidating 
and seem to unnecessarily complicate the 
implementation of the project; it may be wise not to 
impose them immediately in order to prioritize making 
contacts and establish a trusting relationship between 
the parties involved. However, these documents should be seen as a 
sign of mutual respect, based on an agreement in which the engagement 
of others is not taken for granted. In the field of research, they are 
mandatory. Therefore, the importance of these documents must not be 
underestimated. It is recommended to introduce them tactfully as soon as 
the activity begins, to present them within a certain perspective and to 
wait until the end of the meeting to fill them out.

Consent and commitment
In a participatory dynamic, it is very important to apply a protocol by formalizing the 
commitments of each and everyone in order to protect the participants as well as 
the team leading the project. Regardless of whether it is for the opinions expressed 
by any person in connection with a discussion, the images that this person captures 
by camera or video camera or the ideas expressed by a participant, it is important to 
establish an agreement concerning respect for the images and intellectual property 
of those involved. It is therefore important, according to the circumstances of the 
project and stakeholders, to present to them and have them sign certain documents 
ranging from notarized contracts (between partners) to informed consent forms 
(for the participants) in addition to ethical certificates and other such documents. 
These will endorse the potential uses for the material in question. Through this 
agreement, the participant authorizes the use of his/her contribution for specific 
purposes and, in return, the consultation team ensures that these uses are limited 
to those specified in the agreement. Two forms must be signed: one copy for the 
participant and a second copy for the consultation team.

Beyond governance and its delegation, knowing how to recognize 
and foster the participation of valuable collaborators. It is just as 
important to respect the levels of authority within a community as it is 
to be able to identify those who could facilitate the community process. 
After the consultation team had arrived in the community, the delegated 
representatives introduced certain people to them who would greatly 
facilitate the process. Their extensive knowledge of the community as well 
as their leadership qualities ensured a better local footing for the team.

Respect for the governance structures and authority figures. 
While planning a consultation process within the Guarani Nation 
in Brazil, it was first necessary to meet the caciques (chiefs) of the 
participating communities. The nature of the inventory and cultural 
transmission project was defined by them. They are also the ones who 
appointed those who could participate. It was important for these 
caciques to be aware of the activities taking place so that they could 
have the opportunity to oversee the process and participate. Respect 
for their authority ensured a better implementation of the project.

INFORMED C
ONSENT
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Research involving humans in Canada
is governed by a number of guidelines,
including the 2nd edition of the Tri-Coun-
cil Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for
Research Involving Humans (TCPS2,
2014) and the First Nations of Quebec
and Labrador Research Protocol (2005).
These documents are intended to pro-
tect research participants and promote
good research practices. The first 
includes a chapter on research with
Aboriginal peoples. These documents
are intended to guide the practice of 
researchers and to ensure the good 
research of conduct. They are therefore
directed primarily at researchers rather
than research participants.

It is thus likely that most members of
First Nations are not familiar with these
documents. As a result, they are not
aware of their rights as research partici-

pants or of the obligations that 
researchers have towards them.

They also do not necessarily
know what the objectives of
research are; for example,
that not all research is in-
tended to benefit partici-
pants. Often, the main
benefit of research is the
acquisition of new know-
ledge for the scientific com-

munity and, more broadly, for society. 
Finally, members of First Nations do not
always know, like most non-academics,
how research is constructed. It usually
starts with a research question asked by
a professor or a student, and then a 
research project is developed, that is to
say, a document that includes a litera-
ture review, a description of the 
methods, a justification of the relevance
of the issue, the schedule, the expected
benefits, as well as ethical considera-
tions regarding the participants and
their communities. To conduct the pro-
posed research, researchers usually
apply for public funding (they enrol in
competitions where only a small per-
centage of the projects will actually be
funded).

Research takes time, is expensive and
largely financed by public funds. It is
subject to ethical, academic and admi-
nistrative regulations. First, from the
standpoint of ethics, any project invol-
ving human beings (whether in the 
social sciences, health sciences or life
sciences) and conducted by researchers
at Canadian universities must be eva-
luated by a research ethics board (REB)
before the research can begin. A REB is
composed of a member knowledgeable
in ethics, a member knowledgeable in

FAQ: A tool for understanding the ethical conduct 
of research and the rights of Aboriginal participants



law, public representatives and mem-
bers with relevant expertise in relation
to the projects being evaluated. REBs
are required to follow the TCPS2, which
guides their evaluation1.  The purpose of
a REB is to ensure that the research is
properly conducted and that the parti-
cipants are protected. The members
must take into consideration the parti-
cularities of the project, its context, as
well as the participants and communi-
ties involved. For the project to be pro-
perly evaluated, it is the researcher’s
responsibility to submit – in addition to
his or her research project – a descrip-
tion of the methods used to find the
participants, to inform them as best as
possible (in plain language) what will be
required of them, and to obtain their
consent. After the evaluation, if every-
thing is correct, the REB issues a certifi-
cate of ethics approval that authorizes
the researcher to begin the research.
Ethics certificates first appeared in the
1990s in Canada and gradually became
mandatory. Today, no research with
human participants may be conducted
by a Canadian researcher without a cer-
tificate of ethics approval, whether the
research is conducted in Canada or in
another country.

From the scientific point of view, resear-
chers also have obligations that involve
the rigor of their analysis, the relevance
of their methods (consultation group, in-
terviews, biological samples, statistics,
etc.) and the neutrality of their starting
position: they should not decide in 
advance what they will find or be 
influenced by political or ideological

considerations. They have an obligation
to disseminate their research results
through means such as oral presenta-
tions, publication in scientific journals
and, increasingly, more popular forms of
communication such as movies, blogs,
video clips, leaflets, etc.

Finally, from an administrative point of
view, funds are managed through the 
financial services of academic institu-
tions (a relatively stringent bureaucracy).
Research rarely yields direct financial be-
nefits to researchers outside the wages
paid by their institution (excluding stu-
dents who, at best, receive scholarships,
and at worst, use funds they themselves
have accumulated). Collaboration bet-
ween researchers from different depart-
ments and different institutions is
becoming more common; working in a
team can facilitate the creation of inno-
vative projects but also makes mana-
ging time, finances and personnel more
complex.

Research with members of First Nations
falls within the general context of aca-
demic research, but also has features
that are recognized by the TCPS2 and
researchers. Such research was born in 
a colonial context, but has evolved in 
recent decades towards a more colla-
borative and participatory model. First
Nations participants are no longer mere
subjects. If they wish, they can become
more involved than in the past and in
some contexts, participate in all phases
of the research, from its beginning until
its completion, in consultation and 
collaboration with the researchers. To be

involved to the full extent of their inte-
rest, Aboriginal people must be know-
ledgeable about their rights, the way
research is conducted and the obliga-
tions of researchers.

In this document, we offer a simple and
effective tool for transferring knowledge
about research, in the familiar form of
Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ). Each
answer to a question takes into account
the codes of politeness and ethics spe-
cific to First Nations as well as those of
researchers, and is supported by refe-
rences to relevant sources for further 
information, in particular the key sec-
tions of the TCPS2.

The choice of questions is based on the
field research experience of Marie-Pierre
Bousquet from working with Algonquin
populations (particularly Anicinabek)2

and the specialization in research ethics
of Bryn Williams-Jones. The goal is not
to try to anticipate every possible ques-
tion, but rather to address those 
that most frequently arose during our
research and activities as REB members.
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1. This does not prevent researchers working with Aboriginal people who submit research projects to REBs from consulting and following the First Nations of Quebec and
Labrador Research Protocol.

2. M.-P. Bousquet is an anthropologist. She lived for a year in an Anicinabek community (Algonquin) in 1996, and has since made numerous research trips to Anicinabek,
Innu and Abenaki communities.



FAQ

1. I didn’t really understand what the research project is about. What can I do?
Researchers have an obligation to inform you of all the elements necessary for you to make an
“informed” decision about whether or not you will participate in the project. They must tell you
what the risks and benefits associated with the project are for your First Nation in general and
for you personally.

Researchers often use words that are specialized or complicated, but they must inform you using
language that everyone can understand.

You must have the time to reflect and be able to ask the researchers any questions you have 
before you make your decision. If questions remain that are still not clear to you, your decision
cannot be “informed.” In short, researchers must make it possible for you to understand what
they are researching.

If you feel more comfortable in the language of your nation, you can ask researchers to trans-
late all their documents into your language and you can even request an interpreter.

2. I don’t dare to withdraw from the research because I gave my word or my
consent, but I’ve changed my mind since then. What can I do?
Giving your word is very important in Aboriginal communities. Changing your mind does not
mean that you’re not a person of your word. Giving consent to research is not a question of
giving your word. You agree to participate in a research activity voluntarily and nobody will think
that it is a question of honour.

You have the right to withdraw in the middle of the research project without having to justify your-
self. You do not need to give your reasons. Nobody has the right to harm you because you have
changed your mind.

3. I do not see how the research project will serve the community. Does the
researcher have an obligation to do research that will be useful? Are there going
to be personal benefits?
In Aboriginal communities, it is often said “we cannot know where we’re going if we do not
know where we came from.” Generating knowledge that looks, at first, to be of no use, can help
us know either where we are going or where we came from, or both. In other words, knowledge
is rarely useless.
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Often, research has a potential for benefits down the road: you do not necessarily see the conse-
quences. However, it also happens that research is initiated for more immediate or direct bene-
fits: for example, professional training, development of research capacity, hiring people locally,
or even documenting community needs so that politicians take these into account.

Researchers do not have an obligation to do research that will benefit you or your community.
You can tell them about what research you would like to see conducted, but they do not have
to take this into account. If their research doesn’t interest you or if you feel that it will be a waste
of your time, you are not required to participate.

4.Who must give permission for research to be conducted in the community?
Researchers must contact the community’s authorities, that is to say, the people that most peo-
ple consider to be authorities, official representatives or the most competent people. It may be
the tribal council, band council, elders council or a religious congregation (if the research
involves a group of believers). It depends on the subject and the research context. The best for
researchers is when everyone knows that they want to do some research. The researchers need
to be mindful of how things work in the community.

5. I would like to participate in the research project, but my council doesn’t want
to. Can I go against their opinion?
In Innu traditional cultures, Atikamekw, Eeyou, Anicinabek, etc., leaders had no right to force
anyone to do anything. The principle of letting the band members be independent in their deci-
sions was very important. Also, individuals were first of all responsible for themselves: you had
to be able to take care of yourself, to make personal decisions, to be able to stand in solidarity
with others. People should respect the decisions of others.

Canadian law also protects your freedom, which is a fundamental principle of the state and 
society.

Researchers have an obligation, where possible, to seek the participation of the community in 
general. Research conducted in collaboration with the community has the best chance of suc-
ceeding and meeting the standards of First Nations. When researchers arrive in communities
where there are divisions, they must take into account the views of all groups, who often have
different interests.

Any decision to participate in a research project, even if it has implications for the community,
remains an individual responsibility.
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6. I’m already participating in a research project. Can I talk to another researcher?
Yes, you can talk to another researcher. Your participation in a research project is voluntary.
Nothing binds you to a project; you may decide to stop participating in a project whenever you
want. Researchers cannot blame you: you have to feel free.

7. I received a gift for participating in the research. If I want to withdraw, do I have
to give it back?
No, you do not have to return gifts or compensation offered by researchers. These gifts are a way
of recognizing your participation and thanking you for the time spent with them. Sometimes
these gifts are a way to repay the costs of your participation in the project (travel, meals, etc.).
Normally, all of this should have been explained to you in the consent form.

The researcher should not put you in a situation where you feel obliged to participate because
it would be in the interest of the community. This would create a real conflict of interest for the
individual and the community. However, this conflict of interest can be managed through an
agreement with the community where the benefit is explained before the participants are 
recruited. There should not be an imbalance between the person who has the resources and
those who need them. For example, if a community has been extensively studied for a medical
condition like diabetes, but received nothing in return, people will not necessarily want to parti-
cipate in a new research project on the subject. The researcher may be tempted to ask people if
there would be something they would like, for instance, a new school. If the construction of the
school is conditional on participation in the research, it is improper influence. On the other hand,
if construction of the school has begun before the start of the research and is included in an
agreement, it constitutes a legitimate sharing of benefits.

Researchers are not supposed to offer gifts (or other benefits) that could unduly influence a per-
son’s choice to accept or continue to participate in research. In addition, strongly influencing
participants can skew the research results or encourage behaviours that are known to be pro-
blematic. For example, if a researcher is interested in online gambling, he or she would not offer
scratch cards or launch a competition to win something that connects to the Internet (tablet,
computer). It is legitimate to recognize a participant’s contribution with a gift, in cash or other
form: gift card, object, etc. If the researcher is interested in eating behaviours or sports, he or she
could encourage healthy lifestyles by giving participants a fruit basket or a bicycle. Certainly, a
bicycle is expensive and can be seen as a way to influence the participant, but considering the
health benefit to the individual, this gift can be justified.

Issu
e

s in
 re

se
a
rc

h
 e

th
ic

s – A
rtic

le
s a

n
d

 c
o

n
trib

u
tio

n

Question References 

Chapter 3, Art. 3.1,
TCPS2

Chapter 3 and 
Chapter 7, TCPS2



8. How does it work if I live in town? What happens if I don’t have ties to my com-
munity anymore?
When researchers want to do research in an urban area, it is recommended that they contact the
communities to which the people they are targeting belong, or Aboriginal organizations present
in the city, such as a friendship centre, a centre for the development of Aboriginal human
resources, etc. The aim is to ensure that recruitment is handled properly and in a way that takes
into account cultural differences. The goal is not that band councils or other agencies decide ins-
tead of individuals.

Ultimately, each person is responsible for making their own choice. If you find that a research pro-
ject is interesting, you can agree to participate without needing approval from anyone. It is up
to the researcher to pay attention and see what may be the extent of the participation of the com-
munity.

9. Do I have to sign a form to give my consent?
Usually, signing a consent form is required, because it is a way of documenting the informed
consent of a participant. The form also provides the participant with a summary of the project, a
description of what he or she is being asked to do as part of the project, the risks and benefits
associated with participation as well as phone numbers and email addresses for contacting the
researcher or his or her institution. Lastly, it reaffirms the participant’s right to withdraw.

However, the signing of a document can be seen as offensive in certain contexts. In many Abo-
riginal communities, the giving of one’s word is already a form of agreement that respects the
rules of courtesy and ethics. Signing a paper may also be evocative of the colonial past, when
contracts imposed obligations on the participants. Trying to get someone to sign can be offen-
sive when the participant does not master reading and writing. Finally, among people with an
oral tradition, the required consent may be given orally, out of respect for the community’s cus-
toms and practices. The researcher will then present the contents of the document orally and
leave a written copy in case the participant would like to verify the content of the consent given,
or have a phone number or email.

It is important to note that a consent form is in no way a contract. It is a way to keep a written
record. Remember that participants may change their minds whenever they wish, even though
they earlier agreed to be part of the research project.

10. If I’m having a hard time because the questions have stirred up bad memories,
what can the researcher do for me?
The core values of research ethics include respect for people and concern for the well-being of
participants. Respect is a core value in Aboriginal societies, which makes it even more important
to the researchers.
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The researcher has an obligation to anticipate the risk of consequences to the participants, 
including the possibility that bad memories may be stirred up. These risks should be prevented,
as much as possible, and specialized support should be provided to participants if needed. This
could take the form of a hotline for psychological help, contact numbers for social workers, the
presence of a family member who will ensure that everything is ok with you, etc.

Researchers do not have an obligation to be the person to provide support since they are not ne-
cessarily skilled in this area. Some researchers, such as psychologists and social workers, have
been trained to help people, but this is not always the case.

That research can bring out emotions is not always bad; sometimes it helps when we are able
to tell someone what is in our hearts and thus share something that we’ve been keeping inside.
As a participant, you can ask to speak to someone from outside the community (e.g., a research
assistant you do not know) if you do not want to say some things out loud in front of people you
know. You can also ask to speak to someone in the community, if you feel more comfortable
with someone who is part of your entourage.

11.What will be done with my contribution to the research (e.g., words, biological
data)?
The researchers will use your contribution to conduct their research. The information you provide
will be kept for several years. It can be analyzed by various methods, depending on the project,
the research subject and the discipline of the researcher.

Suppose that the researcher interviews you, asks you questions, gets you to talk about a certain
subject or fill out a questionnaire. After that, the researcher might identify sub-themes you tou-
ched on, see what words you used or count the number of times you spoke about a specific
topic, etc. Since there are many ways to analyze what someone says, if the researcher is working
with a team, other people who have different perspectives might analyze what you said. Ulti-
mately, your words will appear in the research results as exact quotes or in statistical form. They
may also be included in generalizations made in comparison to what other people may have
said. At all times, the researcher is committed to protecting your privacy. The researcher may not
divulge your name or other things that identify you without your permission.

You might participate in health research where you give a biological sample: saliva, blood, etc.
In general, this kind of research also collects medical information that provides a context for the
analysis of your sample. In this situation, as in all others, the protection of confidentiality is taken
very seriously. In the vast majority of cases, your data will be anonymized and generalized.
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12.Who owns the results of the research?
Your experience of participating in research will go a lot better if you feel from the outset that
you can trust the researcher and that your data will be treated in a respectful and appropriate
manner. If you do not trust the researcher, do not participate, since all the ethical principles
governing the relationship between researcher and participant (respect, autonomy, justice, etc.)
are thereby called into question.

The researcher must use your data for the purpose that was indicated in the informed consent
document. This includes commercial uses (patents, new technology, etc.). If another use is concei-
ved of, the researcher must ask permission from the research ethics board and, in some cases,
the participants (when people are alive and can be contacted, that is, when the data has not been
made anonymous).

Research generates a lot of data that may be useful to researchers, but that can also create cer-
tain problems for participants if the data comes from the community. Consider these examples:
• A researcher is interested in rituals. If he or she publishes a description of a ritual, non-Abo-

riginal people could possibly try to use this knowledge for their own financial gain. Canadian
law on intellectual property would not protect such information. How can abuses be avoided?
It becomes essential to establish an agreement with the researcher that explicitly indicates
who owns the intellectual property rights to the rituals, what information can be shared and
with whom (e.g., some information is communicated only within the community, other infor-
mation can be communicated to a wider audience).

• A researcher is interested in elders’ hunting songs. This is personal knowledge (and may even
belong to a family). A hunter is usually selective about who he gives his songs to. The
researcher and the participant must agree on how this knowledge can be shared: does the
hunter agree that his songs will be recorded? If so, is it only the researcher who can listen to
the recording, or can it be broadcast? Who gets copies of the recordings?

• A researcher is interested in medicinal plants. Sharing knowledge about these plants may
give rise to legitimate fears: large-scale exploitation, habitat destruction, and application for
pharmaceutical patents on the active molecules of the plants without sharing royalties with
the community. In this context it is important to establish clear agreements on the use and
transmission of knowledge. For example, precise knowledge about the plants (i.e., where they
grow) might be prohibited from being published. If there is the possibility of developing a
drug, the researcher can negotiate with the community a contract that explicitly documents
the sharing of future benefits (royalties, training, infrastructure, etc.).

The issue of data sharing and ownership is complex and there is not unanimity either among First
Nations or among researchers about how to approach the issue. It is up to you to decide what
you want to do. Some communities are demanding the application of the OCAPTM principles (ow-
nership, control, access and possession), which are approved by the First Nations Information 
Governance Centre. These principles might apply to your situation, but they are general formu-
lations and do not deal with specifics. In practice, there are many kinds of studies to which they
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do not apply very well (e.g., in social sciences where people talk about their personal lives). In
some contexts, if applied to the letter, these principles may work against the idea of respect for
the participant, especially by challenging the protection of confidentiality. As well, they may 
impose responsibilities on the communities that are unsustainable (e.g., active participation in
all phases of research), which may prevent them from participating in research that could bene-
fit them (due to lack of resources, staff, knowledge or resources). However, the spirit of the 
document is important and valid, and is outlined in Chapter 9 of the TCPS2, specifically that the
researcher must ensure that the community is involved to the full extent that they wish to be in
research that concerns them.

13. I would like to know the results of the research project. Does the researcher
have an obligation to show them to me?
It depends on what is meant by “results.” The researcher collects data, which then must be ana-
lyzed and interpreted. The results provided before the end of the analysis are considered preli-
minary. They may be communicated in progress reports that summarize the main lines of the
data already collected, but this depends on the agreements that have been concluded with the
researcher, which can be negotiated individually or by communities.

It is very rare that the researcher will reveal the raw data, as there is normally a commitment to
protect the anonymity of participants. However, with the approval of the participants, personal
information may be shared as long as it does not harm anyone.

Before the end of the project, a researcher who works with a community is committed to provi-
ding an opportunity for community representatives to participate in the interpretation of research
results and their public presentation.

At the end of a project, it has become increasingly the norm that the researcher submits a final
report to the community. The results can also be communicated in various forms: websites, oral
presentations, scientific papers, etc. It is important that the researcher presents the results in the
clearest language possible.

It is very important to know that research takes time: it may be several years between data col-
lection, analysis and final presentation of results.

14. Researchers from other countries do not always know what an ethics certifi-
cate is. They don’t ask our consent. Are they required to comply with ethical prin-
ciples of research in Quebec?
The TCPS2 applies to all Canadian researchers working in institutions subject to this policy (such
as universities). Canadian researchers, even when their research is conducted in other countries,
must respect the TCPS2.
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However, foreign researchers are not subject to the guidelines of the TCPS2. You can demand that
these researchers appear before a research ethics board before agreeing to participate in their
project (either you indicate whichboard, or they must find one for themselves). You can also 
require them to read and comply with the First Nations of Quebec and Labrador Research Pro-
tocol (2005).

Researchers, regardless of their nationality, must in all cases comply with the provincial and 
federal laws in force.

15. I find that the researcher does not understand our way of thinking. In my cul-
ture, it’s not appropriate to say so. I don’t want to be rude, so how can I make him
understand?
Western researchers do not always understand Aboriginal codes of conduct because their values
or ways of communicating differ from those of Aboriginal people. For example, they do not
necessarily understand that cancelling an appointment, postponing a meeting several times or
not responding to emails can be a way of telling them that you do not want to participate in their
research project. Some may think that Aboriginal people are not trustworthy. Similarly, in the
standards of Western behaviour, it can be considered disrespectful not to look someone in the
eye. In addition, within a research context, it is common that the researcher will have prepared
a lot of questions. However, in many Aboriginal codes of conduct it is considered rude to look
someone in the eyes or ask a lot of questions.

Therefore, you have two choices:
1. You want them to understand your ways of doing things and you explain the difference

between their behaviour and yours. The researcher will then adapt;
2. You adopt their ways of being and you tell them things directly.

It is important to ensure that both parties understand each other and work to avoid misunders-
tandings in order to establish a good collaboration.
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Conclusion
Research in Canada is governed by prin-
ciples directly related to the values of
Aboriginal communities: respect for the
autonomy of the individual (whose re-
search participation should always be
voluntary), concern for their well-being
and justice. The key document in Ca-
nada is the TCPS2, which contains an
entire chapter (Chapter 9) on the parti-
cular considerations relevant to Aborigi-
nal participants and communities.
Researchers and REBs have an obliga-
tion to read this entire document. It was
developed in the tradition of the great
international documents that provide
guidelines for the conduct of all research
with humans (e.g., the Declaration of
Helsinki, adopted in 1964, which is an
official document of the World Medical
Association). The TCPS2 is an excellent
starting point for researchers and com-
munities who want to conduct success-
ful and mutually beneficial collaborative
projects.

If the will of the community is to act as
a true partner in the research project, it
is essential to understand the nature of
research in all its complexity: research
takes time, money, highly qualified staff,
administrative tasks, etc. It is therefore
important to recognize that the interests
of researchers and communities are not
always the same. You can, a priori, trust
the institutions that employ researchers,

but that trust should not be blind. It is
your responsibility to ensure that the re-
search project has an ethics certificate,
to be critical, to ask good questions and
to ensure that they all receive satisfac-
tory and clear answers. It is also your
responsibility to negotiate the terms of
your collaboration and participation. If
you want your community to participate
more actively in the research that
concerns it, it must invest resources. It
will take a research office and qualified
personnel who can both evaluate pro-
jects and negotiate agreements to en-
sure that research is conducted for the
well-being of the community and in ac-
cordance with its customs and values.

To ensure the proper conduct of re-
search in an Aboriginal community or
with Aboriginal participants, it is essen-
tial that the interests and values of each
party are transparent. Dialogue is a very
effective way to arrive at a common un-
derstanding and to avoid misunders-
tandings. These understandings are
strengthened by written agreements, a
recommended step. Implementing these
ethical principles encourages more col-
laborative research and avoids reprodu-
cing colonial models of conducting
research. Ultimately, the goal of re-
search is to advance knowledge for the
common good by respecting the inte-
rests of participants and communities.
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The goal of our research was to deter-
mine the best approach for implemen-
ting and managing a system of
Indigenous governance of health 
research in communities with complex
and multiple political and cultural juris-
dictions.1 To that end, we set up a 
system of research oversight for the 
NunatuKavut Community Council
(NCC), an organization representing the
southern Inuit of Labrador, and perfor-
med a critical examination of that pro-
cess to make recommendations for best
practices. 

This paper presents the policies and pro-
cedures developed specifically for Nu-
natuKavut. Through our background
research and findings, we illustrate the
complexities of navigating the research
review system in a context of multi-
ple jurisdictions and types of review.
We furthermore provide clear 
explanations and justification for
the ‘researcher roadmap’ we 
developed. We conclude by reflec-
ting on our methodological strate-
gies, which placed the focus on the

knowledge of community members
and resulted in a model for innovation in 
researcher-community collaboration.

1. CONTEXT
NunatuKavut means “our ancient land.”
It is the territory of the 6,000 southern
Inuit of Labrador. The southern Inuit (for-
merly known as the Labrador Métis) are
a people of mixed European and Inuit
ancestry who live in the small commu-
nities along the coast of central and
southern Labrador, from Lake Melville to
the Strait of Belle Isle.

A combination of three events culmina-
ting in 2010 produced a unique context
for research, allowing us to ‘experiment’
with best practices. First, the NCC—
then the Labrador Métis Nation—
began to mobilize politically,
re-emphasizing the community’s Inuit
identity and seeking a land claims
agreement. As part of that process, the
NCC also sought to adopt a more
proactive role for identifying health 
research needs and engaging resear-
chers within the community. Second, in
the province of Newfoundland and 
Labrador, legislation was enacted to 
establish a provincial Health Research
Ethics Authority (Government of New-
foundland and Labrador, 2011). Until
then, the Labrador-Grenfell regional
health authority’s research ethics board,

The NunatuKavut model of research oversight: 
Innovation through collaboration

1. This research is supported by the Canadian Institutes of Health Research (#106542)  Brunger (PI), J. Bull, J. Graham, D. Pullman, D. Wall, C. Weijer (Co-Investigators), The
Labrador Inuit-Métis Research Ethics Project: An experiment in Aboriginal governance of health research in complex communities. 



which included representation from the
Innu, Inuit and Métis groups, had been
responsible for ensuring that research
was appropriate to the region. The crea-
tion of the provincial Health Research
Ethics Authority meant that the research
ethics board no longer conducted ethics
reviews; that work was relegated to a
centralized provincial Health Research
Ethics Board (HREB). This put an end to
the formal local (Labrador-based) ethics
review of health research, thus placing a
greater onus of responsibility on the In-
digenous communities for determining
whether the research being proposed on
their territory and with their member-
ship was acceptable to the community.
Moreover, the Health Research Ethics
Authority’s centralized HREB required
community review and approval prior to
granting ethics clearance. This mobilized
the community to seek ways to develop
a more rigorous system of research 
review and oversight. Third, the Tri
Council Policy Statement was revised to
include a new chapter on guidelines for
research involving Canada’s Indigenous
communities (Canadian Institutes of
Health Research, Natural Sciences 
and Engineering Research Council of
Canada, and Social Sciences and Hu-
manities Research Council of Canada,
2010) that also required that communi-
ties be consulted before research could
be approved by a research ethics board.
The three changes together both 
enabled and justified NunatuKavut’s 
efforts to create a more rigorous system
of research oversight. 

2. METHOD
Our research to re-design and imple-
ment NunatuKavut’s system of research
review and oversight was innovative in
three ways. First, we created an explicit
division of labour into two research sub-
teams: a community-based team and an
academic team. Both teams conducted
their work separately and sequentially
such that the community work was prio-
ritized and the academic work was dri-
ven by the community team. Key to that
process was Bull’s position as both a
member of NunatuKavut and an acade-
mic. Second, the PI (Brunger) worked on
behalf of the NCC (under Wall) to set up
the ethics review process; in her capa-
city as anthropologist, she researched
the process, and in her capacity as ethi-
cist and Chair of the provincial HREB,
she navigated between the needs of the
two systems. Third, we employed and si-
multaneously researched a partnership
model that privileged the authority of
community “lay” members as know-
ledge producers. This decolonizing 
approach (Smith, 1999) felt very natu-
ral for us. The project idea had been ins-
pired by Bull, then an upper-level
undergraduate student, during a 2006
Indigenous community-led workshop in
Labrador, in which communities addres-
sed researchers, explained their health
research needs, and engaged resear-
chers in potential collaborations.2 Sub-
sequently, Brunger applied for funding
to support Bull’s Master’s thesis, the
pilot research for and foundation of the
current study (Brunger & Bull, 2011).
Wall had been engaged since the ear-
lier pilot study and gradually assumed

more responsibility during the writing of
the grant application that led to this
project. Brunger, who had no desire to
become a non-Aboriginal “expert” in
Aboriginal studies, happily took full di-
rection from Wall with regard to NCC
needs and perspectives throughout the
project. Working together, we assessed
requirements for and designed the 
process; implemented, monitored and
evaluated the system; put recommen-
dations in place; and implemented the
final process.

3. THE NUNATUKA-
VUT RESEARCH
ADVISORY
COMMITTEE
PROCESS
The NunatuKavut Community Council’s
Research Advisory Committee (NCC-
RAC) was established in 2006. It is res-
ponsible for the review of all research
involving the membership of NunatuKa-
vut or conducted on NunatuKavut lands.
The NCC-RAC was established by the
NunatuKavut Community Council and is
accountable to the NCC executive. Bet-
ween 2010 and 2013, the committee
reviewed approximately 10 to 15 appli-
cations per year. 

The revised NCC-RAC process that 
resulted from this research was introdu-
ced in January 2013. The application is
divided into three sections: (A) informa-
tion about the study, which is a brief
form to be submitted by the researcher
to determine or confirm that NCC-RAC
review is necessary; (B) the application
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2. Community Health Research in Labrador: Listening, Learning, and Working Together, Labrador Aboriginal Health Research Committee sponsored workshop, Happy Valley-
Goose Bay, Labrador, 2006.



itself; and (C) the community-specific
application detailing the expectations
for each community engaged in the 
research. The application includes the
types of questions that normally appear
on typical REB applications, but places
a greater emphasis on the anticipated
demands on community’s economic, 
social and cultural resources, including
the specific expectations of community
collaborators and community-based
participants (NunatuKavut Community
Council Research Advisory Committee,
2013a). 

3.1 Which review 
comes first?
Navigating multiple reviews was descri-
bed as a confusing experience by 
researchers. They were receiving conflic-
ting messages from various communi-
ties and REBs about which review
should happen first. For example, was
REB approval required in order to 
approach an Aboriginal community for
review and approval, or was Aboriginal
community review and approval a pre-
requisite for REB review?  

While it made sense in theory for the
REB to hold off on its review and 
approval until it received confirmation
of community support for the research,
early analysis of this approach made it
clear that it was unjust, as it removed
some of the burden from the REB only
to place it squarely on the community. 
Indeed, we (the NunatuKavut Research
Advisory Committee and the HREB) had

begun with the approach of applying
what intuitively—and in keeping with
the 2006 Canadian Institutes of Health
Research guidelines (Canadian Insti-
tutes of Health Research, 2010)—see-
med to be a “gold standard” of having
community review and approval in place
before ethics approval was granted. Ho-
wever, this inadvertently served to place
the burden of rigorous ethics review on
the under-resourced community review
committee. The community was sud-
denly responsible for picking up on the
potential risks (which the researcher
would subsequently minimize by 
making alterations to the methods prior
to submission to the REB), a task that
normally would have fallen to the REB.
In other words, the heaviest lifting, nor-
mally assumed by the REB, was being
done by the community research advi-
sory committee (RAC). To remedy the 
situation, we switched the order; we

had the REB do its work and had the 
researcher address the changes before
the submission to the community RAC.
This significantly reduced the workload
of the community RAC, but introduced
a new problem: With this approach, any
changes requested by the community
then had to be returned to the REB as
an amendment for review and approval,
adding an additional step for the 
researcher and the REB. However, as the
priority lay with lightening the burden
for the community RAC, and given the
minimal additional effort required  of
the REB and researcher, this approach
was felt to be the most appropriate.3 A
researcher guidance document was
created and posted on the NCC website
next to the application form, and pre-
sented instructions using a “roadmap”
diagram (Figure 1, p.4) (NunatuKavut
Community Council Research Advisory
Committee, 2013b). 
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means that the REB itself must be flexible and ready to accommodate different (sometimes contradictory) approaches to which review comes first within a single 
application to the REB. 



3) Conducted in keeping with the prin-
ciples of OCAP (ownership, control,
access and possession) (First Nations
Information Governance Centre,
2013; Schnarch, 2004); and

4) Approved by a research ethics board,
when required OR by funders

The tasks of the NCC-RAC
1. Review of academic research

proposals
• To review research for its accep-
tability and determine whether
the proposed research: (a) is
appropriate as submitted, (b) re-
quires revision, or (c) is inappro-
priate for or harmful to the
NunatuKavut community

• To assist researchers with develo-
ping a proposal, by commenting
on and making recommendation
for modification of research pro-
jects to meet community appro-
priateness

2. Liaison between researchers
and NunatuKavut membership
• To negotiate researcher-commu-

nity agreements
• To collaborate in research, with

the level and type of collabora-
tion varying depending on the
researcher-community agree-
ment

• To assist researchers, for example
by identifying potential commu-
nities and individuals for partici-
pation, with the level and type of
assistance varying depending on
the nature of the collaboration

• To provide information and
advice to researchers and com-
munity members

• To identify research needs and
priorities and make that the
information available to resear-
chers
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3.2 The distinction 
between ethics review
and community review
Determining which review comes first
hinges on the distinction between com-
munity review and REB review. We crea-
ted terms of reference for the NCC-RAC
that clearly established the role of the
RAC and the parameters of its work
(NunatuKavut Community Council Re-
search Advisory Committee, 2013c).

Excerpt from NCC-RAC Terms of
Reference:  
The powers of the NCC-RAC   
To ensure that research involving the
NunatuKavut peoples and lands is:
1) Conducted in a manner that is
appropriate to the spiritual, cultural,
social and environmental context of
the NunatuKavut people

2) In keeping with the needs, expecta-
tions and values of the NunatuKavut

Figure 1. NunatuKavut Research Advisory Committee process for community review and approval

1. Engager une discussion préliminaire avec les leaders de la communauté (par téléphone ou par courriel)
- obtenir une lettre de soutien conditionnelle de la communauté, si exigée aux fins de financement ou

de la demande du CÉR

2a. Présenter une demande au CCR autochtone aux fins d’examen

2b. Présenter une demande au CÉR aux fins d’examen

3. Une fois l’approbation de la communauté et l’approbation du CÉR obtenues, demander la permission
d’accéder aux établissements (p. ex. : régies de la santé, commissions scolaires) ou aux terres
(p. ex. : permis de recherche archéologique)

4. Recueillir les données
- assurer une communication continue; obtenir l’approbation des modifications auprès du CÉR et du CCR

5. Diffusion de l’information, notamment à la communauté, conformément aux modalités de la demande



3. Assistance to NCC staff resear-
chers
• To review NCC research propo-

sals and research contracts for
appropriateness to NunatuKavut
membership

4. Administration of research
• To maintain a registry of research
• To liaise with HREA and research

ethics boards
• To liaise with other Aboriginal

research review committees and
other research approval bodies

3.3 The distinction 
between community
support and community
approval
The processes surrounding the RAC and
the REB have been a source of confu-
sion for researchers conducting research
engaging Indigenous communities in
Newfoundland and Labrador in general
(that is, beyond NunatuKavut). For the
REB to proceed with the review and ap-
proval stage, how does one determine
whose authority constitutes community
“support?” An elected official of one
particular community within the Abori-
ginal community? A community-based
research collaborator? A member of the
governing body representing the broa-
der Aboriginal community? Or must it
be a formal approval letter from the
RAC itself? 

Researchers and REBs understandably
do not always appreciate the distinction
between a community collaborator’s let-
ter of support-in-principle, a letter of
support from an Aboriginal appointed
official, and a letter of RAC approval fol-
lowing a formal community review and

approval process. Within the jurisdiction
of NunatuKavut, the process was very
straightforward and easy to navigate.
The NCC-RAC had, from its early days,
clearly defined and conveyed lines of 
authority and accountability. The Nuna-
tuKavut Council does not give letters of
support for research, but directs the RAC
Chair to provide those letters. Commu-
nity members who are approached by
researchers to collaborate communicate
informally with the RAC Chair. All 
research goes through a formal review
process by the RAC. So for the southern
Inuit, in all research (not just that related
to health and social issues), the system
has worked efficiently. 

Under the revamped NCC-RAC, this
standard of practice was established as
formal process for NunatuKavut. Our
novel idea was the introduction of a for-
malized RAC consultation and ‘support-
in-principle’ process—a process
separate from the approval itself—at
the design stage. Researchers are direc-
ted to telephone or email the NCC-RAC
Chair early on in the design of their 
research in order to determine with
whom to speak within the community
and how to collaborate on the design of
the study. By designating the commu-
nity’s RAC as the explicit entry point into
the community, the researcher has a
greater ease of access to collaborators
and resources within the community
early in the design phase (NunatuKavut
Community Council Research Advisory
Committee, 2013b).  

Excerpt from NCC-RAC Guidelines
for Community Engagement with
NunatuKavut:
Steps in the process of community 
engagement
i) Preliminary discussion
The preliminary discussion is an informal
email or telephone call by the researcher
to the RAC Chair, to introduce the pos-
sibility of a research application. The
purpose of the preliminary discussion is
for the researcher to:
a. Introduce the researcher and the

project to the NCC-RAC Chair
b. Ensure that a proposed topic is

appropriate for submission
c. Have an opportunity to ask ques-

tions and clarify any steps in the
process of review

d. Receive help with identifying
communities or research support
persons, as part of the early des-
ign phase of the research

Following that discussion, the researcher
is invited to complete the form “Initial
Application – Section A.” 

3.4 The distinction 
between community
collaboration with 
researchers and 
community review 
of formal (already 
designed) proposals  
The confusion over RAC review compa-
red to community collaboration poses
unique challenges for graduate students
conducting research engaging Indige-
nous communities. We heard heartbrea-
king stories of students who
approached communities, preliminary
proposal in hand, ready to begin the
process of discussing community needs
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in order to co-design a study, only to be
given a flat out “no.”

Indeed, in the case of the students we
interviewed, a complete proposal was
required early in their academic pro-
gram. Students therefore submitted
what they considered to be tentative
proposals (developed to meet academic
requirements) to the community RAC to
receive feedback on the community
needs/wants in order to develop a
“real” proposal for submission to the
RAC. In other words, the students sub-
mitted their proposals not as a formal
submission to the RAC for an ethics 
review, but rather as a means for initia-
ting dialogue; their proposals were
meant to generate community support,
cultivate a relationship and serve as a
springboard for collaboration on the 
research, for instance in the develop-
ment of the final proposal based on the
community’s input. However, from the
community RAC perspective, the sub-
mission of a proposal by a researcher
with no prior contact or relationship was
an affront to the principle of collabora-
tive research, resulting in the project’s
outright rejection. 

The problem never occurred with Nuna-
tuKavut because the research review
process was understood to function as a
relationship building process as well, 
rather than solely exist for research ap-
proval purposes. Our research, by de-
monstrating that such an approach
avoided situations where researchers
were turned down because of the lack
of prior contact, highlighted this process
of relationship building and explicitly
built it into the review process (as indi-
cated in the terms of reference excerpt,
above).

3.5 Remote community
members vs central
community officials
Who represents or speaks for commu-
nity perspectives (in the municipal
sense) in cases where communities 
represented by the RAC are scattered
across remote geographical areas? Two
concerns were expressed by community
members situated geographically far
from the NCC-RAC site. First, the RAC
may not be aware of particular social,
economic, geographic, or political fac-
tors specific to the local community,
which could affect the appropriateness
of the research in that community. 
Second, community members may form
solid research collaborations important
to their own community that may be
deemed unimportant or inappropriate
by the central RAC and declined for 
official approval. Although this issue
was not encountered on NunatuKavut
territory, it was reported to have occur-
red in another Aboriginal jurisdiction.

We addressed this problem by creating
a “Community” attachment to the RAC
application (NunatuKavut Community
Council Research Advisory Committee,
2013a). 

Excerpt from Application to
Conduct Research and Consulta-
tions in the Territory of NunatuKa-
vut: 
Section C – Community Specific
Application 
(only applicable to research that is com-
munity-based and conducted in com-
munities other than Happy Valley-Goose
Bay) 

The Community Specific Application
should be completed for each commu-

nity that will be involved with the 
research. The information should be spe-
cific to members of that community, and
contain information tailored specifically
for them. Think of this as an opportunity
to get the community as excited about
your research as you are! Please 
remember to keep this information rea-
dable for a layperson (grade 6 or lower
is appropriate). 

Length: 1-2 pages. 

Information required: 
• Title of research
• Layperson abstract
• Description of how community mem-
bers will be asked to participate. Pos-
sibilities include but are not limited
to:
- Research participant
- Research facilitator [volunteer]
- Possible duties: Introduce poten-

tial participants; drive researcher
to communities; set up town hall
meetings; translate; arrange
accommodations

- Research advisor [volunteer]
• Possible duties: Sit on advisory
board; be informally available to
advise, educate, and guide resear-
cher
- Research assistant [paid and trai-

ned]
• Possible duties: Conduct survey;
organize data
- Contract researcher [paid

contract to NCC]
- Possible duties: Paid by company

(mining, hydro, province) to des-
ign and conduct environmental
impact assessment

- Research initiator [NCC receives
grant, recruits academic resear-
cher]
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3.6 When is an insider
considered a genuine
insider for purposes of
being exempt from REB
review?
If a project is conceived, designed, and
conducted by the NCC for its own pur-
poses, then this constitutes quality 
improvement or program evaluation and
is not ‘research’ requiring review by an
REB (TCPS2). While our research was
underway, a large number of environ-
mental impact assessments and one
major health needs assessment were
conducted by the NCC. This led to the
question of whether the NCC-RAC
should review its own research. The
Council determined that given the high
volume of environmental impact 
assessments being conducted at the 
request of mining companies, govern-
ment departments and others, the 
review and approval of internal research
was key to ensuring high standards and
avoiding conflicts of interest in relation
to remuneration by the stakeholders 
requesting the assessments. 

Moreover, in debating whether to sub-
mit local research to RAC review, we
faced an additional problem: university
researchers who had been invited in by
the community as partners in commu-
nity-initiated research (as was the case
for the health needs assessment) would
need to submit to REB review and ap-
proval as academics; and their own REB
review and approval is contingent on
RAC approval (because it constitutes 
research involving an Aboriginal com-
munity). The practice of having all com-
munity-initiated internal research
undergo RAC review resolved this
conundrum as well.

3.7 The complexities of
whether and when
community review is
needed for research
that is not specifically
about its membership
If research is conducted on the lands or
with the membership of a particular
Aboriginal government or territory, then
that Aboriginal RAC must review and
approve the research. In the case of 
NunatuKavut, however, there is not yet
a formal recognition of the lands as
being southern Inuit lands; moreover,
communities are often mixed demogra-
phically, and may include southern Inuit,
northern Inuit, people of Innu descent,
and non-Indigenous families. Therefore,
for research conducted on NunatuKavut
land that does not specifically collect 
information about the southern Inuit
(e.g., health research with no demogra-
phic information being collected), there
would be no expectation of or obliga-
tion for researchers to obtain approval
from the NCC-RAC.    

The related question of whether RAC 
review is required when research may
impact a particular community but falls
outside of the Aboriginal RAC’s jurisdic-
tion—that is, where research may inad-
vertently reveal information about a
particular Aboriginal community but the
research does not specifically or inten-
tionally target Aboriginal peoples— was
also raised. Labrador’s largest city,
Happy Valley-Goose Bay, is home to
Innu, Inuit, southern Inuit and non-Abo-
riginals. It is also the site of much of the
health research conducted in the region.
Some research includes demographic
questions such as ancestry and thus
may have implications for Aboriginal

communities; some research has no 
implications for specific Aboriginal com-
munities; and other research specifically
targets particular Aboriginal communi-
ties. The question of when, how, and
whom to consult about the acceptabi-
lity of the research from the perspective
of a particular Aboriginal community is,
then, particularly at play in the context
of that town.

Given these complexities, the NCC-RAC
introduced a “Notification of Research”
option in order to manage potentially
ambiguous research in terms of the 
resulting implications for NunatuKavut
(NunatuKavut Community Council 
Research Advisory Committee, 2013d). 

Excerpt from Procedures for NCC-
RAC Office Staff:
Process for review:
The Chair reviews the submission and
determines whether the proposed 
research is:
(1) An inappropriate submission (no
review required)

(2) A notification of research (no review
required)

(3) An appropriate submission (review
required)

(1) Inappropriate submission
Used when: Research does not
involve NunatuKavut (inappropriate
submission)

Example: Research is with Innu, not
NunatuKavut

Action: Email from NCC-RAC Chair
notifying researcher that no review
is required by NCC-RAC. Notification
will be sent within 2 weeks.
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(2) Notification of research
Used when: Research implicates
NunatuKavut but does not involve
NunatuKavut directly (see Appendix
A, “Type 1 – Research that may
implicate NunatuKavut”)

Example: A social worker is conduc-
ting research on family violence in
Happy Valley-Goose Bay. She is not
specifically focusing on NunatuKa-
vut, but demographic information is
being collected such that results may
yield results that may have implica-
tions for NunatuKavut as a commu-
nity.

Action: Email from NCC-RAC Chair
notifying researcher that no review
is required by NCC-RAC. Notification
will be sent within 2 weeks. The re-
searcher is expected to submit a final
report as a courtesy. If circumstances
change such that the research pro-
cess or its results do involve Nuna-
tuKavut directly, then the researcher
must inform the NCC-RAC in writing.

(3) Appropriate Submission
Action:  NCC-RAC Chair will email
researcher with an invitation to sub-
mit the Full Application – Section
B. Email invitation to submit full
application will be sent to researcher
within 2 weeks.

3.8 The question of
community monitoring
and oversight
For the NunatuKavut RAC, an important
missing piece in the review process was
oversight of, and a proactive stance 
toward, what research is being done in
the community. To respond to the need
for direct oversight, a Database registry
was designed with the help of the
Health Systems Information and Mana-
gement Service (HSIMS) of the Faculty
of Medicine at Memorial University. 

The intent of the registry was to capture
the range and type of ongoing research
as well as to identify whether and how
the research was reviewed for ethics
and community agenda/appropriate-
ness, and whether and how the 
research outcome and dissemination
was known to, and deemed to affect,
the community. The registry is popula-
ted with previous research that has
been reviewed by the NCC-RAC, and all
new studies are inputted into the regis-
try. The registry was designed so that
NunatuKavut staff can perform annual
statistical analyses of the data to deter-
mine what types of research are being
conducted, by what types of researchers,
who is controlling the purse strings, and
whether the OCAP™ principles are
being followed. Over time, the database
will also be used to generate a portrait
of existing gaps in research, information
that can then be shared with resear-
chers.4 Moreover, the registry enables
the NCC and researchers to clearly 
address and apply the OCAP™ princi-
ples. The registry contains a line item

that reads, “Access and Possession: Des-
cribe precisely what de-identified infor-
mation is being retained for access by
NCC and where NCC can access that 
information once the study is complete.” 

4. CONCLUSION
We produced a strong evidence base for
implementing an innovative and effi-
cient community RAC process. Our novel
idea was the introduction of a formali-
zed RAC consultation and ‘support-
in-principle’ process—a process sepa-
rate from the approval itself—at the
design stage. Our methodological stra-
tegies placed the focus on the know-
ledge of community members. This
approach was key to our success. The
use of the anthropologist/ethicist as
both insider (co-developing and working
with the system as a member of the
RAC working under the authority of
Wall) and outsider (researcher, acade-
mic, HREB Chair) enabled us to ensure
that the NCC process segued with the
provincial process. Bull, as both a mem-
ber of NunatuKavut and an academic
with expertise in Indigenous theory 
applied to research ethics, provided a
critical gaze that encouraged us to 
remain faithful to a decolonizing 
approach to research collaboration.
While Bull’s position effectively blurred
the standard boundaries of academic vs
community member, Wall’s position as
co-Investigator and lead in the commu-
nity-based sub-team successfully rever-
sed that standard dichotomy. We
attribute the success of our venture to
that reversal. 
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4. Phase 2 of the database project involves HSIMS constructing a separate level of access, such that researchers applying to NCC will complete the on-line form to input
their information directly to the database (in progress). A Phase 3 (under discussion with all parties) has been proposed by LAHRC. The database will become a 
pan-Labrador Aboriginal research database, managed by LAHRC with the infrastructural support of the Labrador Institute.
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Treena Delormier
Ph.D., Alex M. McComber, M.Ed., 
Ann C. Macaulay, CM MD FCFP

“Research should support the 

empowerment of Kahnawá:ke 

to promote healthy lifestyles, 

wellness, self-esteem, and the 

Kanien’kehá:ka’s responsibility 

of caring for the Seven Genera-

tions.” (KSDPP Code of Research 

Ethics Policy Statement, 2007)

Background
LThe Kahnawake Schools Diabetes Pre-
vention Project Code of Research Ethics1

was first developed in 1994-1995 to
guide the then new Kahnawake Schools
Diabetes Prevention Project (KSDPP)
which is a partnership between the 
Kanien’kehá:ka (Mohawk) community
of Kahnawà:ke, Quebec and academic
researchers from neighbouring universi-
ties. In this community-based participa-
tory research (M. Cargo & Mercer, 2008;
Jagosh et al., 2012; LaVeaux & Christo-
pher, 2009) partnership the community
of Kahnawà:ke is represented through
the KSDPP Community Advisory Board
(CAB) whose membership comprises 
volunteers from community organiza-
tions, the community at large and an
elder. The objective of KSDPP is to 
increase healthy lifestyles through heal-
thy eating and physical activity among
children and youth with the long term
goal of preventing obesity and reducing
the high prevalence of type 2 diabetes
www.ksdpp.org.

Creating the KSDPP
Code of Research
Ethics 1994-1995
In 1994-1995, when there were no 
national guidelines addressing ethical
research with Indigenous communities,
KSDPP recognized the need to ensure
research would respect the community’s
aspirations. At that time general conver-
sations on community participation in
research ethics were occurring among
Indigenous communities particularly in
the circumpolar north, and being
echoed by other Indigenous organiza-
tions internationally (Kaufert et al.,
1999). Many researchers also recogni-
zed the past injustices of ‘helicopter 
research’ when researchers had not 
involved communities in decision-
making processes and communities had
been stigmatized by the publication of
negative results, to which they had no
recourse (Brant-Castellano, 2004; Mon-
tour & Macaulay, 1988).

KSDPP recognized that the obligations
of academic researchers and community
members to this participatory health
promotion research project were distinct
and needed to be clearly laid out. The
overarching goal was that ethical 
research principles should reflect tradi-
tional Kanien’kehá:ka governance and
decision-making and be firmly rooted in

Kahnawake Schools Diabetes Prevention Project Code 
of Research Ethics: Development and Application

1. More information on KSDPP and the full KSDPP Code of Research Ethics document can be downloaded at
http://www.ksdpp.org/media/ksdpp_code_of_research_ethics2007.pdf



the notion that knowledge created for
Kahnawà:ke should also support the self
determination of the Kahnawakero:non
(people of Kahnawà:ke).

Through an eight month process, com-
munity members and academic resear-
chers discussed and learned about their
mutual responsibilities, goals and aspi-
rations while negotiating the principles
to guide KSDPP research. This process
was inspired by a Haudenosaunee (Iro-
quois) consensus-building model that
strives for collective decision-making
through mutual respect, listening and
understanding differing perspectives.
The resulting draft KSDPP Code of 
Research Ethics was reviewed by CAB
members during a half-day workshop
before being approved.

The KSDPP Code of Research Ethics
guides the entire research process. This
includes agreeing on the purpose of the
research, defining research questions
and objectives, deciding how data will
be collected, managed, analyzed and in-
terpreted, and how research findings
are disseminated first within Kah-
nawà:ke and then externally at Indige-
nous and scientific conferences and in
scientific journals (Macaulay et al.,
1998). 

KSDPP Code of Research
Ethics revised 2007
“The self-determination of the Ka-

nien’kehá:ka of Kahnawá:ke to make deci-

sions about research is recognized and

respected. The academic researchers’ obli-

gation to contribute to knowledge creation

in their discipline is recognized and respec-

ted.” (KSDPP Code of Research Ethics Po-

licy Statement, 2007)

From 1994 through 2007, KSDPP
conducted several significant research
projects, brought new researchers to the
project and had many post-graduate
students conduct independent projects
related to KSDPP topics in health pro-
motion. The KSDPP Code of Research
Ethics was referred to extensively to
guide these new research partnerships
and projects. As a result of these expe-
riences, gaps in the KSDPP Code of 
Research Ethics were identified. To 
address the gaps, it was agreed by 
researchers and the CAB that the Code
should be reviewed and updated. 
Modifications brought to the KSDPP
Code of Research Ethics addressed the
changing context of KSDPP including
the accelerating revitalization of 
Kanien’kehá:ka culture and language
within Kahnawà:ke, newly evolving ethi-
cal research guidelines (Assembly of
First Nations of Quebec and Labrador,
2005; Brant-Castellano, 2004; Cana-
dian Institute of Health Research, 2007;
First Nations Centre, 2007; Schnarch,
2004), scholarship on Indigenous philo-
sophy (Ermine 2007; Smylie et al.,
2004), decolonizing methodologies 

(L. Smith, 1999; 2012) and the develo-
ping emphasis on Indigenous know-
ledge translation (Estey, Smylie, &
Macaulay, 2009) in research. The review
was conducted by a team of community
researchers with postgraduate research
training, CAB members including an
elder, and academic researchers. The
committee met on a regular basis for
eighteen months from 2005 to 2007
and the final draft was reviewed by the
research team and reviewed and appro-
ved by the CAB. 

The review and update resulted in
strengthening the KSDPP Code of 
Research Ethics and the reaffirmation of
the relevance of the principles. The new
section linking Indigenous methodolo-
gies and Haudenosaunee philosophy
with decolonizing methodologies (L.
Smith, 1999; 2012) clearly explains
these foundations for KSDPP research.
The obligations of all the partners—the
community researchers, the academic
researchers and community members—
were reviewed and reaffirmed. The col-
lective rights of the community, in
addition to the rights of individuals were
emphasized. The review and approval
process for ethically responsible re-
search was expanded to outline the
steps and key decision-making points to
ensure that research was undertaken to
benefit the community and to promote
community capacity building. Proce-
dures for the consent process for indivi-
duals, data collection, ownership and
management (Schnarch, 2004), disse-
mination and publication of research 
results, and authorship guidelines were
also expanded.
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New sections added details for appoin-
ting an ombudsperson for each research
project, the process for using secondary
data, knowledge translation (Estey,
Kmetic, & Reading, 2010; Smylie et al.,
2004), multi-site research agreements,
and included a researcher checklist out-
lining all the steps needed from begin-
ning to end and a glossary of terms. In
addition the revised Code included
seven appendices outlining how the
principles will be operationalized throu-
ghout the research process. The modifi-

cations addressed areas where more
guidance was needed to respond to
KSDPP’s evolving research program du-
ring the previous decade of research
in Kahnawà:ke, in new partner-
ships with other Indigenous
communities, and in trai-
ning the numerous Indige-
nous and non-Indigenous
postgraduate research
students and fellows.

Table 1. Highlighted Content from the KSDPP Code of Research Ethics

Section

Indigenous Methodologies and 
Haudenosaunee Philosophy (Appendix A)

Review and Approval Process for Ethically
Responsible Research (Appendix B)

The Consent Process (Appendix C)

KSDPP Ombudsperson

Data Collection and Management 

Secondary Data Analysis

Relevance

This explains that ethical research uses respectful protocols, values Haudenosaunee ways of
knowing in research, and outlines decolonizing methodologies.

This is a multistage process that requires community consultation and community involve-
ment. Ongoing consultation ensures that the research supports the principles of community
based participatory research and respects the KSDPP Code of Research Ethics. It reiterates the
need for all proposed research to be reviewed and approved by the KSDPP Research Team,
the CAB and the appropriate University Institutional Review Board (IRB).

This recognizes that research must respect the rights and dignity of the community at a 
collective level and the people as individuals involved in the research.

An ombudsperson is someone who can be contacted regarding questions by participants or
community members about their rights, or any concerns arising in relation to a research pro-
ject. The ombudsperson is usually a voluntary KSDPP CAB member.

This reflects KSDPP’s responsibility for ensuring respect of Kahnawà:ke’s intellectual and 
cultural integrity; to ensure ownership, access, possession and control of data; and to ensure
quality data management procedures.

This section explained that researchers must always seek community approval for all secon-
dary data analysis even in situations where, as outlined in the Code, researchers would not
have to seek university IRB approval. The rationale for this was to ensure that the commu-
nity is always aware of local research being undertaken and has the opportunity to discuss
if and how secondary data analysis would likely result in beneficial findings for the commu-
nity.



Table 1. Highlighted Content from the KSDPP Code of Research Ethics (suite)

Section

Dissemination and Publication of Research 
Results (Appendix D)

Knowledge Translation (Appendix E)

KSDPP Authorship Guidelines (Appendix F)

Multi-site Research and Multi-site 
Research Agreement 

Researcher Checklist (Appendix G)

Glossary of Terms

Relevance

This ensures that all research results and knowledge generated by KSDPP are presented, 
discussed and approved by any groups, organizations and/or communities participating in
the research and the CAB, before the results are disseminated externally to the general 
public via local community media, scientific publications and conferences. KSDPP provides
quarterly research updates to the Onkwata’karihtahtshera Health and Social Services 
Research Council (OHSSRC), the local body with the mandate to oversee all health and 
social services research in Kahnawà:ke. KSDPP and the KSDPP Code of Research Ethics exis-
ted prior to OHSSRC’s creation in 1999. The OHSSRC recognizes the capacity and leadership
of the KSDPP Community Advisory Board (CAB) to conduct ethical and respectful research in
Kahnawake guided by the KSDPP Code of Research Ethics. The OHSSRC actually sought gui-
dance from KSDPP’s Code of Research Ethics when they developed their OHSSRC Regulations
for Research in Kahnawake. A number of KSDPP community based researchers, including the
first author, have been members of the OHHSRC. OHSSRC agreed that their approval is not
required for KSDPP research proposals and projects.

This reflects the new thinking on knowledge translation, writings of Indigenous scholars on
how Indigenous knowledge translation occurs and the goals of granting agencies that 
research should benefit health and health systems. 

This is a combination of standard authorship requirements as set out by academic journals
with an added category that allows authors to also be someone who “can provide essential
expertise” (e.g., academic, indigenous knowledge, historical clarification, cultural relevancy,
etc.)

This new section reflected KSDPP experiences in research partnerships with other Indigenous
communities.

This outlines the specific items that a new researcher must fulfill in order to do research in
the community. These include the review and approval process, dissemination process and 
return of data to KSDPP and the community.

This assists everyone involved with any aspect of a research project to understand the tech-
nical terms that are commonly used in ethical guidelines and key words of the Kanien’keha
(Mohawk) language.
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Impact of the KSDPP
CRE and ethical 
research practice
The KSDPP Code of Research Ethics has
been a critical guide over the last twenty
years of KSDPP research. It has been
adopted and adapted by many other 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous com-
munities and organizations. We believe
it has also contributed to the commu-
nity ownership of KSDPP (M. Cargo 
et al., 2008; M.  Cargo, Delormier, 
Lévesque, McComber, & Macaulay,
2011). National recognition came in
2010 when the Canadian Institutes of
Health Research (CIHR) Partnership
Award was given to KSDPP in recogni-
tion of a project that combined scienti-
fic rigor with cultural relevance and for
its contribution to Indigenous research
ethics. The Code of Research Ethics was
also acknowledged by the CIHR Guide-
lines for Health Research Involving Abo-
riginal People (http://www.cihr-irsc.gc.
ca/e/29134.html) (Canadian Institute of
Health Research, 2007). These guide-
lines were developed under the leader-
ship of the CIHR Institute of Aboriginal
Peoples Health to guide Indigenous 
Research from 2007 to 2010. Since then
all research with Indigenous Peoples
that is funded by the three main Cana-
dian granting agencies is guided by the
Tri Council Policy Statement on the Ethi-
cal Conduct of Research Involving 
Humans with Chapter 9 dedicated to
Research Involving the First Nations,
Inuit and Métis People of Canada. This
chapter outlines how researchers should
partner with Indigenous communities,
but does not prescribe the operationali-
zed details that characterize the KSDPP
Code of Research. 

Ethics (http://www.pre.ethics.gc.ca/eng/
policy-polit ique/initiatives/tcps2-
eptc2/chapter9-chapitre9/)(CIHR,
NSERC and SSHRC, 2014).

Conclusion
Based on our experiences we recom-
mend that Indigenous community-uni-
versity partnerships develop written
guidelines or codes of research ethics,
as the discussions necessary to come 
to agreement bring increased clarity of
the expertise, obligations, expectations
and goals and also help to develop 
trust between the community and the
researchers. Once research activities
commence, guidelines provide all the
partners with the principles and a clear,
thorough, mutually-acceptable process
for conducting the research and disse-
minating the results for the benefit of
community and academia.
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Introduction
In an article published in 2012, Grim-
wood et al. proposed the concept of
“engaged acclimatization” to describe
a participatory research approach that
is intended to be gradual in nature,
highly practical, and based on the step-
by-step building of a research relations-
hip where academic and community
partners find it of mutual interest to
pool their efforts. We tested this 
approach in the context of a research
project entitled “Tshishipiminu : occu-
pation ilnu de la rivière Péribonka 
et développement hydroélectrique”
(Tshishipiminu: Ilnu occupation of the
Peribonka River and hydroelectric deve-
lopment). During their initial meeting,
the partners—a Université Laval pro-
fessor, a researcher from the University
of Geneva, and members of the 

Comité patrimoine ilnu (Ilnu Heri-
tage Committee) of Pekuaka-

miulnuatsh Takuhikan reflected
on the nature and scope of the
data collection. They came 
to the conclusion that—as
opposed to the academic
trend where research pro-
jects tend to keep growing in
terms of the size of the teams

and the amount of money 
invested—they shouldn’t be

afraid to buck this trend, and to

“think small” instead. It seemed that, in
order to implement an ethical and par-
ticipatory approach, they had to reverse
the usual order by beginning with some
fairly modest and applied research
which, if the partnership proved to be
satisfactory, could potentially be expan-
ded into a larger project. It was also a
question of reducing the size of the 
research team while attempting to 
increase the number of people affected
by the project’s spin-offs. In order to
enact these principles, the partners pur-
sued a common objective: that of pro-
ducing an exhibition in the form of
information panels in a relatively short
period of time, that is, within two years.
The text that follows summarizes our ex-
perience so as to identify and describe
the practices that were found to be ef-
fective in terms of both the scientific
quality of the results and the building of
an equitable partnership.

Tshishipiminu: 
The context
In the language of the people of Mash-
teuiatsh, nehlueun (a dialect of the Innu
language), Tshishipiminu means “our
river.” The watercourse at the heart of
this research project has its source in the
Otish mountains and crosses more than
450 kilometres before draining into Lac
Saint-Jean. Whereas the river as a whole

“We shouldn’t be afraid to think small”: 
Engaged acclimatization as a research principle 

in an Aboriginal context 



is officially called the Peribonka, the 
Pekuakamiulnuatsh refer to it as Peli-
paukau shipi (“where the water is
cloudy”); several other place names
stetching from its source to its mouth 
reflect the great variety of places and
features that make up this living envi-
ronment. The Peribonka is one of Qué-
bec’s most important heritage rivers:
covering a surface area of 28,200 km2,
its drainage basin structures the prac-
tices and culture associated with the use
of the canoe, and the language and eco-
nomy of the Pekuakamiulnuatsh. 

Despite its occupation by several gene-
rations of Pekuakamiulnuatsh, in the
twentieth century the river became the
central axis of a vast network of hydro-
electric energy production on which 
the aluminium industry, among others,
and thus a large part of the Saguenay-
Lac-Saint-Jean region’s economic deve-
lopment were based (Girard and Perron
1995; Massell 2011). The first hydro-
electric installations (Lac Manouane and
the Passes-Dangereuses reservoir, which
were the property of the Alcan corpora-
tion) date from the 1940s, while the 
latest dam (Péribonka IV, built by Hydro-
Québec) was put into service in 2008.
Consequently, the impact of hydroelec-
tric development has extended over 
several generations and follows other
phases of territorial appropriation, 
including those linked to the fur mono-
poly, the establishment of the towns-
hips, agricultural colonization, the
creation of the Mashteuiatsh reserve
and, more recently, the emergence of 
regional county municipalities (RCMs). 

Placing the rights and interests of Abo-
riginal peoples at the forefront, the goal
of the Tshishipiminu research project is
to document and publicize the way that
the Pekuakamiulnuatsh have occupied
the territory of the Peribonka River, and
how, after the building of the hydro-
electric dams and their associated infra-
structures, the Pekuakamiulnuatsh
adapted their territorial practices in
order to maintain and revitalize them.
Even though our research is based on
other studies carried out over the past
several decades (Brassard 1983; CAM
1979; Charest 1980), such a task may
seem enormous; this is why, by scaling
down the work, the members of the
team were able to take it on. 

Russian nesting dolls
The first stage was to develop a smaller
space of collaboration within an exten-
ded research structure. The Tshishipi-
minu project was in fact initially part 
of a much larger research context: 
that of the Tetauan CURA (Community-
University Research Alliance) “Habiter le
Nitassinan Mak Innu Assi – Paysages
culturels, aménagement et gouvernance
des milieux bâtis des collectivités innues
du Québec” (Living in Nitassinan Mak
Innu Assi—Cultural landscapes, deve-
lopment and governance of built envi-
ronments in Québec Innu communities),
which brought together regional land-
use planning and development specia-
lists and practitioners in the fields of
architecture, planning, geography, 
anthropology, etc., coming from Innu
communities and from a number of
postsecondary institutions. The goal of
the work connected with the Tetauan
CURA was “to design a sustainable  and

culturally appropriate built environment
that is also oriented towards an increa-
sed autonomy in the development and
management of housing”1 [our transla-
tion]. Starting from the fact that hydro-
electric development represents an entry
point for understanding the spatial 
dynamics of reduction (Aboriginal) and
expansion (non-Aboriginal)—as well as
Aboriginal strategies to counter this des-
tructuring of their ancestral lands—our
work was part of the CURA research
theme entitled “Cultural landscapes and
representation.” The objective was to
develop a multidimensional profile of
the evolution of Innu cultural land-
scapes.

In both Québec and Canada, anyone 
involved in research in the Aboriginal
context would have been quite familiar
with the Community-University Re-
search Alliance (CURA) program offered
by the Social Sciences and Humanities
Research Council of Canada (SSHRC),
which was designed to encourage clo-
ser ties between community and prac-
tice milieus and academic and research
spheres. Based on a knowledge mobili-
zation approach, the aim of the program
was to link up various local-scale actors
possessing an in-depth understanding
of their communities’ needs and priori-
ties with academic researchers, who are
generally associated with extensive
knowledge production and transfer net-
works. So, by linking up various milieus
and scales of analysis, the objective of
the CURA program was to foster the 
development of innovative approaches,
strategies and solutions to questions
and issues connected with very specific
contexts. Despite the fact that, after

1. Tetauan CURA: http://www.tetauan.org/a-propos. Accessed August 18, 2014. 
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roughly a decade of existence, the CURA
program is no longer part of the
SSHRC’s programming, it did help to set
up a partnership-oriented research cul-
ture in many social science disciplines:
its spirit and methods can still be found
in the funding opportunities offered
today, which testifies to the paradigm
shift that has gradually been developing
in Canada. 

Although the CURA program clearly 
represented an advance from the view-
point of the implementation of research
ethics, many researchers have encoun-
tered stumbling blocks in the practical
application of this program. With 
regards to our own experience, one of
these issues was that of a real demo-
cratization of the research process: a
very difficult task, given the size of the
Tetauan CURA. For the past several
years, and in the course of reflection on
the ethics of research in the Aboriginal
milieu—and especially, in Québec, the
ethics highlighted with the publication
of the First Nations of Quebec and 
Labrador Research Protocol (APNQL
2014—it has become apparent that
this democratization might be perceived
differently by academic and community
milieus. Whereas many academic 
researchers have often focused on 
developing better strategies for the dis-
semination and appropriation of 
research results by potential “users” at
the end of the data collection and ana-
lysis process, community milieus gene-
rally perceive their involvement as the
starting point, and not the end point, of
any research process that concerns
them. 

Without denying the advances that have
been made in the ethics of research in
the Aboriginal context, many inconsis-
tencies still remain in this area: while
most social science researchers now
adhere to the principles of “Ownership,
control, access and possession” (OCAP)
(Schnarch 2004), we need to be aware
that applying these principles requires
that local partners be involved at every
stage of a research project, from its des-
ign to dissemination of the findings. 
Indeed, how can a community control
an approach that it has not helped to
define, based on its own tools and prio-
rities, or supported in the various phases
of its implementation? We ourselves
quickly found that such an approach
could not be achieved without close ties
established, developed and maintained
by a small team of people with the pro-
fessional capacities and personal desire
to commit to a common path, and for a
sufficient period of time (Desbiens
2010).

Such a commitment cannot be shared in
the same way by all of the people and
institutions associated with a structure
as vast as a CURA. Indeed, by nature, a
CURA—or any other research structure
based on the model of a network—
often tends toward a widening of the
circle, somewhat akin to the image of
the waves generated by a stone thrown
into a body of water. There are many 
advantages to such an outward reach of
the network: the coming into contact
with new actors; the multiplication of
viewpoints; the diversification of know-
ledge; the raising of the awareness of a
wider public; etc. However, such a stra-
tegy can sometimes lead to the weake-

ning of the interpersonal and human
ties that are in fact at the basis of a 
research project, if the project is envi-
sioned as a relationship first and fore-
most. In order to counter the problem
of the weakening of ties between too
many or too many different types of ac-
tors in a structure that could potentially
grow indefinitely, the Tshishipiminu pro-
ject opted for the drawing of a smaller
circle. Although porous in nature, this
circle proved to be a space of action that
was just large enough to act in a direct
and effective manner. The image of Rus-
sian nesting dolls describes this strategy
quite well: as part of a potentially 
expandable whole, we formed a much
smaller circle of people, places and 
approaches and thus regained the clo-
seness needed for building and main-
taining a good research relationship. 

A small project with 
expansive interfaces
Working with a small team and fewer
means clearly affected the way that the
research was performed, especially in
terms of the data collection. The Tshi-
shipiminu project did not claim to carry
out “exhaustive” research but rather
sought to find “expressive” ways of pre-
senting the experience of the transfor-
mation of the land through hydroelectric
development, as experienced by mem-
bers of the Mashteuiatsh community. In
order to go beyond the simple collecting
of data and to instead see the collec-
tion/appropriation/dissemination activi-
ties as a “wheel in motion,” the primary
objective of the research was to produce
a “panel” exhibition. The archival 
research began in the spring of 2011;
the interviews were conducted in the



summers of 2011 and 2012; and the
data analysis occurred in the fall of
2012 and winter of 2013 and continued
with the designing of the panels from
March to October 2013, culminating
with the presentation of the exhibition
Tshishipiminu : occupation ilnu de la 
rivière Péribonka et développement hy-
droélectrique (Tshishipiminu: Ilnu occu-
pation of the Peribonka River and
hydroelectric development) at the Mash-
teuiatsh Native Museum from Novem-
ber 2013 to March 2014. 

The interview process was conceived
and planned together with the various
partners, with the idea of involving peo-
ple in the community who wanted to
learn about interview techniques. Since
an Aboriginal candidate could not be
found at the time, this role was ultima-
tely taken on by one of the researchers.
In terms of the production of the exhi-
bition, it is important to mention that 
it was designed as a fully-fledged 
research “method”—that is, a working
approach—before being simply a
means of dissemination. There were 
several reasons for adopting this 
approach. First, the exhibition made it
possible to establish a very concrete
frame of reference for the data collec-
tion, in order to curb the researchers’
undoubtedly professionally-conditioned
tendency to accumulate data without
regard for the constraints of data pro-
cessing  r dissemination to publics other
than academic ones. Secondly, the exhi-
bition acted as a filter and a common
thread for selecting the appropriate
themes, and hierarchizing and format-
ting the information. In this approach,

the reception of the work by the people
of Mashteuiatsh was necessarily at the
forefront of the choices made in terms
of how to represent the information: for
example, who is speaking in this exhibi-
tion?2 Which topics are likely to appeal
to people? How can a proper balance
be maintained between what is inclu-
ded and what is not included? Which
themes should be avoided, and so on?
In this regard, we soon learned, for
example, that some aspects of the 
research might carry a heavy emotional

load for some members of the Mash-
teuiatsh community, especially for fami-
lies who lost their hunting and trapping
territories when the most recent dam
became operational in 2008 (Péribonka
IV). Moreover, some aspects, such as
people’s spiritual relationship with the
land, might be of an intimate and pri-
vate nature. It was therefore necessary
to look together at which aspects could
or could not be presented in the exhibi-
tion and, as the case may be, find the
best ways of presenting the material.

2. We are grateful to Élisabeth Kaine, a professor and researcher at the Université du Québec à Chicoutimi, for having made us aware of the importance of this question. 
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Thirdly, the exhibition served as an end
point, a mandatory rendez-vous, as it
were, for work that—like any 
research—could have gone on indefini-
tely. It allowed us to rapidly disseminate
the preliminary findings and, based on
community members’ comments and
reactions, to determine the next stages
of the project. This exercise also allowed
us to clarify the roles of the various 
actors involved in the research (acade-
mic and community researchers, know-
ledge holders, heritage specialists,
administrators, linguists, an archivist, a
museologist, a cartographer, etc.) in
order to define and consolidate the best
possible structure for the pursuit of the
partnership. The engaged acclimatiza-
tion stage indeed proved to be a posi-
tive one, and the partners expressed the
desire to continue with the work. 

Ultimately, this small project nonethe-
less enabled us to determine the most
promising interfaces for the future
growth of the project. The toponymy of
the Peribonka River in particular emer-
ged as a theme that should be prioriti-
zed and linked up with work already
under way in Mashteuiatsh. In this res-
pect, participatory map-making could
be another fruitful means of data col-
lection. Similarly, the highlighting of he-
ritage sites could lead to other
initiatives, including heritage sites visits
and discussions with the authorities in
charge of the dams in order to increase
access to the river for the Pekuakamiul-
nuatsh. In documenting another epi-
sode of the territorial appropriation of
the Nitassinan (territory) of Mash-
teuiatsh, the project also adds other

perspectives on the evolution and deve-
lopment of the areas that are currently
the focus of the territorial negotiations
that have been under way since the 
signing of the Entente de principe d’or-
dre général (EPOG (Agreement-
in-Principle of a General Nature) in
2004. 

Another important lead that should be
pursued is the promotion of the cultural
visibility of the people of Mashteuiatsh
on their Nitassinan. A brochure of the
exhibition is currently being prepared,
and the panels will be exhibited in other
innu communities and regional 
museums, in parallel with the holding of
various educational activities and events
aimed at the sharing of information and
exchanges with the general public. The
work accomplished could also serve as
the basis for the production of other 
information panels to be installed in
strategic locations on the territory or to
ultimately become part of viewing areas
(belvederes) integrated into the hydro-
electric facilities. Although a new appli-
cation for funding from the SSHRC is
planned, it should be noted that if there
were to be no further funding, all of
these extensions of the Tshishipiminu
project could be carried out by using the
means already available, and a little
creativity, of course. This leads us to 
believe that, beyond the sums invested
and the infrastructures mobilized, the
time and personal investment of the 
researchers involved undoubtedly repre-
sent the most important capital for the
continuation of the work (Desbiens
2012). 

Conclusion: On the 
social and scientific
value of collaboration
between researchers
and communities 
A few years before the widespread cri-
tical reflection on the role of the resear-
cher and the ethics of research involving
humans, the American science philoso-
pher Donna Haraway warned us about
the illusion of objectivity, which she 
referred to as the “god trick” often 
deployed by academic researchers: that
is, the aspiration to see and know eve-
rything “from nowhere,” in other words,
without being observed oneself. Also
noting the excesses of radical relativism,
she proposed a middle ground, inter-
woven with connections: “We don’t
want to theorize the world, much less
act within it, in terms of Global Systems,
but we do need an earthwide network
of connections, including the ability par-
tially to translate knowledges among
very different–and power-differentia-
ted–communities” (Haraway 1988:
580). Haraway goes on to specify that:
“The alternative to relativism is partial,
locatable, critical knowledges sustaining
the possibility of webs of connections
called solidarity in politics and shared
conversations in epistemology” (Hara-
way 1988: 584, our italics). In emphasi-
zing the concept of “situated
knowledge,” all of Haraway’s work asks
a very pertinent question, which is:
“How should one be positioned in order
to see?” (1988: 588). In the context of
the Tshishipiminu project, there is no
doubt that it is the academic resear-
chers’ positioning within the social uni-
verse of Mashteuiatsh, at all stages of



the project, that fostered not only the
positive reception of the research, but
also the quality of the data produced.
Our experience testifies to the fact that,
as well as applying the principles of
ethics, respect, equity, reciprocity and
collaboration, participatory research is a
structured method that enhances the
scientific value of a project. 

For her part, Québec anthropologist 
Carole Lévesque underlines another fun-
damental aspect of any collaborative 
research process, which is the idea of
“living together”: “Research activities
[are] a component of the idea of living
together. From this perspective, one can
talk about the co-production of know-
ledge as a tool for social change” (Lé-
vesque 2012: 294) [our translation]. But
she is careful to note that one needs to
be able to distinguish between two cur-
rent tendencies: 

Two main stances seem to be cur-
rently emerging from this new dyna-
mics of interaction between academia
and society: the first, more determi-
nistic, position is tied to the objective
of demonstrating the relevance of
academic research based on its fin-
dings, and of promoting these fin-
dings. The second, more integrated,
stance proposes that we review the
very process of creating scientific
knowledge. The terms of the rappro-
chement vary, depending on whether
academia wants to inform and ins-
truct society about its own accom-
plishments, or whether, on the
contrary, it works together with 
society on shared and socially groun-
ded issues. (Lévesque 2012: 291) [our
translation]

With regards to the ethics of Aboriginal
research, what stands out here is the
importance of putting researchers back
in their place, as it were: that is, of ack-
nowledging their (often very fictitious)
hold over the modes of production and
validation of knowledge, and putting
them back into the social, political and
cultural universe of which their know-
ledge is a part. Having the courage to
“think small” represents one more step
towards democratizing research and the
products of this research. This enables a
“collective intelligence” (Lévy 2003) to
emerge, which, because it is the fruit of
everyone’s contributions, belongs, by
this very fact, to a greater number of
people. 
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Introduction
Citizen involvement in healthcare policy
planning and resource allocation has
been a standard in Canada since the
mid-1990s (Mitton et al., 2009). Public
consultation is a form of participation in
decision making that allows members of
the public to express their viewpoints,
have their contributions listened to, and
receive information on decisions for
which they are not directly responsible
(Litva et al., 2002). Public consultations
are varied in scope − from private com-
panies that inform the public about 
the impact of urban development − to
public commissions that attempt to 
understand the public view on ethical 
issues or patient focus groups that 
relate the experience of healthcare deli-
very. In terms of healthcare, citizens are
usually consulted to identify basic com-
munity values, help guide decisions on
resource allocation and participate in
the restructuring of services and 
governance (Abelson et al.,
2003). Although the literature
on public consultation is quite
extensive regarding tech-
niques and design, there
seems to be no consensus on
the when and how of public
consultation or how the infor-
mation gathered should be in-
corporated into public policy

(Mitton et al. 2009, Shipley and
Utz, 2012, Abelson et al. 2003). 

The discussion on the ethics of how 
public consultation takes place, in prac-
tice, is virtually absent from the scienti-
fic literature. It is usually assumed that
the act of seeking public opinion is 
an act of openness and benevolence.
However, it may be construed that the
act of speaking publicly about an issue
can put participants at risk and that an
ethical framework is necessary to pro-
tect them. Then, the question that arises
is whether research ethics principles
might offer some direction on how pu-
blic consultations can and should be
designed and conducted. The present
article will ask the following questions: 
1) Are research ethics principles appro-
priate for public consultations?
2) If they are, what principles apply spe-
cifically to public consultation?
3) What impact do such principles have
on the planning and delivery of a public
consultation?

To support this reflection, the Iiyuu Ah-
taawin Health Planning (IAHP) process
will be used. In 2011, the Grand Coun-
cil of the Cree began a negotiation pro-
cess with the First Nation and Inuit
Branch of Health Canada. The purpose
was to enter into a block-funding type
of agreement that would allow more
flexibility in allocating funds according
to local health priorities. Health Canada
agreed, conditional to a regional health

ETHICS OF PUBLIC CONSULTATIONS IN HEALTHCARE – 
LESSONS LEARNED FROM IIYUU AHTAAWIN HEALTH 

PLANNING WITH THE JAMES BAY CREE



planning exercise taking place. The exer-
cise would identify community assets,
population health indicators and health
concerns of the residents of the territory.
This health planning exercise is schedu-
led to take place in the Cree territory of
James Bay, Quebec, from 2013 to 2015.
The goals of IAHP are to: 
1) collaborate with existing regional ini-
tiatives by sharing information to pre-
vent consultation fatigue;
2) partner with the communities and
support local efforts to develop com-
prehensive Miyupimaatisiiun (Health)
Plans;
3) partner with regional entities to sup-
port community health plans; and,
4) support regional and local entities in
creating a regional strategic plan for
health.

In September 2013, a small working
group met to identify the ethical consi-
derations that would steer the process.
This working group was made up of the
Assistant Director of Public Health res-
ponsible for Surveillance, Evaluation, 
Research and Communications for the
Cree Board of Health and Social Services
of James Bay (CBHSSJB), a lawyer with
experience in teaching bioethics and
participating in ethics committees, as
well as the author of the present article
as Director of Allied Health Services and
Quality Assurance for the CBHSSJB, due
in part to her concurrent studies in bioe-
thics. It was felt that the initial ethical
basis for the IAHP did not reflect the
reality of the Cree territory and was
lacking in some dimensions. The reflec-
tion that occurred is the basis for this 
article. 

Public Consultations 
as Research
The first question that arises is whether
there are enough similarities between
public consultations and research to
apply research ethics principles. Can 
we consider public consultations as 
research? It is difficult to really debate
the question without delving deeply into
the complex relationship between infor-
mation, knowledge and science. One
could write a whole thesis (in fact, one
could write many!) on this very subject.
What is science? What is the pursuit of
knowledge and how does it differ from
the simple gathering of information?
These are all valid questions far beyond
the scope of this article. The Tri-Council
Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for
Research Involving Humans (TCPS-2)
(2010) outlines the ethical principles 
applicable to most research conducted
in Canada involving human participants.
It defines research simply as: “... an un-
dertaking intended to extend know-
ledge through a disciplined inquiry or
systematic investigation” (Ch.1, p.7).

Within this framework, two conditions
must be met for a public consultation to
qualify as research: the “extension of
knowledge” and a “disciplined inquiry.”
The goal of IAHP as a health consulta-
tion is to have regional and local enti-
ties and groups collaborate to create a
Cree regional strategic plan for Miyupi-
maatisiiun (Health) based on community
needs and assets, while engaging and
supporting communities in the develop-
ment of local health work plans and
support structures. Public consultation
can help health administrators gain

more information on an issue for which
information is lacking. (Thurston et al.
2005) Public consultations are also an
important source of information on pos-
sible solutions for health problems and
of lessons learned in the past. Previous
CBHSSJB consultations have outlined
perceptions of health services (CBHSSJB,
2008), impacts of climate change (Foro
et al., 2013) and the experience of peo-
ple living with cancer (CBHSSJB, 2014
unpublished). It is an important way to
obtain public opinions on services that
should receive funding allocation, on
the functioning of programs and on spe-
cific criteria for eligibility to services
(Mitton et al. 2009). It can be stated,
with some degree of confidence, that
public consultations do extend know-
ledge on the healthcare concerns of a
target population.

With the second criteria of “disciplined
inquiry,” public consultations are usually
a labour-intensive process involving 
logistics and planning. A number of 
methods can be used to promote public
involvement: surveys, focus groups, 
regular public meetings, visioning exer-
cises, citizen juries and organized
agency structures such as Regional
Health councils (Thurston et al, 2005,
Quantz & Thurston, 2006). These tech-
niques are described quite extensively
by these authors and are similar to, if
not the same as, those used in the
conduct of research. Most agree that a
number of techniques are preferable to
address any one question in public
consultations and that the method used
must be responsive to the population
and the political context in which the
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discussion takes place (Shipley & Utz,
2012). Take the example of Iiyuu Ahtaa-
win: in Figure 1, we can see that it is a
multi-step process involving many 
actors, a systematic collection of infor-
mation through consultation of different
target groups and the use of epidemio-
logical data and asset mapping of com-
munity resources. A process like IAHP
arguably satisfies the two requirements

of extension of knowledge and syste-
matic inquiry. A structured approach can
help in documenting the population’s
perceived causes of disease or use of
health services. Through this, attention
may be directed at addressing these 
issues not obtainable through an epide-
miological or strictly expert approach.
For example, public consultation might
reveal that the disappearance of the tra-

ditional way of life is perceived as the
main cause of chronic disease. It would
then follow that interventions geared
towards improving medical frontline ser-
vices might not garner the same mea-
sure of success as a more culturally
adapted approach. This is the type of
tangible knowledge that can be acqui-
red through public consultation. 
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Brief outline of the Iiyuu Ahtaawin Health Planning (IAHP) initiative (2013 to 2016)

• Money secured for Strategic Health Planning Project
• Letter of introduction and invitation to join the Strategic Health Planning project from the CHB leadership
to Chief and Council

• Orientation to Regional entities and groups
• Project communication strategy for sharing information and planning throughout process (across local/
regional entities and group)

PHASE 2.A
COMMUNITY START-UP
• Chief & Council support confirmed
• Formation/confirmation of Cree Nation
mandated health/wellness committee

• Community project facilitators chosen
and trained

COMMUNITY PROCESS
• Asset mapping
• Local administrative perspective on best
practices and lessons learned

• Broader community perspective on asset
in the community

SUPPORTS TO COMMUNITIES
• Project funds to support information collecting
research and documentation activities

• CHB staff available to help with information
collection, health plan development, 
implementation

PHASE 2.A
REGIONAL PROCESS
• Asset mapping
• Best practices and lessons
learned

• Program assessments

PHASE 2.B
• Community/Regional
Consensus and Collaboration
Meeting

PHASE 3
• Wellness plan and policy
development

PHASE 4
• Integration of local and regional plans into an
Eeyou Istchee strategic plan for wellbeing

PHASE 5
• Implementation

PHASE 2.A
OUTSIDE SUPPORT
• Community profiles
• Literature review on best practices
and successful strategies and
programs within sectors



Consultations use research-type me-
thods, but the overall purpose of the 
action differs from that of research,
which tends towards generalization and
the quest for knowledge for its own
sake. Not all public consultations can be
described as having a research-type
goal. Regular town hall meetings that
discuss urban planning projects allow 
citizen concerns to be voiced; however,
their purpose is not to learn more about
the population itself. The IAHP uses a
focus group approach to gain insight on
health matters as they are perceived by
the population. Focus groups have been
identified as good means to obtain a
broader range of citizen perceptions ins-
tead of surveys (Vogt, King & King,
2004). Vogt, King and King (2004)
argue that “at their most effective, focus
groups generate qualitative data that
complements the current knowledge
base on most subjects,” supporting
structured information collection that a
focus group-based public consultation
like IAHP can generate. The information
gathered through public consultation
complements the information gathered
through the rigours of the research pro-
cess. 

The other source of unease with regard
to qualifying public consultations as 
research is the question of dissemina-
tion to the scientific community. Properly
conducted research tends to be the
“property” of academic circles. There is
a clear academic structure at work:
there is a principal investigator, usually
with a university centre affiliation,
whose main goal is to publish in scien-

tific journals for the advancement of
knowledge; the information is dissemi-
nated in academic conferences and
through university lectures, passed on to
graduate students and so on. The ques-
tion of inclusion of the new knowledge
within the scientific community is one of
the key features of this pursuit. 

Conversely, the outcomes of public
consultations rarely end up in scientific
journals. They are usually transcribed
and published in the form of consulta-
tion or commission reports and publi-
shed on the web by the organizations
(private or public) responsible for them
(e.g., Foro et al., 2013). In the case of
IAHP, a plain language report is planned
for distribution at the end of the consul-
tation. It will be sent to all participants
and possibly disseminated on local
media. Ensuing reports and health plans
will also be available on the web sites
of the Cree Board of Health and Social
Services of James Bay, as well as the
Cree Nation Government. This is not the
standard method of distribution for
what is usually termed research. Howe-
ver, it is highly conceivable that a 
researcher interested in the perception
of health in First Nation populations
could have access to this information for
use in his own research. For all these
reasons, I argue that there is enough of
a parallel between public consultations
and research as defined by the TCPS-2
to allow us to delve further into the eva-
luation of whether research ethics prin-
ciples are suitable for this type of
process.

Ethical Principles of
Public Consultations
The literature on the ethics of conduc-
ting public consultation is virtually non-
existent. None of the scoping reviews or
theoretical frameworks researched iden-
tified or questioned which ethical prin-
ciples would be at work in the design of
public consultations. This is not to say
that there are no ethical considerations
in the public consultation literature. For
example, some of the ethical principles
outlined in the TCPS-2 are mentioned
explicitly in the public consultation lite-
rature and are present to some degree:
concerns for informed consent (Thurston
at al. 2005), the inclusion of vulnerable
populations (Quantz & Thurston, 2006,
Maar et al, 2011, Mitton et al., 2009,
Shipley & Utz, 2012, Abelson, 2001)
and the protection of personal informa-
tion. However, they are not identified as
ethical considerations and there is no
overt discussion of ethics in the deve-
lopment of a study design. Two excep-
tions would be the question of time
investment (Maar et al, 2011, Buetow,
2003, Shipley & Utz, 2012) and loss of
trust in public institutions (Mitton et al.,
2009, Maar et al, 2011, Buetow, 2003,
Shipley & Utz, 2012), but there is no
overt mention of potential risks to the
participants. 

Similarly, Health Canada’s Policy Toolkit
for Public Involvement in Decision Ma-
king (2000) does not recommend that
its departmental employees conduct a
formal ethics evaluation of their consul-
tation process. The word “ethics” is pre-
sent only four times in the document,T
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always referring to the goal of the public
consultation (such as seeking public opi-
nion on an issue that requires an ethical
debate) and never as part of the plan-
ning process. This document does, 
however, address some ethical conside-
rations also outlined in the TCPS-2, such
as the notion of consent and the invol-
vement of vulnerable populations. While
it does not speak of “consent” per se,
the Health Canada document does
stress the need to inform participants of
the mandate of the public consultation,
the process, the issues that will be dis-
cussed and the overall objectives of the
consultation process. The document also
encourages organizers to facilitate the
participation of vulnerable populations
as much as possible, and to make an ef-
fort to ensure a certain representation.
Similarly, the Commissaire à la santé et
au bien-être du Québec (2012) places
the emphasis on ethics as the finality of
the debate, as opposed to being part of
the design. It does, however, include a
section based on principles of delibera-
tive democracy that outlines the princi-
ples that should be considered in a
public consultation process. The section
outlines the main principles of inclusion,
deliberation and consensus, as well as
liberty and equality. Conventions must
be established at the onset of the public
debate to ensure that all participants
can voice their opinion regardless of so-
cial status or association, while respec-
ting the differences and particularities
of different groups. 

The ethical principles outlined by the
TCPS-2 take on a particular meaning in
the public consultation process. Specifi-
cally, while the principles remain impor-
tant and valid, their application and the
questions that arise around each princi-
ple may differ from standard research
protocols.

Consent: The Health Canada Toolkit
(2000) and Thurston et al. (2005) stress
the importance of giving clear informa-
tion to participants of public consulta-
tions. Making the desired outcome clear
may dictate whether someone will in-
vest his or her time in the initiative.
Consent to participate in a public
consultation is seldom documented
through a written consent form, as is
normally the case for participation in a
clinical trial. Instead, a person’s presence
in a consultation event or process is an
explicit expression of their consent to
participate. When a person consents to
participating in a clinical trial, the pro-
cess is clearly explained and he or she
basically knows what to expect. During
a public consultation, a great deal re-
mains unknown; the participant may
know the general topic of the consulta-
tion, but not necessarily the questions
that will be asked. This is even more the
case in a focus-group approach, like the
IAHP, where participants may feel added
pressure to contribute due to the small
group size. The process may unearth
very sensitive issues related to lifestyles
and social conditions that may be diffi-
cult to keep private. At the other end of
the spectrum, the lack of clear know-

ledge of the specifics that will be 
addressed can lead to the process being
futile for some, and even a complete
waste of their time. 

Vulnerable populations: The TCPS-
2 makes an important point of ensuring
that vulnerable populations benefit from
the fruits of research. The literature on
public consultation also supports the in-
clusion of marginalized populations
(CSBE, 2012). While research and re-
views support the inclusion of these po-
pulations, one review showed that only
38% of public consultations in health-
care made the effort to solicit input from
disadvantaged groups. (Mitton et al.
2009) Mitton et al. go on to say that
“When participation is open to all it
often becomes unequal,” referring to
the need for special measures to include
and recruit people belonging to disen-
franchised groups who do not have a
voice in regular public proceedings.
These could be people with various
types of disabilities, low-income families
and individuals struggling with depen-
dencies or mental health conditions.
Marginalized and vulnerable people
often have more difficulty expressing
their needs and are less likely to partici-
pate and be heard in public consulta-
tion. They have the most interests in the
outcome of public consultations on
health matters, yet have the least voice.
This can be compensated by acting on
the number of representatives from a
group, the time allotted for expressing
opinions and the number of interven-
tions allowed. (CSBE, 2012)
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Conflicts of interest: Conflicts of 
interest can be a confounding factor in
the outcome of public consultations.
There are many lobby groups that can
highjack a consultation process for their
own purposes. There can also be com-
munity members who have secondary
gains linked to the outcome of the pro-
cess (Shipley & Utz, 2012). For example,
the shortage of housing in certain com-
munities may be identified as a major
concern for populational health, leading
to overcrowding, social issues and other
health concerns. However, if half of the
people participating in the consultation
are gainfully employed by a local
construction company, it is possible that
this issue will receive more importance
than necessary. While housing may be a
valid concern, mechanisms are often
inadequate to assess divergent interests
that can infiltrate the consultation pro-
cess. The consultation organizers should
also disclose the possible conflicts of 
interest inherent in the consultation to
ensure a transparent process. (Buetow,
2003)

Risk assessment: The TCPS-2 stres-
ses the responsibility of researchers in
ensuring that participants in research
are not subjected to undue risk. Mea-
sures in place to mitigate risk must be
proportional to the risk to the partici-
pant, which implies that a reflection on
potential risks take place. This may
sound obvious. The reality is that a focus
group where people discuss their health
concerns does not seem more risky than
an afternoon chat with friends. Howe-
ver, when the reflection takes place,

risks do emerge that warrant interven-
tion. Some are innocuous, such as was-
ting the participant’s time. Others can
be important, such as being ostracized
by your community for voicing an unpo-
pular opinion or for being exposed with
a particular health or social condition.
The Health Canada Toolkit (2000) men-
tions, in a bulleted list, that a risk 
assessment must take place. It does not,
however, proceed to explain how to
conduct such an assessment or deter-
mine potential risks. The important point
is that a reflection takes place to ensure
that adequate measures are taken.

First Nations context: Research in
a First Nations context must meet spe-
cific guidelines included in the TCPS2
(chapter 9). The main points outlined are
that research should be conducted with
the participation of the community as a
whole. To conduct research, researchers
must have proper authorization from
community leaders (Henderson et al.
2002, Maar et al. 2011). Traditional and
cultural values must be taken into 
account in the research design in order
to ensure cultural safety and respect for
practices that have too often been op-
pressed. Cultural safety is a framework
for understanding and approaching
working with communities and popula-
tions who are traditionally silenced and
marginalized due to systemic and colo-
nial oppression, including Aboriginal
communities (Papps & Ramsden, 1996)
and particularly Aboriginal women who
hold specific knowledge and need equal
representation in decision making
(QNW, 2012). In the context of health

consultations, this translates into see-
king the support of the Chief and Coun-
cil before starting a consultation
process, as supported by the TCPS-2
(Art. 9.3). This guidance is echoed by a
number of authors and organizations
(Maar et al., 2011, NAHO, 2005, QNW,
2012, TCPS-2) that advocate a local de-
finition of the research question, as well
as research designs developed in colla-
boration with the communities. The First
Nations context will also have an impact
on the methodology chosen. Appro-
priate questionnaires and written mate-
rial can be complicated to develop (and
may be difficult and costly to translate),
and sometimes even inappropriate in
communities where an oral tradition re-
mains alive and well (Maar et al. 2011).
It also means giving serious thought to
the values that surround health. What
does it mean for this community to be
healthy? What are their concepts of dis-
tributive justice and equality? How do
they define a “good life?” For someone
outside the community, this means tal-
king to local people and learning about
the culture, communication styles, cus-
toms and power differentials inherent to
the community and traditional struc-
tures. It is also about being aware of the
historical impositions that have occur-
red, especially from governments, the
trauma of post-colonialism and the
struggle for empowerment that these
communities face on a daily basis (Maar
et al. 2011, QNW, 2012).
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Implications for the
Iiyuu Ahtaawin Health
Planning Process
As the community start-up phase ap-
proached in September 2013, the ethics
working group got together to review
the ethics section of the planning pro-
posal. There was concern that the ethics
principles and approach chosen had a
very academic feel to them. The ethical
points initially selected by the IAHP or-
ganizer were outlined in the planning
document as “recruitment, implementa-
tion, analysis, reporting and handling of
information” (CBHSSJB internal docu-
ment, unpublished). Of these points,
most of the emphasis was placed on
free and informed consent and protec-
tion of personal information. The ethics
portion of the proposal outlined how 
information was going to be collected,
transcribed and destroyed after being
summarized and denominalized. The re-
cruiters were instructed to make lists of
people in their communities who “have
personal or employment experience,
knowledge, and/or skill in the purpose
and topic of the planning you are re-
cruiting for” and to avoid using pressure
to push people to participate. The ethics
section then went on with two and half
pages of text to be read to participants
before the beginning of the focus
groups. It explained the goals of the
IAHP process, who was responsible for
the process, what would happen in the
discussion group, that participation was
voluntary and that all information heard
should remain confidential. This 
approach is supported by First Nations
literature on ethical research, particu-

larly the need to explain the purpose of
the consultation, in language that is
clear and culturally appropriate to the
context in which the consultations take
place (NAHO, 2005, QNW, 2012,
AFNQL, 2005). The treatment process
applied to the information collected was
explained, i.e., the information gathered
in the discussion group would be added
to other information gathered in the
community (such as asset mapping and
epidemiological data). From this infor-
mation, Miyupimaatisiiun plans (health
plans) would be developed for each
community. The proposal went on to 
explain that the sessions would be 
recorded and transcribed with identi-
fying information removed. A process 
report and a plain language report
would be written based on the analysis
of the information to ensure accounta-
bility to the participants (NAHO, 2005).
The recordings and the transcripts
would be destroyed at the end of the
IAHP process. Once all of this had been
explained to the participants, they
would be asked: “Are you okay with
these points about our discussion
today?” From that point on, the people
who decided to stay would be conside-
red as having consented to the process. 

Ethical reflection 
outcomes
The research ethics principles outlined
in the previous section – namely infor-
med consent, involvement of vulnerable
populations, management of conflict of
interest and risk assessment – were
used to look at the IAHP process in
order to see whether there were consi-

derations that had been overlooked.
Aside from the overly academic and 
sometimes contractual style, the ethics
section supported the concerns to 
ensure informed consent and the pro-
tection of personal information (Health
Canada, 2000, QNW, 2012, NAHO,
2005, TCPS-2), which also echoed the
guidelines described in the Health Ca-
nada Toolkit (2000). However, in using
research ethics principles, the working
group brought the reflection further.
One critical aspect had not been consi-
dered: the assessment of risk to partici-
pants. This is not surprising. Since public
consultations are not included in the
TCPS-2 guidelines, it is not customary to
consider them in research terms. Loo-
king at the process through that lens,
however, identified four areas of poten-
tial risk to participants, in increasing
order of importance: 
1) misuse of participants’ time,
2) mistrust in public institutions,
3) misrepresentation of vulnerable
populations and
4) intimidation.

Once these potential risks were identi-
fied, it became important to recommend
to the IAHP planning committee mea-
sures to mitigate these risks. 

Misuse of participants’ time: 
Although this is considered more of an
annoyance than a risk in the true sense,
participants in the process would be
spending several hours of their valuable
time in consultation. Therefore, it is 
important to show that people’s time is
valued. Maar et al. (2011) considered
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incentives, such as small gifts or a prize
draw, as “a culturally necessary ack-
nowledgement of participants’ contri-
bution.” The consultation process
should be well rehearsed, with expe-
rienced and trained personnel, and held
in a convenient location comfortable for
all. Under-preparation can lead to a
poorly developed process that does not
allow optimal use of participants’ time
and expertise (Buetow, 2003). Some
measure of gratitude, such as refresh-
ments and snacks might be appreciated.
Another way to ensure that the partici-
pants’ time is well spent is to ensure
that the process makes sense to them.
Particularly, in a First Nations context, it
is important that the process reflects the
culture and traditions (NAHO, 2005,
QNW, 2012, TCPS-2, Ch.9). The IAHP
has to pay particular attention to the
culture of the Cree and ask questions
that pertain to the Cree perspective of
health. If a facilitator comes with ques-
tions stemming from a very medical
model of health, some concepts of the
particular view of health held by the
Cree might be lost. For example, focu-
sing on exercise and diet as manage-
ment for diabetes would seem
appropriate in a western model, but the
inclusion of a mental health component
might seem essential to the specific po-
pulation. Without this component, the
participants might walk away from the
process feeling that it was not tailored
to their needs and reality. 

Mistrust in public institutions:
Historically, consultative processes have
been largely unsatisfactory in the
context of First Nations, particularly with

regard to resource allocation and deve-
lopment projects (AFNQL, 2005). This
has left people feeling ignored and ma-
nipulated by government officials. The
IAHP process is a partnership between
the Cree Board of Health and Social Ser-
vices of James Bay and the Cree Nation
Government, in association with Health
Canada. The band councils of each of
the nine Cree communities of the region
will be approached for their support in
this process. This implies that the main
actors in health and social services in
the region have a shared responsibility
in the proper unfolding of the consulta-
tion process. They have the responsibility
of ensuring a clear and transparent pro-
cess. They also have a responsibility to
the population to deliver on their pro-
mises. A participant in a study by Maar
et al. (2011) expressed this well:
One thing you want to avoid is 
having your project become just ano-
ther survey that is going to sit on the
backburner, so feedback to the com-
munity is really important, not just to
Chief and Council, but to everyone 
including all participants. Prepare a
report based on results. Give back to
the community in a presentation.

This means that the facilitators have to
ensure that they receive the popula-
tion’s concerns without judgment or
bias and that the population does not
feel like the facilitators have come with
a pre-determined agenda (Buetow,
2003). Furthermore, all pertinent 
recommendations must be included into
the final report, regardless of whether
or not they meet the various stakehol-
ders’ political agendas and established

strategic plans. It is also crucial to make
the purpose of the consultation very
clear from the onset, because govern-
mental agencies’ goals often differ from
those of participants, who usually want
some operational, practical outcome to
emerge from public consultation (Thurs-
ton et al. 2005), such as improved 
access to care or better infrastructures.

Institutions may consult to obtain gene-
ral orientations from the public, whereas
the public may want a more definitive
say on policies (Shipley & Utz, 2012).
Failure to deliver concrete action can
lead to total mistrust in the decisional
and healthcare institutions that serve
the people. In small communities, the
impact can be very real. Someone who
has lost faith in their health provider
may not seek regular preventive medical
care, feeling that healthcare providers
do not understand their particular rea-
lity. In a context where chronic diseases
and psychosocial concerns are a harsh
reality, as is the case in many First Na-
tions communities, this may mean that a
person’s condition may deteriorate
beyond repair very quickly. A measure to
mitigate this risk is a clear and conti-
nuous communication plan between the
IAHP planning committee, band coun-
cils and the directors of the health faci-
lities. The plain language report for each
community should be aired on the local
radio. The Miyupimaatisiiun plans that
ensue from the consultations could also
be the object of resolutions by the Cree
Nation Government to show the com-
mitment of the region and its institu-
tions to follow through on the concerns
brought to light by the population. The
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transparency of the consultation process
is of utmost importance; if people per-
ceive the process as fair, they will tend
to perceive the outcomes as fair as well
(Lauber and Knuth, 1999).

Misrepresentation of vulnerable
populations: The recruitment method
chosen by the planning committee – i.e.,
a focus group approach – is one that
makes logistical sense. In small commu-
nities where everyone knows each other,
there are obvious names that pop up
when we think of health planning. The
people selected will most likely be the
people who hold positions of influence
in the community, or have healthcare
experience. Recruitment of people with
health care experience (e.g., such as
nurses) is seen often in healthcare
consultations. This has the unfortunate
effect of projecting an elitist view on
health concerns (Abelson, 2001, Quantz
& Thurston, 2006). Target participants
may also be Elders who hold traditional
and historical knowledge and are well
respected in the community. Some of
the most vulnerable people in the com-
munity are likely not to figure on this
list. As mentioned previously, these are
people who may be struggling with
mental health problems and addictions,
low income families, people living in 
situations of violence or people with 
limited mobility who cannot easily 
attend public gatherings. This might also
apply to youths, who might be overloo-
ked if an explicit effort is not made to
include them in public consultation pro-
cesses. The recruitment method and the
focus group approach are not particu-
larly well suited to facilitating the parti-
cipation of such vulnerable groups of

the population. While focus group 
recruitment through a selected list may
still be the most functional way to
achieve the goals set by IAHP, other me-
thods to reach vulnerable people are re-
commended (Mitton et al. 2009). This
may include a call to the population on
the local radio for a public open micro-
phone forum or a phone/email line avai-
lable to receive people’s health concerns
on specific questions. It may also be
possible for an interviewer to visit peo-
ple interested in participating in their
home setting, as suggested by Maar et
al. (2011). Although this would allow a
more equitable access to all, it might be
cost-prohibitive and should be assessed
from a cost-benefit perspective. 

Intimidation: The highest risk situa-
tion is the risk of intimidation. This can
translate into the perceived inability to
speak openly due to power differentials
related to clan membership, age, social
or political standing, gender or disabi-
lity. We can imagine a scenario where
someone may bring up a situation that
has occurred that incriminates a health
service. This may have repercussions on
employment in the future, questionable
service when visiting the clinic or all-
around discontent and marginalization
by certain people within the community.
A caregiver who may mention very can-
didly that she feels she is not getting
sufficient support from the local institu-
tions regarding care, home adaptations
and adapted transportation could see
her services affected if the service provi-
ders perceive her comments as a com-
plaint with regard to their work. A more
subtle impact of power differentials may
simply be the social convention that

some people in the community must not
be contradicted. It might be a healthcare
provider or an Elder who is perceived as
having authoritative knowledge (Abel-
son, 2001). Power differentials can exist
due to educational levels and cultural or
religious views. (Abelson, 2001) Group
dynamics, pressure to conform and so-
cial desirability also shape the responses
that may emerge in a group setting, and
it is common for public consultation 
organizers to overlook the power diffe-
rentials that can occur in diverse groups
within the community (Shipley & Utz,
2012). 

The sum of all these pressures can skew
the process and recommendations that
ensue. It can cause distress among the
participants who want to express their
personal views. A measure to mitigate
this risk may be to provide an email 
address and phone number and inform
participants that if there are things that
they hear that they do not agree with, or
information they would like to add that
they feel, for whatever reason, unable
to divulge in public, that they can do so
in private after the end of the procee-
dings. Prior to the consultation process,
all participants could complete a conflict
of interest form. In small communities
where people know a fair amount about
everyone’s daily business, it might be
unnecessary (or outright awkward) to
hold a public declaration of conflicts of
interest. However, it may still be perti-
nent for the person who will analyze the
data to be aware of recurrent comments
by an individual that align and support
a personal interest, and thus might bias
the subsequent data analysis.
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Conclusion
Public consultations occur within a 
political space with many actors − 
internal and external to the process −
who shape policy and outcomes (Thurs-
ton et al 2005). Part of the political
space is the reality and legacy of colo-
nialism: “The struggle over who speaks
for whom, and when, is inherently a po-
litical or power struggle. For Aboriginal
people this is embedded within a strug-
gle to overcome the results and
constraints of colonialism” (Quantz &
Thurston, 2006). Failing to recognize
cultural differences can cause harm
(Maar et al. 2011). A key point in ensu-

ring cultural safety is the importance of
community involvement (TCPS-2, Maar
et al. 2011), something that is at the
very core of the IAHP process. The first
step in the process is to visit the local
chiefs and councils to obtain their sup-
port. The process must also reflect the
values of the Cree people regarding
health and be respectful of traditional
proceedings, since the values of the
group has an impact on the proceedings
and outcomes (Abelson, 2001). Com-
munication should be translated into
Cree, with priority given to the oral form
and open-ended questions (Maar et al,
2011) Although it can be argued that

this would not be an ethics proposition
per se, one working group recommen-
dation was to start each group with a
short reflection on the values underlying
Miyupimaatisiiun (health or well-being)
and the values that participants want to
see reflected in the discussions. It was
felt that many of the values of respect,
free participation and confidentiality,
empowerment and beneficence would
be brought up this way in words and
concepts that made sense to the parti-
cipants, rather than imposed by an out-
side view of health and proper conduct
of academic proceedings. T
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• Declaration of conflict of interests
• Knowledge of power differentials
in community through local
contact

• Private interview in the home
• Email and phone line

• Pleasant environment
• Questions that reflect traditional
values

• Token of appreciation

• Dissemination of Miyupimaa-
tisiuun Plans (radio/public
presentation)

• Community approval to pro-
cess

• Resolution by Band Councils
and Cree Regional Govern-
ment

Intimidation

Vulnerable 
Populations

Time 
Involvement

Mistrust in 
Insitutions

Figure 2: Risk assessment and proposed measures



At its most basic, the concept of public
participation is a foundational tenant of
the modern idea of democracy (Shipley
& Utz, 2012). Numerous authors advo-
cate a better way of evaluating both the
process and outcome of public consul-
tation in healthcare. But as Shipley and
Utz (2012) state: “We still cannot 
determine, definitively, that we are
doing it right.” Looking at ethical prin-
ciples that guide the design of public
consultations might be a first step in
that direction. While one may argue that
public consultations differ from more
usual forms of research, the application
of research ethics principles adds the
important dimension of risk assessment
to the planning process. 

In the context of public consultations in
a First Nations setting, questions of cul-
tural safety and community involvement
are crucial. The TCPS-2 framework is
supportive of this reflection as well. This
is not to say that public consultations
need to be regulated and supervised
with the same normative provisions as is
currently the case with research funded
by the three federal granting councils.
Submitting public consultation protocols
to research ethics boards may only leng-
then and complicate the process, and
may be unwarranted given the types of
risks involved. In a First Nations context
in particular, the process may lose its or-
ganic grass-roots quality. Nevertheless, a
reflection based on research ethics is
crucial in identifying all factors that may
cause discomfort or harm to the partici-
pants and to the community. The princi-
ples of informed consent, respect of
autonomy, protection of privacy, inclu-

sion of vulnerable populations and harm
reduction are essential in planning an
efficient, empowering, collaborative 
public consultation. The ethical reflec-
tion stimulated by the Iiyuu Ahtaawin
Health Planning process demonstrates
that research ethics principles can be
applied effectively to public consulta-
tions. 

Recommendations have been made to
the IAHP planning committee by the
ethics working group. Follow-up on
these recommendations with the plan-
ning committee will be necessary to 
ascertain whether they were implemen-
ted as proposed, and to evaluate the
perceived impact of these recommen-
dations on the process. It was beyond
the mandate of the working group to
determine whether the measures pro-
posed were feasible with regards to
available funding, manpower and time-
lines. However, the exercise was valua-
ble in identifying key ethical issues in
public consultations, particularly in a
First Nations context, which is clearly an
area where more ethics research is war-
ranted. 
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Introduction
The literature on ethical research with
Indigenous communities has typically
assumed that Indigenous community
members needed to learn specific skills
from university-based researchers in
order to fully participate in collaborative
community-based research. Though 
a great deal of lip-service has been paid
to the need for true collaboration 
between community members and uni-
versity-based researchers, this deficit-
based approach continues to dominate
training considerations. The need for
university-based researchers to be trai-
ned by community members is often
overlooked. 

We believe that university-based
researchers and Indigenous
community members inte-
rested in conducting com-
munity-based research

will, by going through the attached
checklist, be better equipped to identify
their capacities and training needs, as
well as form a more equitable and res-
pectful partnership. The checklist is a
starting point for both university-based
researchers and community members to
engage in early discussions as they
jointly develop research projects. Ulti-
mately, we hope that the exercise below
will respect the knowledge and exper-
tise of Indigenous communities and uni-
versities, contribute to preventing
research fatigue and facilitate the co-
creation of meaningful research that will
benefit all those involved. We encourage
you to adapt this resource to your own
specific research context. A list of addi-
tional resources has been appended to
this document. 

A Checklist of Skills, Knowledge and Considerations 
for University-Based Researchers and 

Indigenous Communities



An Inventory of Skills, Knowledge and Considerations 
for University-Based Researchers Who Want to Conduct Research 

With Indigenous Communities

Research Foundations

Check all that are relevant to your work/discussion

How would you build a relationship with the community prior to commencing any research?  

How would you build a relationship with a researcher prior to commencing any research?

Is there an existing organization or group that facilitates community-based research with this particular community?

Does the community have a policy on its degree of participation in the development of a research question?

Who will attend the initial meeting to discuss the possible research?

What funding opportunities are available for this research? For communities? For researchers? For both?

What are the potential benefits of the research to the community?

How do your goals align with those of the community?

Thoughts, questions, concerns:
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Community Protocols

Check all that are relevant to your work/discussion 

Do you know how to approach community leaders?

Is there a community contact person who will educate university-based researchers about cultural practices within the com-
munity? 

Do you know how to approach an elder?

How do you invite a community member to participate in the research?

Is there a preference for the manner in which to collect data (e.g., sharing circles or storytelling)?

What forms of compensation are appropriate? When should it be given? By whom?

What are the research ethics protocols? 

What are the data management/storage/access requirements?

Who will be responsible for the community/university research agreement?

Thoughts, questions, concerns:
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Knowledge Dissemination

Check all that are relevant to your work/discussion

What is the process for gaining approval from community members prior to initiating knowledge dissemination activities?

What are the community’s knowledge sharing practices? 

Who will participate in the knowledge dissemination activities?

What forms of knowledge dissemination are favoured by community members?

Thoughts, questions, concerns:
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What existing knowledge/skills would you like community members to bring to the project?

Check all that are relevant to your work/discussion

Participant recruitment

Translation

Interpretation

Data collection

Transcription

Data analysis

Proposal and report writing

Project management

Knowledge dissemination

Project-specific skills

Thoughts, questions, concerns:

Issu
e

s in
 re

se
a
rc

h
 e

th
ic

s – A
rtic

le
s a

n
d

 c
o

n
trib

u
tio

n



What existing skills can university-based researchers bring to the project?

Check all that are relevant to your work/discussion

Participant recruitment

Translation

Interpretation

Data collection

Transcription

Data analysis

Proposal and report writing

Project management

Knowledge dissemination

Project-specific skills

Thoughts, questions, concerns:
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What existing skills would you like to have further developed on your university-based research team?

Check all that are relevant to your work/discussion

Participant recruitment

Translation

Interpretation

Data collection

Transcription

Data analysis

Proposal and report writing

Project management

Project-specific skills

Thoughts, questions, concerns:
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Advisory Committee

Check all that are relevant to your work/discussion

Membership: identify who will represent the university and community to ensure selected individuals are research stake-
holders 

What time commitment can committee members expect?

At what frequency will meetings be held?

What conflict resolution process will be used?

Have confidentiality agreements been prepared for committee members?

What is the role of the advisory committee? (Give specific advice? Be fully involved in the project?)

Thoughts, questions, concerns:
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Project Evaluation

Check all that are relevant to your work/discussion

How will you know if the research objectives were met?

What forms of evaluation will be used?

How and at what intervals will there be an opportunity for all partners to evaluate the progress of the project? 

How and at what intervals will there be an opportunity for all project partners to assess their contribution to the research
process? Their level of involvement in the research process? The quality of the relationships/partnerships in the research
process?

Thoughts, questions, concerns:
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An Inventory of Skills, Knowledge and Considerations 
for Indigenous Communities Involved in Community-Based Research

Research Foundations

Check all that are relevant to your work/discussion

How would you build a relationship with a researcher prior to commencing any research?

Is there an existing organization or group that facilities community-based research with this particular university or re-
searcher? 

Does the university or researcher have a policy on its degree of participation in the development of a research question?

Who will attend the initial meeting to discuss the possible research?

What funding opportunities are available for this research? For communities? For researchers? For both?

What are the potential benefits of the research to the researchers?

How do your goals align with those of the researchers?

Thoughts, questions, concerns:
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University Protocols

Check all that are relevant to your work/discussion

Who is the applicant of the research grant (if applicable)?

Who is the main contact person?

What forms of compensation are allowed? 

What are the research ethics protocols? 

What are the data management/storage/access requirements?

Who will be responsible for the community/university research agreement?

Thoughts, questions, concerns:
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Knowledge Dissemination

Check all that are relevant to your work/discussion

What is the process for gaining approval from university-based researchers prior to initiating knowledge dissemination
activities?

What are the university’s knowledge sharing practices?

Who will participate in the knowledge dissemination activities?

What forms of knowledge dissemination are favoured by university-based researchers?

Thoughts, questions, concerns:
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What existing knowledge/skills can community members bring to the project?

Check all that are relevant to your work/discussion

Participant recruitment

Translation

Interpretation

Data collection

Transcription

Data analysis

Proposal and report writing

Project management

Knowledge dissemination

Project-specific skills

Thoughts, questions, concerns:
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What skills would you like to have further developed in your community?

Check all that are relevant to your work/discussion

Participant recruitment

Translation

Interpretation

Data collection

Transcription

Data analysis

Proposal and report writing

Project management

Project-specific skills

Thoughts, questions, concerns:
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Advisory Committee

Check all that are relevant to your work/discussion

Membership: identify who will represent the university and community to ensure selected individuals are research stake-
holders 

What time commitment can committee members expect?

At what frequency will meetings be held?

What conflict resolution process will be used?

Have confidentiality agreements been prepared for committee members?

What is the role of the advisory committee? (Give specific advice? Be fully involved in the project?)

Thoughts, questions, concerns:
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Project Evaluation

Check all that are relevant to your work/discussion

How will you know if the research objectives were met?

What evaluation methods will be used?

How and at what intervals will there be an opportunity for all partners to evaluate the progress of the project? 

How and at what intervals will there be an opportunity for all project partners to assess their contribution to the research
process? Their level of involvement in the research process? The quality of the relationships/partnerships in the research
process?

Thoughts, questions, concerns:
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It is our hope that the above checklist
of skills, knowledge and considerations
for university-based researchers and 
Indigenous communities is used as a
tool by partners engaged in collabora-
tive community-based research. To
create this checklist, we have drawn on
our collective experience as university-
based researchers involved in commu-
nity-based research. This tool can serve
to initiate dialogue about developing
meaningful research relationships 
between Indigenous communities and
university-based researchers; as such, it
may be adapted to align with specific
research contexts. 
Associate professor Dr. Audrey Giles is
an applied cultural anthropologist who
has the pleasure of leading a dynamic
team of emerging researchers from the
School of Human Kinetics at the Univer-
sity of Ottawa. Her research is conduc-

ted in partnership with Indigenous peo-
ples living in the NWT, Nunavut and
Northern Alberta; non-governmental 
organizations; and different levels of 
government. Her research examines the
intersections between ethnicity, gender,
physical practices and injury prevention

Tricia McGuire-Adams is a second-year
human kinetics Ph.D. student at the Uni-
versity of Ottawa being supervised by
Audrey. She is the former director of the
Urban Aboriginal Knowledge Network
Secretariat for the National Association
of Friendship Centres. An Anishinaabe
from Bingwi Neyaashi Anishinaabek, Tri-
cia has worked with a variety of Abori-
ginal organizations in such areas as
community-based research, community
justice, post-secondary education and
women’s issues. Her doctoral research
focuses on decolonizing physical activity
among First Nation women. 

Francine Darroch is a fourth-year human
kinetics Ph.D. candidate at the Univer-
sity of Ottawa who is also being super-
vised by Audrey. Francine was an obesity
research project director at Brown Uni-
versity and previously worked with the
World Health Organization and non-
profit groups in Canada, India and the
USA. Her doctoral research involves
identifying the factors influencing
weight gain and physical activity among
pregnant urban Aboriginal women, with
a view to developing a culturally appro-
priate community-based resource.
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Additional 
Resources
BORDEAUX, B. C., WILEY, C., TANDON, S. D.,
and HOROWITZ, C. R. (2007). Guidelines for
Writing About Community-Based Participa-
tory Research for Peer-Reviewed Journals.
Progress in Community Health Partnerships:
Research, Education, and Action, 1(3), 281-
288. 
https://www.press.jhu.edu/journals/pro-
gress_in_community_health_partner-
ships/1.3bordeaux.pdf

COMMUNITY-BASED RESEARCH CANADA
http://communityresearchcanada.ca/re-
sources

DEVELOPING AND SUSTAINING COMMU-
NITY-BASED PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH
PARTNERSHIPS: A SKILL BUILDING CURRI-
CULUM. 
http://depts.washington.edu/ccph/cbpr/inde
x.php

OCAP - OWNERSHIP, CONTROL, ACCESS
AND POSSESSION 
http://cahr.uvic.ca/nearbc/documents
/2009/FNC-OCAP.pdf

PACIFIC AIDS NETWORK – RESEARCH
AGREEMENT CHECKLIST
h t tp : / /pac i f i ca idsne twork .o rg /wp-
content/uploads/2011/10/PAN-RESEARCH-
AGREEMENT-CHECKLIST.pdf

PARTICIPATORY RESEARCH AT MCGILL
(PRAM)’S PARRY, D., SALSBERG, J., & MA-
CAULAY, A.C.
http://communityresearchcanada.ca/res/do
wnload.php?id=4225

REITSMA-STREET, M. (2002). Processes of
Community Action Research: Putting Poverty
on the Policy Agenda of a Rich Region. 
Canadian Review of Social Policy, 49(50),
69-92.
http://web.uvic.ca/spp/documents/process-
commaction.pdf

TRI-COUNCIL POLICY STATEMENT: Ethical
Conduct for Research Involving Humans
http://www.pre.ethics.gc.ca/pdf/eng/tcps2/T
CPS_2_FINAL_Web.pdf

URBAN ABORIGINAL KNOWLEDGE NET-
WORK: Guiding Ethical Principles
http://uakn.org/wp-content/uploads/
2013/01/UAKN-Atlantic-Appendix-A-
Guiding-Ethical-Principles-February-13-
2013.pdf

USAI: Utility Self-Voicing Access Inter-Rela-
tionality Research Framework
http://ofifc.agiledudes.com/sites/default/files
/docs/USAI%20Research%20Frame-
work%20Booklet%202012.pdf

UNIVERSITY OF BRITISH COLUMBIA. Com-
munity-Based Research
http://communitybasedresearch.ubc.ca/
http://communitybasedresearch.sites.olt.ubc
.ca/files/2014/03/Summary-CBR-Faculty-
Forum-2014_March_5-with-images.pdf

UNIVERSITY OF TORONTO. Community-
Based Participatory Research: A Training Ma-
nual for Community-Based Researchers
http://individual.utoronto.ca/sadaf/re-
sources/cbpr2007.pdf

WENGER, L. & MACINNIS, A. (2011). Inven-
tory of tools for Assessing University Capa-
city, Support for, and Outcomes of
Community/Civic Engagement and Commu-
nity-Engaged Scholarship. Campus Commu-
nity Partnerships for Health and the Institute
for Community Engaged Scholarship, Uni-
versity of Guelph.
http://cescholarship.ca/wp-content/uploads
/2013/06/Assessment-Tool-Inventory_June-
29_2011_with-cover.pdf
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RDK Herman
Senior Geographer
Smithsonian National Museum of the
American Indian

Conducting research with Indigenous
peoples poses a number of issues and
challenges beyond the usual framework
of human subjects research. This is true
even for oral history research that may
be exempt from institutional oversight,
and regardless of whether the research
is conducted by non-Indigenous or Indi-
genous researchers. Indigenous peoples
have experienced colonization, cultural
hegemony, and many forms of exploita-
tion, in which they have had little or 
no role in representing their own self-
understandings or world views. They

have had researchers and institutions
conduct research on them from

which the people themselves
have benefited not at all, while
their traditional knowledge has
been exploited for the profits
and advancement of others.

Consequently, guidelines for 
research with Indigenous peoples

have been put into place at natio-
nal, institutional and community 

levels to ensure that such research is
both non-exploitative and not harmful
to the community, and in the hope that
such research will promote Indigenous
values and understandings. The aim of
such guidelines is three-fold. The first
aim is to decolonize research metho-
dologically: to use research methods

that are collaborative and reciprocal 
rather than exploitative and authorita-
tive. The second is to decolonize 
research epistemologically: to un-
derstand Indigenous cultures on their
own terms, via their own worldview, 
without imposing Western knowledge
structures on them. The third is to 
ensure protection of Indigenous 
intellectual properties.

In many countries and institutions, 
regulations governing research with
human subjects are already subject to
policies and guidelines. In the United
States, most research institutions, fun-
ding agencies and federal government
agencies abide by the Federal Policy for
the Protection of Human Subjects, often
referred to as the “Common Rule.”
Under this policy, all human-subjects re-
search must be reviewed and approved
by an Institutional Review Board (IRB).
However, the Common Rule does not
take into account the particular cir-
cumstances regarding Indigenous peo-
ples, nor does it cover certain types of
oral data collection. This essay is one of
many attempts to fill these gaps, and to
provide a general tool for those conduc-
ting any kind of research in Indigenous
settings. It supplements statements of
ethical research produced by disciplinary
organizations such as the American 

Approaching Research in Indigenous Settings: 
Nine Guidelines



Historical Association, the Oral History
Association, the American Anthropolo-
gical Association, the Association of
American Geographers, and others.

Researchers need to manifest respect,
reciprocity, and mutual benefit wherein
the research (a) is informed by the view-
points of Indigenous peoples involved in
open negotiation; (b) benefits the com-
munity; and (c) results in a product that
is shared with the community, and in
which the community’s participation is
clearly acknowledged. Research with 
Indigenous peoples should be conduc-
ted with foreknowledge of appropriate
protocols and the social, cultural and
even legal pitfalls that may arise. Wor-
king with Indigenous peoples requires
patience, diligence, and personal inte-
grity. It is all about building relations-
hips. Following appropriate protocols
may slow the research timetable consi-
derably, which may clash with research
guidelines and schedules imposed by 
research institutions and funding orga-
nizations. However, it is important that
such institutions come to recognize the
need for appropriate methodology in 
regard to work with Indigenous peoples.

It is also often the case that Indigenous
knowledge does not follow the same
formats and structures as does Western
approaches to knowledge. While it is 
impossible to generalize across all Indi-
genous societies, Indigenous knowledge
tends to be (a) largely oral, manifested
in storytelling, song, dance, ritual, and
ceremony; (b) controlled by the commu-
nities’ rules regarding who has access
to information and when; (c) holistic,

understanding the world as a unified
web of relationships across natural,
human, and spiritual realms; and 
(d) subjective and experiential. Because
these characteristics contrast with the
principles of knowledge derived from
Western scientific method, Indigenous
knowledge has historically been dee-
med non-scientific, and even discounted
as myth or superstition.

Today it is recognized that Indigenous
knowledge, derived through millennia of
informal observation and experimenta-
tion and transmitted in oral and ritual
forms, constitutes a valid and important
wealth of human knowledge and 
understanding of the world. Contempo-
rary research on Indigenous issues that
engage with Indigenous knowledge and
understandings should seek to promote
and enhance the status of Indigenous
knowledge, and to allow Indigenous
epistemologies to inform new ways of
looking at topics.

The following guidelines are based on a
review of about 25 documents on Indi-
genous research ethics, protocols and
guidelines from the United States, 
Canada, New Zealand and Australia,
and internationally. Many of the docu-
ments share strong consistencies that
we have summarized below. But there
are also variations, and in some cases,
elaboration and details worth exami-
ning. The literature relevant to the peo-
ples with whom one is working is
worthy of attention. This essay, however,
provides a general introduction and
orientation to the major considerations.
A bibliography is included at the end.

In any given research situation, specific
steps should be negotiated between the
researcher(s) and the community. Even
defining what constitutes a “commu-
nity” can be difficult and problematic,
and researchers need to tread mindfully
and respectfully. The guidelines develo-
ped here thus reflect underlying princi-
ples for ethical conduct of which the
lead researcher should be fully know-
ledgeable prior to going into the field,
and which should fully inform the
conduct of that research. They are not
merely intellectual precepts, but guides
to action.

These guidelines are specific to research
in the humanities and social sciences,
and are not sufficient for those wishing
to conduct research in health sciences
or natural-resource exploration. Re-
search conducted by government agen-
cies is further delimited by relevant laws
and regulations. In all cases, researchers
should be informed of and aware of 
applicable laws from all levels of 
government—including those of the 
Indigenous nation itself—that have 
jurisdiction.
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Nine Guidelines
for Research with
Indigenous 
Peoples

INTEGRITY:
Open consultation: All aspects of the
research project, its aims, methodology,
and sponsors should be openly discus-
sed and negotiated with the community
or its representatives before the project
begins. 
Values: Research should be conducted
within the values framework of the 
Indigenous peoples involved, and
should reflect and support those values
rather than reframing them into a Wes-
tern context.
Respect: Cultural protocols and tradi-
tions appropriate to the community, the
local area and the research participants
should be respected.

RESPONSIBILITY:
Consent: Full and informed consent
from those participating in the research
and those affected by it must be secu-
red. Depending on the context, such
consent may be individual or collective,
or both.
Confidentiality: Confidentiality, ano-
nymity and public recognition of parti-
cipants are delicate if not dangerous
matters for many Indigenous peoples,
and must be clearly and carefully nego-
tiated before any project materials are
made public.
Protection: Indigenous knowledge
and the intellectual property of traditio-
nal knowledge holders and Nations
must be safeguarded within the bounds
agreed to in negotiation with the com-
munity.

RECIPROCITY:
Partnership: Research partnerships
with Indigenous individuals, communi-
ties or organizations should be pursued,
to the extent that they are desired. Col-
laborative work in full partnership with
the community is often preferred.
Review: Research participants and
community leaders should have the 
opportunity to review and revise drafts
of the study, and should receive copies
of the final study. They should receive
acknowledgement, fair return and royal-
ties where appropriate.
Benefit-sharing: Every effort must be
made to ensure that benefits flow to 
Indigenous peoples from research, and
that any potential negative impacts are
minimized. 

I. INTEGRITY:
1. Open consultation: All aspects
of the research project, its aims,
methodology, and sponsors should
be openly discussed and negotia-
ted with the community or its
representatives before the project
begins.

Working with Indigenous communities
is about building relationships. Trust, 
honesty, openness and integrity on the
part of the researcher are essential from
the start. This requires meeting with the
community or its representatives, possi-
bly several times, to negotiate the pro-
ject. That is, coming in with a project
fully framed out and trying to “sell” it to
the community might not work so well.
The community wants to buy-in: to
know what the project is, how it will 
benefit them, its aims and intent, the
methods and people involved, anticipa-
ted outcomes, how the results will be

used (including any spin-off projects), all
sponsors and sources of financial sup-
port, and all personnel and investigators
responsible for the research. This infor-
mation must be conveyed in a clear,
concise and appropriate way. It may
take several times for the information to
be digested, as the community is taking
in a lot at once—especially in cultures
that are more traditional, less exposed
to the ways of Western research, and/or
have lower formal education and lite-
racy rates. They are rightly cautious and
circumspect, and want to be sure they
fully understand the project and its 
potential implications. It is very impor-
tant to allocate the necessary time for
this. A dialogue may result which res-
hapes the study to better suit the needs
and conditions of the community. 

Open consultation should, of course,
take place throughout the entire project
as necessary, not merely at the outset.
Communication should be adapted to
the standards and conditions of the
community and participants, and accord
with their protocols. How do you know
whether the participants really unders-
tand? This process cannot be rushed,
and it can be a good idea to work with
a respected facilitator who is fluent in
the local culture. Appreciate silence, as it
may mean people are figuring things
out. Show humility and respect for their
thoughts.

As with informed-consent processes, the
positive and negative implications and
potential impacts of the research should
be discussed. The community might see
potential impacts of which you are una-
ware. In addition, the people participa-
ting have an absolute right to know, as
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Research in Indigenous settings often
involves a clash of value systems bet-
ween the individualist dominant culture
of private property and competition, and
cultures in which the values of respect,
reciprocity, honesty, kindness, caring and
sharing are commonly held. Indigenous
cultures also have their own appropriate
protocols for engaging with different
members of the community. This can be
tricky to negotiate, so you should do
your homework on this so as to better
conduct your behaviour and your 
research relationships in a manner that
is consistent with the values of the par-
ticipating community. At the same time,
you need to be sensitive to the social,
economic, physical, psychological, and
religious contexts, beliefs and practices
of the people involved. Encroachments
on values and principles that are subtle
or even unintended can violate the trust
that is necessary to conduct research in
the community.

Ideally, Indigenous values should be
acknowledged by incorporating them
into the research design and methodo-
logy of a project, rather than using Wes-
tern terms and constructs to define the
project. Best to ensure that relevant 
aspects of Indigenous worldviews are
understood, acknowledged and upheld.
One way to accomplish this is to include
Indigenous perspectives in the final
study. Acknowledging and respecting 
Indigenous knowledge systems and pro-
cesses is not only a matter of courtesy
but also recognition that such know-
ledge can make a significant contribu-
tion to the research process and results.

3. Respect: Cultural protocols and
traditions appropriate to the
community, the local area and the
research participants should be
respected.

Respect is fundamental to the relations-
hip between the researcher and the
community. Not only respect for the
people, but also for the ancestors, the
land, the other nations of beings, and
the generations to come.  All of that
constitutes the community.

Many Indigenous jurisdictions have 
established research protocols that they
expect researchers to follow. These 
include protocols for establishing rela-
tionships and for sharing knowledge.
Researchers should familiarize them-
selves with these and follow local cultu-
ral protocols and traditions. 

Contrary to Western scientific notions of
unrestricted access to information, in 
Indigenous communities receiving cer-
tain knowledge is a privilege rather than
a right. Hence it is important not to 
approach research in Native communi-
ties as a process of “mining data.” 
Researchers must at all times be
conscious of their responsibility for the
information they receive, as that infor-
mation is the property of the community
and its members, and shared only for
specific purposes. This differs from the
Western academic approach of putting
knowledge out into the public sphere. 
A collaborative research method can 
ensure that this guideline is followed.
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far as can be anticipated, what will 
become of the information they have
volunteered as well as its possible uses
and applications. If the community has
no research board, it is advisable 
to have the community’s political and
spiritual leadership review and approve
the research proposal. 

Sponsorship in particular can be a major
issue: it is not uncommon for a commu-
nity to be opposed to work that has
been sponsored by a particular organi-
zation because of the organization’s
past history, political stance, etc. It is
very much to the researcher’s benefit to
make sure that all of this information is
well understood in advance. Similarly, it
is important in the initial consultation
stage to delineate who will own the 
raw data and the end result of the 
research—from community ownership
of materials to copyrighted academic
papers—and whether any royalties 
derived from the research will be shared
with or given to the community.

Negotiating a research project can take
months or even a year, after which the
researchers will work closely with com-
munity members. Researchers should
understand that these relationships do
not end once the study is completed.

2. Values: Research should be
conducted within the values fra-
mework of the Indigenous peoples
involved, and should reflect and
support those values rather than
reframing them into a Western
context.



In this vein, the researcher should be 
especially cautious in regard to collec-
ting sensitive data, and avoid pursuing
“restricted” data or subjects. People
have the right to retain certain cultural
knowledge as secret or sacred, and 
researchers should never try to overstep
that boundary once it has been made
clear. It is up to the community to 
decide what they are and are not wil-
ling to share, and this decision should
be respected at all times. Information
pertaining to traditional medicines, 
ceremonies, songs, rituals and other 
sacred cultural traditions is particularly
sensitive, and in some cases there is
gender-specific knowledge as well that
is inappropriate to share with anyone of
the opposite gender. When such know-
ledge is shared in the course of a study,
there must be open and clear discus-
sions about the extent to which such
knowledge can be shared outside the
community. You need to strictly observe
any limitations imposed.

Using cameras and recording devices—
capturing images and voices—can also
be a sensitive issue, and you should seek
permission first. The informants should
understand clearly what you plan to do
with the pictures or recordings. Publi-
shing pictures of people without their
permission can be offensive. Additio-
nally, participants may be concerned
about how their recorded voices will be
used, and may not want such recordings
archived. In some cases, Indigenous
communities may confiscate recording
devices if they are abused.

You must at all times bear in mind that
you have earned the privilege of recei-
ving any knowledge that has been sha-

red with you, and that responsibility for
the use of the knowledge comes with
that privilege. It is not a commodity, it is
a trust.

II. PROTECTION:
4. Consent: Full and informed
consent from those participating
in the research or those affected
by it must be secured. Depending
on the context, such consent may
be individual or collective, or both.

The principle of “informed consent”
should be practiced regardless of whe-
ther the study constitutes “research”
under IRB standards. All participants
should be fully informed that they are
involved in a research study before the
study begins. Informed consent is a fun-
damental principle of the Common Rule
and is monitored by IRBs. In the United
States, informed-consent principles are
clearly stated in the Common Rule (see
http://ohsr.od.nih.gov/info/sheet6.html).
Informed Consent is an important prin-
ciple, not just a legal requirement. Such
consent should be confirmed before the
research commences and, if necessary
or advisable, reaffirmed on an ongoing
basis. 

The consent of the Indigenous jurisdic-
tion or collectivity may be required. 
Depending upon the context, there may
be a readily identifiable governing body
(e.g. Band Council, Tribal or Nation
Council, Metis Settlement Council, 
organization board of directors) that is
the natural point of contact for collec-
tive permission to undertake research.
Where there are no identifiable persons
or groups, then an Indigenous mentor
or advisory group might be established

for cases where community information
or knowledge is cited. 

As with the principle of open consulta-
tion, making sure that the community
and participants are truly informed and
really understand what they are getting
into may take time. A once-only state-
ment or document may serve Western
academic or legal requirements, but
does not necessarily mean that consent
has been either given or informed, 
especially in the case of more traditio-
nal peoples who operate under a diffe-
rent set of principles. See Tindana et al.
(2006) and Miller et al. (2007) for case
studies of obtaining informed consent in
traditional settings.

The researcher should determine what
the conditions of the informed consent
will be, but leave latitude for those who
agree to some conditions but not others.
Signed informed-consent forms are use-
ful, but researchers should be aware
that Indigenous peoples can be sceptical
about signing forms, and it is essential
to build a relationship of openness and
trust. Recording verbal consent is ano-
ther option.

The process of informed consent may 
include traditional protocols such as the
presentation of tobacco to Elders or
other practices that are appropriate in
the tradition of those agreeing to parti-
cipate in the research. Traditional know-
ledge holders should be approached in
culturally appropriate manners. At the
same time, the informed-consent pro-
cess can be presented as a matter of the
researcher’s own cultural protocol. Just
as the researcher is asked to respect and
participate in the protocols of the com-
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munity, so in turn the researcher can ask
community members to respect the pro-
tocols of the academic world.

Where children are involved in the 
research, special attention should be
given to ensuring that appropriate
consent is obtained, including that of a
parent or guardian and of other parties
where appropriate; and where practical,
of the children themselves. Research
with children receives special considera-
tion from the IRB approving the 
research.

In keeping with collaborative methods, it
is strongly advised that research partici-
pants have the opportunity to check
transcripts for accuracy and approve the
use of quoted material before it appears
in the research products. While not 
necessarily recognized as such, they are
in effect, co-authors.

5. Confidentiality: Confidentiality,
anonymity and public recognition
of participants are delicate if not
dangerous matters for many Indi-
genous peoples, and must be
clearly and carefully negotiated
before any project materials are
made public.

The degree to which participants will be
identified in the study and its related
materials (including records, tapes and
transcripts) or their words made availa-
ble to other persons must be clearly 
negotiated as part of establishing infor-
med consent. This includes three areas:
confidentiality (control over publication
or release of their statements to other
persons), anonymity (whether or not
they can or will be identified as the
sources of information) and recognition

(whether or not they will be identified
as participating in or facilitating the
study).  

Decisions on these matters should be
made in consultation with the indivi-
duals to ensure that the individual will
not be jeopardized in any way through
public acknowledgement of their contri-
bution to the research. 

In politically volatile situations, even
simple oral-history gathering can 
endanger peoples’ lives. Therefore it is
essential that the researchers work clo-
sely with Indigenous advisors to deter-
mine where and how any such material
will be made public, and what levels of
privacy and confidentiality need to be
ensured.

In the case of historical studies involving
archival or documentary materials, res-
pect should be shown to the relatives
and descendants and communities who
may be affected by the research. The re-
searcher should determine where iden-
tities may be disguised or where
consultation with various parties may be
needed.

6. Protection: Indigenous know-
ledge and the intellectual property
of traditional knowledge holders
and Nations must be safeguarded
within the bounds agreed to in
negotiation with the community.

Past negative experiences with resear-
chers have created understandable
concerns regarding the protection of 
Indigenous knowledge and traditional

intellectual property. How these will be
protected should be discussed with 
research participants and Indigenous 
jurisdictions as part of the preliminary
discussions regarding the research.

Regardless of the copyright of the 
published results, acknowledgement
should be carefully undertaken to 
ensure that the intellectual property of
Indigenous communities, Nations and
traditional knowledge holders are
shown the appropriate respect and 
afforded protection. Indigenous know-
ledge does not become the property of
the researcher, and if third-party per-
mission is requested of the researcher
for further use of the materials produ-
ced, the researcher should refer that
question to the person or community
from whom that information originated.

In communities where research proto-
cols have already been established, such
protocols will likely address issues
such as ownership of data,
use of research materials
and publication issues.
As part of their preli-
minary research, re-
searchers should
determine whe-
ther there are
local protocols
that relate to
their research.
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If there is no local research protocol, 
researchers should establish a research
agreement with the community. This 
ensures that the principle of openness
is adhered to, and that guidelines for the
ownership and use of information are
clearly delineated. 

Information provided by participants is
their intellectual property, and they have
the absolute right to exercise control
over the use of the information they
have volunteered. This includes the right
to restrict access to it, or to withdraw
part or all of the information from the
actual research project findings. It is the
researcher’s responsibility to clarify with
research participants how this control
might be exercised. 

The researcher must ensure the protec-
tion of Indigenous participants and 
Indigenous resources in the research
process, including (as far as possible)

protection from any negative 
impact that might result from

the findings of the project
being made public. This

may include placing a
moratorium on the

research material
for an agreed 
period of time
or on keeping
certain material
confidential.

III. RECIPROCITY
7. Partnership: Research partner-
ships with Indigenous individuals,
communities or organizations
should be pursued, to the extent
that they are desired. Collabora-
tive work in full partnership with
the community is often preferred.

Using a collaborative approach, such 
as Community-Based Participatory 
Research (CBPR), ensures that the view-
points and perspectives of the commu-
nity or participants are fully integrated
into every aspect of the project. 
Research partnerships ought to be 
developed in a way that meets the
needs of both parties. The hiring and
training of community members for the
research project can further the transfer
of knowledge skills to that community.
As part of a collaborative process, the
researcher would take responsibility for
sharing and co-developing research
skills with research participants. 

Most importantly, partnership and col-
laborative methods serve to ensure
many of the other principles listed here:
open consultation, incorporation of 
Indigenous values, and that relations-
hips are conducted with respect. Colla-
boration gives the community a sense
of ownership in the project and helps
ensure that the community benefits.

8. Review: Research participants
and community leaders should
have the opportunity to review
and revise drafts of the study, and
should receive copies of the final
study. They should receive ack-
nowledgement, fair return and
royalties where appropriate.

Research participants, traditional know-
ledge holders and Indigenous jurisdic-
tions should be afforded the opportunity
to review proposed uses of Indigenous
or traditional knowledge they have sha-
red, and they have the right to decide
whether their knowledge will be inclu-
ded in the final product. Before any form
of distribution or publication takes
place, the results and outcomes of any
research based on materials contributed
by Indigenous individuals or groups
should be presented in draft form to
those participants, and/or to the com-
munity’s leaders or research advisory
board. 

It is important that the participants and
the community leadership have the 
opportunity to comment on and provide
feedback on interpretations of data, to
review transcripts of their words and in-
terpretations to confirm that any words
attributed to them reflect their meaning,
and to ensure that sensitive or inappro-
priate information is not published. Par-
ticipants should have the right of veto
or censure over their contributions. 
Revisions to draft materials should be
made that respect the feedback given.
This ensures the integrity of the final
product and protects the intellectual
property of the community. 

Where possible, it is recommended that
the research findings be presented at
community forums as well as in written
and/or visual forms, particularly to those
who provided the basis for the research
findings. Non-technical language and
easily understandable formats should be
used as much as possible to convey the
results.
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In some instances, translation into Indi-
genous languages may be necessary 
to ensure that those affected by the 
research have access to the results. 
Publication of the research findings in
Indigenous forums (in addition to other
venues) is strongly encouraged.

A summary of the final research report
should be made available to any indivi-
dual or group who provided information
used in the final research report, and 
copies of the published study should be
provided to the community. 

Benefit-sharing: Every effort must
be made to ensure that benefits
flow to Indigenous peoples from
research, and that any potential
negative impacts are minimized.

Before undertaking research with an In-
digenous community—or for that mat-
ter, with anyone—it is always good to
ask yourself, “Who does this benefit?” If
the research does not benefit the com-
munity, but perhaps only uses them to
achieve some other end, then the pro-
ject should be reconsidered. Whether
the research is community-based, lite-
rary, philosophical or historical, it should
at the minimum to do no harm. But bet-
ter, it should make a positive contribu-
tion to the needs, aims and aspirations
as defined by the participating Indige-
nous community and should lead to the
enhancement of the lives of its mem-
bers. Research might be directly useful
to an Indigenous jurisdiction or to indi-
viduals, or it may be beneficial by pus-
hing the boundaries of Indigenous
scholarship, or by contributing to scho-

larship in a more general sense. In all
cases, the research ought to make a 
positive contribution to the lives of Indi-
genous peoples and/or to Indigenous or
general scholarship, while doing no
harm. And for the most part, it will be
the community that decides what bene-
fit they want from the project.

Where possible and appropriate, fair 
return should be given for participants’
help and services, which should be ack-
nowledged in the final output. The
contribution of any individual or group
consulted should be acknowledged in
the final research report, while recogni-
zing that any individuals or groups 
taking part in the research have a right
to remain anonymous. 

If the information gathered will be used
for any commercial purpose, a formal
agreement should be made that consi-
ders the protection of the Indigenous
community’s and individuals’ cultural
and intellectual property as well as
rights-in-data, and for any royalties to
be derived from the study.

Beyond these formal types of benefits,
researchers might want to engage in
other acts of reciprocity (gifts, money,
aid, etc.), with the people who have fa-
cilitated or contributed to their work,
and possibly fed them as well. Recipro-
city is a normal part of most Indigenous
cultures, and it is good to participate in
it by giving something back. At the same
time, one must be mindful of cultural
protocols and relations within the com-
munity, so that such gifts do not cause
problems.
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Indigenous Research
Protocol Links and Do-
cuments
The following materials are organized
geographically, as certain issues are spe-
cific to certain countries. However, all of
these documents assist the researcher
in gaining a deeper understanding of
the legal and ethical issues. 
Note: the interchangeable terms “Indi-
genous,” “Aboriginal,” “Native,” “In-
dian,” and “First Nations” (or, “First
Peoples”) are used by different coun-
tries and different organizations.

World:
World Intellectual Property Organiza-
tion. “WIPO and Indigenous Peoples.”
http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publi-
cations/GuideIPleaflet12en.pdf. 

Indigenous Peoples Council on Biocolo-
nialism (IPCB). “Indigenous Research
Protection Act.” 
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Doing well together in a collaborative context – what does that mean? This is the question raised by Mamu minu-
tutamutau from the point of view of the different partners in a collaborative research project in Aboriginal communities.

Mamu minu-tutamutau is an experiential and evolutionary approach rooted in a friendship between two women, both 
researchers and artists, who discovered the complementarity of their skills and activist commitments. For several 
years, this critical and creative complicity has deepened and grown even stronger, enabling us to combine our efforts 
and knowledge to work together in an intercultural perspective for the decolonization and democratization of the 
research relationship between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal collaborators.

Collaborative ethics develop as we negotiate the passage from the intent to the actualization of collaboration.

Learning to work together requires respect, time, a mutual commitment, adjustments and demanding learning 
processes. Each collaborator is repeatedly faced with the issues, challenges, conflicts and solidarity specific to power 
dynamics and collaborative processes.

To illustrate these crucial stages, moments of fluidity and stormy passages that punctuate the individual and collective 
paths travelled by collaborators, Mamu minu-tutamutau draws inspiration from portage trails or kapatakana (an 
Innu-Aimun term). These vital trails allow us to journey along Nitassinan rivers and provide rest areas along the shore 
and in the forest.

KAPATAKANA/PORTAGE TRAILS
How can we collaborate to do research in Aboriginal communities?
And work together to do what? How, and for what purpose?
On the concrete yet fragile ground of collaborative research in Aboriginal communities, the Aboriginal 
and non-Aboriginal partners from universities and communities begin to move together to reconcile a 
diversity of objectives and ways of doing things by carrying out common projects.

Meeting the challenge of Doing well together in a collaborative context requires creating and maintaining 
conditions favourable to respectful, safe and healthy dialogue; reflexivity; reciprocal relationships; 
concerted action; collaborative governance; and cultural exchange.

However, one of the biggest challenges facing these collaborators remains the reconciliation of their 
respective ethical spaces so that the outcome of collaborative work and of the collaboration itself 
become the expression of a shared vision of Doing well together in a collaborative context. 

KAPATAKANA/PORTAGE TRAILS
Collaboration: Negotiating the passage from intent to actualization 
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Co-leads



Research collaboration between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal partners is a political, ethical and scientific project.

On the concrete ground of research collaboration in Aboriginal communities, Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal partners 
challenge themselves to work together to transform the research relationship and the (inter) cultural conditions that 
tend to maintain historical, structural and socioeconomic inequalities.

Mamu minu-tutamutau seeks to foster conditions more favourable to respectful, fair and negotiated collaboration 
for research conducted in Aboriginal communities, as well as form reciprocal and responsible relationships among 
collaborators (Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal researchers, organizations and communities).

KAPATAKANA/PORTAGE TRAILS
Issues and challenges of research collaboration in Aboriginal communities

♦ Respect the well-being and interrelationships among individuals, communities, ecosystems and
knowledge.

♦ Make research more relevant to all partners and increase its social and scientific integrity.

♦ Promote the appropriation and implementation of a shared ethical outlook and culturally adapted
governance and self-regulation processes.

♦ Develop common language, points of reference and inclusive and consistent ethical practices to
guide concerted action (individual and collective).

♦ Contribute to the self-determination and increased research capacity of Aboriginal communities and
organizations and boost their participation in all stages of research, including the choice of research
topic and questions; research methodology, conduct and evaluation; intellectual property rights;
and the mobilization of knowledge, with respect to the level of involvement desired by each party.

♦ Encourage mutual healing, social justice and peaceful coexistence.

Imagine a common vision of coexistence arising from our different perspectives

The intercultural research relationship between Aboriginals and non-Aboriginals remains fundamentally unequal. When 
the research process does not question the power structures and the systemic and persistent socioeconomic and cultural 
inequalities in Canada, it runs the risk of continuing to reproduce them, simply because these inequalities serve (and sometimes 
reinforce) the established culture and power, academic hierarchy and academic freedom, as well as the dominant methods for 
producing and sharing knowledge.

Aboriginal peoples and colonizing peoples have a “different historical consciousness” (Sioui Durand, 2009) and are still 
struggling to imagine a common vision of their coexistence. These are necessary and critical findings in light of the possibilities 
as well as the current limitations of collaborative research between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal partners. (SOURCE: 
Lachapelle and Puana, 2012)

MAMU MINU-TUTAMUTAU
     Approach      Research Collaboration



Collaborative ethics situate the research relationship within a holistic approach to self-determination, self-regulation, 
individual and collective healing and social justice.

The issues and challenges related to the establishment of an equitable research partnership and the creation of 
conditions for a mutually beneficial collaborative approach impact, in a concrete and comprehensive manner, the 
implementation of collaborative ethics and working methods that are explicit, egalitarian and negotiated in the 
context of research in Aboriginal communities. In other words, they are influenced by the various interpersonal and 
organizational relationships that develop among community and Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal academic partners, 
including the informal relationships and collaboration maintained beyond a specific research project.

Mamu minu-tutamutau values the critical and transformational power of collaboration and develops a creative and 
performative approach to collaborative ethics in Aboriginal communities.

KAPATAKANA/PORTAGE TRAILS
Collaborative ethics issues and challenges in Aboriginal communities

♦ Recognize the ethnocentric and discriminatory nature of colonial history and cultural heritage
and, in particular, of its research tradition whose values and practices still define, to a large extent,
the academic system.

♦ Take a critical look at “our own” culture in its relationship to that of the “other” and give voice to
this critique (despite the risk of loyalty conflicts and marginalization).

♦ Know the history and present context of the communities with which we work.

♦ Situate ourselves as subject and analyze the power relations that we have with others: colleagues, 
partners and research participants.

♦ Challenge the epistemological foundations of Western research and consequently transform the
values and practices that are embedded in institutional and disciplinary traditions, as well as in
professional, community and personal cultures.

♦ Put into practice forms of reflexivity (personal and collective, disciplinary and institutional) that
introduce ethical and methodological changes adapted from an intercultural point of view and
that transform the relationship to knowledge.

How can we do research and live together?

Over the course of the ongoing negotiations that consolidate the collaborative efforts of research partners, including the
choice of research topic and questions; research methodology, conduct and evaluation; intellectual property rights; and the
mobilization of knowledge, the first challenge is probably the creation of a language and ethics that respond collectively to
common and pressing socioeconomic and (inter) cultural issues, the recognition of the essentially relational aspect of the
research process. This is both an ethical, political and scientific responsibility and project: the establishment of the conditions
making collaboration possible between Aboriginals and non-Aboriginals, the development of different research relationships
and an intercultural approach to decolonization. How to be in a relationship rather than in opposition, how do we do research
(and live) together? (SOURCE: Lachapelle and Puana, 2012)

MAMU MINU-TUTAMUTAU
     Approach      Collaborative Ethics



The collective development of a collaboration agreement is a pragmatic strategy for establishing a mutually 
satisfactory definition of conditions for collaboration and forms of self-regulation necessary for a negotiated research 
partnership.

The research collaboration agreement should explicitly state how the partners have agreed to work together and 
clearly summarize their mutual decisions and commitments, for example regarding their roles and responsibilities, the 
exercise of powers and decision-making, control over the research conduct framework, the sharing of anticipated 
benefits and the prevention of inappropriate practices, such as the exploitation and marketing of Aboriginal knowledge.

The collaboration agreement is a formal document signed by the parties involved that should also include the 
research plan, a document that describes the scientific objectives of the research and methodologies, identifies the 
sources of funding and sets out the expected results. Additionally, it should include a formal protocol on how data and 
findings are to be shared in the context of research in Aboriginal communities.

Mamu minu-tutamutau considers the negotiation and development of a collaboration agreement as a creative, 
performative and transformational process that fosters the sharing, reconciliation and intercultural learnings essential 
for the research partners to develop collaborative ethics. The collaboration agreement thus serves as a vision 
statement, a tool for research and governance, and a space for ethical dialogue. The resulting document, along with 
the process that led to its creation, forms an integral part of the collaborative research and is one of the main findings.

KAPATAKANA/PORTAGE TRAILS
Among the issues and challenges specific to the collaboration agreement:
to act according to a different vision of research in Aboriginal communities

A creative process      The partners use their imaginations to reconcile a variety of objectives and 
ways of doing things (methodologies, protocols and other cultural practices) and their respective 
ethical spaces. They transform the research’s relational dynamic, how research is conducted and its 
impacts, as well as our relationship to knowledge.

A performative process      Individually and collectively through their words and actions, the 
collaborators jointly define and implement the equitable and culturally adapted conditions of a mutually 
satisfying and beneficial research partnership based on reciprocal relationships.

An iterative process      The negotiated development and revision of a collaboration agreement 
is a process that continues throughout the research. This dialogue is ongoing as the research is 
defined, conducted and evaluated. It demonstrates the transformational power of collaboration and 
collaborative ethics.

“The strength and usefulness of a research agreement is directly related to the quality of the research relationship among the 
research partners. A respectful relationship is developed on the same basis as an effective agreement. Elements of both include 
good communication, honesty, transparency and trust.” (SOURCE: CIHR, 2007)

MAMU MINU-TUTAMUTAU
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WEB platform
http://mamuminututamutau.wordpress.com/

Interactive and evolving archives on research ethics 
and practices in Aboriginal communities

Hosted on the Mamu minu-tutamutau web platform, the archives 
contain more than sixty resources and tools on ethics and research 
practices in Aboriginal communities. This annotated bibliography 
offers a continuous and interactive review of numerous guides and 
guidelines on ethics and research practices developed by Aboriginal 
communities and organizations.

The purpose of these archives is to increase awareness of this 
abundant documentation and make it more accessible. It is particularly 
important to promote the circulation and ownership of these diverse 
tools by Aboriginal communities and organizations.

Suggestions for additions to the archives and comments on 
the documents already posted are welcome.

Training and exchange workshops

Research projects and collaboration

Meeting the challenge of Doing well together in a collaborative 
context means creating and maintaining conditions favourable 
to respect and dialogue, reciprocal relationships conducive to the 
achievement of concerted actions, collaborative governance and the 
crossroads of cultures.

The training and exchange workshops offered by Mamu minu- 
tutamutau, as well as its research projects and collaboration, 
help participants to identify and better understand the diversity of 
these conditions and develop culturally appropriate collaborative 
ethics through concrete actions with the principal actors in a spirit of 
creative exchange and mutual training.

Mamu minu-tutamutau contributes to this vast movement of 
affirmation and empowerment of the traditional ethics 
and protocols of Aboriginal peoples, the collective 
knowledge embodied by the Elders and by the 
custodians of ethics in Aboriginal communities.

Publications and conferences

The publications and conferences of Mamu 
minu-tutamutau, like its other activities in Aboriginal 
communities, play a role in developing pragmatic 
practices and strategies and actively search for solutions 
addressing some of the needs identified by the communities and 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal researchers.

The dissemination activities of Mamu minu-tutamutau also aim to 
inform the actors working in Aboriginal and research communities and 
raise their awareness about certain issues and challenges specific to 
collaborative research in intercultural and interdisciplinary contexts.

The collaboration agreement: a 
creative, performative and iterative 

process

Mamu minu-tutamutau is also developing a research 
and governance tool inspired by Aboriginal protocols 

that will support the efforts of communities in their negotiations 
with researchers.

Negotiating the terms and conditions of research collaboration 
facilitates the passage from the intent to the actualization of 
collaboration and determines the partners’ collaborative ethics.

The collective development of a collaboration agreement is a 
pragmatic strategy for establishing:

♦ Respectful relationships.

♦ Favourable conditions for intercultural ethical dialogue.

♦ A mutually satisfactory definition of the conditions for
collaboration and the forms of self-regulation necessary for a
negotiated research partnership.

MAMU MINU-TUTAMUTAU
     Activities



Collaborating in research requires developing a language and ethics that respond collectively to common 
socioeconomic and (inter) cultural issues. The ongoing development of a collaboration agreement is a pragmatic 
strategy to facilitate the passage from the intent to the actualization of collaboration. These collaborative ethics 
supports the partners’ creative and performative approach in all phases of research on any subject or area.

The collaboration agreement is a tool for research and governance that guides the collaborators in the negotiation, 
definition and realization of their research, as well as in the appropriation and implementation of their collaborative 
ethics. This concerted effort takes place prior to starting the initial research activities, or better yet, prior to submitting 
funding applications. It’s worth remembering that the first contact sets the stage! Everyone is responsible for these 
collaborative ethics. The collaborators’ individual and collective capacity to demonstrate respect and openness 
when entering into this dialogue is a significant indicator of the specific challenges and potential of their partnership.

The collaboration agreement explicitly documents the terms of reference and working methods on which a research 
partnership is built. It is periodically evaluated and adapted to the context, activities and the evolution of the research 
relationship. In summarizing the nature, objectives and terms of the collaboration, the collaboration agreement 
reflects a shared understanding of Doing and Doing together in a collaborative context. Such an agreement is the 
basis on which collaborating in research and collaborative ethics can become the expression of a shared vision 
of Doing well together in a collaborative context that takes into consideration the different points of view of these 
collaborative partners.

KAPATAKANA/PORTAGE TRAILS
The collaboration agreement: meeting the challenge of Doing well together 
What do we mean by Doing in a collaborative context?      Reconciling the partners’ diverse 
scientific and community objectives and agree on the subject of the collaboration, as well as on the 
objectives of the collaborative effort. 

What do we mean by Doing together in a collaborative context?      Reconciling the different 
ways of doing things (methodologies, protocols and other cultural practices), as well as agree on a 
common vision of collaboration and the practical ways of working together.

What do we mean by Doing well together in a collaborative context?      Reconciling ethical 
spaces and agreeing on the terms and goals of the collaboration, the self-regulatory processes and a 
way to evaluate the collaboration and its outcome that satisfies the different actors.

Strategic collaborations and participatory approaches to collaboration

According to research ethics policies, researchers now find themselves obligated to encourage Aboriginal communities affected 
by their research to participate. In addition, the policy and research program orientations are such that researchers must secure 
part of the financing for their activities in the form of strategic partnerships in Aboriginal communities supported by various 
governments.
The concerns of Aboriginal organizations and representatives (social justice, political objectives or a desire to access funds 
unavailable to Aboriginal communities other than through association with a university) are sometimes the reason for becoming 
involved in research funding applications, research activities or strategic collaborations (of variable usefulness) with researchers. 
(SOURCE: Lachapelle and Puana, 2012)

KAPATAKANA/PORTAGE TRAILS

The collaboration agreement or searching 
for ways of DOING WELL TOGETHER



A collaboration agreement requires a concerted and shared definition of the subject of the collaboration and the 
objectives of the collaborative efforts in the specific context of a research partnership.

Why work together? To do what? And for what purpose?
Aboriginal organizations, communities and representatives do not necessarily get involved in community-based 
research projects for the same reasons Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal researchers do. Their needs, intentions and 
scientific or community objectives may differ. Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal partners undertake a collaborative 
approach developed from positions, experiences and practices that are extremely different from one another. This 
reality might seem obvious. 

However, collaborators rarely assess these differences as they enter into their research partnership. It is nevertheless 
their responsibility to manage this diversity positively by addressing the challenges of increasing the relevance of the 
research for all the parties involved.

Favourable conditions for the emergence of a common definition and a shared understanding of the purpose and 
objectives of the research collaboration are created in order to ensure that the collaboration will produce high-quality 
ethical research because it is more responsible and mutually beneficial.

Collaborative research recognizes that partners need to show respect for the social and scientific integrity of the 
research. Each partner has obligations to the other partners, communities and research participants.

Reconciling the diverse motivations and objectives (scientific and community, 
personal and professional, individual and collective) of the partners involved in a 
process of doing in a collaborative context that mobilizes the people, organizations 
and communities concerned.

KAPATAKANA/PORTAGE TRAILS

What does DOING mean 
in a collaborative context ?

Doing

Respective mandate of each 
organization and partner

The partners’ interests 
and concerns 

Collaborators´ intentions  
(individual or collective)

Individual or collective 
needs and expectations 

Personal and 
professional 
motivations 

Responsibilities related to the status 
or functions of the different partners

Specific and common research 
questions and priorities 

Visions and dreams



Collaborating in research is based on the negotiation and ongoing evaluation of the collaboration conditions. The 
partnership restores the balance in the research relationship and increases the relevance of the research for all partners.

How can we do together in a collaborative context?
What is collaboration from the perspective of the various partners collaborating on 
a research project in Aboriginal communities?
How will we work together?

The collaboration agreement is intended to guide and establish a fair, reciprocal and mutually beneficial relational 
process that ensures all partners (community and university, Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal) share the responsibility 
for the manner in which the various phases of the research project are conducted and self-regulated to the degree of 
involvement desired by each actor.

The development of a collaboration agreement leads to an ethical dialogue where partners can openly discuss the 
concrete problem of equitable and culturally adapted conditions under which to conduct research and collaborate in 
Aboriginal communities.

Reconciling ways of doing things, methodologies, protocols and other cultural 
practices.

Doing 
together 

Commitment and reciprocity

Degree of involvement of 
partners and the nature 
of their commitments

Fair and concerted 
definition of roles and 

responsibilities

Reciprocal consent, 
community and individual 

consent

Equitable sharing 
of advantages, benefits 

and risks

Equitable sharing 
of investments

Equitable sharing 
of resources

Who decides, how 
and on what basis?

Power sharing

Who does 
what?

Collective decision-
making processes

Sharing, transmission, 
use and dissemination 

of data

Sharing and fairness

KAPATAKANA/PORTAGE TRAILS

What does DOING TOGETHER mean 
in a collaborative context ?



Sharing and fairness

Reciprocal consent and commitments

Collaboration agreement

Community and individual consent

Who does what?

Collaborative ethics tends to adopt a relational understanding of 
community and individual consent. This is an ongoing process 
and a reciprocal commitment in which the collaborators (partners 
or participants), under the collaboration agreement, are mutually 
accountable throughout the research project.

Fair and concerted definition of roles and 
responsibilities

Partners’ degree of involvement and the nature of 
their reciprocal commitments

Who does what?

The partners jointly negotiate the nature and degree of appropriate 
involvement in each stage of research. They define a satisfactory and 
mutually beneficial level of commitment and reciprocal obligations. 
The collaboration agreement enables mechanisms to be set up to 
operationalize these commitments and the active participation in the 
research

Commitment and reciprocity

Power sharing

Collective decision-making 
processes

Who has what powers (authority 
and capacity)? Who decides what, 
in whose name, how and on what 
basis?

Collaborative research is the responsibility of 
all partners. This involves a concerted and 
adapted definition of the respective roles 
and responsibilities of the collaborators, 
the planning phase and power sharing 
mechanisms.

Collective decision-making processes that 
are transparent, democratic and inclusive 
enable partners and participants to share 
control of the manner in which research is 
conducted (project design, formulation of 
research questions, planning, management, 
collection, analysis and interpretation, 
dissemination, evaluation and monitoring of 
research) and the management of resources, 
data and findings.

For example, decision-making processes 
based on some Aboriginal consensus 
models can develop a spirit of solidarity 
between the partners and affirm the strength 
of collective decisions.

Equitable sharing of resources, 
benefits, risks and investment

Who pays? Who contributes? 
Who benefits?

“Benefit sharing in research is an essential 
concern of Aboriginal communities. A 
research project should lead to outcomes 
that are beneficial to the participating 
Aboriginal community and/or individual 
community members. Benefit sharing vis-à-
vis a community should be interpreted from 
the community’s perspective. . . . Benefit 
sharing involves fair reward for investments 
in research.” (SOURCE: CIHR, 2007)

To ensure fairness and reciprocity, the 
allocation of financial resources should 
go beyond simply reimbursing expenses 
and be used to compensate partners for 
the costs of the participation of Aboriginal 
communities and organizations involved in 
the research project.

Sufficient resources (funding, services, time 
and training) should be made available to 
partners for ongoing learning.

Sharing, transmission, use and 
dissemination of data

Fair trade? Reciprocity? Circularity 
of knowledge?

A formal protocol, negotiated locally and, if 
necessary, adapted to the different activities 
specific to the project, complements the 
collaboration agreement by defining the 
ethical guidelines for:

♦ The manner in which the First
Nations OPAC Principles™ will be
applied: What are the obligations
of the partners with respect to the
Ownership, Control, Access and
Possession of information, data,
results and other deliverables of the
research project.

♦ Respect for local protocols and
practices regarding traditional
knowledge (TK).

♦ Intellectual property rights (IPR)
and co-ownership of intellectual
property.

♦ The official name and signature,
as well as the use of such, to
identify any coproduction or
knowledge mobilization activity,
thereby ensuring the partners and
participants’ contribution is formally
recognized, if they so desire.



The collaboration agreement sets out the manner in which the partners’ different practices and skills, the diversity of 
people, opinions and voices (including dissenting and divergent opinions), and the diversity of cultures, traditions and 
knowledge systems will be recognized, respected and valued.

It also defines the main principles, ethical guidelines, self-regulatory processes and core values the collaborators will 
adhere to in creating a research partnership that is egalitarian, equitable, sustainable and viable, and whose diverse 
outcomes are mutually beneficial.

How can people Do well together in a collaborative context?
And they will Do well together according to what perspectives and criteria?
According to which intentions, values, needs and goals?

Personal motivations, worldviews and value systems all have a significant impact on how people approach collaborative 
research and on how they manage to situate themselves in a relational dynamic where differences emerge in a state 
of tension that is potentially creative or conflictual. This tends to accentuate the need for self-reflection, dialogue and 
conciliatory processes of intercultural ethics.

The evolutionary nature of a collaboration agreement stems from the fact that the negotiation, development and 
evaluation of the structure of the collaborating in research and collaborative ethics themselves constitute a process 
that is continuously unfolding throughout the research project. The agreement therefore constitutes a space for 
dialogue and a continuous evaluation and self-assessment tool of the research process and its impacts, as well as the 
collaborative ethics from the different partners’ perspective.

Reconciling the ethical spaces, the cultural, social and spiritual values of Aboriginal 
communities, and the research communities.

KAPATAKANA/PORTAGE TRAILS

What does DOING WELL TOGETHER mean
in a collaborative context ?

 Doing well 
together

Harmonious and 
complementary coexistence 
of individuals, communities, 
knowledge and ecosystems

 Validation of facts 
and discussion of 

interpretations

Ongoing evaluation and 
self-assessment of the research

Positive approach to conflict 
and creative conflict

Affirming the freedom 
of expression for all

Responsibility and 
accountability

Diversity of 
Aboriginal 
knowledge

Diversity of scientific 
knowledge

Diversity of authorities 
and voices

Community ethics 
and customary 

protocols

Diversity of values and 
the expression 
of those values 

Research ethics



Validating facts and discussing interpretations

Who’s talking about what? To whom? In whose name? 
In what language and for what purpose? From what 
position/culture?

The collaboration agreement sets out procedures for reviewing 
interpretations and validating facts that are viable and fully integrated 
into research activities. The aim is to gather input from various actors 
in order to:

♦ Correct factual errors.

♦ Discuss interpretations, conclusions and research findings.

♦ Contextualize interpretations and conclusions.

♦ Disclose research limitations.

Affirmation of freedom of expression for all

The collaboration agreement explicitly sets out that the diversity of 
experiences and viewpoints, freedom of conscience and the right to 
dissent and disagree are to be respected by creating:

♦ Favourable conditions for safe and healthy dialogue
among collaborators and all those involved (partners and
participants).

♦ Appropriate means to communicate, listen to and document
the diversity of views and voices, including divergent
opinions.

♦ Prevention, mediation and conflict management procedures.

♦ Opportunities to develop individual and collective skills for
critical dialogue and the sound management of conflict and
dissenting views.

Continuous evaluation and self-assessment 
of research

Responsibility and accountability

The collaboration agreement identifies:

♦ Favourable moments for conducting individual and collective
evaluations during different phases of the research project.

♦ The manner in which collaborative ethics, the efficiency
and effectiveness of the collaboration, and the relationship
between research intentions, objectives, actions and
outcomes will be evaluated from the perspective of each
actor.

♦ Appropriate forms of accountability: between partners (each
in relation to the others), to research participants, and to the
communities and organizations involved (including granting
agencies).

Positive approach to conflict

Creative conflict

Various situations and dynamics can disrupt collaborative research in 
which conflicts are inevitable and potentially creative insofar as they 
also carry the potential for change and innovation.

The aims of the collaboration agreement is to:

♦ Anticipate potentially conflicting values, loyalties or interests.

♦ Identify appropriate strategies that can be used to develop
the collective capacity for safely managing conflict.

♦ Develop a positive approach to conflict and thus realize
the potential of transformation that flows from appropriate
conflict resolution.

Harmonious and complementary coexistence of individuals, 
communities, knowledge and ecosystems



In Mamu minu-tutamutau and from our respective positions as researchers, activists and artists, each of us maintains 
an empathetic and critical view of our own culture in relation to the other. We explore collaborative and intercultural 
ethics in the context of research in Aboriginal communities through reflexive actions and inclusive performative 
processes based on the recognition of the diversity of knowledge and the appreciation of Aboriginal knowledge.

Mamu minu-tutamutau furthers the process by focusing attention on governance methods and customary protocols 
that guide relationships and ethics in Aboriginal communities and by gratefully drawing inspiration from certain 
Aboriginal concepts and languages. We look respectfully to the medicine wheel to illustrate the current state of our 
approach.

Mamu minu-tutamutau 
 Kapatakana



The medicine wheel is associated with the traditions of many Aboriginal peoples. It represents the circle of life divided 
into four quadrants, each of which is associated with a colour, cardinal point, phase, path and sphere.

The circle represents the main principles and spiritual values. We have indicated the principles put forward by this 
Toolbox: ethics, respect, fairness, reciprocity, collaboration and culture, and the Mamu minu-tutamutau identity circle. 
The different colors of the quadrants of the circle and the cardinal points, as well as the words inscribed in them, 
emphasize the interrelationships and unity among the phases of the cycle.

East     The introspective phase, the vision quest.
The mind becomes engaged during this phase of the cycle, when new ideas are sought and new projects 
prepared, Mamu minu-tutamutau takes the path of creation.

South     The dialogue and reciprocity phase.
We are in a position of active listening and constructive exchange. Mamu minu-tutamutau takes the path 
of healing.

West     The experiential phase of our process.
Active in the concrete practice of our research, this is the path of teaching through sharing and exchanging 
what we have learned.

North     The performative phase.
Our intellect analyzes and evaluates our experience. A moment of rest before repeating the cycle, this is 
the path of activism that reflects, and then plans its next action.

The collaborative ethics of Mamu minu-tutamutau and its holistic, experiential and transformational approach are 
based on the medicine wheel that teaches us to live in harmony with ourselves and others, to take the kapatakana that 
gives us insight into the cycles of life and to follow the path of individual and collective healing.

Louise Lachapelle and Shan dak Puana
Co-leads, Mamu minu-tutamutau
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Marie Leger 1-Introduction
Native women are both female and
Aboriginal. Despite this obvious fact,
one or the other of these aspects is 
sometimes overlooked when it comes to
fighting discrimination or developing
public policies. For example, there 
are policies intended to help women 
regardless of their origin or, conversely,
policies that target native persons 
without taking their gender into 

account. As this was the case in the
legal sphere until recently, there
are very few policies that 
encompass both of these reali-
ties. This is why crafting specific
tools is essential in order to
make both identities visible and
clear.

The goal of the project "Ethnic and
gender-based discrimination in the
Americas: the case of indigenous
women," which is the result of the work
of native organizations and human
rights groups in Argentina (Council of
Indigenous Organizations of Jujuy
[COAJ], Colombia [National Indigenous
Organization of Colombia], Mexico
[Mixe People's Services and Lawyers for
Justice and Human Rights] and Quebec
[Quebec Native Women]), is to tackle
this issue so as to facilitate access 

to justice for Aboriginal women. We 
will present the conclusions of years of
work with native communities in our
respective countries and with the Inter-
American Commission on Human Rights
from the Organization of American
States (OAS).

The text that follows is a summary of
our shared publication from 2014 writ-
ten in English and Spanish and entitled,
Methodological and Conceptual Guide-
lines to Confront Situations of Multiple
Discrimination.1 It is a condensed ver-
sion of what we learned together over
the course of more than three years,
mainly within the communities and by
discussing the results we each obtained.

II-Tools for
analysis
To gain a grasp on the reality faced by 
a native woman, it is important to 
understand that she belongs to a speci-
fic native people with its own worldview
and idea of justice. Her sense of belon-
ging also means that she is a member
of a community and that she generally
conceives of herself as a community
being. All of these factors must be taken
into consideration if we wish for native
women to have true access to justice.

Methodological and Conceptual Guidelines 
for the Analysis of Cases of Discrimination Against 

Aboriginal Women

1. "Indigenous Women of the Americas, Methodological and Conceptual Guidelines to Confront Situations of Multiple Discrimination," available in English and Spanish at
the address: http://www.forestpeoples.org/topics/gender-issues/publication/2014/indigenous-women-americas-methodological-and-conceptual-guidel



This is why we think that Aboriginal
principles are always at issue when we
address native women's issues, whether
in the form of a research project, when
going to court or when analyzing or pro-
posing adequate public policies.

2-1 Aboriginal principles:
Duality, respect, reciprocity,
harmony, spirituality
• Duality and complementarity:

Males and females, and humans and
nature are complementary. One is
not superior to the other. This princi-
ple is ever present in the Aboriginal
worldview. In the Andes mountains
in Latin America, there are rituals
that celebrate the man/woman and
human/nature duality. In Argentina,
we observed that many rituals that
honour the male/female duality are
starting to disappear.

• Respect and reciprocity: “Do not
give others that which is superfluous
to you; give them what they need.
Give and receive with all your heart.”
This means that we do not go into
communities to interview women
without giving them something in
return: training, tools, and the
opportunity to participate in our pro-
ject.

• Integrity and spirituality: Spiri-
tuality is integral to life, knowledge
and understanding the world. The
world as a whole is made of emo-
tions, spirituality and knowledge. Of
course, all peoples do not share the
same forms of spirituality, but all
have one and it must be acknowled-
ged.

• Harmony: A state of harmony bet-
ween the community, nature, and
the cosmos is what people seek.

2-2 The Aboriginal view of law
and Aboriginal rights
Aboriginal peoples do not all have the
same institutions to bring people to jus-
tice, but all peoples have rules, a way of
seeing and managing human and social
relations, and a way of resolving
conflict.

The Aboriginal view of law (Derecho
Propio), or customary law, is not the
same as laws referring to indigenous by
the majority society. The latter is recor-
ded in constitutional or international 
documents. While it generally recognizes
the existence of indigenous rights them-
selves, it is not inherently Aboriginal. The
intrinsic right of Aboriginal peoples fits
into a unique worldview. If we wish to
understand violations of the rights of
Aboriginal women, we must above all
understand what this means within the
context of their own cultures and norms.

Territory, autonomy, and culture:
These elements are essential to the sur-
vival of Aboriginal peoples and it is im-
portant to understand what they mean
to Aboriginal women. Earth is female
and our mother. She is a living being
who must be respected. Attacking sa-
cred sites or the ways in which women
practice their rituals causes spiritual vio-
lence to women. This type of spiritual
violence is generally not taken into 
account by mechanisms and laws that
are intended to protect women from

violence. For Colombian native women,
violence is not only physical or psycho-
logical; it can also be spiritual.

It is important that our account of what
we understand by territorial rights, 
autonomy and culture, as well as living
without violence or any other right, 
incorporates the perspectives and prio-
rities of Aboriginal women.

2-3 Additional tools:
Intersectionality, multiple

discrimination, trifocals
Discrimination does not only occur
when a person with the same rights is
treated differently. It also occurs when
a person with different needs is treated
the same way. There are two types of
discrimination: direct discrimination
such as in Canada where it is inscribed
in the law (Aboriginal women cannot
pass on their Aboriginal status in the
same way that non-Aboriginal women
pass on their citizenship), and indirect
discrimination where discrimination is
not intended, but it manifests itself 
regardless. While working with Aborigi-
nal women in Argentina and Mexico, we
also noticed that public policies that
apply equally to all lead to discrimina-
tion toward Aboriginal women in the
sense that governments did not think
about taking their specific situations
into account. This could be considered
discrimination by lack of differentiation.

The following are the concepts that hel-
ped us to address situations of discrimi-
nation:T
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• Intersectionality: In general, an
Aboriginal woman does not expe-
rience discrimination because she is
a woman, Aboriginal, or poor, nor
due to her age or a handicap. Rather,
she experiences discrimination for all
of these reasons simultaneously. This
is a specific form of discrimination
that is different from all other types
of discrimination taken separately. To
clearly understand "intersectional"
discrimination, we must consider the
multi-faceted reality that the woman
faces. We must also consider the
context in which discrimination has
arisen, such as the history of coloni-
zation of Aboriginal peoples and the
history of domination over women.
Intersectional analysis, whose goal is
to understand the new type of dis-
crimination produced by the "inter-
section" of multiple forms of
discrimination, can be applied to all
cases where more than one form of
discrimination exists (Ontario Human
Rights Commission). With regards to
Aboriginal women, we must not for-
get that they are members of diffe-
rent nations within the dominant
nation of the country in which they
live. Consequently, Aboriginal peo-
ples have rights both as their own
people and as communities. The res-
pect or non-respect of these rights
influences the women's daily lives
and the forms of discrimination to
which they are subject.

• Multiple discrimination: At the
beginning of the project, we used
the term "double discrimination."
Aboriginal women face discrimina-
tion not only because they are

women, but also because they are
Aboriginal. These two characteristics
are immutable (or nearly) and they
are protected by specific internatio-
nal doctrines: ILO Convention 169
and the United Nations Declaration
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples,
the Convention on the Elimination of
All Forms of Discrimination Against
Women (CEDAW), and the Inter-
American Convention on the Pre-
vention, Punishment and Eradication
of Violence Against Women, also
known as the "Convention of Belem
Do Para" for women.
In a statement delivered during the
World Conference on Women in Bei-
jing in 1995, Aboriginal women
spoke of triple discrimination as they
believed that, in addition to their sta-
tus as both female and Aboriginal,
they were also subject to discrimina-
tion because they were poor (social
status). To this we can add that they
can also be victims of discrimination
against age, sexual orientation or a
handicap. This is what is referred to
as multiple discrimination.

• Trifocals: The Mexican team for the
project developed this analysis tool
by studying the Mexican govern-
ment's policy against poverty (Pro-
grama Oportunidades). This policy,
which is now applied in countries
across the continent, aims to provide
women with an income supplement
in exchange for attendance at trai-
nings on health and hygiene. In
Mexico, nearly all native communi-
ties are poor and benefit from the
program. It is often the case in other
places that governments provide the

only source of cash income for
women. Nevertheless, by examining
this program through trifocal lenses,
the team realized that the program
also created forms of discrimination
that specifically affected Aboriginal
women.
Trifocals allow us to examine the 
situation from the perspective of
human rights, gender and Aboriginal
peoples.

These lenses also make it possible for us
to see, for example, that Aboriginal
women were not receiving services in
their language. It was clear that neither
they nor their communities had been
consulted during the development of
the policy. We noticed that, in order to
be entitled to the monthly sum provided
by the program, they were required to
attend mandatory training workshops
that were often given in a language that
was different from their own. Missing a
workshop was consequently prohibited
or the allocation was reduced. However,
members of Mexican native communi-
ties have community obligations (for
example, volunteer work for the com-
munity) and this was not considered a
valid reason for missing a workshop by
the program administrators. The women
therefore found themselves in a situa-
tion where they had to choose between
an income that they could not do wi-
thout and fulfilling their responsibilities
as community members.

A policy that is, at first sight, positive for
women since they receive financial sup-
port can hide a number of violations
when we take a closer look at what this
support actually means for Aboriginal
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women. An analysis conducted from the
triple perspective of rights, women and
Aboriginals allows us to see the effects
of discrimination.

2-4 The community and the
intersection of individual and
collective rights
In general, Aboriginal women construct
their identity based on their community
as they are most often community
beings. Understanding their reality
means comprehending whether or not
their communities and peoples are able
to exercise their rights.

Individual rights are conferred upon 
individuals by the sole fact that they are
human. Likewise, collective rights are
granted to communities so as to protect
their integrity and dignity as a commu-
nity. We often contrast individual and
collective rights, and yet it is clear that
they should not be dissociated from
each other. The simple reason is that
they are contingent on each other.

The worlds in which Aboriginal women
live require us to note that these two
types of rights are intimately linked.
When territorial rights are attacked, it
necessarily has an impact on women in
their daily and personal lives. If milita-
ries or megaprojects overrun an Abori-
ginal territory, women are subject to
prostitution or rape by foreigners.
Conversely, if a woman in a community
is raped or subject to sterilization 
without her consent, the entire commu-
nity must suffer the consequences. 
Removing a woman from her commu-
nity to protect her after rape amounts to
fighting one act of violence with ano-
ther. Separating her from her commu-

nity, her family, and her land is not only
emotionally challenging, it also makes
her more vulnerable to future acts of
violence or discrimination.

As a result, we believe it is crucial to
work with Aboriginal women as well as
with community authorities and the
men of which they are comprised. 
Access to justice and change for women
requires battling on these two fronts.

We can develop multiple tools to reflect
the situation of discrimination facing
Aboriginal women according to the
context and objectives. However, we
must always consider the perspec-
tive of the women themselves and
the peoples to which they belong
while taking into account their 
internationally-recognized rights.
These include human rights, speci-
fically women's rights (primarily
individual rights) and the rights of
Aboriginal peoples (primarily col-
lective rights).

III-Implementation
of tools during
research or the
presentation of
cases in court
Aboriginal principles must be present in
every action that is undertaken, as well
as in the attitudes of those who work
with Aboriginal women and the data
that is retained for analysis.

3-1 Women as the focus of
research and analysis
Too often, Aboriginal women are viewed
as research subjects or victims who

need defending, whereas they are
above all the subjects of their own lives
and the only ones who can change their
situation. In other words, they are the
experts.

The project teams had different ways of
taking this fact into account. In the Mixe
de Jaltepec de Candayoc (Oaxaca) com-
munity in Mexico, women in the com-
munity were trained to fulfil the role of
community researchers and to unders-
tand the health system in their commu-
nity. They conducted interviews in their
language and spoke with researchers to
share the knowledge they had acquired.
In each region of the Jujuy province in
Argentina, there was a "promoter"
whose role was to speak with the
women from different communities
about various cases of discrimination
and ways of denouncing it. In Colombia,
women used the workshops to define
what it means to have a right to life 
without violence. This experience 
became the basis on which lawyers
were able to base their argument.

Awareness-raising and training sessions
about women’s rights are very impor-
tant and must be designed in such a
way as to be compatible with the cul-
ture. They allow women to speak out
without fear and to realize that they 
can react to certain situations that they
believe to be unavoidable and even
"natural." Once this realization has
taken root, the women must not be for-
gotten. We must find the means to help
them to change their situation or equip
them with tools that allow them to find
solutions themselves. For example, we
can provide them with relevant infor-
mation so that they can take action
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themselves or find organizations to act
on their behalf. We can ask Aboriginal
women to speak about violence or dis-
crimination that they have experienced
without concentrating on the pain it has
caused and their determination to find a
solution.

3-2 Avoid revictimization
Revictimization occurs when victims find
themselves in situations that make them
relive the pain of an act of violence pre-
viously experienced, or when the condi-
tions they are denouncing or for which
they wish to receive justice put them
face to face with another violent situa-
tion. Aboriginal women have lived
through a long history of depreciation
due to a colonial background that has
made them sensitive to behaviors that
remind them of the situation. It is also
important to work with communities to
improve the situation of women so that
they do not feel like they are being jud-
ged when they speak about acts of vio-
lence or discrimination that they have
experienced.

Both within the framework of research
and legal action, obtaining prior, free
and informed consent is important. This
consent must be liable to annulment at

any time, which means that the person
must be constantly informed about the
purpose of the research and the steps
leading to the denunciation of a viola-
tion of rights before the court. Women
must receive respectful support in their
maternal language and the right to
withdraw at any time.

The question of confidentiality is equally
important. Most often, Aboriginal cul-
tures are extremely communitarian. If
we wish for members of the community
to support women in their demand for
justice, it is important to involve them in
the process. However, victims are also
entitled to confidentiality of personal in-
formation that they do not wish to
share. This is a challenge that must be
discussed with women and authorities
so as to accommodate the need for both
confidentiality and a sharing of infor-
mation with the community.

3-3 Finding healing and enac-
ting change
During our discussions on revictimiza-
tion, we asked ourselves what we
should do once women become willing
to speak out about their past and cur-
rent personal wounds. How did our
grandmothers and predecessors deal
with this pain? How do you transform
pain into strength? Argentinian women

chose to take a cross-cultural 
approach, employing methods
that were rooted in the Abori-
ginal tradition while receiving
support from broad-minded
psychologists. Their aim was
to begin a healing process 
within the community that
was focused on spirituality and

rituals that celebrate duality and the 
importance of women. The healing
spaces thus created highlight the
strength and value of women and their
ability to generate change.

3-4 Legal and political process
Aboriginal women must overcome many
obstacles in order to obtain justice. In
addition to community isolation and a
scarcity of services, native women face a
number of challenges.

"Naturalization of violations:"
Women often believe that their situation
cannot be changed, and they do not
realize that they are the victims of vio-
lence or discrimination. Even if they do
not like the indifferent or hostile treat-
ment they receive when they go out of
their communities, they have never
thought about how it could be different.
This is why raising awareness about the
problem is essential. However, reinfor-
cement is needed once the groundwork
has been laid. We must develop 
methods of accompanying women
through the process and provide ways
to take action. For example, when we
look for cases in Argentina in which the
right to education was denied, cases of
discrimination in the health field come
up. Even if this was not what we were
looking for, we couldn’t close our eyes
to such an important subject. We must
give women the means to face their 
situation, and provide them with refe-
rences and information that will help
them improve their lot.
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Fear of making criminal charges:
For many reasons, even when they are
aware that they are victims of violence
or discrimination, Aboriginal women are
often afraid of denouncing these viola-
tions of their rights in court.

Sometimes they may be personal rea-
sons. A woman may be afraid that her
husband or her community will retaliate.
Unfortunately, these are not unfounded
fears. As a case in point, a Mexican Abo-
riginal woman named Valentina Ro-
sendo Cantu was raped by military men
and after she denounced the fact, her
husband divorced her. She was subse-
quently required to leave her commu-
nity. Although she won the case in the
Inter-American Court of Human Rights,
she now lives outside of her community
with her daughter.

Being forced to leave one's community
is often a difficult situation. To prevent it
from happening, it seemed essential to
us to not only work with the women,
but also with the men and the authori-
ties in the communities. Reinforcing the
place of women in their communities
while simultaneously strengthening the
communities themselves is crucial.
Women agree that Aboriginal peoples
have the right to self-determination and
they want to participate. People some-
times use situations of discrimination 
toward women within communities to
argue that Aboriginal peoples are una-
ble to govern themselves. We think that
we must instead reinforce the internal
capabilities of native peoples to take ini-
tiative in protecting women in their 
nations.

Within the framework of our project,
working with a Mexican Aboriginal
community proved to be a fruitful en-
deavour. At the end of a period of
consultation and awareness-raising
amongst authorities, the latter decided
to support women and even file appeals
in court with them. Collectively filing an
appeal is a way of emphasizing the col-
lective nature of certain violations and
protecting the person who is pressing
charges. Without support, the complai-
nant is much more vulnerable.

Some reasons for not pressing charges
are related to the justice system itself
and its often discriminatory manner of
treating Aboriginals, specifically native
women. Pressing charges is not easy in
an environment that is both hostile and
completely foreign to Aboriginal cul-
tures. The complainant may even find
the experience equally traumatizing as
the original act. Although promoting
awareness of a justice system designed
for and by others is not easy, it is essen-
tial.

The limits of justice: Filing and win-
ning cases of discrimination or violation
of the rights of Aboriginal women is not
always possible. The reasons are multi-
ple: there may not be a sufficient
amount of information, the proof may
have been destroyed or the deadline
may have been missed. In addition, the
justice process is generally very long,
which discourages many women from
pressing charges. In the judicial process,
receiving acknowledgement of the harm
done and possible reparations is a major
challenge. Accompaniment and training
are essential ingredients.

Demonstrating discrimination: Dis-
crimination is illegal and the right to
non-discrimination applies immediately.
However, proving that someone was
truly subject to discrimination is not 
always easy since contextual proof is 
necessary in all cases. How do you 
explain that an Aboriginal woman is a
victim of discrimination because she is
a native woman, and that this situation
would not have arisen if the victim was
not Aboriginal? We must explain what
has happened from the perspective of
the Aboriginal woman and then eluci-
date the reasons for the situation, such
as a history of oppression.

The main tools used to prove the exis-
tence of discrimination include testimo-
nies from the victim(s), which must be
gathered in their maternal language in a
location where they feel safe. The per-
son collecting the information must also
be familiar with their culture. Women
must be able to speak about what they
want to share and what they want to
keep to themselves. Testimonies deal
with the facts, as well as personal and
community discrimination, and the goal
is to demonstrate the moral and cultural
damages that have been committed.
Statistics show that systemic discrimi-
nation is also a factor (poverty, educa-
tion, access to services, etc.). Unfor-
tunately, statistics on Aboriginal women
are rare and not easily accessed, and so
we must sometimes create databases
ourselves.

One way of demonstrating discrimina-
tion is to show the "road to discrimina-
tion." For example, in the field of
education, we could show the path that

T
O

O
L

B
O

X
 O

N
 T

H
E

 R
E

S
E

A
R

C
H

 P
R

IN
C

IP
L

E
S

 I
N

 A
N

 A
B

O
R

IG
IN

A
L

 C
O

N
T

E
X

T
 



a person has taken to reach the univer-
sity level and draw a parallel between
all of the obstacles that an Aboriginal
woman must overcome to attain the
same level of education. This explains
why women rarely succeed in this 
regard.

Proving that discrimination has occurred
also requires expertise. Nationally-
recognized experts lend legitimacy to
Aboriginal realities before an unyielding
magistrate, while Aboriginal experts 
provide testimony from an Aboriginal
perspective.

Lastly, legal precedents, international
cases (Special Rapporteurs, thematic 
reports, the Treaty Surveillance Commit-
tee, etc.), as well as conclusions and 
recommendations made by the court
can also constitute substantive argu-
ments.

Throughout the research and documen-
tation process of multiple discrimination
cases, having a framework for analysis
and specific tools is essential. These are
necessary in order to know which pieces
of evidence must be found, which ques-
tions to ask to bring out the fact that
Aboriginal women are at the same time
Aboriginal AND women, and that both
of these aspects must be documented.
The relationship between collective
rights and individual rights, the Aborigi-
nal perspective and its worldview, the
gender perspective and views on 
oppression and discrimination must
guide our data collection and analysis.

The same goes for public policies. It was
only by studying the policy against 
poverty in Mexico from the perspective
of Aboriginal women that it was found
that it engendered discrimination. This
analysis allowed the Aboriginal organi-
zation ONIC in Colombia to intervene so
that the law concerning the protection
of victims of armed conflict took into 
account the specific situation of native
women. At COAJ in Argentina, this faci-
litated understanding of the educatio-
nal situation of women in order to
propose a strategy and solution. Quebec
Native Women Inc. was able to unders-
tand and explain how the combined 
effect of various laws in Canada and
Quebec made life difficult for Aboriginal
women who wished to denounce the
violence to which they are subject.

V-Conclusions
We wish to demonstrate the importance
of developing a specific methodology
that respects Aboriginal principles.
Constructing a conceptual framework is
also necessary in order to link Aboriginal
rights, collective rights, and the rights of
women, putting women at the centre of
research and the actions taken. A lot of
work remains to be done, but we hope
that our experience will contribute to
improving the lot of Aboriginal women.
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Appendix: 
Summary of the "protocol" 
for the treatment of cases 
of violation of Aboriginal 
women's rights, written by
COAJ (Board of Indigenous 
Organizations of Jujuy , 
in Argentina).
• Situations of discrimination must be

considered from the viewpoint of
women, and the context surrounding
situations of equality that has been
constructed over a long period of
time.

• We must recognize our own preju-
dices in order to clearly understand
the issues and to make intercultural
dialogue possible.

• The communitarian context must
also be considered, specifically the
worldview and philosophy of com-
munity members. To do so, we must
engage in a process of identity re-
construction based on the history of
the community and the women who
live in them, both unspoken and for-
gotten memories, and internal ten-
sions within the community such as
difficulties recognizing the role of
women.

• Concerns about diversity have in-
creased over the past several years,
but public policies consistently fail to
take them into account.

• Individual and collective rights are
interdependent.

• Spiritual principles are important in
constructing an identity and they
permeate the lives of communities
and peoples. They serve to ensure
harmony between men, women and
nature.

• Aboriginal women are instrumental
in recuperating spiritual principles.

• There is a difference between certain
"cultural" practices that can some-
times harm women and the philoso-
phical vision of the Aboriginal world
where the principles of duality and
the right to a life without violence
exist.

• We must underscore the damages
that result from discrimination and
the disrespect of the rights of Abori-
ginal women. This creates healing
spaces so that balance can be resto-
red between the cosmos in the same
way as their ancestors once did.

• These healing spaces prevent new
suffering by treating old wounds
with words.

• Healing spaces must be holistic so as
to re-establish the balance between
women and nature. To be healthy is
to live a balanced life.
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Introduction
Over the past twenty years, research
partnerships between universities and
Aboriginal organisations and communi-
ties1 have flourished across both Qué-
bec and Canada (see especially Asselin
and Basile 2012; Cook 2013; Hanson
and Smylie 2006; Lachapelle and Puana
2012; Lévesque 2009; Lévesque, Appa-
ricio et al. 2012; Smithers Graeme
2013). Whether they are inspired by the
premises of collaborative or participa-
tory research, emphasise the voices and
knowledge of Aboriginal people them-
selves, aim for a well-grounded and 
situated understanding of Aboriginal
realities, or seek to document Aborigi-
nal approaches and perspectives in the
areas of education, the environment 
or health, these partnerships necessarily
lead to new joint research practices that
often have tremendous potential for 
social change. It was in this context that
the ODENA Research Alliance2

(www.odena.ca) was set up in 2009,

thanks to a grant from the Social
Sciences and Humanities Research
Council of Canada (SSHRC) under the
Community-University Research Alliance
(CURA) program (www.sshrc-crsh.gc.ca/
funding- f inancement/programs-
programmes/cura-aruc-fra.aspx).

Bringing together representatives of ten
organisations of the Québec Native
Friendship Centres3 movement, Aborigi-
nal intellectuals from various back-
grounds, researchers from seven
universities as well as fifteen students,
ODENA aimed, from the very beginning
of its activities, to develop new know-
ledge bases derived from the meeting of
scientific and Aboriginal knowledge, 
expertise, practices and cultures, in order
to: 1) offer alternative and innovative
avenues to understanding and respon-
ding to the individual and societal chal-
lenges faced by Aboriginal peoples in
cities in the Province of Quebec (whe-
ther affiliated with First Nations, Métis

The story of a successful partnership between 
Aboriginal leaders, practitioners and researchers 
engaged in a knowledge coproduction approach: 
The creation, implementation and achievements of 

the ODENA Research Alliance

1. In Québec, the expression “Aboriginal community” refers to a place designated as an Indian reserve or northern Aboriginal village. 
2. The term ODENA means “the city” in the Anishnabe language. The ODENA Research Alliance focuses on Aboriginal people in Québec cities. It has been headed, between

2009 and 2014, by the Regroupement des centres d’amitié autochtones du Québec (RCAAQ), an umbrella organization for the Québec Native friendship centre movement,
and Institut national de la recherche scientifique (Université du Québec).

3. Native Friendship Centres are community-based service organisations established in a number of Québec and Canadian cities. The first Native Friendship Centre was esta-
blished in Winnipeg in 1951, and the first in Québec was the Chibougamau centre, created in 1969. There are now some 120 Friendship Centres across Canada, including
10 in Québec. Their activities are targeted to Aboriginal people living in urban areas. Initially, when Aboriginal people left their communities of origin (reserves), they very
often found themselves isolated and without adequate services or support. Today, Native Friendship Centres have become “key catalysts of action and solidarity for urban
Aboriginal people, places for learning and training, and meeting points where help is given in areas such as housing, health care, education, the fight against poverty, assis-
tance with homework, and elder support” (Lévesque and Cloutier 2011) [our translation]. They act as incubators of social economy and human development, for the bene-
fit of a growing Aboriginal population.



or Inuit); 2) support their social, econo-
mic, political and cultural development;
and 3) highlight the collective action of
the Native Friendship Centres. 

To accomplish this, it was necessary to
create an integrated and joint media-
tion, governance, and research struc-
ture. This strategic work preceded the
actual establishment of ODENA, as the
relationships between several resear-
chers, leaders, and Aboriginal represen-
tatives concerned had been formed
since 2005 and had developed on a
number of occasions, in both the aca-
demic and Aboriginal milieus, before the
grant was obtained in 2009.Thus, the
ODENA Alliance is the result of an exis-
ting collaborative process, which led the
members to jointly identify, well before
they had decided on which research 
activities to undertake, the knowledge
sharing issues, the ways in which the
partnership would function and com-
mon values.

When the ODENA Alliance began its
work, an important lack of knowledge
existed in Québec regarding the Abori-
ginal population living either tempora-
rily or permanently in the province’s
cities: a rapidly growing population
whose needs and challenges are com-
plex, varied, and increasing (Environics
Institute 2010; Lévesque and Cloutier
2013). Even with some sectoral studies
in the 1990s and 2000s, no overall 
assessment had yet to determine the
scope of existing knowledge and little
or no studies proposed concrete actions
or interventions. The lack of knowledge
was thus combined with a lack of tools

and mechanisms that would allow 
research findings reaching academics
from various disciplines, as well as Abo-
riginal practitioners, actors, and decision
makers. Even fewer studies incorpora-
ted Aboriginal knowledge, approaches,
practices and perspectives into their
design and methodology. Moreover, the
human development, social reconstruc-
tion and decolonization initiatives laun-
ched over the preceding decades by the
various Québec Native Friendship Cen-
tres, had not been characterised or
given a summary description. Thus, it
was important to document these ini-
tiatives, to define the practices that 
had facilitated their implementation, to
recognize and value them at the local,
regional, national and international 
levels, to draw lessons from them, and
to identify avenues for future work and
action.

If the earlier collaborations had enabled
academic and Aboriginal partners to
share, discuss and exchange different
types of knowledge during study or trai-
ning days, talking circles and workshops
and seminars, the creation of a new 
alliance would now call for an increased
pace of activities, including forging
constructive relations and a new episte-
mic environment where ideas and ques-
tions could be jointly debated, and
developed. Conditions also needed to
be created that would further these 
relations in the long-term, as well as the
partners’ agreement on a process that
would allow the ethical and respectful
nature of the partnership to be preser-
ved in all circumstances. Therefore, it
was important that the existing colla-

borative relationships be transformed
into bonds of knowledge coproduction
and co-creation. In addition, the Alliance
members also shared other concerns,
such as a common will to work together,
a desire to enter into relations of reci-
procity and mutual trust, and a genuine
wish to enjoy collegial and amicable 
relations. 

The ODENA Alliance was thus built on
solid and well-established foundations.
But despite this particular and, in a way
favorable context, it was still important
for us to develop a governance structure
that would clearly be joint in nature but
also dynamic and flexible in order to
meet the requirements of the partner-
ship, face the challenges and obstacles
unavoidable in any partnership expe-
rience, and fulfil our commitments in the
areas of research and knowledge mobi-
lisation, as proposed and encouraged
under the SSHRCCURA program. In the
next few pages, we will present an 
overview of our vision and governance
structure. We will then give two exam-
ples of knowledge co-creation projects
carried out under the aegis of ODENA:
1) the Québec-wide provincial survey
of 1,000 urban Aboriginal people; and
2) the scientific watch and monitoring
project at the Minowé Clinic.

Each of these projects resulted from a
specific combination of knowledge, 
research questions and expertise of the
Alliance members. Each was also orga-
nised differently given the nature of the
knowledge issues identified, the part-
nership approaches implemented, the
leadership exercised, the members
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concerned, the relevant disciplines and
expertise, the methods used and the 
impacts. There is clearly no magic for-
mula for a partnered knowledge copro-
duction research project in an Aboriginal
context (or indeed in any other context).
One must often innovate, overcome cer-
tain obstacles, re-examine established
approaches, constantly meet new chal-
lenges, and even change one’s strategy
along the way. Nor is there one single
model that applies in every situation
(Lechner 2013; Lévesque 2012). Each of
the projects implemented under the
ODENA Alliance has in fact evolved in
its own way, even though certain com-
mon founding principles were shared by
all participants.  

1. A shared
governance
structure and
common
principles
Between 2009 and 2014, the ODENA
Research Alliance brought together
nearly 50 people from various academic
disciplines, with diverse expertise and
experiences, and with different types of
knowledge. It was therefore crucial,
right from the start, to create conditions
that would encourage the expression of
everyone’s points of view, aspirations
and concerns in regard to the partner-
ship’s governance and operation. During
the 2009 ODENA start-up general 
assembly,4 a temporary working com-
mittee was set up to define a charter of
values and determine the governance
bodies that would provide a solid foun-
dation for future activities. This working
committee met on several occasions in
the first year in order to present an ope-
rating structure that would rally all par-
ticipants. From the onset, it was decided
that all representative bodies of the
ODENA Alliance would be equal and
joint in nature (in terms of both acade-
mic and Aboriginal representation) and
would participate in decision making at
all operational levels of the partnership,
from the leadership jointly shared bet-
ween an academic leader and an Abori-
ginal leader, to the composition of the
different committees It was also agreed
that an Aboriginal elder and an Aborigi-
nal youth representative would sit on
the Steering Committee, which replaced
the temporary working committee in the
second year and became the decision-

making body for the Alliance in the
areas of ethics, research, training and
knowledge mobilisation. In this regard,
the concern of Aboriginal partners was
to ensure that the voice of all segments
of the Aboriginal population in Québec
cities could be heard through these 
representatives. For the researchers it
was important that a seat on the Stee-
ring Committee also be reserved for a
student.

This governance structure reflected the
composition and diversity of the 
Alliance, and was an expression of the
importance given to the development 
of trust, even before undertaking the 
actual research work. This planning step
proved to be essential to identify the
respective expectations of researchers
and Aboriginal partners, to clarify 
member status and roles, to determine
research needs and approaches, and to
decide mechanisms and tools likely to
ensure cohesion, liaison and communi-
cation within the Alliance. It also allo-
wed the identification of common
values on which the ethical responsibi-
lity of the Alliance was based and that
reflected the desire of the participants
for equality and harmony on all occa-
sions. 

4. A record of this founding general assembly is available in French- (Lévesque, Cloutier et al. 2009a) and English (Lévesque, Cloutier et al. 2009b). Both documents are
available online: www.odena.ca



Aboriginal organization, a knowledge
sharing workshop or the participation of
an ODENA delegation to a national or
international scientific conference, the
presence of the three main groups of 
actors was essential to the intellectual
and financial involvement of the 
Alliance. In our view, equity, sharing,
and reciprocity must be embodied on all
fronts to avoid reproducing divisions
between Québec society and Aboriginal
societies, between researchers and
other knowledge holders.5

Rather than curtailing the activities of
members, the implementation of this
provision led to some 40 distinct events
held over a five-year period and to more
than 200 presentations or contributions
of various kinds. Overall, these activities

reached more than a thousand people
and mobilised, in one capacity or ano-
ther—organiser, commentator, facilita-
tor, mentor, speaker, expert, researcher,
student, resource person—almost all
the members of the Alliance. Similarly,
the sectoral grants obtained by the
members out of the general funding en-
velope could only be allocated if the
team included both researchers and
Aboriginal partners. The request for 
financial assistance could come from 
either researchers or partners, but in all
cases had to reflect convergence and
collaboration between the academic
and Aboriginal milieus and had to be
consistent with the common scientific
programming.

These values are as follows:

Once the governance structure and
charter of values had been defined,
there was still a need to develop the
tools and mechanisms that would allow
these different parameters to be concre-
tely embodied and for our common prin-
ciples to be expressed in specific actions
and initiatives. How then do you make
sure that this common vision can be 
verified in the choice of future actions
and activities in the context of such a
broad research alliance? The Steering
Committee played a major role in this
regard by making the decision to sup-
port only research projects and public
dissemination activities that necessarily
brought together researchers, Aborigi-
nal representatives or intellectuals, and
students. Whether in the case of a 
university seminar, a training day in an

5. This represents a small contribution to a much larger social phenomenon, but it is likely to bear fruit over the longer term and to help change attitudes and mentalities, 
especially in universities where elitist behaviours still too often predominate over socially engaged research initiatives with an objective of solidarity.

Respect Respect is based on the full recognition of each individual’s knowledge and expertise, be it scientific
knowledge, Aboriginal knowledge, spiritual knowledge or experiential knowledge. 

Equity Equity is manifested in the importance of taking into account and valuing the respective contribution
of each individual to the collective production by jointly signing, for example, works accomplished, whe-
ther in the form of research documents, collections of texts, presentations or even scientific articles.

Sharing Sharing emphasizes the importance of pooling everyone’s experiences and expertise, and of increasing
the opportunities for meeting and exchange by creating favorable conditions encouraging a space for
everyone to speak, in both the academic and Aboriginal milieus.

Reciprocity Reciprocity translates in belonging to a collective project, where the benefits are collective and have an
impact in both the academic and Aboriginal milieus and take different written or oral forms, unlike a so-
lely individual appropriation. 

Trust Trust is evidenced in adherence to a joint infrastructure and in the desire to preserve the quality of the
relations and ties formed through the activities and initiatives implemented.
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The ODENA Alliance also innovated by
setting up collective research projects in
parallel with the sectoral research acti-
vities. There is a large distinction to be
made in this regard. The aim of the 
collective projects was to coproduce
knowledge regarding federative, inter-
disciplinary and interinstitutional issues,
in contrast to the sectoral projects that
focused on a specific theme. The collec-
tive projects mobilised several dozen
people over a number of years on issues
jointly identified by the researchers and
partners. The impact of these projects
was the creation of knowledge bases
which became reference tools for all 
Alliance members (an example of such a
project will be given in the next section).
The sectoral projects were in turn deve-
loped by teams of at least three indivi-
duals and expressly targeted public
policy issues such as poverty, commu-
nity justice, health, homelessness, 
racism, security and education. This 
resulted in reflection or analysis papers
which recorded various types of know-
ledge and approaches, and were made
available to all members. 

By committing ODENA to a path where
collective knowledge sharing initiatives
went hand-in-hand with sectoral initia-
tives, the values shared by the Alliance
members were reflected in the scientific
programming, in the choice of an 
integrated knowledge coproduction 
approach, in the identification of the 
issues to be studied and in the nature
of the anticipated impacts. It was indeed
essential that the research topics cho-
sen could be linked to societal chal-
lenges. It was also essential that the
new knowledge be based on an equal
relationship between the participants
and that these initiatives also cover the
entire spectrum of the partnership 
experience. We did not in fact separate
the research activities from its other un-
derlying activities  and that ensure both
its scientific and social relevance. The
creation of new data and their proces-
sing and analysis were carried out in
synchronicity with, and were comple-
mentary to, the dissemination, trans-
mission and reciprocal learning
activities. 

In the area of community-partnered re-
search there is often the hope that the
results obtained can meet the needs
identified by the partners or practitio-
ners (to use the terms employed in 
academic discourse). This way of 
understanding the partnership,
where some participants have 
research skills and others, 
research needs, did not suit the
Alliance members, as it points
to a relationship that is more
instrumental and mechanical
than constructive and organic.

Aboriginal partners may of course want
to learn more about a particular 
research topic or research sector—just
as researchers do—but their concerns
are also linked to their practices, expe-
riences, knowledge, skills and aspira-
tions. In our view, reducing the
Aboriginal contribution to the question
of their needs for knowledge which 
researchers are being called upon to
meet introduces an unequal dimension
into the relationship and, indeed, a hie-
rarchy in the relations that people en-
tertain with the sphere of knowledge,
whether scientific or other. 

By linking research questions and socie-
tal challenges, that is, challenges reflec-
ting the problems and issues that the
partners are faced with in the context of
their work, researchers are able to clarify
their research questions and renew
them in light of the concrete realities
and manifestations that they hope to
circumscribe, while also increasing the
social and citizen impact of their work.
At this point the terms of the relations-
hip change as the researchers come to
recognise that their partners also hold
knowledge and are able to identify col-
lective avenues for solutions to the chal-
lenges that they face. Moreover, by
combining research activities and know-
ledge transmission mechanisms, part-
ners become part of a dynamic and
interactive relationship. In an additional
measure, this relationship focuses on
the high points of the research: the im-
plementation, analysis steps, dissemi-
nation, transmission and mobilisation in
the relevant areas, both academic and
Aboriginal. These are the bases on
which the two following examples rest.



2. An
unprecedented
provincial survey
of the Aboriginal
population in
Québec cities

2.1 Context
As previously stated in this document,
the Aboriginal population in Quebec 
cities, despite a marked growth since the
early 1990s, had received little attention
from researchers prior to the creation of
the ODENA Alliance. More specifically,
most of the existing studies had concer-
ned the city of Montréal and, to a lesser
extent, the city of Val-d’Or (see Dugré
and Thomas 2012; Jaccoud and Bras-
sard 2003; Laplante and Potvin 1991;
Lévesque 2003; Montpetit 1989). The
project to conduct a provincial survey of
a representative sample of the Aborigi-
nal population had been discussed from
the start by ODENA members, and the
Steering Committee quickly assumed
the responsibility for the survey’s cha-
racterisation and implementation. Not
only had such a survey, at such a scale,
never been conducted in Québec, but
the lack of information on the living
conditions of this population also made
the work of local actors more difficult
and made it harder for practitioners to
effectively target their actions, expand
their initiatives and more adequately
respond to the growing and increasin-
gly diverse needs of this population.
From the perspective of actual research,
this lack of data prevented exploring
new ways of understanding and explai-

ning the urban and citizen realities 
experienced by a growing proportion of
the province’s Aboriginal population.

After numerous discussions on the most
appropriate methodological tool to 
employ, it was agreed that the survey
would be structured around a semi-
open questionnaire (rather than, for
example, a single quantitative tool with
closed questions) and would be addres-
sed to Aboriginal people, both men and
women, over 18 years of age. The survey
was administered to the target popula-
tion in urban areas where Friendship
Centres are present and expanded its
concept of residence to include long-
term, short-term and transit contexts 
influenced by personal, family, work or
study circumstances.  From the onset,
we were aiming for a sample of 500 to
750 people in order to obtain a large
enough initial profile of the realities and
living conditions of the population and a
methodological representativeness for
each of the cities targeted. Ultimately,
thanks to the support and availability of
the staff at the Friendship Centres and
several other public organisations,
1,000 people were surveyed over a 
period of three years. The questionnaire
included approximately a hundred main
questions6 and covered a wide range of
topics and themes, such as: identity; 
mobility; marital and family status; hou-
sing and living conditions; schooling;
traditional knowledge; occupational ac-
tivities; ties with the land and commu-
nities of origin; relations with Aboriginal
people and other citizens; and commu-
nity life. These were jointly identified by

researchers and Aboriginal partners 
during fifteen work sessions extending
over a six-month period and involving
several actors, including members of the
Steering Committee, the survey scienti-
fic committee and participants from the
Regroupement des centres d’amitié 
autochtones du Québec and the various
Friendship Centres. 

Even the questionnaire design required
several stages of definition, selection of
variables, organisation of content and
validation. We wanted to gather quanti-
tative information, but also hear the
people met share their concerns and 
aspirations. Before being conducted on
a provincial scale, the questionnaire was
tested on roughly a hundred people 
living in Val-d’Or and Sept-Îles. This first
field test helped improve the content,
rephrase some of the questions and add
sub-questions of a qualitative type in 
several sections. For example, it wasn’t
enough to broach the issue of schooling
without acknowledging traditional tea-
chings; it wasn’t enough to discuss the
person’s family, without considering its
extended members; it wasn’t enough to
talk about urban living conditions 
without asking the person about his or
her ties with Aboriginal communities
and territories. In short, apart from the
usual categories found in a sociological
survey, we added other categories 
reflecting the shared realities, values,
trajectories, heritages, experiences and
visions existing within the Aboriginal
world. This was in addition to the ethical
procedures implemented to ensure both
the anonymity and confidentiality of the

6. To be sure to cover as many situations as possible (men, women, youth, elders, workers, students, entrepreneurs, unemployed persons, trainees, etc.), we introduced certain
distinctions in the questionnaire based on a person’s life trajectory or experience. Important documentation work was carried out in parallel in order to design not only the
actual questionnaire but also the data entry and processing tools that would allow for in-depth analysis of the data collected.
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data collected, including an information
letter and a consent form. No problems
were encountered in this regard during
the provincial tour.

2.2 Conducting 
the survey
More than a hundred people from 
diverse backgrounds, both Aboriginal
and non-Aboriginal, including profes-
sionals and practitioners, were mobili-
sed throughout the course of the survey
to ensure that it was carried out under
the best possible conditions. Many of
these people represented different Abo-
riginal organisations, as well as com-
munity or educational organisations
interacting with Aboriginal populations
in the context of their mandates. They
all played an essential role in each of the
cities or towns concerned by the survey
and in the various locations visited. The
staff at all of the Native Friendship Cen-
tres in Québec also played a major and
significant role in organising field visits
as well as providing resources, office
space and their own communication
networks to the team. But more than
this, the different Centres created the
appropriate environment for administe-
ring a large number of questionnaires
by holding ongoing discussions with the
team of interviewers and arranging for
the participants to be accompanied
when necessary. 7 As for the Regroupe-
ment, in addition to being involved in
the design and validation of the ques-
tionnaire, also developed specific com-
munication tools that proved
indispensable in promoting the survey
and channeling the interest that it ge-
nerated across the province. Among

these tools were public invitation pos-
ters, messages posted on social media
and Aboriginal communication chan-
nels. 

Although the questionnaire was mainly
administered to Aboriginal people that
frequented Friendship Centres, the sur-
vey also enabled us to gather data on
people that did not have particular ties
with the Centres. Through this metho-
dological choice, we wanted to ensure
that we were reaching as many urban
Aboriginal people as possible so that we
could document a wide range of expe-
riences. The questionnaire had in fact
been designed with this in mind.

2.3 Impacts
Throughout the data collection period,
considerable importance was placed on
monitoring and regular dissemination of
information resulting from the survey or
regarding its implementation. Presenta-
tion of the methodological and organi-
sational characteristics used in the
survey, during each field visit—more
than 30 visits in twelve cities—was on-
going as part of the regular meetings
held by the Regroupement with its
board of directors or with the Centres
under its banner, during the ODENA 
Alliance general assemblies and during
seminars or colloquiums held in either
the academic or Aboriginal milieu, or
during national and international confe-
rences where an ODENA Alliance dele-
gation was present. Synthesis texts, fact
sheets, posters and PowerPoint presen-
tations, were regularly made available
to the members during these meetings
or online on the Alliance website 

(Labrana and Abitbol 2013; Labrana et
al. 2014; www.odena.ca). 

Data collection for this vast provincial
survey ended in the spring of 2014.
Since then, preliminary results have
been brought to light and a more in-
depth qualitative, statistical and spatial
analysis is currently ongoing for each of
the cities concerned as well as for the
province. Sophisticated tools (analytical
software such as SAS, SPSS and NVivo)
have been developed to ensure an ade-
quate and rigorous treatment of the
quantitative and qualitative data, and to
preserve the confidentiality and anony-
mity of the survey participants. Ultima-
tely, these results will be reproduced in
an interactive public atlas allowing for
consultation through various electronic
features, the choice of which will be the
result of joint decisions. A tool will also
be developed so that each Friendship
Centre may access the relevant data; 
similarly, the Regroupement will have
access to all the data. For the moment,
the raw survey data are being stored in
a relational database for processing and
analysis. Publications resulting from this
work, including the present text, will be
acknowledged and will recognise the
contributions of the various participants.

Some of these preliminary results have
already enabled us either to confirm cer-
tain already known trends or to identify
several new realities. For example, we
found that in the sample comprised 
of more than 82% members of First 
Nations,8 the majority of the Aboriginal
population in the cities and towns stu-
died were women (65%). It was also a

7. Measures had in fact been taken from the very beginning of the survey to plan for the possibility that some of the people to whom the questionnaire was being administe-
red might need special support. 

8. The sample contains a small proportion of Métis individuals (6%), as well as a small proportion of Inuit (4%). The remaining 8% includes people with multiple identities. 



young population (with 40% of the 
individuals under 30 years of age). Of
the 1,000 people surveyed, a small pro-
portion (17%) owns a single-family
home, with the most widespread form
of housing being an apartment. In terms
of languages, the mother tongue of
more than 60% of the sample is an
Aboriginal language; and this language
is still largely spoken by the families 
living in urban areas (Labrana et al.
2014).

Aside from this socio-demographic 
information, one of the main sections of
the survey as we have already mentio-
ned concerned the mobility patterns of
the Aboriginal population. A topic that
Québec researchers had given little
consideration to date, but that particu-
larly interested the CURA Aboriginal
partners. In general, it is believed that
for the most part Aboriginal people in
cities come from communities/reserves.
The results brought to light have allo-
wed us to qualify this observation and
to see differently the ties and interaction
dynamics between communities and 
cities. Indeed for far too long, commu-
nities and cities were seen in a distinct
and even opposing fashion, as though
a geographical, social and cultural
boundary existed between these two
worlds. 

Our survey has opened up new avenues
of understanding on this subject. For
example, 29% of the sample grew up,
between 0 and 18 years of age, in both
a community and an urban area.9 So, we
are seeing the emergence of characte-

ristics of a way of life that is not only lin-
ked to the reserve or, on the contrary, to
the city, but is effectively in symbiosis
between these spaces and the places
that one finds there. Although there are
some variations in this combination of
“reserve vs. city” in the different loca-
tions where the survey was carried out,
the fact remains that, on the provincial
level, it can be seen in nearly a third of
the cases studied. An identical propor-
tion was also found for people that had
been born and had lived, between the
ages of 0 and 18, in an urban area.10 Ul-
timately, only two fifths of the people
questioned (42%) had lived out their
childhood and adolescence in an Abori-
ginal community exclusively.

In line with this new picture of the 
mobility patterns of Aboriginal people in
Québec cities—an analysis of which will
enable us to document the phenome-
non in greater depth over the next few
months—another aspect is worth men-
tioning, as we round out this part of the
article. We observed another little
known phenomenon, which has been
briefly identified in the Canadian scien-
tific literature but has not yet been stu-
died in Québec. It is a form of residential
or work alternating between a city and
a reserve. This form of alternating means
that a person may reside in an Aborigi-
nal community and work in a city, or
vice versa, when the person’s home is in
the city and he or she works in the com-
munity. This form of alternating may be
daily, weekly, or even monthly. In certain
cities, up to 25% of the individuals met
practised this form of mobility. It is no

longer a marginal situation, but is ins-
tead the reflection of a new social and
economic configuration, the manifesta-
tions and consequences of which need
to be more closely examined in the near
future.

3.Implementation
of a scientific
watch at the
Minowé Clinic

3.1 Context
This second example of a knowledge 
co-construction approach under the
aegis of ODENA is quite different from
the survey, in that it is an intervention
project to which a scientific watch was
added and that it was implemented at
the Val-d’Or Native Friendship Centre. In
this instance, the researchers were part-
ners in the context of a local initiative
headed and managed by an Aboriginal
organisation. The Minowé Clinic was
created in 2011 in response to a need
expressed by many Aboriginal people in
the region to have access to culturally
appropriate psychosocial and health
care services: in other words, services
that take into account their particular
cultural, social, economic as well as his-
torical circumstances. Too often, these
circumstances are not known to the
practitioners involved and are not consi-
dered when making a diagnosis or 
assessing a situation. The types of inter-
actions between practitioners and Abo-
riginal peoples may also be affected by
misunderstandings, given the different
cultural markers and cultural codes. 

9. In order for us to quantitatively record this combination of community vs. city, we specified that the participant must have lived for at least nine years in one or the other
location between the ages of 0 and 18. 

10. In this case, the person must have lived in an urban area for at least fifteen years between the ages of 0 and 18.
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Although many health and social ser-
vices programs are now based, right
from their very definition, on a broad 
acceptance of the role of social and eco-
nomic determinants in deteriorations or
improvements in an individual’s physi-
cal or mental state of health, much still
remains to be done in this area, when
working with Aboriginal people both on
reserves and in cities.

It is well known that the living condi-
tions and the health status of Aborigi-
nal peoples rank far below those of the
Canadian population: a higher incidence
of chronic illnesses; major psychosocial
problems; obesity; legacy of residential
schools; intergenerational trauma; and
a lower life expectancy (CCDP 2013).
Right from birth, Aboriginal children are
exposed to greater health risks in all
current categories (MacDonald and Wil-
son 2013; Smylie and Adomako 2009).
In urban areas, the situation becomes
more complex, as health problems are
combined with other major difficulties:
lack of appropriate care and resources;
social isolation; increasing level of child
placement; overrepresentation of Abori-
ginal people in both the homeless and
prison populations; insalubrious and un-
safe housing conditions; food insecurity;
repeated situations of racism and discri-
mination; chronic unemployment. It has
also been confirmed that many Aborigi-
nal people do not trust the Québec or
Canadian health care system, a situa-
tion that leads to other serious pro-
blems, including delayed diagnosis,
more complex treatments, lack of sup-
port, lack of follow-up or preventive
measures (Martin and Diotte 2010,
2011). Such a situation had been 

observed in the field in Val-d’Or since at
least the early 2000s, and had gradually
led to the adoption of concrete mea-
sures relating to health and social ser-
vices.

During the First Nations Socioeconomic
Forum in Mashteuiatsh in 2006, the
Québec government and First Nations
authorities had agreed to implement 
actions to reduce the health and social
services discrepancies between the Abo-
riginal and non-Aboriginal populations
in Quebec (APNQL 2007). One of the
commitments made at the Forum by the
Health and Social Services Minister was
to establish a partnership with the 
Regroupement des centres d’amitié 
autochtones du Québec to foster “the
transfer of knowledge and expertise
between the Friendship Centres and
health and social services providers in
the Québec system and to identify areas
of complementarity in the ser-
vices for Aboriginal peo-
ple in urban areas”
(Ouellette and Clou-
tier 2010: 7) [our
translation]. It
was in the wake
of these commit-
ments that the
Minowé Clinic,
which was in the
planning phase, was
implemented. 

The main objective of this ini-
tiative was to renew the service offer in
the region by emphasising culturally 
appropriate care, renewing the nature
of the relationship between the patient

and specialised staff, and creating a wel-
coming and supportive space for care
on the premises of the Val-d’Or Native
Friendship Centre. This was made possi-
ble through a partnership with the Cen-
tre de santé et de services sociaux de la
Vallée-de-l’Or (Vallée-de-l’Or Health and
Social Services Centre) and the Centre
jeunesse de l’Abitibi-Témiscamingue
(Abitibi-Témiscamingue Youth Centre)
(Ouellette and Cloutier 2010; Lainé and
Lainé 2011). From the beginning, lea-
dership and staff at the Friendship Cen-
tre (which was already an integral part
of ODENA) wished to include ODENA
researchers and students in their project
in order to: monitor developments and
achievements at the Clinic; expand the
scope of the project by documenting 
similar experiences and initiatives at 
national and international levels; 
encourage the transfer and appropria-
tion of knowledge in various milieus and

with different types of clien-
teles; and to increase the
project’s impacts in
both the Aboriginal
world and scientific
community. The
scientific watch
grouped these
analytical ele-
ments into five
main areas: statisti-
cal monitoring of 

interventions; know-
ledge documentation and

synthesis; design of knowledge
tools; dissemination; and transmission
and appropriation of knowledge.



3.2 Conducting
the scientific
watch
These five scientific monitoring areas
were carried out simultaneously starting
in 2009 mutually sustaining and com-
plementing one another. A team of five
comprised of three Friendship Centre
professionals and two researchers—
occasionally assisted by students—
interacted regularly in order to prepare
reference documentation to monitor 
interventions taking place at the Clinic,
to identify the Clinic’s achievements and
orientations, and to position the latter
in relation to similar experiences in Qué-
bec, Canada or internationally. This 
interaction also allowed for dialogue to
be maintained and for knowledge and
skills to be shared during all stages of
implementation at the Clinic.

• Statistical monitoring of
interventions

In order to measure and evaluate the
impact of the new service offer at the
Clinic, data had to be compiled on a
monthly and annual basis relating to the
interventions carried out and construct a
patient and, in some cases, family regis-
try. Statistical files were used to record
information based on current variables
such as: type of intervention; gender;
age; reason for consultation. These 
records were kept by the Friendship
Centre staff and the researchers were
responsible for processing and analysis.

• Knowledge documentation
and synthesis

This component of the scientific watch
aimed to gather the opinions and aspi-
rations of the main partners: Aboriginal,
government and academic; to document
similar initiatives developed in the Abo-
riginal context in Canada or elsewhere;
and to explore various approaches likely
to inform the actions and decisions
taken in terms of implementation. It was
in this context that an initial discussion
and knowledge sharing day was orga-
nised in 2009 in close collaboration with
ODENA to: 1) assess the current situa-
tion of health and social services in the
region; and 2) identify the needs of the
Val-d’Or Aboriginal community in order
to develop culturally appropriate ser-
vices. The results of the presentations
and discussions were reported on, sum-
marised and analysed in an ODENA Al-
liance Cahier (Cloutier, Dugré et al.
2009) in order to keep a written record
of the discussions and note the various
partner expectations in this regard. It
was on this occasion that the theme of
social perinatal care emerged, which 
became one of the Clinic’s leading
orientations in the coming years. In 
addition to this first activity, researchers
regularly met their Friendship Centre
collaborators in order to effectively 
circumscribe empirical and theoretical
advances that everyone could learn
from. As of 2012, the team’s concerns
also converged on an approach that
was still quite unknown in Québec, that

of cultural safety.11 (see Lévesque and
Radu 2014; Lévesque, Radu and Soko-
loff 2014). The objective was to develop
a documentary reference tool on the
subject and build an analytical grid in
order to define the Clinic’s experience
on a continuous scale. This was done
and the information was shared during
the regular meetings of researchers and
Aboriginal partners.

• Design of knowledge tools
The information recorded was also pro-
cessed and reproduced in various pro-
ducts to further its circulation and
discussion. Factsheets, statistical pro-
files, case studies and PowerPoint pre-
sentations were gradually developed in
order for results to be accessible and
available. These tools also highlighted
the results of other work carried out in
the ODENA Alliance context, whether
within the framework of the abovemen-
tioned provincial survey or that of ano-
ther collective research project that led
to the production of a new social and
economic mapping of the Aboriginal
population in Québec cities (Lévesque,
Apparicio et al. 2011; Lévesque, Appari-
cio and Cloutier 2013).

• Dissemination and  transfer
The fourth component of the scientific
watch was to emphasise the Clinic’s
experience in a number of forums, whe-
ther in Aboriginal, government, or aca-
demic milieus. Between 2009 and 2014,
approximately thirty talks or public pre-

11. The notion of “cultural safety” was developed in New Zealand in the 1980s, in the context of nursing care for the Maori. Nursing educator Irihapeti Ramsden, a Maori her-
self, wrote extensively on the subject and publicized it internationally (Ramsden 2002). She documented this concept in her 2002 PhD thesis based on her own experience
as a nurse and educator and in response to alarming concerns about Maori health and their dissatisfaction with health services that were considered to be culturally un-
safe. According to the Health Council of Canada (2012), the aim of cultural safety is “building trust with Aboriginal patients [in] recognizing the role of socioeconomic condi-
tions, history and politics in health.” Cultural safety differs from cultural competency, the goal of which is instead to create “a health care environment that is free of racism
and stereotypes, where Aboriginal people are treated with empathy, dignity and respect.” A cultural safety approach in turn aims for real social change by proposing a re-
examination of public policies targeted to Indigenous populations and a renewal of existing practices, in a perspective of decolonization and self-determination. The Val-
d’Or Native Friendship Centre, in collaboration with several ODENA Alliance researchers, made a firm commitment as of 2012 to work towards achieving culturally safe
services, by focusing their action and intervention strategies in this direction and by launching an ongoing process of reflection and planning in this regard.
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sentations on the experience of the 
Minowé Clinic were given before a wide
range of audiences: in the context of the
ODENA activities on the national or 
international scene or during collo-
quiums, seminars or round tables orga-
nised in the Québec and Canadian
scientific communities. Each of these
presentations, by either Aboriginal lea-
ders and practitioners or researchers
and students, where applicable, was
supported by documentation collected
in the context of the scientific watch. 
Especially noteworthy in this regard was
the presentation given during the May
2012 consultation carried out in Mont-
réal by the Health Council of Canada,
which led to a synthesis text published
in December of the same year (CCS
2012). In this report, the Minowé Clinic
was singled-out as one of the most
exemplary practices in Canada in the
area of cultural safety. This is in addition
to the presentations in Toronto (2010),
Vienna (2012) and Austin, Texas (2014),
to name but a few. A series of presen-
tations was also given in the context of
the ongoing activities of the Regroupe-
ment at the provincial, regional and
local levels. The information was widely
circulated, both to promote the Clinic’s
successes and to identify lessons likely
to inspire the development of clinics in
other Québec Friendship Centres.

• Transmission and
appropriation of
knowledge

The last task of the scientific watch 
relates to the transmission and appro-
priation of knowledge and skills by the
practitioners following the opening of

the Clinic. These were activities of a
wider scope and impact that can only
take place after a certain amount of
time has passed as the practices tested
and implemented have to be collected,
defined and documented over time, and
appropriate transmission and evaluation
mechanisms have to be designed. This
part began in the spring of 2014 and
has already resulted in a 7-hour inten-
sive cultural safety training session offe-
red at the Val-d’Or Native Friendship
Centre in the fall of 2014. This first 
experience will be followed by others
and will include a training booklet and
teaching guide in 2015.

3.3 Impacts
The relationship that developed bet-
ween the Val-d’Or Native Friendship
Centre professionals and the ODENA 
Alliance researchers in the context of
this scientific watch can be described 
as a “win-win” situation. In fact, the 
results provided different solutions to
shared concerns, for the simple reason
that the expectations of the actors in the
field differed from those of the resear-
chers, as is, of course, perfectly legiti-
mate.  

The common objective here was to 
document the achievements of the 
Minowé Clinic while incorporating them
within the major national and interna-
tional trends in this regard. For the 
researchers, the challenge was to bring
to light information that would inform
both the procedures and approaches
adopted, and the actions taken in the
national and international Aboriginal
contexts. For the Val-d’Or Native

Friendship Centre professionals, the
challenge was to take ownership of this
information and to integrate it into the
strategic and operational orientations of
the Clinic. These challenges were over-
come in different ways, so that the 
researchers’ skills and knowledge were
channeled into the production of various
analysis and synthesis products—case
study collections; thematic files; statisti-
cal profiles; research reports—whereas
the Native Friendship Centre professio-
nals’ skills and knowledge helped to
change the Centre’s organisational cul-
ture. In general, if researchers are able
to circumscribe, categorise and analyse
the parameters of the desired changes
required to ”achieve the provision of
culturally appropriate and culturally safe
services, it is the actors in the field who
hold the key to integrating these ser-
vices into an approach aimed at social
change over the short and medium
term. 

The example of the partnership forged
in the context of the Minowé Clinic
clearly shows the importance of the
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal partners
working together, and, in this case, the
importance of renewing the service offer
in the health and social services field in
order to strengthen the relationship bet-
ween the members of the Val-d’Or
urban Aboriginal community and the
Québec health care system. The work
undertaken within the scientific watch
helped build bridges of knowledge bet-
ween the local and the global, between
interests located at the level of a city or
of a Native Friendship Centre, including
explanatory frameworks whose scope
reaches a broader scale.



Conclusion
What lessons, in regard to the research
ethics with Aboriginal peoples, can we
draw from these two very different
examples and, more broadly, from the
ODENA partnership experience? There
are indeed clearly many lessons. For the
purposes of the present document, we
have identified five: 1) the importance
of creating consensus on knowledge
sharing issues; 2) the need for collabo-
ration on all levels; 3) the recognition of
the skills and knowledge of all partici-
pants; 4) the necessity of mutual lear-
ning; and 5) a commitment towards a
more just and equitable society.

• The importance of creating
consensus on knowledge
sharing issues

We are not the first to note (Cochran,
Marshall and Gover 2008; Kidman
2007; Lachapelle and Puana 2012; 
Lafrenière, Diallo et al. 2005) that the
relationship of collaboration between
the academic and Aboriginal worlds
must first be built around common 
issues and concerns. It is not “research”
as such at the heart of this relationship;
it is in fact “knowledge.” The consensus
created in the context of ODENA finds
its source in knowledge sharing issues.
In keeping with this perspective, it was
people’s relationships to knowledge,
modulated differently depending on
whether these individuals were resear-
chers or Aboriginal leaders or intellec-
tuals, which was given priority. A stance
of this kind is directly in line with the
questioning that has recently emerged
regarding the knowledge society: a 
society based on different knowledge

systems, whether it is scientific know-
ledge or, as in the present case, know-
ledge held by Aboriginal peoples
(Lévesque 2009). 

• The need for collaboration
on all levels

The research activities in the context of
the ODENA Alliance, which were essen-
tially based on approaches aimed 
at knowledge coproduction and 
co-creation, were not isolated from
other social dimensions related to
knowledge: that is, its transmission, sha-
ring, circulation, dissemination and 
mobilisation. All of these dimensions
were activated simultaneously in order
to cover the full spectrum of the various
phases of knowledge creation. If the 
endeavour to create such knowledge is
fundamental, so is its social and scienti-
fic integration. This way of working 
within ODENA led the members to 
explore several avenues of collabora-
tion, as was the case with the scientific
watch, which was carried out starting
from the field of intervention, and not,
as often tends to be done, from a strictly
theoretical understanding of social phe-
nomena.

• Recognition of the skills and
knowledge of all participants

The appropriation of a collaborative pro-
ject is the concern of all who agree to
work together, and who know that they
will have to innovate as they go along
and sometimes even take a few steps
back before starting again on more solid
ground. It is on this level that the main
challenges encountered within ODENA
arose. Indeed, even if the idea of a part-

nership and of collaboration was taken
for granted, albeit hoped for, this nee-
ded to be embodied in concrete actions.
For a few of the Alliance members, both
researchers and actors, this was not 
entirely self-evident. For the researchers,
the challenge laid in accepting (or refu-
sing to accept, in some cases) the 
demands of working in continual inter-
action, as well as in recognising and 
valuing knowledge approaches other
than the scientific one. For the local 
actors, the fear that their own know-
ledge and skills would not be respected,
or that the researchers “were coming to
tell us how to do our job” was expres-
sed on several occasions. We did not try
to resolve these difficulties or ignore
them or pretend that they did not exist;
instead, we encouraged the expression
of these concerns so that they remained
open and present, thus obliging us to
continue our vigilance, and to maintain
in all circumstances the consensus and
trust that framed the Alliance. As we
stressed at the beginning of this docu-
ment, there is no ideal recipe for success
or single way of working in partnership.
One has to recognise that the relations-
hip developed is sustained by both its
achievements and its difficulties; it is for-
ged over time, and is constantly evol-
ving; it calls for innovation and creation,
and requires that we recognise the dif-
ferences in the voices engaged in the
exchange—those of both the resear-
chers from various disciplines and the
collaborators and partners from the
Aboriginal world: 
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In order to be effective, dialogue must
fulfil two requirements. On the one
hand, it must recognise the diffe-
rences in the voices engaged in the
discussion and not establish before-
hand that one of them is the norm
and that the other can be said to be
a deviation or backwardness, or to be
showing ill will. If one is unwilling to
question one's own certainties and
evidences or to temporarily see things
from the other person’s perspec-
tive—and be ready to acknowledge
that, from this point of view, the other
person is right—dialogue cannot
take place. On the other hand, the
dialogue cannot end in any satisfying
way if the participants do not agree
on a common formal framework for
their discussion, if they do not agree
on the type of arguments that are 
acceptable and on the very possibility
of seeking truth and justice together.
(Todorov 2008: 285) [our translation]

• The necessity of mutual
learning

This common ground is built around
shared knowledge issues and is as well
a space for collaboration and learning. It
is in this regard that the value of reci-
procity that we emphasised from the be-
ginning is best embodied. The impacts
of joint projects must be able to satisfy
everyone’s expectations, as well as their
respective needs to understand the phe-
nomena under consideration. In the
same way, it is quite legitimate that
some of these impacts also have a col-
lective scope that extends beyond the
project itself. So, with the provincial sur-
vey, we attempted to lay the founda-
tions for a new body of knowledge

relating to the Aboriginal population in
Québec cities; and, in the case of the
Minowé Clinic, we took every opportu-
nity to promote this innovative project
in order to raise awareness and ultima-
tely affect policy regarding cultural sa-
fety in regards to health and social
services targeted to Aboriginal peoples.
This is why there cannot only be one
type of impact or a single way of wor-
king. One needs to explore a number of
different avenues as well as develop
tools to create and re-create the condi-
tions likely to foster partnership work. 

• A commitment towards
a more just and equitable
society

Aside from the favorable views we share
on knowledge, it is a broader commit-
ment that defines the ODENA Alliance
experience which has led us towards 
social transformation. Our contribution
is a modest one, but it is important 
because through our continuous inter-
action, we have contributed to an in-
creased visibility and recognition of
Aboriginal realities and issues in order
that their potential for change and
achievement may be reflected in public
policy and strategies geared towards the
urban Aboriginal population, as well as
territorial communities (reserves and
Aboriginal Nordic villages). From a dif-
ferent point of view, we also participate
in raising awareness within Quebec so-
ciety, the academic community and
media, by sharing our methods and joint
productions. Also, the impact of our
works and experiences are not solely 
reflected in Aboriginal contexts or 
regarding Aboriginal realities. They are
manifested in many other knowledge or

study areas in the field of partnership 
research, knowledge coproduction and
social innovation. 

From a reconciliation perspective, the 
Alliance has created opportunities for
harmonious relations between Aborigi-
nal and non-Aboriginal people based on
joint approaches and achievements. 
Finally, the scientific community opera-
ting within the vast sphere of commu-
nity-partnered research, knowledge
coproduction and social innovation can
learn from the lessons and adapt the
tools developed by the ODENA 
Research Alliance. Whether one is loca-
ted within an Aboriginal context or not,
the foundational values of respect,
equity, sharing, reciprocity and trust are
key to successful research collabora-
tions. 
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Introduction
LResearch shows that culture and lan-
guage are among the most important
determinants of Indigenous health 
because they: influence the accessibility
to the health care system and health 
information; increase compliance with
treatment; strengthen the delivery of
preventative programs and services; and
can improve lifestyle choices (NAHO,
2008; Czyzewski, 2011; Health Canada,
2009; NWAC, 2007; Reading & Wien,
2009; Robins & Dewar, 2011). Indige-
nous-based approaches to healing and
wellness have received increased reco-
gnition and acceptance by the mains-
tream Canadian health community,
and both the federal and provincial
governments have acknowledged
the need to provide culturally safe
health and social services (NAHO,
2008; Martin-Hill, 2003). 

The Cree Nation of James Bay in nor-
thern Quebec was the first, and is still
the only, First nation2 in Canada to take
full control of health and social services
on a regional scale subsequent to the si-
gning of the James Bay and Northern
Quebec Agreement (JBNQA) in 1975

(CBHSSJB, 2004: 41; Torrie  et al., 2005:
238). Specifically, the Cree Board of
Health and Social Services of James Bay
(CBHSSJB) has a dual function - that of
a regional health council3 and that of a
Établissement de santé et de services
sociaux which "maintains a public esta-
blishment belonging to the classes of a
hospital centre, a local community ser-
vice centre, a social service centre and a
reception centre" (CBHSSJB, 2004). Its
uniqueness4 rests on the fact that the
CBHSSJB is an Intergovernmental
Health Authority co-funded by the fede-
ral and provincial governments to serve
the particular health care needs of the
Cree population, self-administers the
health and social services in its territory
(region 18), and is linked with the pro-
vincial health care system (NCCAH,
2011). Today, the Cree receive health
and social services through a commu-
nity-responsive system marked by 
complex bureaucratic and fiscal arran-
gements between the federal, provincial
and Cree jurisdictions. In 2005, the
CBHSSJB began a process of integrating
Indigenous approaches to health and
wellness by creating local Miyupimaati-
siiun Committees in order to engage

Miyupimaatisiiun in Eeyou Istchee: 
Indigenous healing and community engagement 

in health and social services delivery1

1. A preliminary version of this paper was presented at the 5th biennial International Indigenous Development Conference - Nga Pae o te Maramatanga (Indigenous Centre of
Research Excellence) June 27-30, 2012, Auckland, New Zealand.

2. For a summary of Aboriginal health systems and legislation in Canada see NCCAH, 2011
3. as per the Act respecting health services and social services, R.S.Q., c. S-4.2 and Act respecting health services and social services for Cree Native persons, R.S.Q., c. S-5
4. Although the JBNQA also created the Nunavik Regional Board of Health and Social Services, according to the sources consulted its mandate is only designated by the Act

respecting health services and social services, R.S.Q., c. S -4.2, therefore it functions as a regional health board but not as a public health and social service establishment



community members in the manage-
ment and delivery of health and social
services. The Cree Nation of Chisasibi
took an active role in this process by 
developing a series of measures aimed
at mobilizing community participation in
defining a local vision and principles for
integrated health and social services
through a community driven research
project that was initiated by the Chisa-
sibi Miyupimaatisiiun Committee. 

In order to better understand the cur-
rent efforts of the community of Chisa-
sibi in implementing Eeyou (referring to
a Cree person) healing practices, we will
focus on how the research partnership
developed and evolved over the past
five years, and reflect on some key ele-
ments for community-university re-
search partnerships. We begin with a
brief context on community engage-
ment in service delivery in Eeyou Istchee
and follow with a narrative of our colla-
boration. We will close with our reflec-
tions on the achievements and
challenges that we believe illustrate
how community driven research can fos-
ter agency and empowerment by for-
ging local participation in knowledge
creation and mobilization. 

Cree control over
health and social 
services 
In 1975, the James Bay and Northern
Quebec Agreement (JBNQA) legislated
Cree control over the management and
delivery of health and social services
through:
• the creation of a Cree Board opera-

ting under provincial jurisdiction
• the transfer of fiscal responsibility to

the province
• the transfer of federal health infra-

structure to the province and later to
the Cree

Section 14, Chapter S-5 of the JBNQA
formally recognized Cree values and tra-
ditions in regard to the development
and delivery of health and social ser-
vices. In 1978, the Cree Board of Health
and Social Services of James Bay
(CBHSSJB) was created to manage and
administer health and social services for
the Cree and non-Cree populations in
the James Bay region. Finally, in 2002,
An Act respecting health services and
social services for Cree Native persons
(R.S.Q. c. S-5) reiterated the province’s
responsibility for encouraging the Cree
population “to participate in the foun-
ding, administration and development
of institutions” and for providing ap-
propriate services by taking into account
the linguistic and socio-cultural charac-
teristics of the region (Government of
Quebec, 2012).

Despite the legislative authority reco-
gnized by Section 14, community-
responsive service development and 
delivery reflective of Cree ethos have
only recently been implemented follo-
wing the signing of the Strategic Regio-
nal Plan (SRP) in 2004 (Torrie et al.,
2005). This implementation gap was
due to the failure of both governments
to properly and fully implement Section
14. The SRP states that “all services
should be provided in accordance with
the cultural values and realities of the
Crees” and calls for the integration of
“traditional approaches to medicine and
social services” (CBHSSJB, 2004: 8-9).

Among the measures outlined, the
CBHSSJB has initiated a process to 
determine the future directions and 
integration of culturally-based “Cree
Helping Methods” within the current
health system (CBHSSJB, 2004: 29). The
local Miyupimaatisiiun Committees
have been mandated to assist local
band councils and to act as liaisons bet-
ween community members and the
CBHSSJB (CNC, 2009). 

Chisasibi 
Miyupimaatisiiun 
Committee: Local 
engagement in 
service delivery 
The existence of Community health
committees in Aboriginal milieus were
initially envisioned in the federal Indian
Health Policy (1978), but they were
never formed in the Cree territory except
on an ad hoc basis and never as per-
manently functioning organizations
(Torrie et al., 2005). The situation began
to change with the creation of the Miyu-
pimaatisiiun Committees in 2005. These
committees are composed of local insti-
tutional representatives, at least one
Elder and one youth member, and other
community members appointed by the
band council. They are responsible for
reviewing matters related to community
wellness and for assisting “the Council
in implementing effective policies and
strategies to promote the health and so-
cial welfare of the residents” (CNC,
2009: 3). In essence, the Committees
serve as an interface between commu-
nity members, the band council, and the
CBHSSJB. Their mandate can nonethe-
less vary, depending on the community
context. At the time of writing this 
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article, the authors are aware of only the
community of Chisasibi and of Nemaska
(out of ten Cree communities) having
enacted a by-law to establish a local
health committee in 2009 and 2012
respectively. 

In the case of Chisasibi, the Miyupi-
maatisiiun Committee is primarily
concerned with mobilizing community

participation in defining a local vision
and principles for integrated health and
social services and with increasing the
appropriation of service delivery by com-
munity members in a way that directly
meets local needs and a long-term 
vision of care and wellbeing. This orien-
tation, developed at a Special General
Assembly in 2009, was in response to
the failure to properly communicate the

SRP to the community, resulting in the
disengagement of community members
from the process. The Committee secu-
red funding for two community-wide
symposiums at which the SRP could be
formally presented. More importantly,
the symposiums sought to create a
space for dialogue between community
members and local service providers in
order to: 

Figure 1. Chisasibi Miyupimaatisiiun Committee as envisioned by Cree Nation of Chisasibi

*CMC – Community Miyupimaatisiiun Centre (community clinic or equivalent of CSSS)



this collaboration was born. Our perso-
nal and professional experiences greatly
helped us put in practice these shared
values and build a strong and fruitful 
relationship.

Larry: It’s been 20 years that perso-
nally, I have been initiating projects,
bringing facilitators and cultural 
resource people in the community so
that people can gain a deeper unders-
tanding of the ceremonies and practices
that we have. For myself, it was never
really a quest for these things, it was
more a quest for personal healing but I
ended up with certain gifts. I personally
experienced family violence and abuse
and, as with many other individuals, I
abused alcohol and drugs. I was very
fortunate that when I ended up in a ju-
venile detention centre in Montreal I
managed to negotiate what would be
the first formal bush placement in Eeyou
Istchee.  I thought I did that just to avoid
the penal system but what I got out of
there was more than just that, what I
got out of there was a deeper unders-
tanding of who I am. And it is true,
connecting with the elders and gaining
a deeper understanding of our cosmo-
logy, our world view, has helped me do
the work I choose to do, which is ad-
dressing or attempting to change the
perceptions in the community about
why things are the way they are. If you
look at Native people in general, health
wise, I think it needs to be relearned. I
mean, statistically we are in the nega-
tive side. Like diabetes, obesity, violence,
abuse…there is something there that
needs to be understood. 

There are many ways to understand ill-
ness or disease. But the most important
thing to establish that foundation is a
positive cultural identity. Because it has
been such where people have always
been dominated or colonized, thinking
that their cultures are subservient or less
than. It is through that ignorance that
this continues. So it is the understanding
at that level that needs to happen. Also,
it has always been the case where ex-
ternal authorities determine what is
good for us. And what we are doing
today is trying to build it from the
ground up and have some sort of enga-
gement where we take ownership of
any programs or any initiatives that we
do. It would work better that way be-
cause we know what the realities are in
our communities. Having worked for
Anishnawbe Health in Toronto I know
that integrating culturally safe health
and social services is feasible and bene-
ficial for individuals and their family. We
have these institutions that are charged
with the responsibility for the wellness
in our communities, so why not? Why
not integrate our ceremonies in there if
they are perceived to be helpful, benefi-
cial, or done in a way that helps indivi-
duals take responsibility for their
lives…why not? Personally I don’t think
that we can work in isolation of the ins-
titutions that we have to address the
state of our communities. I think the re-
sources are there and is just a matter of
creating that collaboration. We just have
to create the safety and the opportunity
necessary so that the community can
take action. So, in 2009, when I was
elected Community Health Representa-
tive in Chisasibi for the Health Board I

• determine community needs and
priorities in terms of health and well-
ness,

• suggest how the gap in service pro-
vision could be bridged, and

• establish guidelines for the develop-
ment of a long-term vision for a local
wellness plan.

Doing research with
and for communities:
where do we start?
Indigenous scholar Shawn Wilson
(2008) maintains that research is a
space for building relationships, and 
together with the community, to 
cocreate the tools necessary to ensure
that these relationships are sustainable
in the future. This ‘conversation-
in-relation’, a foundational concept in
Indigenous Studies, has guided our 
research approach from the onset, but
as we will explain below, theory was not
the starting point of this collaboration
and the research framework and ethical
principles were formally established
later on. The shared values that never-
theless underlined our collaboration
were that any research project needs to
have a relevant and practical application
for the community; that the research
process is co-determined by the com-
munity and the researcher in the spirit
of reciprocity and respect; that all local
knowledges (community narratives, per-
sonal stories, spiritual expressions, etc.)
are fully recognized and valued both as
theory and praxis; and finally, that the
aims are to foster community agency
and empowerment, in this case to 
develop an integrated model of well-
being and living a good life. There was
also an element of serendipity in how
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took the Strategic Plan and tried to 
understand what the mandate was in
terms of implementing Cree approaches
to wellness. At the same time the Band
passed the Miyupimaatisiiun Committee
by-law and funds were available to 
engage community members in defining
a local vision and mandate for wellness. 

Ioana: My initial intention for my PhD
research was to explore socio-cultural
constructions of resource development
of Cree youth and their role in the deci-
sion-making process related to resource
development. This interest stemmed
from my work with the Cree Nation of
Nemaska in the environmental impact
assessment process for the Rupert River
diversion project (2005-2006) where I
began to better understand the social
impact of hydroelectric development on
everyday life in the Cree Nation. My 
attempts at mobilizing community youth
and local institutions around the 
research topic proved to be a total fai-
lure. In 2009 I met with members of the
Nemaska Youth Council to discuss my
research in the community. Although
some interest was shown and I had pre-
pared some specific questions, the
conversation instead focused on ‘cat-
ching up’ on community life and my
own experiences since I moved back to
the city (I had lived in Nemaska for two
years prior to returning to do the PhD).
Nothing specific came out of that mee-
ting and I was certain that the topic did
not resonate with their priorities and
concerns at the time. 

In October of the same year, I met with
the Chisasibi Chief to discuss my 
research interests there, hoping to get a
better idea on what the community
might need in terms of research. All the
topics I enumerated where satisfactory,
I was given a letter of consent to
conduct research in the community, and
was told to stop by once I have ‘made
up my mind’. This was quite a surprize
since I had been spending a lot of time
reading literature on knowledge mobili-
zation, decolonizing research methodo-
logies and participatory action research,
all of which call for researchers to 
co-develop their research topics with
the community. But co-creation is not as
obvious as I had thought. 

While I put my own research on hold
hoping to better gauge local needs, in
January 2010 I was asked to facilitate a
community consultation on health and
social services in Nemaska. Although I
didn’t know much about how the health
and social service system functions in
Eeyou Istchee, together with the local
Cree Health Board representative, we
organized a three-day meeting with a
one day pre-meeting and a one day
post-meeting consultations. All sessions
were audio recorded and it was recom-
mended that they be made available to
the local radio to be played at a relevant
time (either lunch or in the evening) so
that the community members that were
not present can familiarize with the 
issues discussed. I also drafted a report
that was eventually presented at the
Cree Health Board meeting. In October
2010, I was asked to repeat the activity
in Chisasibi. I gladly accepted since I

wanted to spend more time there for my
own research needs (building closer 
relationships with community youth).
This exercise turned into a long-term re-
lationship with the local Miyupimaati-
siiun Committee which in the end
helped frame my research in terms of
the community needs. Practically, for me,
this has meant that even though my ini-
tial intention was to only conduct life-
story interviews with the youth, my
methodology was flexible and inclusive,
and eventually changed to accommo-
date the research needs as the project
evolved over the past five years.

Mobilizing community
participation through
research partnerships
The Miyupimaatisiiun Committee recei-
ved a mandate from the community to
expand Eeyou healing programming in
Chisasibi (CMC, 2010). Between 2009
and 2010, it facilitated a nine-month
Transfer of Traditional Knowledge pro-
ject intended to increase community
participation in traditional activities such
as sweats, Sundance, traditional harves-
ting, food preparation, and counselling.
Eeyou healing services were also made
available. Within a three-month period,
there were over 400 interventions (out
of a total population of 3,015 people
aged 15 years or older), which indicates
that Eeyou healing can have a role in
existing services (CMC, 2012; Statistics
Canada, 2012). Healers are now being
used by the CBHSSJB Mental Health De-
partment and the Residential Schools
Counselling Services. 



While counselling services have conti-
nued, the questions raised during the
symposiums indicated the need for a
community roundtable on Indigenous
healing. Along the way certain tensions
arose between the Committee (and
more specifically its focus on Eeyou hea-
ling implementation) and its institutio-
nal partners in the community. We
therefore saw a need to draft a short 
literature review on how Aboriginal hea-
ling is conceptualized and implemented
elsewhere in Canada. Similar to the 
experience of Aboriginal nations throu-
ghout Canada, Chisasibi community
members wanted an open forum in
which issues of transparency, appro-
priation, and ethics could be discussed.
Based on the literature review two
roundtables were held in early 2012. 

The first focused on specific aspects of
Eeyou healing and how it can address
the root causes of illness and psychoso-
cial issues in the community. The second
discussed concrete steps that the com-
munity can take for the implementation
of Eeyou healing services. The consen-
sus emerged that although Eeyou hea-
ling may not be relevant to all
community members, it does respond to
the needs of a considerable portion of
the Chisasibi population. It was underli-
ned that the perspective should not be
presented as an “either/or” issue but
simply as diversifying health and social
services in order to respond to as many
needs as possible. The long-term goal,
when using either clinical approaches or
Eeyou healing, is to help individuals
achieve balance in their lives. The com-
munity identified three major aspects for

implementation: broad community acti-
vities focused on awareness; inter-
agency coordination; and strategic
management (CMC, 2012).

Building social capital
and community 
awareness
To increase community awareness of
Eeyou healing, the Miyupimaatisiiun
Committee suggested that an on-the-
land program be ethnographically do-
cumented and its results presented to
the community, preferably in a video for-
mat. In April 2013, we put together a
film crew and documented a two-week
land-based healing program developed
by Eddie Pash, a Chisasibi elder. In ad-
dition to the filming, we took the op-
portunity to work with Eddie and
develop a program curriculum to be pre-
sented to the Cree Board of Health and
Social Services of James Bay as well as
to the courts as a justice diversion mea-
sure. The document now serves as a
model for other Cree communities and
the Chisasibi program is the first bush
healing pilot program to operate in
Eeyou Istchee. A 30 minute documen-
tary was also produced and released
earlier in 2014 and was presented at
the Healing Together with Land and Cul-
ture: Gathering of Wisdom Conference
in Whitehorse and at the National 
Native Addictions Partnership Founda-
tion (NNAPF) national conference 
Honouring Our Strengths (HOS, 2014).
These two conferences helped the Com-
mittee validate the process undertaken
in Chisasibi and its relevance for other
Aboriginal communities in Canada. The
workshop conducted at the HOS 2014

was ranked first and is now in the pro-
cess of being developed as a toolkit in
collaboration with the NNAPF.

We also approached the Nishiiyuu Miyu-
pimaatisiiun Department (see Figure 1)
which is mandated to provide integra-
tion for traditional approaches to medi-
cine and social services within the
CBHSSJB. We were therefore invited to
participate in the Department consulta-
tion activities as representatives of Chi-
sasibi and attended various meetings
with the Council of Chishaayiyuu 
(Elders’ Council). This included presen-
ting a draft of the documentary for com-
ments to the elders and collaborating
with the department in the final edits of
the land-based healing curriculum. 

A second major achievement for this 
research collaboration was securing 
external funding form Health Canada to
develop a multidisciplinary intervention
team in Chisasibi. The planning pro-
cesses as well as other culturally rele-
vant activities undertaken in Chisasibi
between 2010 and 2014 were made
possible by the CBHSSJB Community
Initiatives Fund, which ended in 2014.
The Miyupimaatisiiun Committee never-
theless believed that the programming
developed over the past five years res-
ponded to the community
needs and closed
some of the gaps
in service provi-
sion in terms
of health and
wellness. 
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We therefore submitted a proposal for
a Mental Wellness Team program with
Health Canada in September 2013. The
proposal was accepted and in Novem-
ber we received confirmation that Chi-
sasibi secured $250,000 over the next
three years (2013-2016). The first ins-
talment of the funding envelope served
to begin training for Community Addic-
tions Workers in collaboration with
Nechi Institute (an Aboriginal organiza-
tion that teaches culturally safe inter-
vention methods). It has also allowed
the community to establish a full-time
administrative team that is now greatly
facilitating the Committee’s work and
strengthening institutional collabora-
tion. 

Finally, the Cree Nation of Chisasibi is
currently developing a community vision
and principles for integrated health and
social services. The aim of the Commu-
nity Nishiiyuu (contemporary Cree)
Model is to establish an institutional
structure, standard practices, and pro-
gramming for Eeyou healing. In the
short term, the project outcome includes
the completion of a Strategic Health
Plan (2014-2017) for the Miyupimaati-
siiun Committee.  It is hoped that this
process will have a Nation-wide impact
as the CBHSSJB is negotiating a new
Strategic Plan with the Quebec Ministry
of Health and Social Services. Part of the
negotiations includes the development
of Nishiiyuu Miyupimaatisiiun (pre-
viously, Cree Helping Methods) pro-
gramming to be submitted for
consideration to the Ministry. Recent de-
velopments are very promising, as the
community of Chisasibi was invited to
participate in the negotiations. 

Ethics Challenges
Because we had to function within the
CBHSSJB institutional arrangement as
well as that of the university, we faced
some challenges in terms of research
ethics. First, some community research
partners found the formal university
ethics review redundant and an admi-
nistrative barrier to local activities, since
our collaboration was already three
years into the process. From their pers-
pective our relationship was already
based on trust and reciprocity and a si-
gned research agreement was not need
to validate this. Second, since the land-
based program is not regularly held as is
dependent on CBHSSJB funding sche-
dule, it did not align well with the uni-
versity ethics approval process. Third,
although the Nishiiyuu Miyupimaatisiiun
Department was given a formal research
agreement to sign, given the hectic
schedule of the Director we did not re-
ceive a copy in time to submit to the
university. Nevertheless, these chal-
lenges helped us to continuously reflect
on the ethical implication of doing re-
search in the community. In conducting
interviews with the youth we realized
that sometimes the formal approach to
signing a consent form at the onset can
be intimidating and that it can be done
during or after the interview. 

Although this seems counterintuitive
from a formal ethics process, in our case,
some youth we interviewed had prior
negative experiences with social services
which included complicated release of
information procedures that created in-
securities to sharing personal expe-
riences. By initially approaching
interviews on a more informal basis and

over the course of a couple of days, we
were able to establish an environment
of trust and allowed the youth to better
understand and trust the formal ethical
process that framed the research in
which they participated. It also enabled
us to respect the institutional ethics re-
quirements while honouring individual
experiences and needs of the partici-
pants. In addition, although research
agreements are key to clarifying know-
ledge ownership, consent and benefits,
communities can still exercise control
over all research conducted within their
territories through a close collaboration
with the researchers before and after
such agreements are signed. Indeed,
ethics engagements do not expire once
the data has been collected, they consti-
tute a foundational element of research
that extends to data analysis and the
knowledge mobilization process that
follows the formal ‘end’ of field activi-
ties. Finally, this experience has better
prepared us to negotiate administrative
burdens in a way that respects both the
individual research participants and the
institutional partners. 

“If research hasn’t
changed you as a 
person, then you
haven’t done it right”5
For the Cree Nation, exercising jurisdic-
tion over the social welfare and health
of its members is an expression of self-
governance and empowerment. This
responds to the vision of a Cree society
where “individuals are well balanced
emotionally, spiritually, mentally and
physically,” where “families live in har-
mony and contribute to healthy com-
munities,” and where “communities are

5. Wilson, 2008: 135.



supportive, responsible and accounta-
ble” (CBHSSJB, 2004: 8). Incorporating
Cree values and practices into service
provision means moving beyond the
Western medical model in order to base
programming on Cree healing and care-
giving practices. 

Our experiences have shown that a suc-
cessful implementation rests on a 
variety of factors. Firstly, an inclusive and
respectful dialogue between community
members, service providers and mana-
gement is essential because it creates
the appropriate conditions for defining a
collective vision of care and wellbeing.
Secondly, mediating institutions, such 
as the Miyupimaatisiiun Committees,
ensure that community needs and
worldviews are incorporated into the
development of health and social policy
and programming. Thirdly, the success
of local initiatives depends on their 
integration into regional institutional
and financial arrangements as well as
into the broader policy context. Fourthly,
even though the institutionalization of
Indigenous healing is still a matter of
debate within Aboriginal nations, a
structured approach with validated ethi-
cal and cultural protocols is central to
building trust in the healing practice 
itself and to strengthen individual rela-
tionships between community members
and healers. 

Finally, in order to be successful, local
initiatives need a dedicated group of in-
dividuals whose particular skills and
knowledge can facilitate an equitable
dialogue, initiate collective reflection,
and maintain transparent and respect-
ful communication. The role of research

and community-university partnerships
in this types of processes is key in terms
of mobilizing knowledge locally and 
nationally. Indeed, a true partnership
cannot be limited to consent forms and
community research agreements. In fact,
community research partnerships can
only be built in time and through an
open and reflexive dialogue around the
kitchen table, in community halls, and
during long-distance travels. From the
perspective of the researcher, sharing
authority over the research process may
sometimes be a daunting task, as often,
this type of close relationship can open
the door to many tensions that exist in
the community. Finding dedicated com-
munity research partners and embed-
ding the research process within
existing community institutional arran-
gements is not easy and sometimes not
achievable, nonetheless, we believe it
should be a principal goal of commu-
nity-university partnerships.  

Conclusion 
Ideally, doing research with Aboriginal
communities means co-developing the
overall research objectives before the
actual research activity (fieldwork)
starts. This includes negotiating the role
of the researcher according to what the
community needs and less to what his

or her initial research objectives may be.
It also means that the methodology
must remain flexible and inclusive, open
and receptive to the inevitable changes
that take place during the research pro-
cess. Both the researcher and the re-
search partners must be ready to face a
steep learning curve both in respects to
theory and to practice. In this instance,
the researcher had very limited know-
ledge of cultural safety theory and prac-
tice, but under Larry’s guidance, who is
both a Sundance Chief and a commu-
nity addictions professional, the learning
curve was well mediated. In addition,
only by spending extended periods of
time both on the land and in the com-
munity, taking part in day-to-day activi-
ties, sharing personal stories and family
moments, through experiential learning
and building close relationships with
community members, a mutual unders-
tanding of wellness and care was possi-
ble. Conversely, institutional ethics
policies can sometimes seem redundant
and paternalistic from the perspective of
the community, as it happened to us,
but retrospectively it has forced us to
take the time and reflect on the poten-
tial transformations and outcomes of
the research project for the community.
Indeed, this experience has kept us in
constant self-reflexive dialog that in the
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end has shaped not only the resultant
knowledge but a growing awareness of
the transformations that we have expe-
rienced as individuals embedded within
a research collaboration. 

Aboriginal healing is neither monolithic
nor static but a contemporary expres-
sion of knowledge systems and values
reflecting the rich cultural diversity of
Canada’s First Nations, Métis and Inuit
communities (NAHO, 2008). Aboriginal
healing encompasses a variety of beliefs
and practices that are not uniformly ack-
nowledged or used across the country.
Indeed, each practitioner makes use of
various treatment methods that best
respond to his or her client’s needs (her-
bal remedies, sweats, ceremonies, etc.)
and operates within specialized fields of
practice (involving spiritualists, mid-
wives, healers, medicine women/men, or
herbalists). These practices are nonethe-
less interrelated, as each practitioner
can hold a wide range of specialized
knowledges while reflecting particular
conceptions of identity, place and health
(Martin-Hill, 2003; NAHO, 2008).  

Not only is healing as a concept both 
diverse and multiple but the role and
characteristics of Indigenous practitio-
ners also raise issues of authenticity and
authority as well as of exploitation and
appropriation (Martin-Hill, 2003; NAHO,
2008). These contemporary realities can
challenge cultural principles and values
as service users’ needs and circums-
tances evolve. Thus, community partici-
pation in the development and
implementation of Indigenous healing is
central not only to a culturally appro-

priate service delivery but also, and 
especially, to building a collective
conception of care and wellness that is
in keeping with local knowledge and
worldviews. Because Indigenous com-
munities and their client base are hete-
rogeneous, local community members
require the appropriate conditions in
which this negotiation can take place.

Our experiences illustrate that respect,
reciprocity and accountability are the
main determinants of an equitable dia-
logue that is in line with the broader
process of decolonization and self-
determination. We also hope that the

personal stories we shared have shown
how autonomy and wellness are intri-
cately linked and how healing functions
as a decolonizing force. In essence, it re-
flects the political agency in which un-
certainties, conflicts, apprehensions, and
compromises are continually renegotia-
ted in Indigenous communities. They
have also validated the approach of
doing research with and for communi-
ties - to take a strength based perspec-
tive in which the everyday acts of
resistance are celebrated. And finally, to
honour the relationships with the com-
munity as a valid academic and political
endeavour. 

Glossary

Miyupimaatisiiun Being alive well 

Eeyou A Cree person; also, a human being

Eeyou Istchee Land of the Cree people

Nishiiyuu Future generations of Cree
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Indigenous researchers worldwide are
increasingly using Indigenous research
methods and methodologies to decolo-
nize research on Indigenous histories,
realities and worldviews. We wish to
contribute to this discussion by sharing
an emerging research initiative led by
Mapuche communities of the Lake Budi
traditional territory in Chile, with the col-
laboration of a Canadian team. 

The Mapuche nation (“people of the
land”) is one of the First Peoples of

what are today the States of Chile and
Argentina. The ancestral Mapuche

territory, Wallmapu, extended
from the Pacific to the Atlantic
coasts of the central and sou-
thern parts of both countries. In
Chile, after centuries of success-

ful resistance to Spanish invaders,
the Mapuche were militarily

conquered by the newly independent
Chilean State in a violent campaign
known as the Pacification of Araucanía,
lasting from 1861 to 1883. As a result
of this conquest, Mapuche society was
torn from its traditional relation to the
land as families were forced into reduc-
ciones (reserves), reducing Mapuche ter-
ritory from 10 million to 500,000
hectares. Today, as part of a process of

evolving within and resisting colonia-
lism, the Mapuche are reclaiming tradi-
tional ways of organizing and relating
with their Indigenous territory.

This article shares the voices of four
members of the Mapuche research team
and three members of the Canadian
team. It is co-written to mirror the re-
flective process of our collaboration and
reaffirm the central role that Indigenous
knowledge, expertise and analysis
should have in an ethical and respectful
research partnership.

Roberto Contreras: The Indigenous
Other has long been a subject of re-
search. Dominant society has always
been fascinated by the distinct lifeways
and worldviews of Indigenous cultures.
These cultures were always observed
from a Western point of view, a gaze
often only able to grasp a small fraction
of Indigenous knowledge and often
guilty of distorting or creating crude re-
productions of Indigenous peoples' rea-
lities – peoples whose cultures pre-date
the creation of nation-states and who,
still today, resist disappearing into “ci-
vilization” and “globalization,” with
their tendency to standardize criteria
and models for living a good life.

Community filmmaking and territorial research:
Developing new research methods from 

a Mapuche perspective



How could they understand our way
of seeing the world, those who still
haven't experienced how the earth
expresses her sorrow, those who still
haven't listened to the birds' sad
song and to the slow death of the
native forest? The invader drove pain
deep into my people, and we with-
drew our green attack.
– Oral testimony of a Mapuche
woman, 1998

This model has been applied to First
Peoples across the world, including the
Mapuche who have survived with a his-
tory of over 450 years of resistance, first
to the Spanish crown and later to the
Chilean state. The unilateral gaze of
Western academia has not contributed
to our wellbeing, it has damaged our
worldview. Many are the publications
that have categorized the Mapuche as
pagan beings or beings lacking spiri-
tuality; these conclusions set the stage
for processes of forced evangelization
and the loss of knowledge, culture and
language.

To resist this ideological process, over
the last two decades we have begun re-
writing Mapuche history from our own
perspective. A new generation of Ma-
puche historians has initiated a process
of historical research grounded in our
own sources of knowledge: the survi-
vors of the “genocide” of our people, or
what the Chilean state refers to as the
“Pacification of Araucanía.” This new
way of looking at our history requires
new models for relating to, and structu-
ring, information; models that are more

in tune with our ethics and values; mo-
dels that grant our political and cultural
authorities, our Elders who still hold em-
pirical knowledge of their territory, the
honour they deserve; models that res-
pect these knowledge holders' rhythms,
the oral nature of their narrative, and
most of all, their way of understanding
the world.

Recreating knowledge
and reconstructing
territory: a Mapuche
approach to audiovi-
sual communication
and research

Juan Rain: The aylla rewe Budi is one
of the territories that make up Lafken-
mapu, the territorial space of the Ma-
puche Lafkenche, or “people who
co-exist with the ocean.” The Budi terri-
tory is defined by the Traitraico (Impe-
rial) River to the north and the Toltén
River to the south. A rewe is a territorial
space that has its own political and re-
ligious authorities. It can also be referred
to as a lofmapu, or community space
defined by natural barriers and how the
space is used by its human residents.
The lofmapu is, in turn, made up of the
distinct lofche, or families, that reside
within its boundaries. An aylla rewe is
the political structure of a territorial
space made up of nine (“aylla”) rewe.
This structure allows the nine lof or rewe
of a particular territorial space to deve-
lop together along the same path,
bound by family ties and shared spiri-
tual, organizational and communicative
characteristics.

The subjugation of the Mapuche people
by the Chilean and Argentinian states
caused a social, political and cultural
break from this way of organizing space,
through the imposition of a new way of
administering Mapuche territory. To this
day, the Mapuche way of understanding
and organizing territory is both unack-
nowledged and outright rejected. For
this reason, we reclaim this territorial
space and it is here that we focus our
work to restructure the social, political,
cultural and spiritual fabric of the terri-
tory.

We believe that this restructuring must
ground itself in Mapuche principles and
perspectives of knowledge. Ancestrally,
the Mapuche understood life and space
from their own worldview, one that
emerges from kimvn and rakizuam (Ma-
puche knowledge and wisdom). For this
reason, we value the tools that our
knowledge provides us: the Mapuche
language and its protocols; the spaces,
such as the ruka (traditional house or li-
ving space), that invite us to gather and
share experiences and knowledge
through ngvlam (advice) and nvtram
(narrative); and our own political struc-
ture and the role of our Elders and au-
thorities1 in passing on knowledge and
in exercising our justice, or the process
of resolving problems, identifying needs,
re-establishing order and consolidating
spaces and their organization through
conversation and dialogue, ngvlam and
nvtram, to reach consensus.
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1. The Mapuche concept of traditional authorities or ancestral authorities refers to individuals who hold political, cultural and spiritual responsibilities, and who are conside-
red guides or experts in their area. For example, a logko (chief) is a political guide; a machi (healer) is an expert in health and medicine.



There are many ways through which
Mapuche knowledge is passed on. Ora-
lity is central to sharing knowledge
through the stories and narratives of the
Elders, advice given to children as part
of their education, and the tragun (ga-
thering) which is a political event where
Mapuche authorities seal agreements
through the spoken word. We believe
that today, it has become necessary to
design strategies for integrating new
communication tools and technologies
– audiovisual, radio, written – that will
allow us to develop a way of communi-
cating that incorporates the codes of our
orality and reflects our Mapuche world-
view. In this way, we hope to practise a
Mapuche way of communicating, exer-
cising the right to territorial control
through communication and creating
our own media.

In 2003, we initiated a training process,
integrating new technologies and crea-
ting teams of communicators to accom-
pany these territorial processes through
communication. This training is groun-
ded in the Mapuche way of communi-
cating and sharing knowledge, which
involves the participation of the lofche:
the families of a community and in par-
ticular, the Elders who are the holders
of Mapuche knowledge. This responds
to the Mapuche way of training, educa-
ting and passing on knowledge.

The Mapuche School of Filmma-
king and Communication is one of
the training and self-training exercises
that reflects this process. This “school” is

made up of two major fields of activity,
Mapuche filmmaking and Mapuche
communication. Here, we focus on the
filmmaking field, which includes an an-
nual filmmaking production workshop
carried out in collaboration with Ma-
puche and Canadian organizations.2 Ini-
tiated in 2011, this workshop provides
young communicators in our territory
with technical skills in digital filmmaking
(short film). Youths learn to appropriate
audiovisual technologies and tech-
niques as tools for social and cultural re-
search. Over the course of a one-month
production process, they create short
films that address topics of importance
to the territory. The youths are responsi-
ble for script development, interviewing,
shooting, sound recording and editing.
This process is overseen by a Mapuche
filmmaker who ensures cultural appro-
priation of the audiovisual tool and a
filmmaking instructor sent by the Qué-
bec organization, Wapikoni Mobile. The
instructor acts as a guide and techni-
cian, allowing the youths to "learn by
doing." The field team also includes two
local coordinators who ensure the par-
ticipation and support of the traditional
authorities and lofche, and two logisti-
cal coordinators, one local and one Ca-
nadian. 

Audiovisual production is collective, res-
ponding to the Mapuche way of hand-
ling knowledge. The youths work in
groups, at times quite large (ten people),
making decisions by consensus and sha-
ring the roles of director, cameraperson,
sound recorder, interviewer, editor, etc.

At the end of the month's work, each
team presents a finished short film to
the community at a large community
event. Since 2011, 26 youths from the
territory have participated, aged 9 to 23.
These filmmaker-researchers have crea-
ted six short films dealing with subjects
as diverse as Mapuche medicine, ideo-
logical colonization, youth identity and
territorial recovery.3

Filmmaking techniques are incorporated
into the Mapuche way of understanding
communication; the training process in-
volves creating opportunities for reflec-
tion by our youths throughout the year,
using our own spaces such as the ruka
and sacred spaces. It is these reflections
that are then embodied in the audiovi-
sual products. Therefore, it is the Ma-
puche way of communicating that
provides the foundation and ingredients
for developing audiovisual content.
Through this exercise, we aim to incor-
porate new technological tools to
construct a distinctly Mapuche way of
making films and other audiovisual
creations.

Ariella Orbach: Our text is accompa-
nied by two short films created by Ma-
puche youths. In Kimeltuwn Mapuche
Ñymican ("Teaching Mapuche Wea-
ving"), an Elder reflects on how wea-
ving, an art practised by many Mapuche
women, connects her to the land and to
the next generations of Mapuche.
Mixing documentary evidence with fic-
tion, the film shows how many mem-
bers of the community came together to
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2. Mapuche collaborating organizations are Lafken Ñy Zugvn, the lof Malalhue Chanko and Llaguepulli, and Adkimvn; Canadian collaborating organizations are Wapikoni
Mobile and Strategic Video Initiative, both from Montréal.

3. The short films created by youths from the aylla rewe Budi are: Kimeltuwn Mapuche Ñymican (2011); ¡Inciñ Getuai Taiñ Mapu! (2012); Nutualliñ Tañi Mapuche Ñen
(2012); Petu Weicalejiñ Mojeleal ta Inciñ ka Taiñ Mapu (2013); Ixofil Lawen (2013); and Fei Lagenmi Ixofil Mogen (2014). They can be viewed at: youtube.com/user/escue-
lacinemapuche 



creatively re-enact the weaving process.
Ixofil Lawen ("Everything is Medicine")
is a good example of the application of
Mapuche communication codes and
protocols to filmmaking. It records a
conversation (nvtram) between a healer
and an Elder and chief as they reflect on
the importance of traditional medicine
in maintaining social and ecological
equilibrium. These films are concrete
examples of how audiovisual production
can maintain knowledge-sharing proto-
cols and value Elders and cultural au-
thorities as knowledge communicators.
The films stand alone as research pro-
ducts that reflect both the young film-
makers' curiosity about their culture and
history, and broader community know-
ledge-sharing priorities. This creative en-
gagement of the young generation is
part of a larger research process under-
way in the territory.

Gerardo Berrocal: A research me-
thodology is being developed in the
aylla rewe Budi that seeks primarily to
collect traditional knowledge and histo-
rical memories of the old territory using
information and communication tech-
nologies (ICTs). These tools allow us to
develop written, visual and audiovisual
research products that contribute prac-
tically to local processes.4 

Research work is being carried out
alongside an audiovisual production
process. While we collect knowledge
and reflections about the territory, we
simultaneously record the process using
technological tools. Once this “collec-
tion” stage has been completed, we can
begin analyzing, categorizing and struc-
turing the information gathered through

a post-production (editing) process. This
concludes with the creation of practical
research products that allow local dis-
semination of results through public
screenings.

The production process differs from
conventional research or audiovisual
work – that is why we speak of our own
methodology – and is carried out ac-
cording to our own ways of communi-
cating. For example, we do not conduct
informative interviews (as in journalistic
practice), nor do we conduct semi-struc-
tured interviews or cite "sources" (as in
an anthropological or sociological prac-
tice). Rather, we obtain stories or narra-
tives from nvtramkawvn (conversation)
or ngvlamtuwvn (knowledge sharing).
For this reason, we have integrated the
concepts of nvtramkawvn dungun
(conversational narrative) and ngvlam-
tuwvn dungun (knowledge sharing nar-
rative) into our research methodology.
This is because orality is an essential
characteristic of Mapuche communica-
tion, as is the Mapuche language (Ma-
puzungun) through which these
narratives are generally shared.

Another important aspect is the content
of these narratives, not obtained accor-
ding to a pre-defined interview guide or
script, or by directing questions toward
a topic. A narrative is shared according
to the vision and priorities of the person
who is sharing it. This assumes that the
teller of a narrative is the one who holds
knowledge about the topic being re-
searched; therefore it is he or she who
has the authority when sharing this in-
formation and knowledge.

As noted previously, we do not seek to
incorporate the common standards of
audiovisual production into our docu-
mentaries. Rather, we look for images
that reflect everyday Mapuche life in the
lof and, in this way, prioritize content
over "cinematographic language" or
"aesthetics" in the final product.

Our current research process involves
the development of several products: a
sociocultural map that reflects how the
old territory is seen in traditional Ma-
puche knowledge; a documentary that
compiles narratives of historical memory
about the territory and its importance
and use; a visual document that sum-
marizes research findings; and, a report
containing historical information compi-
led from "official" archives about the
territory. 

The knowledge expressed through nar-
ratives, in the aylla rewe Budi, is related
to the importance and ancestral use of
the territory. Through these stories, we
obtained information on the original
names of each territorial space (topo-
nyms), and why these names were cho-
sen. We also learned about the practical,
cultural and spiritual uses of these terri-
torial spaces, like an eltvn (Mapuche ce-
metery) over which the Catholic church
built its parish buildings after the "Paci-
fication of Araucanía."

The recorded images reflect everyday si-
tuations that mark life in the communi-
ties of the aylla rewe Budi. The
surroundings, elements of nature or
landscape, ceremonies, cultural activi-
ties, family activities, agricultural work,
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4. The research work currently in progress (2012-2014) is being carried out in the field by a team of Mapuche researchers from the lof Malalhue Chanko and Llaguepulli and
the communication group Adkimvn, with the collaboration and support of the Canadian team, researchers Thora Herrmann (University of Montréal) and Ariella Orbach.



the fight for territorial and collective
rights, conversations and, of course, the
unique way that the Mapuche people
perceive the world and understand their
existence on Earth. These are all ele-
ments emerging from the research and
production ‒ i.e., communication ‒ pro-
cess.

This is how we hope to practically and
concretely support the Mapuche peo-
ple's political process through commu-
nication: by collaborating in a process
that reverses colonization by recons-
tructing territory, recovering organiza-
tional structures, revalidating culture
and spirituality and, as a result, reinfor-
cing Mapuche autonomy and self-de-
termination.

Juan: It is important to highlight that
despite the negation and subjugation of
the Mapuche people by the Chilean
State, our culture remains alive as does
our political structure, the rewe and
aylla rewe. This is why we consider it ne-
cessary to reflect on our worldview and
the importance that territory holds for
us, with its spaces, organization and au-
thorities, and the importance of our lan-
guage. Through research, we hope to
learn from those who have knowledge
about the old territory: the Elders. They
are the ones who determine how to de-
velop a research process, identifying the
priorities and topics of importance to
discuss and research through ngvlamtu-
wun (conversation and stories). With the
participation of the lofche, in the ruka,
around the fire, the Elders and authori-
ties share knowledge that defines the
content of the research and the form in
which the message will be presented.
This context allows us to showcase our
way of communicating.

We are very interested in how we can
collect, structure, document and disse-
minate knowledge from the Mapuche
point of view and, thereby, validate our
traditional authorities and their proto-
cols. At the same time, it is crucial that
the knowledge collected through re-
search be disseminated in a form that is
understandable to us, the Mapuche, and
that we feel identified in the way that
the information is shared. Documentary
filmmaking is a genre that allows us to
preserve the way in which the Elders
and authorities pass on knowledge
through the spoken word and by sha-
ring lived experience. That is why we
focus on a process of creating films that
is based in Mapuche protocol: first, we
identify the people who are able to
speak from knowledge; then, they
choose the topics of importance, moni-
tor the research process and validate
each decision. It is the person who gives
their knowledge who, making use of the
ruka, chooses and prepares a space
where the knowledge sharing will take
place, through ngvlam and nvtram. The
knowledge is then placed under the res-
ponsibility of the research team tasked
with the technical role of capturing and
documenting it.

This production process is the frame-
work that defines the research work car-
ried out by the young filmmaker-
researchers of the Mapuche School of
Filmmaking and Communication
(through the filmmaking production
workshop) and by the research team
responsible for the territorial research
process.
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Research 
principles and
protocols from 
a Mapuche ethic

Roberto: The contribution made by the
audiovisual research process taking
place in the Lake Budi territory is extre-
mely significant, because it is with these
technologies that we are able to struc-
ture and organize Mapuche knowledge
directly from its source. The researchers
are members of the community and
were given permission by the territory
and traditional authorities to carry out
their activities. This context enables the
creation of diverse audiovisual archives,
two of which are shared in this toolkit
and illustrate the principles of ethical re-
search from an Indigenous perspective.

Permission to carry out their work was
granted to the community researchers
because the community validated this
new way of doing research: action-re-
search designed in accordance with Ma-
puche culture and grounded in the
following ethical principles.

Temporal and spatial notions: the
Mapuche way of researching must be
carried out according to specific tempo-
ral and spatial protocols. Prior to inter-
viewing a Mapuche authority, cultural
knowledge holder (kimce), or other
community member, the researchers
must visit him or her in the morning (at
sunrise), when nature's energies are
strongest. The researchers must also fol-
low the pentukun, or formal greeting
procedure required by Mapuche proto-
col. It involves inquiring about well-

being, from the personal to the commu-
nal (personal health, family health, com-
munity health). All these elements are
spoken in the Mapuche language, Ma-
puzungun. The objective of this first visit
is to inform the person about the rea-
sons for the research work and to re-
quest the necessary authorizations to
carry out the work. If these are granted,
a date is fixed for an interview.

Whenever possible, this process should
take place in a ruka or Mapuche house
built according to Mapuche cultural cri-
teria, with its door facing the rising sun
(puel mapu or east). 

Cooperation and reciprocity: In
our research model, cooperation is re-
flected in the concept of action-re-
search. Much of what is or can be
researched forms part of a body of em-
pirical knowledge and, as such, is pas-
sed on from generation to generation.
Learning from another is a process that
helps renew and reproduce knowledge,
and is fundamental to the development
of future generations. Introducing a re-
search activity into these learning inter-
actions should be carried out in a
context of respect and emotional at-
tachment to the work being researched.
Any other way, the researchers risk in-
terrupting not only the technical pro-
cesses of the work, but also the spiritual
rituals that are carried out whenever a
Mapuche needs some material found in
nature, a process that requires specific
ceremonies to ask permission to extract
and use the resource.

Cooperation by researchers in the work
being researched can be seen in the

short documentary Kimeltuwn Mapuche
Ñymican. For the production of this film,
the young filmmaker-researchers took
part in the work that they documented,
participating with the papay (Elder) in
the process of recreating the traditional
art of weaving. This type of interaction
makes research less invasive than in the
Western model that positions the re-
searcher as a passive observer who does
not help out. When one does not help
out in a process, one risks disturbing or
getting in the way of the actions that
are being carried out. 

Research is not just about capturing
images or stories! In the Indigenous
world, research goes beyond the
concrete: it requires an understanding
of both the spiritual and the empirical.
This re-articulates and validates a way
of living and thinking that responds to
cultural parameters. 

Respecting Elders: This element is
shared by all First Peoples of the world.
In the Mapuche context, respect for El-
ders as sources of knowledge and their
approval and support of the research
are fundamental. With our Elders, the
collective memory of a society under-
going a process of adaptation remains
alive. They are responsible for passing
on knowledge, oral tradition, history and
custom. For this reason, community re-
searchers validate and strengthen their
bond with the Elders. 

This is seen clearly in the short docu-
mentary Ixofil Lawen, in which the
knowledge of the logko (chief) of Ma-
lalhue, who is an Elder, is validated. He
was interviewed on numerous occa-
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sions, in accordance with Mapuche tem-
poral and spatial protocols. These pro-
tocols are also at work in the
documentary Kimeltuwn Mapuche Ñy-
mican, where the process of researching
weaving work involves  respecting the
rhythms of this long and complex task.
By accompanying all the stages of pro-
cessing the wool – shearing, washing,
combing, spinning, dying – the young
filmmaker-researchers respect the way
that the work is carried out at each
stage and validate the technical, cultu-
ral and spiritual knowledge required of
the person who does the work. 

Respectful 
collaborations:
reflections by
non-Indigenous
team members

Changing roles, 
shifting research

Ariella: Respectful collaboration on In-
digenous research projects begins with
two acknowledgements. The first is that
research, or the act of producing and
sharing knowledge, is not the sole do-
main of academics and university edu-
cated “experts.” It is a natural process
that all human beings undertake when
they strive to understand the world
around them and search (and re-search)
for solutions to the diverse issues that
they and their communities face. This re-
quires setting aside the categorization
of research as an essentially (Western)
scientific activity and consequently, ope-
ning space for considering Indigenous

research methods and methodologies as
equally valid to those offered by Wes-
tern science. 

The second acknowledgment is that
those best placed to understand a par-
ticular situation are precisely the indivi-
duals who live that situation, since they
are more likely to understand the
contextual dimensions (cultural, politi-
cal, historical, spiritual) of the situation
with which they are faced. They are also
the ones who have, to some degree, al-
ready engaged individually and collecti-
vely in searching (and re-searching) for
solutions to the situation. This acknow-
ledgement is congruent with a protocol
common to both the Mapuche and First
Nations: “You cannot speak about or re-
present something that is not yours”
(Absolon and Willett 2005: 110). In this
way, we are brought to consider our In-
digenous partners as experts in their
field, and ourselves as collaborators
who support them by contributing our
own expertise: disciplinary, research pro-
ject management, proposal develop-
ment, or otherwise.

These two acknowledgements require
that the non-Indigenous collaborator
approach her work with humility. It is
this very humility that creates the condi-
tions through which respectful collabo-
ration can emerge. Just as our Mapuche
partners have a specific ethical frame-
work and protocols for carrying out re-
search, so do we as non-Indigenous
team members. This ethical framework
responds to Indigenous research princi-
ples, and more specifically, the Mapuche
principles outlined earlier.

Thora Herrmann: Respectful ethical
research collaboration with Indigenous
communities must be built before the
start of the project and maintained du-
ring all phases the project through mea-
ningful partnership and reciprocity
between researchers and communities.
It must acknowledge that there is no
clear distinction between researchers
and Indigenous people. Indigenous peo-
ple are also researchers. Thus, all parti-
cipants must be regarded as equal at
every stage in a research process. 

Over a year, prior to beginning our pro-
ject, we held regular live and virtual
meetings (via Skype) with our Mapuche
partners to discuss and re-discuss pro-
ject aims, objectives and outcomes and
clearly define all details regarding acti-
vities, methodology, data ownership and
management, and risks of the project.
We took time to get to know one ano-
ther. This long process contributed si-
gnificantly to shaping the leadership
roles in our research process and the
responsibility structure of our project. It
addressed the power relations/practices
and rights within the research process. It
also tackled the key concern of whose
“reality” might gain dominance and le-
gitimacy during the course of the pro-
ject (Lloyd et al. 2012). As research
questions emerged from the Mapuche
communities and not from a university
laboratory or cultural organization, the
results and their interpretation far ex-
ceed an outsider’s perspective of loo-
king in to, and taking account of,
community knowledge and experience. 
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We also discussed the title of our pro-
ject, and decided not to choose an “aca-
demic” project name. Rather, we choose
a project name in Mapuzungun that ex-
presses the Mapuche understanding of
the project’s focus and guiding concept
in the title: “Nvtramkaiñ Kom Taiñ Itro-
fil Mongen” or “Let us talk about all li-
ving beings in our lands” (in the
Mapuche philosophy, Itrofil Mongen
means the diversity and physical/spiri-
tual inter-relation of all life forms). 

Forging trust,
building bridges

Ariella: Honouring and cultivating
human relationships is central to any
collaborative undertaking. In order to be
able to walk a path together, we must
first come to know one another, share
moments − not only of work − but of
laughter and entertainment, develop
friendships, participate in ceremonies,
get to know one another's families.
Given that we are collaborating in Ma-
puche territory and not vice-versa, it is
essential that this process of getting to
know one another follow the temporal
and spatial protocols of Mapuche cul-
ture. In this sense, a long, informal
conversation while drinking mate in a
ruka is just as crucial a part of research
as a more structured interview with no-
tepad (or video camera) in hand. In fact,
the former tends to prove far more en-
lightening. This approach of nurturing
human relationships and open commu-
nication with a vision of long-term col-
laboration can be summed up nicely
with the words of de Lange and Mit-
chell: “[we choose] to work deeper ra-
ther than wider” (2012: 324).

Thora: Respectful Indigenous-acade-
mic research is essentially about buil-
ding a relationship over time. I find it
very valuable that with this project, we
learned how to be co-producers of
knowledge, co-writers − how to not just
listen − but to incorporate community
views into interpretations of our results.
A key aspect that I like to highlight is
that speed, language and style of com-
munication have emerged as deeply im-
portant in our collaboration. We rooted
our research in Mapuche ways of kno-
wing, communicating and understan-
ding though storytelling and
conversations with Elders.

Most of our project meetings and work
were not held in an “office” but in the
field. Having all participants – Mapuche
youth from the two communities, Cana-
dian partners, scientists and Elders – in
the field fosters connection in a suppor-
tive environment. It underlines pride for
Mapuche culture and identity, as well as
inspiring youths’ curiosity in cinemato-
graphic art and communication techno-
logy to address bio-cultural diversity
issues. Through this, a bridge can be
built between Indigenous knowledge
and science. 

The Mapuche School of Filmmaking and
Communication and the research on the
geographical, social and cultural ele-
ments of the Lake Budi territory provi-
ded an opportunity for Elders, youths
and researchers to connect and open a
dialogue on culturally appropriate ways
of communicating research. It also pro-
vided a platform for Elders and youths
to express their feelings, views and raise
concerns regarding traditional know-
ledge, identity, nature, wellbeing and re-

search in their communities. This dia-
logue assembled and sorted information
that came from both Indigenous and
Western knowledge, and was grounded
in the experiences of the people invol-
ved. Youth participants learned how
technology (ICT, GIS, and mapping tech-
nology), Indigenous and Western
science can be complementary. Both
types of knowledge are valuable in un-
derstanding the Lake Budi territory and
the complex changes that are occurring.
Several of us felt that the youths, Elders
and researchers should devote more at-
tention to each other, and community
filmmaking provided such a venue for
co-creating, sharing and transferring
knowledge in a dynamic manner, a
manner appropriate to Indigenous Peo-
ples.

Decolonizing
knowledge, 
democratizing
communication

Ariella: A key principle for collabora-
ting on Indigenous research is to avoid
knowledge extraction. The aversion of
Indigenous communities to participating
in research due to prior negative expe-
riences is well documented by Indige-
nous scholars. A first and essential step
to avoid extractive research is to define
and develop a research project based on
community priorities, rather than the
priorities or interests of non-Indigenous
researchers.

The extraction of Indigenous knowledge
can also take place in later stages of the
research, such as the case discussed by
Nêhiýaw/Saulteaux scholar Margaret
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Kovach in her exploration of story as
methodology. Discussing the holistic na-
ture of Indigenous stories − which goes
well beyond simply what is said − she
addresses the complexities of transfor-
ming oral narrative into text. She cites
Cree scholar Winona Stevenson who
cautions that frequently, Indigenous sto-
ries shared in the context of research are
subsequently broken apart into useful
parts (“facts” that directly address a re-
search question) and “superfluous”
parts, which are put aside. The result:
“bits are extracted to meet empirical
academic needs, and the story dies”
(Stevenson 2000, cited in Kovach 2009:
101).

Avoiding this type of knowledge extrac-
tion that corresponds to the limitations
of knowledge sharing through traditio-
nal (textual) means such as journal/arti-
cle publication, requires a rethinking of
how research is communicated, and of
who does the communicating. In our
work with the Mapuche team, we ap-
plied the principle of self-representation
as a path to avoid knowledge extrac-
tion. This simply means that we respec-
ted the ability, and the right, of our
Indigenous partners to speak for them-
selves and not to be spoken about by
us. We applied this principle by empha-
sizing audiovisual production as the pri-
mary platform for research
communication, as this form has proven
the most appropriate for respecting oral
culture and the ways that knowledge is
shared by Mapuche Elders and traditio-
nal authorities. 

Thora: Repeatedly, throughout our pro-
ject, we also used film to record the pro-
cess of the Mapuche School of
Filmmaking and Communication, and to
record our own reflections about our
roles and the project process as we lived
and saw it developing (recorded inter-
views with each project member). I
found this an enriching experience since
it blurs and distorts boundaries between
researchers and researched: each of us
– Mapuche partners, and Canadian
partners including myself – become at
once researchers and researched, ob-
servers and observed, filmmakers and
filmed. This denotes a disruption of
conventional power dynamics in the re-
search relationship. Consequently, as
also stated by Kindon (2003), this way
of exploring enables a clearer recogni-
tion of the roles of every project partici-
pant in the politics of knowledge
production associated with the project;
it reduces the distance between project
partners, and contributes to a deeper
level of trust and understanding within
our research collaboration itself. In our
project, we aimed to build an evidence-
based argument that decolonization of
the politics of knowledge is critical to
improving capacity-building outcomes
through Indigenous informed action re-
search.

In our project, we placed the Mapuche
communities at the centre of knowledge
production for, with and by each other
(e.g., refer to the credits of the two short
films). This has key implications for the
democratizing and power dispersing po-
tential of community filmmaking. Com-
munity filmmaking, if used within

carefully negotiated collaborations, has
the potential to disrupt the maintenance
of Western knowledge production which
problematizes Indigenous Peoples and
labels them as the “Other” (the conse-
quences of such practice are silencing of
Indigenous voices and production of
void data that fosters marginalization).
We found that the democratizing po-
tential of community filmmaking (Pink
2001) can open up new spaces for Indi-
genous youths to be creators and disse-
minators of knowledge, encouraging
them to find their voices as future lea-
ders of their communities. As an acade-
mic scientist, one of the critical
experiences that I faced in our project
was that by recognizing research as a
set of local collective analyses and the
shared resolution of problems, it be-
comes possible to “de-centre” science
and develop a new framework within
which all knowledge systems are set on
an equal footing. The co-production of
locally embedded audiovisual texts, such
as this one, and action-oriented acade-
mic papers which focus on research
praxis, enabled us to explore the pro-
duction of a “new politics of know-
ledge” together. For such a
transformation process to become real,
a strong commitment, high level of en-
gagement and active work participation
are required from all project members
involved.

Ariella: By co-creating the written pro-
ducts − such as this article − arising
from our research, we applied our col-
laborative research principles not only
to research design and implementation,
but to the act of sharing the research
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with the world. This can take more ef-
fort than audiovisual production, as wri-
ting is not a skill that comes naturally to
all community researchers. Collaborati-
vely authoring an article across two or
even three languages is a much longer
and more complex process than sitting
down to write one's own. However, we
see co-authoring as a capacity-building
exercise that enhances our partners'
ability to access means through which
to tell their stories and share their
knowledge, and that enhances our abi-
lity to design and carry out ethical re-
search. 

If as non-Indigenous researchers, we use
our work to create space instead of ta-
king space (Kovach 2005), then research
itself can become a powerful decoloni-
zing project that supports and validates
Indigenous knowledge.

Thora: Taking time for ongoing reflec-
tion and critical analysis, including the
knowledge produced, power relations
and how the project is, or is not, adhe-
ring to its principles, is crucial to deve-
loping a truly horizontal partnership
with community partners and, in turn,
garnering social justice outcomes!

Learning with
First Nations and
in the Global
South

Manon Barbeau: Wapikoni Mobile is
an organization involving travelling stu-
dios dedicated to cultural mediation,
training, and audiovisual and musical
creation. Wapikoni will celebrate ten
years of existence in 2014. Wapikoni is
active mainly in First Nations communi-
ties in Quebec, having initiated some
3,000 First Nations youths from 25
communities and nine different nations
in the art of audiovisual production.5

Wapikoni Mobile is motivated by a des-
ire to project the voices of young Abori-
ginals in Quebec who experience
isolation and exclusion as a result of the
creation of reserves in 1851. Wapikoni
Mobile proposes an option to mitigate
distress by making technological tools

available to youths, tools that allow
them to speak out and express their
concerns and dreams through filmma-
king.

Oral tradition has passed on to the
young generation the art of storytelling
and an emphasis on image. The natural
interest of these young people for the
camera and contemporary media has
contributed to Wapikoni's success. Since
2011, Wapikoni has collaborated in of-
fering this training to a number of com-
munities in Latin America, Bolivia, Peru,
Chile and Panama. These communities
possess the same cultural and spiritual
wealth as communities in Quebec, and
have many points in common with First
Nations regarding environmental and
territorial concerns. However, their daily
realities are very distinct.

In Quebec, the audiovisual creative pro-
cess undertaken by participants is more
individual. Collective script development
is rare. A short film is born from an indi-
vidual's intimate concern about his or
her community, or a topic that is impor-
tant personally, in his or her own life.
The individual establishes a production
team to help achieve his or her idea, re-
sulting in the creation of a film. Short
films created in this manner are then
presented to the community.

Above all, Latin American Indigenous
communities privilege a collective ap-
proach, consultation, group work, pro-
cess and consensus. Wapikoni Mobile
has had to adapt to new expectations
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5. Wapikoni Mobile arrives in a community at the invitation of the Chief and Band Council. Over 600 short films have been created over the past ten years by the young parti-
cipants in collaboration with filmmaking instructors who act as their mentors.



and other ways of working, while main-
taining our practical approach of “lear-
ning by doing” or “learning by
creating.” Our challenge has been to
transfer skills within a context of respect
for a partner's identity and processes
that are important to their people, while
enabling the creation of finished short
films ‒ a source of personal and collec-
tive validation ‒ that can be shared wi-
thin the community, but also beyond it.
Spreading Indigenous messages
through the dissemination of the films
is a key element of Wapikoni philosophy
because it allows these messages, put
into images, to cross borders. It allows
the struggles of one community to be-
come known to others and brings peo-
ple together, so that one day, the fight
for identity and territory can become
collective.

Wapikoni's team has had to reflect on
many questions over the years: how can
we respectfully unite a pedagogical and
artistic approach developed in the North
with the distinct social reality of Indige-
nous communities in the South, with
their own protocols and communication
needs? 

Happily, the environmental, social and
human ideals of Wapikoni are shared by
the communities that we have visited in
the South. The issues and questions that
arise over the course of a training pro-
cess can be destabilizing, but they are
infinitely beneficial. They allow us to
move forward. For example, we have
been immersed in the Mapuche culture,
in its way of relating to others, to Elders,
in its worldview. This has been genuinely
enriching.

Together we have established ex-
changes between Mapuche and Atika-
mekw communities, and between
Anishnabe and Kuna communities.
These exchanges will continue, as they
can only contribute to this reciprocal en-
richment. These bridges
connecting First Peoples through artis-
tic creation are in the process of making
one of our long-held dreams become
reality: that Indigenous peoples of the
planet unite to speak with one voice
and make themselves heard.

First Nations communities in Quebec
have been traumatized by their painful
history. They are emerging from an in-
tense phase of self-destruction. Their
Mapuche brothers and sisters provide
them with models of resistance and
courage.

Regardless of whether the short films
created during the workshops result
from individual or collective concerns,
they reflect issues and struggles that are
shared by peoples of the North and the
South: defending Mother Earth, protec-
ting territory, preserving language, cul-
ture and ancestral values ‒ values
essential for the survival of humankind
today.

Wapikoni Mobile has learned much
from our contact with the communities
that have honoured us with their invita-
tion to collaborate. We have not finished
reflecting and learning. By encountering
others, we exchange what we can each
contribute for a common good.

In the perspective of enabling these en-
counters, an International Network of
Indigenous Audiovisual Creation was
launched in July 2014. Through such a
network, we can strengthen our ties,
create the foundation for long-term ex-
change, develop ways to co-create and
evolve together toward new forms of
audiovisual creation... building bridges
between Self and Other.

Cooperation, 
exchange and
adaptation: 
reflections by 
Indigenous team
members

Fresia Painefil: We aim to counteract
the communicational model imposed by
the Chilean state with a way of com-
municating that is grounded in our cul-
ture and social base. Faced with a model
that manipulates information to cate-
gorize Mapuche demands for our rights
as vandalism or acts of terrorism, we
have begun the exceedingly important
process of appropriating technological
tools with the help of other First Peoples
in order to answer back. This exercise re-
quires the support of institutions that
are sensitive to, and able to understand,
the context in which First Peoples are
struggling today.

For over a decade, our territory has been
undergoing a communicational process
that has new generations of Mapuche
as its protagonists. They have received
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continuous capacity-building in the use
of audiovisual tools. This process has
produced important changes in the way
that technology is understood within the
communities.

We are forced to acknowledge that this
work would not have been funded with
Chilean resources because the state has
imposed a significant communication
barrier between Mapuche communities
and the rest of Chilean society. Hence,
cooperation with international entities
has been extremely important in allo-
wing us to develop these activities. For
the communities of the Budi territory,
this means: 

Cooperation: Our logic sees coopera-
tion as always being mutual. A commu-
nity that receives support and resources
grows, but so does the institution that
provides that support, because it has the
opportunity to come to know firsthand a
culture that is still alive, recreating and
reproducing its worldview in spite of a
history of intervention.

Historically, the management of re-
sources from within our communities
has been a complicated matter, because
many developed countries do not invest
in Chile: it is considered already to be
developed. We believe that a developed
country, in the true sense of the term,
would not treat its Indigenous peoples
the way it treats us.

Exchange: With the support of Wapi-
koni Mobile, we have begun a new pro-
ject of exchange with Manawan, a
community of the Atikamekw Nation.

This has opened up relations of friends-
hip and cooperation between two First
Peoples. This exchange, facilitated by
Wapikoni Mobile acting as a bridge bet-
ween our peoples, opens the door to a
world of possibilities to understand the
new communicational challenges and
opportunities that peoples across the
world must face.

Gerardo: The need for a distinctly Ma-
puche methodology to guide the incor-
poration and appropriation of
technological tools arose in the 1990s,
when Mapuche organizations brought
forth a proposal for territorial recovery
and reconstruction, cultural and spiritual
reaffirmation as part of a larger political
process and, ultimately, autonomy and
self-determination.

Since the 1990s, distinct territories have
begun to focus on communication by
reinforcing Mapuche ways of communi-
cating and strengthening Mapuche
knowledge, philosophy and organiza-
tional structures. Communication work
is seen as part of this political process.
This approach led some of us to create
a communication group called Ad-
kimvn,6 with the vision of developing a
proposal for communicating that has
the Mapuche worldview as its founda-
tion.

This proposal consists primarily of deve-
loping training activities in filmmaking
and communication, creating audiovi-
sual products using documentaries as
the main tool, supporting communities
by producing reports and videos about
their activities, and organizing scree-

nings and the dissemination of Indige-
nous films. It is in the context of this
communication work that we began de-
veloping a research methodology that
seeks to establish a model for carrying
out research that corresponds to Ma-
puche ways of sharing knowledge and is
respectful of Mapuche cultural proto-
cols.

We see this methodology as a work in
progress and a continuous learning ex-
perience. As such, the work respects the
internal dynamics of each territory, un-
derstanding that such diversity exists
and that each lof exercises autonomy by
engaging in its own processes. For this
reason, in each territory we must shape
or adapt what we have learned from our
own practice ‒ that is, the process of
building and learning as we go ‒ to the
particular local processes of the territory
where we wish to collaborate.

It is in this way that I began working in
the Mapuche Lafkenche territory of the
aylla rewe Budi, where for over ten
years I have been supporting the com-
munication process that has emerged in
the context of a politico-cultural process
led by the Mapuche Lafkenche commu-
nities and their traditional authorities. 

In recent years, we have begun to re-
search the concept of aylla rewe in the
Budi territory, its structure, toponyms,
use and importance as an ancestral Laf-
kenche territory. Adkimvn's role in this
collaboration has been to support the
development and consolidation of a me-
thodology that is adapted to the local
process and applied in response to the
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6. Adkimvn can be translated as “the essence of ancestral Mapuche knowledge.”



different practical actions that the com-
munities of the aylla rewe are carrying
out, particularly the two communities of
Llaguepulli and Malalhue Chanko.

Looking forward

Fresia: We are working to create a new
way of capturing knowledge that is
grounded in our culture. For the first
time in the history of the aylla rewe
Budi, we are the ones doing the re-
search on our knowledge, with techno-
logical tools in Mapuche hands. The
process of appropriating these techno-
logical elements brings with it great res-
ponsibility and awareness. Many of the
recordings will need to be cared for as
treasures that will increase in value over
time, as some of the knowledge holders
are already advanced in age and will be
able to continue speaking through the
stories they share. This is yet another
reason why action-research validates
and situates the communication process
that we are undertaking in the territory
as a new way of rescuing and recreating
knowledge – from its origin, from its
most intimate awareness. This is the
knowledge that our young communica-
tors are sharing with their cameras. 

In these times, as Indigenous peoples, it
has become very necessary to have a
clear plan to counteract the communi-
cation invasion; to have our own media
that take into account our needs, asser-
tions and struggles at all levels – cultu-
ral, linguistic, social, political. These are
our only hope of not disappearing as a
culture.

Roberto: Creating this new research
model allows us to interpret the Ma-
puche world as we perceive it, bringing
to the forefront the values particular to
our people and our ways of talking
about life:

From knowledge, from collective me-
mory, from that which is ethical, that
which still remains, that which must
be re-organized and oriented, to be
able to resist ideological invasion, co-
lonization, uniform globalization, dic-
tatorial globalization killer of diversity,
of lifeways, it is our memory and heart
that are the sources of all hope to be
able to leave our children a better

world in which to live and spend their
terrestrial time, where their energy
and conscience will be vital to ensure
continued existence as a distinct peo-
ple, to shake off the intolerance, dis-
crimination, genocide, forced
evangelization from which we still
have not risen; on that day, Arauco
will come: he will return to deploy his
green attack, the ixofil mogen will be
born, the diversity of memories, of
energies, once again the Mapuche will
believe in his newen, in her mapu, in
her feyentun, from this foundation the
new children of the land will plant
their resistance.

– Roberto Contreras, March 2014
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This contribution aims to share the
synergic experiences in terms of colla-
borative and multidisciplinary research,
such as the Pekuakamiulnuatsh First
Nation (Ilnuatsh1 of Lac-Saint-Jean,
Mashteuiatsh) actively implements
them, while developing and applying
ethical rules that ensure lasting respect
for the traditional values associated with
its culture. First of all, a multidisciplinary
research initiative that is still ongoing 
in the community will be described 
in connection with its operation and

the challenges encountered. 
Secondly, the establishment of
a committee designed to
oversee the collaborative
and ethical mechanisms
in the area of research
will be outlined and fol-
lowed by an overview
of the perspectives   that
the Pekuakamiulnuatsh
consider in terms of the

creation of research partner-
ships and alliances in the future.

Reconstituting
their own history
Like all First Nations in Canada, the 
Pekuakamiulnuatsh First Nation is faced
with many challenges related to pro-
gressively taking control over the files
that concern them in areas such as 
politics or the co-management of natu-
ral resources, for example. Certainly, the
government authorities are under a
legal obligation to consult with First 
Nations according to section 35 of The
Constitution Act of 1982,2 but it is clear
that the consultation mechanisms in
place are not adapted to the needs ex-
pressed locally and that the processes
are not yet engaged often enough ups-
tream of the development projects, 
despite existing tools such as the
Consultations Protocol of First Nations
of Quebec and Labrador (2005), which
provides relevant recommendations 
associated with ongoing negotiations
on Aboriginal rights. During these
consultations, the first occupants of the
land are asked to provide accurate 
information regarding their occupation
in a specific area and to provide proof
of their presence often going so far as
documenting their presence prior to the

Documenting knowledge on the territory 
for transmission purposes: 

mechanisms for collaboration and research ethics
among the Pekuakamiulnuatsh 

1. Without going into linguistic details, note that the Innu language, which is referred to as innu-aimun by its speakers, has certain dialectal differences, one of which
consists of using the phoneme l instead of n in certain contexts: the communities of Mashteuiatsh and Pessamit.

2. Accessible online : http://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/fra/const/page-16.html#docCont. 



conquest or before the period known as
contact. Also, since the response times
associated with these consultation pro-
cesses are generally very short, the
contact persons that are sought out in
the Aboriginal communities are always
in a position where they have to react
rather than having the opportunity to
actively participate as a concerned party.

It was at the end of 2008, within this
political context, that the leaders of the
various sectors concerned at the Conseil
des Montagnais (today known as the
Pekuakamiulnuatsh Takuhikan)3 set up
a research project on the history related
to the occupation and use of the land, a
project that is still in progress and for
which the name Peshunakun was cho-
sen since it means “it is coming, visibly
approaching, something is coming
soon” (unofficial translation) (Drapeau
1991: 511). Based on an interdiscipli-
nary perspective that was defined at the
outset, this major research project’s 
approach is in line with the overall 
objective of the Pekuakamiulnuatsh
which is to reconstitute the history of
their ancestral lands based on different
components associated with many 
disciplines: history, geography and geo-
matics, linguistics, genealogy and 
archaeology. The working group that
was formed accordingly is composed of
Ilnu researchers and interviewer-sur-
veyors, a geomatician-cartographer
from the community and an archivist
specialising in Ilnu heritage representing
the Société d’histoire et d’archéologie
de Mashteuiatsh (SHAM) which is the

main partner of the Peshunakun project.
Two other human resources complete
the team: a linguist and an anthropolo-
gist assuming the direction of the 
research associated with this major pro-
ject. These team members are suppor-
ted by an Ilnu coordinator and various
specialised language resources who
provide advice and support for the 
validation of the data collected in neh-
lueun.4

In terms of methodology, the first step
consisted of taking stock of the work
and studies that were carried out inter-
nally by the Pekuakamiulnuatsh Takuhi-
kan organisation, as well as the
publications stemming from the acade-
mic world that may contain information
on the use and occupation of the land
from a historical perspective. The second
step summarises the research itself: all
inventoried works (ethnohistorical stu-
dies, surveyor and explorer reports, re-
lationships with the missionaries, etc.)
were analysed to extract, in a systema-
tic fashion and according to a precise
methodology, various types of informa-
tion: the names of Ilnu families, cultural
sites, burial sites, travel routes, camp
sites, staging areas and toponyms des-
ignating places in the Ilnu language.
Meanwhile, various regional and natio-
nal archive centres (e.g. archives of the
colonies, Hudson’s Bay Company) were
contacted in order to consult old maps
and other relevant historical documents
regarding the occupation and use of the
ancestral territories  of the Pekuaka-
miulnuatsh.   

In addition to the literature review, a
consultation process was established
during which approximately a hundred
people testified regarding how their fa-
milies and ancestors roamed the Nitas-
sinan 5 by mentioning sites, hunting
routes as well as toponyms (names of
places). Considered to be testimonies to
the linguistic heritage of the Pekuaka-
miulnuatsh, the toponyms collected
from the documentary research or the
interviews conducted were processed in
the context of a two phase validation
process. On the one hand, with the help
of human resources who are assigned
to language preservation, translation
and the monitoring of the standardisa-
tion process for the Nehlueun written
language, a committee of three to five
Elders was established to validate the
linguistic roots and the different mea-
nings of the toponyms from an oral tra-
dition perspective. In order to get better
prepared and knowing that the oral tes-
timonies still do not hold the desired
weight in the context of the litigations
before the Court,6 the committee vali-
dation process, which will actually be
ongoing for as long as the project conti-
nues, was supplemented with a dia-
chronic linguistic documentation
process. Using five Innu language dic-
tionaries, starting from the first dictio-
nary that was compiled by the Jesuit
missionary Antoine Silvy in 1678, the
verbal or nominal roots of toponyms
were documented through time while
ending with its current standardised
form as it appears in the dictionary re-
presenting the North Shore Innu stan-
dardised spelling by Lynn Drapeau
(1991). 
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3. Accessible online: http://www.mashteuiatsh.ca/.
4. In the dialect of Mashteuiatsh which is in the process of being standardised in order to achieve standardised spelling, nehlueun means "our language". 
5. Designation of the ancestral land in the Innu language: Nitassinan literally means "our land".
6. Recommended references for more information on the subject: J. CRUIKSHANK,  Invention of Anthropology in British Columbia's Supreme Court: Oral Tradition as 

Evidence in Delgamuukw v. B.C., BC Studies #95, Anthropology and History in the Courts, Autumn 1992, p. 25-42.



This approach illustrates the research
ethics that permanently underlie the
work related to the Peshunakun project,
which consists of striking a balance bet-
ween validation through oral tradition
and consolidation through written tra-
dition in order to demonstrate the conti-
nuity of the Ilnu presence in terms of the
use and occupation of the land by the
Pekuakamiulnuatsh from an ethnohis-
torical, cultural and linguistic perspec-
tive.  

Taking 
responsibility for
collaborative and
ethical research
mechanisms 
The work of the research team of the
Peshunakun project began in 2009 and
continues to this day without having lost
any of its relevance from a political point
of view or even a heritage point of view.
It was at the end of a phase of the work,
during a first presentation of the results
to the public and the elected leaders of
the Montagnais Council, that the scope
of the process that was undertaken as
well as the associated ethical issues 
became evident. These issues, which
continue to be present, appear at many
levels. It was noted that many research
projects  that were conducted by aca-
demic researchers or students in the
community of Mashteuiatsh did not fea-
ture informed consent by all the autho-
rities concerned or a validation process
or an adequate return of the data to the
Pekuakamiulnuatsh. With respect to the
information collected in the context of
the Peshunakun project, the stakehol-
ders are faced with issues related to the

protection of the personal information
of the individuals concerned, access to
the research results for external resear-
chers, intellectual property and the pro-
tection and recognition of the cultural
and linguistic heritage of the Pekuaka-
miulnuatsh.

In a context of cultural affirmation and
with a focus on self-determination, the
Pekuakamiulnuatsh Takuhikan authori-
sed, by way of resolution on January 19,
2010, its heritage, culture and land 
sector to establish the Ilnu heritage
committee (Pekuakamiulnuatsh u 
uelutshiunuau) with the primary mission
to analyse and follow-up on the various
research applications received, both in-
ternally and externally, with the objec-
tive of preserving, promoting and
disseminating the heritage of the Pe-
kuakamiulnuatsh. In order to ensure the
broadest possible representation of the
various sectors of the Council, the com-
munity organisations and the popula-
tion, the committee is composed of one
representative of the Société d’histoire
et d’archéologie de Mashteuiatsh (his-
tory and archeology), one representative
of the Secteur des travaux publics et 
habitation (public works and housing),
one representative of the Secrétariat aux
affaires gouvernementales et straté-
giques (strategic and government 
affairs), one representative of the Ser-
vice patrimoine, culture et territoire
(heritage, culture and land) and one 
representative of the community. One of
the first steps taken by the members of
this committee was to define the Ilnu
heritage and its various components in
order to establish a common basis for
discussion related to processing the 

applications received regarding heri-
tage-related issues or in the context of
the anticipated research projects while
relying on the guidelines of the Politique
d’affirmation culturelle des Pekuaka-
miulnuatsh (cultural affirmation policy)
(2005): 
The heritage that was passed down
is still alive, but it may be lost if no
action is put forward to ensure its
protection and preservation. All 
necessary steps must be taken in
order prevent the alteration of this
heritage (unofficial translation)
(Conseil des Montagnais, 2005: 26).

Inspired by definitions that were formu-
lated by various national and interna-
tional bodies (such as UNESCO, the
Council of Europe and the Conseil du
patrimoine de Montréal), the Ilnu heri-
tage is thus divided into its different
components: the intangible cultural 
heritage (practices, representations, 
expressions, knowledge, skills, language
and typonomy), material heritage (ma-
terial culture and built heritage) and 
natural heritage (natural sites or areas
on the Nitassinan) of the Pekuakamiul-
nuatsh. This definition allows for a ho-
listic view of the world by linking the
intangible, material and natural dimen-
sions that are all inextricably intercon-
nected and rooted in the ancestral land,
the Nitassinan.

Based on these guidelines, the heritage,
culture and land sector of the Pekuaka-
miulnuatsh Takuhikan was able to
conduct a major research project on the
Ilnu heritage in 2012-2013 in partner-
ship with The Native Museum of Mash-
teuiatsh, through which the project was
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able to benefit from a grant from the
Department of Canadian Heritage. The
initiative’s objectives were threefold: the
first consisted of determining the dis-
tinctive characteristics of the culture and
language of the Pekuakamiulnuatsh, the
second consisted of developing the
means to preserve them and the third
consisted of ensuring the transmission,
promotion and dissemination within the
community and among the non-Abori-
ginal populations in order to raise awa-
reness regarding Ilnu know-how and life
skills.  The project was therefore divided
into two phases: the first, named 
Pekuakamiulnuatsh u uelutshiunuau, 
involves the gathering of knowledge
and expertise from the bearers of the
culture and language, and the second,
named Ashu peshtenitau ilnu aitun, 
involves the integration of the visual,
aural and pictorial documentation into
the digital database of The Native Mu-
seum of Mashteuiatsh. This major initia-
tive therefore united the responsibility
of the heritage, culture and land sector
to preserve the Ilnu cultural wealth and
ensure the transmission and acquisition
of knowledge in relation to the mission
of its main partner, The Native Museum,
which seeks to preserve, enhance, trans-
mit and promote Ilnu culture through 
facilitation, exhibition, research, disse-
mination, interpretation and educatio-
nal activities. Today, the tools developed
in the context of the research project on
the Ilnu heritage, such as the Ilnu Aitun
journals  and informative videos that
allow for holding culture and language
transmission workshops, are used to
support the activities and workshops

that are continuously organised on the
Uashassihtsh site, which was once a ga-
thering place for the ancestors of the Pe-
kuakamiulnuatsh and is today dedicated
to the transmission of the Ilnu culture by
the bearers of knowledge among Abori-
ginal youth or any interested non-Abo-
riginal visitors.

In order to position the vision of the Ilnu
heritage and its components outside the
community as well, the Ilnu heritage
committee determined that it was ne-
cessary to reach out to the various sta-
keholders from different backgrounds
who work in the field of research or he-
ritage protection. At the regional level,
the process of coming together with the
MCCQ (Ministère de la Culture et des
Communications du Québec) was ta-
king place in connection with the
consultations being held as part of Bill
82 on the Cultural Heritage Act with the
achieved objective to establish a table
for exchanges and discussions with the
department. Furthermore, the commu-
nity was able to participate in the VVAP
(Entente villes et villages d’art et de 
patrimoine)7 agreement of the MCCQ
which allows for sharing the cost of 
hiring a cultural development agent in
order to structure the local cultural 
development to the benefit of the local
community. The agent delegated by
Mashteuiatsh participates in the mee-
tings of the Ilnu heritage committee,
which ensures a direct connection to the
information regarding the current files
in the area of culture and heritage. With
respect to the provincial government,
the committee was able to oversee a

more in-depth process with the Com-
mission de toponymie du Québec.8

Since 2008, various meetings have
taken place focused on achieving pro-
gressive recognition for Ilnu toponomy
as well as the signing of a mutual data
sharing agreement for research that is
conducted on the typonomy of the 
Nitassinan of the Pekuakamiulnuatsh.
At a secondary level, this process 
involves requesting the appointment of
an Aboriginal commissioner for the seat
established for this purpose at the Com-
mission de toponymie du Québec.

As for the requests from universities,
since its creation, the Ilnu heritage com-
mittee has become the authority 
towards which all research projects
converge that require the collection of
data from the community. Henceforth,
in the medium-term, it aims to develop
and implement its own research proto-
col for the Pekuakamiulnuatsh. This 
involves a heavy workload for the com-
mittee as well as great responsibility
while requiring diverse expertise from its
members. At the same time, this pro-
vides an opportunity to direct and su-
pervise the methods of collecting data
from the members of the community in
order to ensure that these steps are
taken with the informed consent of all
stakeholders and in accordance with the
values of the Pekuakamiulnuatsh and
their vision regarding the research topic
in question. The First Nations of Quebec
and Labrador Research Protocol (2005:
7) constitutes one of the theoretical
tools that guide the Ilnu heritage com-
mittee in its reflections, particularly inT
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7. Accessible online: https://www.mcc.gouv.qc.ca/index.php?id=2403. 
8. Accessible online: http://www.toponymie.gouv.qc.ca/ct/accueil.aspx.



terms of defining the foundations of  a
shared authority between the commu-
nity and the researcher based on the
fundamental guiding principles of
power, fairness and respect.

Being proactive in
the development
of projects and
partnerships

The systematic supervision work for 
external research projects also opens
the door to lasting alliances with uni-
versity departments and researchers.
Since 2011, the community of Mash-
teuiatsh has been part of the CURA9

Tetauan, a partnership of researchers
from Université Laval (in architecture,
anthropology and geography) and 
representatives from seven Innu com-
munities in Quebec. This research 
alliance has the objective to develop a
participatory approach to architecture
and sustainable development based on
the construction and representation of
the cultural landscapes of the Innu com-
munities of Quebec, while relying on a
participatory management structure for
different projects that revolve around
three research focus areas: 1) cultural
landscapes and representations; 2) sus-
tainable environments and collaborative
habitat; 3) governance, action and deci-
sion support.10 It is jointly directed by
two co-directors: a researcher from the
Université Laval (architecture school)
and a representative of the Innu com-
munities who is the representative for
the community of Mashteuiatsh as well
as a member of the Ilnu heritage com-

munity. Several participatory research
projects took place and are still taking
place in Mashteuiatsh under the CURA
Tetauan which oversees them from the
beginning to the dissemination of the
final results.

The latest research project to be moni-
tored by the committee is a doctoral 
research project with the working title
LANGUE ET SAVOIRS EN TERRITOIRE
ILNU (unofficial translation: Language
and knowledge on Ilnu territory), which
is a study on the geographic knowledge
of the Pekuakamiulnuatsh as an 
expression of ancestral and modern ter-
ritoriality and for which the idea emer-
ged during work on the Peshunakun
project that the PhD student has been
involved in since its inception as a lin-
guist. During the work surrounding the
validation of the information collected
from the Elders, the resource people 
involved in this process have noted that,
beyond the cited traditional activities
and toponyms naming visited sites, the
testimonies from those interviewed do
not only reflect the life skills of the 
Pekuakamiulnuatsh and their ancestors,
but also certain values related to the 
occupation and use of the land. These
values, which are more abstract, seem
to revolve around the quantifiable 
information received through interviews
conducted as part of projects such as
Peshunakun and it could be interesting
to identify the spiritual, cultural, histori-
cal and political dimensions according
to those involved. This doctoral research
project therefore hopes to explore the
life skills of the Pekuakamiulnuatsh from
an intergenerational perspective so that

a profile of Ilnu territoriality, which is
both modern and ancient, can be com-
pleted, while taking into consideration
the existing connections to the land that
have changed over time. The results of
this research can eventually be used as
a tool in the affirmation of an identity
and a distinct culture within an 
approach for the safekeeping of the Ilnu
heritage. After internal discussions, the
student presented a first draft of the
project to the Ilnu heritage committee
in September 2012 after obtaining ap-
proval from the heritage, culture and
land sector of the Pekuakamiulnuatsh
Takuhikan (formerly the Conseil des
Montagnais du Lac-Saint-Jean). This 
approval by the director of the sector at
the time first of all confirmed that the
proposed research was “in line with the
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9. CURA: Community-University Research Alliances.
10. Accessible online: http://www.tetauan.org/.



interests of our First Nation within exis-
ting mandates related to heritage, land
and traditional knowledge in connection
with the culture and more specifically
the language” (unofficial translation).11

The integration dimension of the parti-
cipatory nature of this research in an
Aboriginal setting was consolidated
through the acceptance of the project
within the research focus area "cultural
landscapes and representations" of the
CURA Tetauan and the allocation of a
dissemination grant. Currently, the re-
search is in the preparatory stage of the
data collection process and has received
financial support from the Social
Sciences and Humanities Research
Council (SSHRC) since May 2013. At this
stage, various meetings help to clarify
the methods that will lead to the joint
development of a survey questionnaire,
while taking into consideration the
needs and interests of the various sec-
tors within the organisation and targe-
ting all those who could contribute to
making the results of the upcoming sur-
vey more representative. The goal of this
methodology for participatory action re-
search is to define with the key stake-
holders what the main objective is for
the community that is engaged in the
research, beyond the PhD student’s 
anthropological interests, and while res-
pecting the fact that the First Nation
must always "appear as the primary
client of the research" (unofficial trans-
lation) (AFNQL 2005: 5). For the time
being, the Ilnu heritage committee
seems to be in agreement in terms of

advocating an objective of transmission,
from a perspective of a more diversified
use of the data and in order to preserve
and transmit the language, culture and
values of the Pekuakamiulnuatsh
among the elementary and high schools
of the community. The steps of the anti-
cipated intergenerational survey in the
context of the proposed doctoral 
research as well as the validation, ana-
lysis and dissemination of the data will
be guided by the First Nations principles
of OCAPTM12 (ownership, control, access
and possession of the information) and
based on respect for local needs and
priorities in a spirit of reciprocity 
and continuous dialogue between the
research partners.

In conclusion and in terms of the exam-
ples of initiatives that are presented in
this paper, the ethical research mecha-
nisms that are at work or in develop-

ment in the community of Mashteuiatsh
can be  summarized by a desire to 
ensure management and control ups-
tream of the research initiatives in order
to "help communities to create a better
framework for research activities, gain a
better understanding of the research 
issues that involve them, fully partici-
pate in all stages of the research, and
above all take full control over the 
research process" (QNW, 2012: 7). From
decolonizing perspective on research,
the community of Mashteuiatsh there-
fore plays an active role as a partner by
overseeing the various research and 
development projects as well as through
its contributions to the emergence of
new research projects and the creation
of alliances and joint partnerships.
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11. Approval letter dated January 30, 2012; heritage, culture and land sector.
12. Accessible online: http://fnigc.ca/ocap.html.
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The following pages are drawn from a publication entitled 
“The Little Guidebook on the Extensive Consultation: Cultural 
Creation and Transmission by and with Communities”, 
produced by La Boîte Rouge VIF and its research section Design 
et culture matérielle (DCM).  

Consensus-building is an approach to decision-making and 
action in which a group takes account of and negotiates 
the views of all its members to achieve a consensus. It is an 
approach that requires all stakeholders of a given project to 
adopt certain postures and attitudes toward others, including 
openness, listening, respect and dialogue. These ways of 
“being” and “acting” make for a better climate and a better 
flow of consensus-building processes.

The DCM is a multidisciplinary group of researchers from 
Université du Québec à Chicoutimi and Université de Montréal. 
Over the past 20 years, thanks to Community-University 
Research Alliances, the group has had the opportunity to 
work with a number of Indigenous communities in Quebec 
and Brazil in the context of cultural inventorying, promotion 
and transmission projects. The “Little Guidebook on the 
Extensive Consultation” provides helpful tools for anyone 
wishing to undertake a cultural development project based 
on a consensus-building/creation approach. As such, it helps 
implement a collaborative ethics in terms of relational modes, 
reflexes to develop, and methodologies to apply.

Introduction
Key principles of consensus-building:  
how to work together.



Your community has a project and the goal is to create a tool to 
pass on its cultural heritage. The starting point may be a desire or 
aspiration, or a need to solve a problem in the community. The 
initiative may come from one person or from a group of people 
(citizens, community group, or municipal councillors). Even if the 
initiative comes from only one person, you must also mobilize 
various members of the community and seek their collaboration in 
a spirit of jointly defining and creating the project. For this reason, 
in all cases, you need from the outset to paint a picture of the 
current situation and agree on the ideal the project will aim for 
and on its parameters: Why this project? Who should be mobilized 
and when? What do we hope to obtain? Who’s in charge?

When talking about work processes, people often use the 
metaphor of a house being built. There’s no point in erecting 
the structure if it doesn’t sit on solid foundations. First, the main 
aspects of consensus building will be presented here to put the 
project on a solid basis. All project partners should know their 
responsibilities and the constraints and limitations they face, and 
they should know as soon as possible.

All projects emerge from a specific context. Analysis of this context 
will help develop a program that will put things in order, both for 
the project and for the community.

Finally, beyond “what to do,” there is “how to do”: reflexes; 
qualities for relating to others; and the role of the “consensus-
building/creative team” in bringing together community 
members and partners. As much for human qualities as for legal 
requirements, this section of the guide will explain how to behave 
with other project participants. In the dynamics of collaborative 
work, all partners should agree on the mental outlooks, attitudes, 
behaviours, and rules of conduct to be adopted as early as the 
project planning stage.

Getting the project started
Vision, values, goals, and planning 
through consensus building

1

There is no one reason for the 
project concept. Nor is there one way  
of implementing it. Quite the reverse!  
Keep in mind the broad range  
of possibilities. It all comes down to 
adapting the concept to the context.  
You need to be attentive to this context 
to discover the possibilities.
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Encountering all of the partners to bring together each partner’s goals and concerns through constructive dialogue. In 
2010, Les Musées de la civilisation de Québec wished to renew and update its permanent exhibit about Quebec’s First Nations and 
Inuit through a collaborative dynamic with the Aboriginal Nations. La BRv, which had expertise in building consensus and creating 
tools with Aboriginal communities to pass on their cultural heritage, was the major partner of Les Musées de la civilisation for this 
project. Forming the consultative assembly “Mamo,” which means “together” in several Aboriginal languages, was the first action 
by Les Musées de la civilisation and la BRv. This assembly is composed of each nation’s representatives, who are mandated by a 
decision-making body (band council, cultural institute, or tribal council), and representatives from Aboriginal interest groups. At the 
first meeting, and at the request of Les Musées de la civilisation, the assembly defined the main themes to be discussed, as well as the 
logistical, ethical, and methodological issues raised by planned visits to the communities for consensus building.

For two days the consultative assembly Mamo has come together to define the project’s goals and parameters. Recommendations are made to adapt the consensus-
building program to the realities of Aboriginal communities.

To mark the beginning of this long process, the chief of protocol invites the 
projects’ partners to take part in the Aboriginal sage-smudging ritual, in a spirit of 
mutual respect.

Members of First Nations, the director of la BRv, and the director of Les Musées 
de la civilisation de Québec sit at the same table, as equals, to define together 
the basis of the joint project.
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1.1 Building consensus and bringing project 
participants together

On a level playing field with everyone sharing their skills

The right approach
Consensus building and empowerment are closely interlinked. The first process 
means working collaboratively. The second one means making an individual, 
group, or organization self-reliant. Consensus building and empowerment 
are conducive to more equal relationships. Decisions are made bottom-up by 
members of the community, and not top-down by higher authorities.

Consensus building: its principles and implications. 
An ongoing conversation.
To form a vision, to set goals, and to take actions in an atmosphere of 
collegiality, you need to build consensus through dialogue and conversation to 
create equal relationships among project participants. This means recognizing 
the legitimacy of each member’s participation and identity. Through such 
dialogue, you can identify questions and collectively find answers that 
everyone will accept and defend. Remain open-minded about the other 
person’s position in order to understand what he/she thinks and what lies 
behind those thoughts. The general goal of consensus building is to make 
decisions while considering everyone’s needs and interests. This dynamic is 
called a “participatory” or “collaborative” approach.

Because so many people will be taking part in building consensus, it will 
be that much harder to manage and organize the process. You’ll have to 
be very adaptable. Having the right intentions won’t be enough. From the 
outset, you’ll have to measure what these intentions concretely mean in 
real-life actions. Building consensus for a project will require more resources, 
more time, more money, and more work. The challenge will be worth the 
trouble, however—the willingness to work together will be shared by all 
stakeholders. Our years of experience working collaboratively have shown 
that this approach is possible for everyone and results in high-quality projects 
that are firmly grounded in the community setting.
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Empowerment
Empowerment is both a process—making an individual, group, or organization 
self-reliant for a project—and the result of this process. Empowering an individual 
is often described by the following metaphor: instead of giving a fish to keep 
a person fed over the short term, you should give a fishing rod to provide that 
person with enough food over the long term. The first strategy keeps one in a 
state of dependence. The second strategy fosters self-reliance and teaches one 
how to meet one’s own needs. This is the spirit of empowerment.

In a community project, the goal of empowerment isn’t to make you withdraw 
into your own cocoon as a result of feeling self-reliant and independent. The 
goal is rather to learn how to affirm yourself and to become aware of who 
you are and of what you wish for the future of your community. Individuals 
and communities can be empowered by giving them the right tools: education, 
training, and inclusion. Empowerment, however, cannot be decreed or granted. 
Individuals can gain it through a project or initiative that is social and cultural 
in scope.

Creation
Too often, “creation” is reduced to a flash of genius or an illumination—like a 
lightbulb suddenly turning on above a cartoon character, without that character 
knowing exactly why. This capacity to find new ways to solve a problem or to 
generate new possible solutions is said to be exclusive to artists and artisans, 
who are gifted with an innate talent. Clearly, each of us doesn’t have the same 
talents as an internationally renowned painter or sculptor, but at some level we 
can all take part in a process of creation.

Indeed, creation is not only the result (the work of art) or the moment when an 
idea comes (inspiration). It’s much more than that! The creative process can be 
initiated either by recognition of a need or by an inner prompting, a desire that 
pushes you to act and do something … There then generally follows a period 
of elaboration, exploration, or development, which may be expressed as formal 
research—drawing blueprints or sketches, creating objects of clay, glass, or 
ceramic, making mock-ups—or you may use your senses to gather information 
to satisfy this need, desire, or impetus. Finally, the solutions will be analyzed and 
verified to see how well they help meet this need or desire, and the solution 
that best matches the community’s expectations and aspirations will be the one 

to be implemented. Otherwise, the search for solutions, however creative, may 
prove to be an inappropriate exercise for the project. Moreover, the spirit of 
creativity isn’t expressed only at the time of the result but also at all stages of 
the consensus-building process, notably when you have to respond quickly to 
unforeseen events of any kind and scope that may happen with a community 
project.

Creation should be omnipresent, whatever its form or degree of intensity, when 
you’re working jointly to take inventory of a cultural heritage and pass it on. 
Participants can each make their own contribution in their own way and in 
line with their own capacities. What matters is that all of the participants feel 
comfortable with the roles and responsibilities they and the team have agreed 
upon for the current project, knowing that as empowered individuals they don’t 
have to continue in this position in a later project.

On top of the effect of “genius,” “chance,” or “predestination,” a collaborative 
project also requires a knack for observation, memory, attentiveness to what 
the other participants say and think, judgement, and logical reasoning, while 
drawing on your life experience—which essentially defines who you are. Each 
community member shares in the cultural heritage and has a potential for 
creativity that may be put to use for his/her relatively narrow field of expertise 
or for a broader project. You’ll have to tap into this natural creative ability and 
channel it into the dynamic of passing on a cultural heritage.

Process 
of creation of 
the cultural 
heritage tool

Consensus-building/ 
creative team

Community  
cultural context

Personal  
and collective 

characteristics

A cultural heritage tool is the result of a process, which will flow from the individual’s 
personal characteristics or those of the group of community creators and the consen-
sus-building/creative team, from the context.
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“For me, the work of creation will seek out our emotions and the links between these emotions.  
We rediscover things that have always been precious to us. That makes us look for those things,  
and that’s good.” - Lise Bibeau, Odanak

Democratizing skills. Young creators, artisans, and other cultural stakeholders are initiated 
into several drawing skills: use of cameras and video cameras; processing of digital images; 
and principles of exhibit design. Don’t underestimate the participants’ capacities to learn to 
apply what they may never have experienced before. Training is the basis of empowerment. 
(For more information about training, go to p. 163.)
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In consensus-building/creation projects for cultural transmission, three major 
components work together synergistically: a community, partners, and the 
consensus-building/creative team.

A community
A “community2” is composed of a group of people who share the same 
culture and even some interests and activities. Such people are interlinked 
within an organizational structure and share a common heritage (history, 
memory, archives, and achievements). Several communities may share certain 
cultural traits, while differing from each other in other ways. For example, the 
village of Manawan, in Quebec’s Mauricie region, is an Aboriginal community 
of the Nehirowisiw (Atikamek) nation. Its members share several cultural traits 
with two other communities of the same nation: Obedjiwan and Wemotaci. 
Together, they can be considered to be the greater Nehirowisiw (Atikamek) 
community. Yet they form three different villages, with different issues. It 
would thus be more accurate to speak of three Nehirowisiwok (Atikamek) 
communities.

The size of a community may range from a simple group as small as a committee 
to a population as large as all the inhabitants of the world, according to 
the defining criteria. A cultural development project may therefore cause a 
more or less large community to get involved in the project, just as it may 
invite a multitude of communities to take part. This is why we should define 
from the outset the scope of the project, to ensure that the participants are 
representative of their community or communities.

Partners
The project proponent or the consensus-building/creative team should first 
create a solid network of partners. The “partners” are generally individuals 
or organizations that team up together and invest (time, money, expertise) in 
carrying out the project (its conduct). For example, a partner may be an elected 
official (chief, councillor, MNA or MP), a head of an institution (cultural centre 
director, school principal, development officer), or an expert who will act as a 
consultant or counsellor (anthropologist, historian, teacher). Partners will each 
have decision-making roles in developing the project through the knowledge 
and experience they’ve gained.

Forging and strengthening links between stakeholders. Being together in a project 
also means learning to know and appreciate one another through a shared activity. Here, 
the consensus-building/creative team and creators from several Aboriginal nations meet 
for a meal. The consensus-building/creative team wishes to create a dynamic that will be 
conducive to talking and exchanging views. The seating arrangement ensures interaction 
between the consensus-building/creative team and the participants.

Getting together around shared interests. A designer takes part in the activities 
of Le Cercle des Fermières de Saint-Fulgence, a community with which she has 
collaborated for an innovative project in product design. All members of the group 
regularly come together around a snack to talk about their handicrafts.

2. The “community of practice” as defined in Wenger E, Communities of Practice: Learning, 
Meaning, and Identity, Cambridge University Press, 1998.
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The consensus-building/creative team
When several partners and participants take part in the same project, this 
participation requires a common meeting place to ensure, as consistently as 
possible, that the project is successfully carried out and completed. This role 
is generally played by the consensus-building/creative team or, if the project 
is small-scale, by one person—the “project leader.” They will help community 
participants take part throughout all stages of the project.

In some projects, the consensus-building/creative team is created within the 
community. For example, three members of the community of Ekuanitshit had 
the idea to create a cultural centre, and they wanted the members of their 
community to be the ones to determine which contents of their culture would 
be passed on. This internal team then looked for funding and hired an external 
firm that specialized in consensus-building/creation. Together, they became a 
consensus-building/creative team.

Another example is la BRv, whose mission as a research agency is to work with 
Aboriginal communities to identify and pass on their cultural heritage. To fulfil 
this assignment, we ask the members of the community to get involved in this 
kind of project. The initiative is external to the community, and it’s all the more 
important to work collaboratively. Both examples show the many possibilities for 
such projects where consensus has to be built, creation encouraged, and cultural 
heritage passed on.

This guide is aimed especially at consensus-building/creative teams. It offers 
them tools for successful consensus-building. Team members may be more or 
less experienced, and it’s strongly recommended that the same individuals form 
the team from the beginning to the end of the project. Each new team member 
must make a lot of effort to adapt, thus preserving the team’s cohesion. In 
addition, community partners are often destabilized by the departure of a team 
member they had trusted.

Two scenarios (in relation to the questions on the opposite page)

1. Les Musées de la civilisation is redesigning an exhibit about the First Nations and
the Inuit, in collaboration with the latter. The museum (project proponent) enters into
partnerships with la BRv, a consensus building /creation agency, and the Aboriginal
Nations. Together, all three partners will ask themselves these questions, answer them,
and thus determine the project parameters.

2. A community organization (ZIP Saguenay) organizes a series of public meetings,
with the help of a consensus-building firm (Chaire en Éco-Conseil of Université
du Québec à Chicoutimi), to learn what the population wishes to do with a post-
industrial site. Following the meetings, some citizens mobilize to form a committee:
Le Comité pour l’Avenir du Site de la « Consol ». The committee decides to follow
up on the meetings by pushing for and defending what the public wants for the site.
Committee members have to ask themselves these questions, bring together partners,
and find sources of funding for the project the public wants.

Questions for the consensus-building/
creative team

As a matter of principle:

- Who should you mobilize for the project … once the problem to
be solved by the project has been spelled out? …once you’ve begun
looking for solutions that are doable and acceptable in theory? …
once you’ve begun implementing the solutions that the stakeholders
and/or the community have chosen and agreed to?

- What are their respective areas of expertise? Are their areas of
expertise complementary or redundant? At what stages of the project
should they intervene?

- How do you think other people should be brought into the project?
By what means are you going to motivate them to participate? What
will be the roles and responsibilities of stakeholders, consultants, or
community members?

- How are you going to look for information?

- How are you going to decide together?

- What are the main project goals?

- What strengths, means, and resources are present in the community?

- How will you find the resources you need for the project?

Justify each answer.
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1.8 Developing reflexes
Attentiveness, reliability, respect, 
diplomacy

Once the project has been defined and planned, and once the 
program of consensus-building activities completed, you can begin 
implementing the project in the field. For this, you’ll need special 
abilities and reflexes that can fit the consensus-building/creative 
team into the context of a participatory project and the realities 
of the community. With these collaborative abilities and reflexes, 
the team will become immersed in the culture of the community 
and adopt an approach based on openness, equality, adaptation, 
attentiveness, respect, politeness, diplomacy, keen interest in other 
cultures, and willingness to be together in a unifying project. When 
the team applies these abilities and reflexes to the specificities of the 
project context, it will become possible to develop activities that are 
suitable for the community.

Video recorders, cameras, or other recording equipment 
can be used to document the activities, thus providing a record 
of any event. Such documentation will require informed consent 
from the participants. Never take their approval for granted. 
Each member of the consensus-building/creative team should 
always bring informed consent forms, which should be signed 
before an activity begins. (refer to Appendix III, form example 
p.260).

Li Kaine ang.indb   78 16-10-26   16:40



A reflex you should develop: working 
in the community and using its 
resources with a view to training and 
upgrading. Shooting a short film with a 
Guarani community in Brazil requires many 
community resources. All of the work has 
to be done on site, in places that hold 
meaning for the community. The focus is 
on the village elder and cacique, since the 
project revolves around the goal of passing 
on his knowledge and experiences. The 
children and young people, who will 
receive this knowledge, also take part in 
the filmmaking according to the “tool” 
used for this purpose. Musicians likewise 
take part. Others will become technicians: 
a cameraman and an audio engineer. 
The project involves training and then 
practising the newly learned skills. Thus, 
the aim isn’t simply to carry out a project 
with the community but also to enable 
community members to develop tools on 
their own and become more self-reliant in 
developing their local culture.

79
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Make use of opportunities that come up
The program of consensus-building activities will take place in a limited 
lapse of time. Many people will be met, and a lot of subjects discussed, 
with community life going on in the background. Although the activity 
schedule should be clearly laid out, it should allow some leeway so that 
the consensus-building/creative team can make use of any opportunities 
that may come up. Encourage people to participate and don’t hold back 
any initiative from the community, as long as this initiative complies with 
the project vision that has been agreed upon with the stakeholders.

Know how to recognize and seize opportunities that come up. While visiting the Innu community 
of Matimekush, the consensus-building/creative team learned that a community caribou hunt was 
going on at the same time. The team used this opportunity to document the activity, which had been 
carried out to preserve this tradition in the contemporary way of life. The hunt lasts for about a week 
each year. It’s a must-see. For an exhibit about Quebec’s First Nations, these images were used to make 
a video portrait of the Innu nation and thus show some of its cultural characteristics: hunting as a team 
and distributing meat to the neediest families of the communities.

It’s better to have too much information than not enough! It’s better to keep the video recorder 
turned on. Often, fleeting magical moments will be recorded. Let serendipity play its part. All of the 
material will be archived and classified by medium (photo, video, audio recording) and by community.
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Putting together a collective memory
The consensus-building/creative team creates and galvanizes relations 
among community members. It has a responsibility to put together a 
collective memory with respect to identified orientations (see p. 98), and 
to point to or initiate strategies for passing on this memory. This memory 
is already present in the community and is stored in each member’s head 
and heart. From one encounter to the next, verbal accounts are gathered 
fragment by fragment. The picture becomes clearer and comes into focus 
through the process. The consensus-building/creative team should keep 
its eyes and minds open in order to recognize elements of this memory. 
Conversation, questioning, and creation of trusting relationships are 
reflexes and methods to bring out this cultural heritage.

Archiving the knowledge. 
While we were preparing an 
exhibit in a community, several 
of its members mentioned 
the importance of including 
traditional legends. We were 
referred to an elderly woman 
from the community who knew 
the legends. The consensus-
building/creative team met her to 
document this important cultural 
element to be passed on.

Being available to make it easier to pass on 
culture. The consensus-building/creative team 
will gain from being in a community for several 
days. From one encounter or activity to the next, 
community members will become aware of the 
dynamic of our work, and of the opportunities 
and advantages available to them. After several 
days in a community, the consensus-building/
creative team received a special request from 
an elder. He had just trapped a beaver and was 
planning to show his daughter how to prepare 
the hide and the meat. He knew how popular 
the audiovisual medium was among young 
people and asked us to film him at work.
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Speaking with many voices. Huron-Wendat nation representatives 
choose by consensus the objects of the collection that, according to them, 
should be presented in the future exhibit of Les Musées de la civilisation 
de Québec, and explain why. Community members have different kinds of 
expertise and express different viewpoints that will enrich the descriptions 
that accompany the objects. As with all of the other exhibit items, these 
descriptions will be written by a professional writer and then validated by 
the community.

The whole and its parts. Equality and diversity
Representativeness is a necessary condition for consensus building. It enables 
a small group of individuals to reflect the whole community.

Most of the time, it is not possible to get the whole community involved to 
carry out the participatory cultural inventory. When selecting participants and 
forming work groups, you need to ensure that they are representative of the 
community. The inventory will depend on the amount of resources available 
(time, money) and on community willingness. You can for example determine 
beforehand that eight properly targeted interviews will be enough.

Each member of a community is a carrier of the culture. The overall portrait will 
come together to the extent that each new viewpoint is added to the others. 
With more and more viewpoints, you’ll have a more complete and richer 
vision. For this reason, you should form representative groups (by gender, by 
age, by family, by occupation) and make them work together. Although it’s 
sometimes better to work in separate generational groups for some activities 
(teens, young people from 18 to 35 years old, adults, elders), it’s also important 
to bring people together from different walks of life and generations around 
the same table.

Bring together different kinds of expertise for a more comprehensive vision. 
Young people from the Kanien’kehá:ka (Mohawk) community of Akwesasne have 
come together to make an overall portrait of the cultural dynamism of their community. 
Different facets of community life are discussed by an administrative officer of the band 
council, an environmental specialist, a medical student, a youth liaison officer from the 
justice program, an Aboriginal rights researcher, and an archivist.
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Specific features of gender relations. In Guarani nation communities in Brazil, project involvement by women 
shouldn’t be taken for granted. Traditionally, the men were the ones who made decisions about projects that might 
impact the future of their community, while women took care of the children and made handicrafts. Farming was 
done by both sexes. Women, however, accounted for a very large portion of the culture. So we had to find a way 
to get around this sociocultural reality and get them to meet each other and take part together in the project. Some 
activities were held with men and women separately and then, with greater trust developing, the men and the 
women worked together.

In sum, to make sure the community is well represented in the project:

- the cultural delegate (or the political decision-making body) should target
those who carry the culture, who in turn may refer you to other community
members for their special, known expertise (snowball effect)

- make sure a diversity of viewpoints is gathered (see p. 101)

- carry out activities for each generation (youth, adults, elders), and
intergenerational activities

- form a community steering committee to help validate the results of different
project stages with the community

Ensure participation by young people and elders 
alike in Aboriginal communities.

Within a community, some sociocultural peculiarities 
are present in relations between generations. Thus, in 
Aboriginal communities, a traditional sign of respect is for 
young people to let elders speak on everyone’s behalf. In 
such a case, how does one get young people to speak up? 
By playing with and using new technologies, it’s possible 
to get them interested in taking part and giving their side 
of things.

Among elders, in a climate of respect for their habits and 
customs, it’s by sharing a meal that the encounter and 
discussion will take place.

Interaction between generations is nonetheless desired. It 
makes possible an encounter of ideas, thus contributing to 
dialogue. Here, a mother and daughter tell how they took 
part in a program to heal the wounds caused by boarding 
schools, the wounds having been passed down from 
generation to generation.
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Document the activities and their results
Documenting is key to a project whose purpose is to inventory culture and 
pass it on, this documentation being central to the cultural content you 
wish to pass on. Many people will speak up throughout the encounters 
and activities. These are unique opportunities for you to seize. Take notes, 
record conversations, take pictures, and film activities—these are reflexes 
for you to develop.

The aim is to keep a record of the encounters and archive them so that 
you and others may know their value and impact. An interview may go 
unrecorded, and you may leave out much of the content as you scribble 
the words down on paper. Documenting correctly means respecting and 
valuing the verbal accounts you gather.

A visible presence and a transparent activity. When documenting consensus-
building activities, a filmmaker should try to be easy to recognize in the 
community, such as by meeting people. He/she should also be able to mention 
the name of a person respected in the community who is taking part in the 
project. The filmmaker thus shows people that he/she is working for them.
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Documenting a culture. When 
you enter a culture different from 
your own, you have an opportunity 
to understand its specific features. 
The consensus-building/creative 
team will gain from using these 
trips to amass extensive and diverse 
visual documentation about the 
land and the people who inhabit it.

Promoting skills through an intergenerational encounter. Quite 
often, the generations live in very different worlds. Each of them 
develops its own skills. By having the generations come together in 
the same activity, you can promote the skills of each generation, thus 
creating an extremely enriching experience that brings individuals 
together. Here, a young woman of the Eeyou (Cree) nation uses a 
camera to document the know-how of an elder of her nation. This 
elderly woman demonstrates a technique of weaving a child’s coat with 
strips of hare skin.

Don’t hide your efforts to record what 
happens. Be transparent when using recording 
equipment and taking notes. The participants 
need to know when you’re documenting the 
activity, and why.
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Set aside time to be by yourselves
Although the consensus-building/creative team clearly has to 
collaborate with many people throughout the project, it doesn’t 
have to do so continually. Sometimes, especially when you’re 
reviewing the completed work before going to the next stage, the 
time for being open towards others, which is associated with all 
collaborative processes, should give way to an interlude when you 
can be by yourselves. The consensus-building/creative team will 
nonetheless make up for this temporary solitude with a rigorous 
process of validation with community members throughout the 
progress of its work. During such times, it will continue its mission 
of being representative and constantly see to it that its work is in 
line with each stakeholder’s goals.

Beyond the contents, 
the method: keep 
a record of “how 
to work together.” 
Also relevant is 
documentation about 
how the partnership 
with the community 
plays out. Here, a group 
of employees from Les 
Musées de la civilisation 
and members of la BRv 
can be seen working 
with representatives of 
Aboriginal nations to set 
up an exhibit. On the 
table: creative materials, 
blueprints, and a mock-
up being prepared. 
In the background: 
reference pictures. 
All of this material 
will be preserved in 
photographs, thus 
providing a new page of 
the community’s history.

Time-out for the consensus-building/creative team to measure achievement of project goals. 
Halfway through a major exhibit project, the members of the consensus-building/creative team 
pulled back to be among themselves. Sometimes, the team has to do this to make a progress report, 
and thus make further progress possible. Tough questions have to be asked: Is the project moving 
forward in the way everyone had agreed upon initially? Are the means to this end appropriate? 
Should certain readjustments be made? If so, what sort of readjustments? (see table on p. 223 for 
more questions of this sort). Here, the team is trying to produce summaries of the material gathered 
from each of the nations and make sure that all of the subjects to be covered have in fact been 
fully documented. Following this progress report, a series of consensus-building activities has been 
planned to deal with any shortcomings that have come to notice.
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The logbook: a faithful ally 
whose memory is unlimited. 
The members of the consensus-
building/creative team should 
have their logbooks in hand, 
in all circumstances! The 
situation won’t always let you 
fully document an event with 
recording equipment. Always 
write down what people tell 
you spontaneously!

Reliability: honouring our commitments. During collaborative activities, the members of the consensus-building/creative team have to deal with many questions and 
requests, and they shouldn’t rely solely on memory. A logbook can keep a record of all commitments made to or by participants. Each relationship has to be preserved, and 
each commitment has to be honoured. A relationship of trust will grow progressively if there is mutual recognition and respect.

Innu nation - community of Uashat - February 2 to 8, 2011
Alexandre André:

- He should send us a copy of a map of his family’s hunting ground, which his
grandfather drew in the 1930s.
- Send him a copy of the video of boarding the train in Schefferville; the people
who appear in the video have consented.

Jocelyne Mollen:
- Get back in touch with her in September to tell her about the results of her
fieldwork among the elders of her community.
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Documenting community resources 
(expertise, skills). When putting 
together a directory of resource 
people, you’ll encounter members 
of a community to document their 
specialties. Here (above), a craftswoman 
shows her work during a visit to 
her basket-weaving workshop in a 
Kanien’kehá:ka (Mohawk) community. 
Following the visit, a fact sheet is 
created with her name and contact 
information, several photos, and a short 
biography and description of her skills. 
On the right, a Waban-Aki (Abenaki) 
artist’s fact sheet can be seen.

Communities seldom know all of the 
human resources they have. Copies of 
the directory of resource people and 
skills should be given to them. It’s a 
useful tool for future projects.

Putting together a directory of resource people
You have to keep in mind all of the community’s driving forces, skills, 
expertise, and resources. The consensus-building/creative team should 
recognize these resources in order to promote and use them for the project 
effort. Through a succession of encounters, interviews, and activities, you 
should identify people in the community with special skills and talents. 
When the time comes to carry out the project, this directory will be one 
of the foundations for working collaboratively with members of the 
community.
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Going back constantly to the initial project goals
One of the major principles of consensus building is to consider each project 
stakeholder’s aspirations and concerns. When the project is first being put 
forward, everyone is asked to speak up. This is why the goals will be prepared 
collectively (refer to definition of project frameworks on p. 71). Ideally, 
consensus building will seek to fulfil all goals that are put forward.

The consensus-building/creative team has a mandate to see to it that the goals 
are respected throughout the project, since not all of the stakeholders may 
be present at each stage. In some ways, the consensus-building/creative team 
acts as a guardian of their respective goals. As the project moves forward, 
whenever one stage leads to the next, you’ll have to look at the goals and 
make sure they’ve been achieved. Some goals may change along the way, as 
knowledge accumulates from one encounter to the next and from one activity 
to the next. To the extent that the mission and vision of consensus building 
are respected, it may be acceptable to modify one or more of the initial goals, 
without compromising the general spirit of the project.

To make these verifications easier, draw up a chart listing all of the goals 
of each stakeholder and presenting the different themes agreed upon. 
If you find it difficult to achieve one goal, you may think up other ways 
of reaching it. If you have to seek out the voice of each generation, 
and if your approach to young people is proving difficult, you should 
explore alternatives (refer to p. 83 for more information on this specific 
example).
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Document a specific 
subject to make the 
schedule of activities 
complete. For the project 
to redesign the permanent 
exhibit of Les Musées de 
la civilisation, museum 
management had clearly 
set itself a goal to deal 
with issues that are shared 
by Quebec’s Aboriginal 
peoples with native peoples 
elsewhere in the world. At 
the end of the consensus-
building visits, one subject 
remained relatively absent 
from what people in the 
communities had been 
talking about. We then 
conducted an interview 
with an aboriginal 
sociologist of art.

Li Kaine ang.indb   90 16-10-26   16:41



Stakeholder goals Activities and subjects

Show the culture in all its richness

Point out the tragedies, pains, and suffe-
rings of the past and the present

Show the current reality of young people 
on native reserves

Depict the resilience of the community 
(politics)

Depict the resilience of the community 
(culture and spirituality)

Drive home the importance of the family

Show what Aboriginal people have 
contributed to humanity

Go
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Tell the history of the alliances between 
Aboriginal nations and European colonies

Document craft-making techniques

Document symbolism in material culture

Go
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Show that Aboriginal people still have the 
freedom to practise their traditional acti-
vities on the land

Speak about community programs fun-
ded by the agencyGo
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Interview with Andrew Cree

Fun and games workshop with young people

Thematic inventory with 
the target group

Interview with the chief of the 
community (Michel Barnaby)

Group interview with elders

- Traditional medicine

- Healing ceremonies

- New wave of Aboriginal spirituality

- Importance of the family

- Recreation in the community

- Modernity (video games, cellphones)

- Generation gap

- School dropout

- Adapted educational programs

- Cultural weeks on the land

- Legends and creation stories

- Traditional food

- Activities at the cultural centre

- Jobs to be filled

- Social problems

- Land claims and other claims

-  Much knowledge about the land and its
resources

- Episode of the boarding schools

- Creation of the reserve and the move to settlements

- Restrictions on going out on the land

- Memories of life on the land

- Material culture (crafts)

- Declining use of the language

Make sure project goals are being achieved. You should often refer to the goals expressed by each project stakeholder to measure how much they have been 
achieved. Here, a table has been prepared following a series of activities to inventory the cultural heritage to be passed on. This table shows whether all of the cultural 
content goals have been achieved. Here, by comparing goals with different subjects during the activities, we see that two goals (red boxes) haven’t yet been achieved. 
Other activities will be needed to document these subjects.

91
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Getting the project started



The excerpts presented here address the key foundations, values 
and principles to be aware of and keep in mind throughout any 
research project in an Indigenous context in order to promote 
and facilitate collaboration between all stakeholders. 

“The Little Guidebook on the Extensive Consultation: Cultural 
Creation and Transmission by and with Communities” shares 
and makes accessible a wealth of tools that should be helpful to 
collaborative research contexts and the production of cultural 
transmission mechanisms, specifically:

The major steps of a collaborative initiative;

 - Advice for acting responsibly;

 - Participatory inventory activities connected with a 
community’s cultural heritage;

 - Arrangements and principles for co-creation workshops; 
and

 - Practical and instructional exercises for key moments in 
the process.

The publication can be obtained in print or digital format at:

French edition: https://www.pulaval.com/produit/le-petit-
guide-de-la-grande-concertation-la-transmission-culturelle-
par-et-pour-les-communautes

English edition: https://www.pulaval.com/produit/the-little-
guidebook-on-the-extensive-consultation-cultural-creation-
and-transmission-by-and-with-communities

Conclusion
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Presses  de 
l’Université Laval

Études amérindiennes

Too often, even today, when they are implementing a project, 
decision-makers or groups in position of power do not believe it is 
necessary to seek collaboration from the members of a community; 
and yet, they are the ones who will have to live with the impacts 
of the project. As a result, after a few information sessions, the 
community is faced with a done deal, and has to live with decisions 
that have been made by others, without having the chance to give 
its opinion.

The Little Guidebook on the Extensive Consultation; Creation and 
Cultural Transmission by and with the Communities, native and 
non-native, aims to help reversing the trend by proposing cultural 
projects’ models arising from a real consensus-building approach. 
It is a ‘’toolbox’’ to ease the convergence of the driving forces of 
a community within a common approach, and through a process 
that springs from the desire of realizing a cultural project. It provides 

support to project officers, workshop leaders, partners or decision-
makers for the various aspects entailed in making a cultural project. 
It offers principles, thoughts, and tools to facilitate the population’s 
participation to its own cultural development. The approach of this 
guide focuses on art creation, design, video, and museography. 
Many work methodologies are explained. They enable carriers of 
culture to express themselves, and to formulate the message and 
the heritage that they want to pass on by themselves.

The principles, thoughts, and tools provided in this guide are based 
on experience gained over the last 25 years by La Boîte Rouge 
vif. Since 1991, it works in cultural and mediation transmission 
through consensus building and creation. Its mission is to develop 
innovative individual and community development strategies while 
respecting diversity.

THE LITTLE GUIDEBOOK ONTHE EXTENSIVE CONSULTATION 
Cultural Creation and Transmission by and with Communities
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4th seminar on the Ethics of Research 
with Indigenous People: Coproduction 
of knowledge with Indigenous Peoples 

and sharing of research results

Ta b l e  o f  c o n t e n t s  -  2 0 2 1  E d i t i o n

‘Have you dug up my grandfather yet?’ Archaeological ethics and community 
concerns in Eeyou Istchee and Québec
David Denton

Governance by and for Québec First Nations:numerous issues 
including that of open data
Nancy Gros-Louis McHugh, Émilie Grantham and Patricia Montambault

Challenges in Research Coordination: The Experiences of the 
Pekuakamiulnuatsh First Nation
Hélène Boivin, Pekuakamiulnuatsh Takuhikan

The Ethical Evaluation of Research with Indigenous Peoples at UQAT 
Nancy Wiscutie-Crépeau and Pascal Grégoire

Lessons in Implementing ‘‘Ethics in Research’’: 
local involvement in a community-based research setting
Vincent Gautier-Doucet and George Lameboy

A research ethics utopia: Manifesting the ethics Mawi’omi
Bull, Julie

Envisioning Research and Reconciliation based on Reciprocity: Reflections on 
Emersion in Canada’s oldest continuous Indigenous-European “Middle Ground”
Chabot, Cecil

Different  (knowledge) in hydrogeological sciences:  
Seven lessons from the  (Îsmen, Eastmain) Groundwater Project
Mayappo, Dylan, Rosa Eric, Roy, Magalie, Dallaire, Pierre-Luc, Gilpin, Stephane & Cloutier, Vincent
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Co-creation of knowledge: a process of coming 
to know and negotiation of meaning

Ioana Radu, Research Associate, Institut national de la recherche scientifique/DIALOG Network 
Suzy Basile, Professor and Canada Research Chair in Indigenous Women Issues, UQAT

The 4th Seminar on research ethics with Indigenous people, which took place on November 22 and 23, 2018 at the First Peoples 
Pavilion, Université du Québec en Abitibi-Témiscamingue (UQAT), explored aspects of knowledge coproduction. Placing know-
ledge, and not necessarily research, at the heart of the conversation enables an epistemic shift that forces us to actively engage 
and acknowledge that the encounter with Indigenous peoples is an encounter of knowledge systems. Indigenous knowledges 
are not random data points or disparate information waiting to be scooped up and interpreted by researchers. Indigenous 
knowledge systems have their own institutions, specialized knowledge holders and knowledge stewards, modes of creation, 
transmission, and communication that are proper to each Nation and community. They are worldviews, in constant transforma-
tion and regeneration, reflective of lived experience, social relations, historicity and culture acquired through intergenerational 
listening and doing, through storytelling, song and dance, living on the land, and ceremony. 

This shift reflects more than a decade of sustained conversations that the Seminar has made possible since 2009 (and remains 
to this date a unique initiative in the academic world in Quebec), as well as a broader evolution of academic and community 
engagements in doing research by and with Indigenous peoples. As Crépeau and Grégoire show in this 4th edition, UQAT’s 
geographical and epistemological location at the confluence of Indigenous communities and nations in the region has long 
guided its institutional development as a hub for teaching, learning, and doing research with Indigenous peoples. Indeed, the 
first Seminar lay the foundation for these continued conversations by listening to the experiences of Indigenous participants and 
Indigenous research partners, and co-identifying principles that maximize research benefits for them (Asselin & Basile, 2012). 
The publication of the Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans in 2010, was an opportunity 
to explore the operationalization of research in Indigenous communities; thus the 2nd edition of the Seminar provided guidelines 
in strengthening Indigenous participation in academic structures. Finally, the 3rd edition, pushed participants to consider and 
discuss concrete ways of decolonizing research by creating lasting relationships and ethical spaces (Asselin & Basile, 2018). 

Thus, the process of knowledge co-creation brings us closer to understanding how these ethical spaces and lasting relationships 
help research partners and participants negotiate meaning together. From the initial research team meetings that are designed 
to create a respectful and safe space so that relations can begin to emerge, meaning is negotiated at the confluence of know-
ledge systems, through the reciprocity of sharing and valuing the many ways in which experiences, knowledges, histories, and 
stories come together in the research process. Knowledge co-creation is a process of coming to know, a journey of personal 
transformation for each individual, a convergence of many types of knowledges and skills, and the creation of something new 
that is anchored in Indigenous spatial and temporal knowledges by having Indigenous knowledge holders guide the whole 
process. Indeed, knowledge co-creation is a process of embodied self-determination, as conceptualized by Linda Smith (1999). 
By centering self-determination, we recognize research as being an intervention in the life of others. Self-determination, as the 
contributors to this edition make clear, is directed at changing institutions and processes which interact with Indigenous Peoples, 
and not at changing Indigenous Peoples to fit or submit to external structures. And since knowledge is both socially constructed 
and context dependent, a conversation about knowledge is bundled with a conversation about power. Positionality therefore 
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becomes foundational to building respectful relationships. As this collection makes evident, whether in long term relations or 
those engaged with emerging collaborations, situating ourselves within the multiple social relations is conducive to building 
ethical spaces and relationships.  It is how we come to know each other. As Julie Bull insists, “scholarship begins with the self”, 
and that self is evident in the ways in which her Indigenous participants’ experiences as members of academic Research Ethics 
Boards (REB) pointed to the responsibilities “to challenge colonial structures by thinking and acting outside the systemic boxes 
that have put us here”.  

Learning to acknowledge positionality is also how settler scholars learn to transform their own understanding of their role and 
place in the research process. Often this transformation progresses from a role of ally in which we labour to unlearn oppression, 
to that of an accomplice that is actively disobeying the rules of settler colonialism. Cecil Chabot, a former settler-resident of 
majority-Cree municipality of Moosonee and a founding board member of the Moose River Heritage and Hospitality Association, 
advocates for the inclusion of reciprocity as a fourth primary assessment criteria for all Tri-Council-funded research. Inspired 
in part by his experience of living, learning, and working in Moose Factory, as well as by the concept of Wihtiko, Dr. Chabot 
expounds on Cree ethical ideals as a labouring process of self-education, effort and constant adjustment that mediates power 
imbalances, and which cultivate an ethic of reciprocity. David Denton, an archeologist who has been working with the Cree Na-
tion Government for several decades, responds, via an open letter, to some of the critiques voiced during the 4th Seminar relative 
to how archaeology (and by extension research in general) has long been a tool for colonization. He shows how the discipline 
has evolved over time to be more respectful to Indigenous heritage, not least because Indigenous peoples themselves have 
demanded increased protections, while also bringing attention to the limitation of state-sponsored laws. Indeed, for Mr. Denton 
archeology “should help promote miyupimaatisiiun [wellbeing] as part of community healing and strengthening connections 
to the land.” 

In other words, we decenter settler colonialism by making sure that research promotes Indigenous visions of being in the world 
in their own terms and upholds shared responsibilities for maintaining ethical spaces. It is this shift that will ultimately re-center 
Indigenous knowledge as a fundamental component of the research relationship; a relationship that, if guided by reciprocity and 
respect, enables a truly dialogical process. In this new geography of knowledge, we take turns being learners and teachers and 
thus shape both the content and the process of research1. Vincent Gautier-Doucet and George Lameboy, point towards this shift 
through the creation of the Chisasibi Eeyou Resource and Research Institute, a local institution that works closely with land users 
and trappers in Eeyou Istchee to further the work of the Migratory Bird Habitat Task Force. The Institute aims to both train a new 
generation of young Crees in fieldwork, and to monitor incoming research to ensure that land users’ priorities and knowledge 
are upheld. For their part, Mayappo & al. reflects on the challenges of doing cross-cultural hydrogeology in  
(Cree Nation of Eastmain) and provide seven lessons they learned as they attempted to reconcile Cree and Western sciences. 
In their case, îyiyiuyimuwin (Cree language) becomes a central element in creating ethical working relationships by building 
a common vocabulary, as well as a vehicle by which Cree science informs conservation measures of essential groundwater 
resources. Moreover, the project ensures intergenerational knowledge transmission through the establishment of the 15-credit 
undergraduate microprogram in Applied Hydrogeology at UQAT.

These examples show that self-determination and co-creation are concerned with making knowledges for wellbeing and recog-
nizing Indigenous people as ‘rights holders and not mere stakeholders’, as Julie Bull insists. Whether we learn to tell community 
stories though data by defining the indicators and variables that are in line with local understandings, or ensure cultural continu-
ity through intergenerational knowledge transmission, the long-term goal of doing research with and for Indigenous peoples is 
social restoration and transformation. These transformations are not new, communities have always strived towards liberation 

1 In order to illustrate the necessary decompartmentalization of these practices, the “Bar des sciences”, a scientific program broadcast on CBC (Canadian broadcasting 
corporation/Radio-Canada), came to UQAT during the seminar in order to record a program on indigenous knowledge.
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and regeneration by building and developing the skills and infrastructure to effectively engage in research. Whether locally 
or regionally, the design of research protocols and evaluation benchmarks are emerging from Indigenous communities as a 
response to the steady increase of research in Indigenous spaces. In this collection, Hélène Boivin presents how the Pekuakami-
ulnuatsh Takuhikan (Direction Droit et protection du territoire) has engaged in the coordination of research in the First Nation of 
Pekuakamiulnuatsh (Mashteuiatsh) since 2009. Although the community has yet to establish an administrative unit exclusively 
dedicated to research coordination, the Pekuakamiulnuatsh Takuhikan has developed a local Ethics protocol and a system to 
process and frame research projects in the community. While limitations in terms of time and human resources are present, the 
coordination involves guidance and rules related to access and archival of data, protections for sensitive data, shared intellec-
tual property rights, protections against cultural appropriation, and clear guidelines for sharing benefits and knowledge transfer 
resulting from research projects. 

Indeed, as Nancy Wiscutie-Crépeau and Pascal Grégoire show, universities have a responsibility to ensure that research projects 
emanating from their institutions are socially acceptable, protect Indigenous participants, and promote community priorities and 
perspectives. This institutional due diligence not only mitigates precarious community research infrastructures, but also adds an 
educational mission to university REB. In presenting the evolution of the Ethics Committee for Research Involving Humans at 
UQAT (CER-UQAT) and the addition of two Indigenous representatives on the committee, the authors show how universities can 
contribute to decolonizing research by promoting respect, wellbeing and justice in research. Notwithstanding the existing ethics 
protocols, the educational mission of REBs specifically points towards building capacity, and more specifically a cultural scaffold-
ing, for the future generations of researchers, be they Indigenous or non-Indigenous.  As such these institutional transformations 
are not only directed at undoing past and contemporary oppression, but more so in reflecting on Indigenous futurities (Hunt, 
2018; Recollet, 2016; Tuck & Gaztambide-Fernández, 2013). They have helped create spaces, ideas, and the vocabulary for how 
we might imagine new forms of self-determination, new kinds of relationships, and new epistemologies and methodologies. 
They have also strived to anticipate the potential impact of emerging technologies in a globalized world. The First Nations of 
Quebec and Labrador Health and Social Services Commission (FNQLHSSC) has long been engaged in establishing an online 
infrastructure for data management and governance, as well as bringing together communities in reflecting on what and how 
Indigenous knowledge could be shared with the world. In their article, Gros-Louis McHugh & al., tackle the potential pitfalls and 
opportunities of open data and how the move to making knowledge accessible can still respect the First Nations principles of 
ownership, control, access, and possession (OCAP®). Based on their experiences in developing online data management tools, 
such as I-Zoom and PRISME, the authors propose the establishment of a regional strategy for information governance that will 
provide local communities with tools for managing and governing their own informational patrimony.

Thus, on one hand, emerging local institutions like the Chisasibi Eeyou Resource and Research Institute, are increasingly bringing 
new generations in learning, protecting and sharing Indigenous knowledge. On the other hand, elders, knowledge holders, and 
community members are tackling ways in which modernity can have a role in intergenerational knowledge transmission, how 
to negotiate differential knowledge sharing, and going public and making Indigenous knowledge open to the world. Appro-
priating new technologies while keeping their application within the bounds of Indigenous values and Indigenous priorities is 
possible and desirable. By engaging in this process of knowledge co-creation, a process of coming to know and negotiation of 
meaning, new vocabularies emerge that reconnect people to land and to each other.  The 4th Seminar on research ethics with 
Indigenous people has shown the undeniable potential of doing research with Indigenous people in a good way, by sitting in 
community spaces and becoming comfortable with being uncomfortable. Also, the 4th seminar was an opportunity to present the 
process of creation of the Research Laboratory on Indigenous Women Issues-Mikwatisiw, of which the two authors of this text 
are respectively collaborator and director. This research laboratory, headed by an Indigenous professor, is the first in Quebec to 
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date to be entirely dedicated to conducting research with Indigenous women. To paraphrase Mi’kmaq education scholar Marie 
Battiste, ‘every research project is either a site of reproduction of settler-colonialism or a site of change and decolonization’ and 
to become a site of decolonization we need to build, not only working relationships but true human connection.
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‘Have you dug up my grandfather yet? ’ 
Archaeological ethics and community 
concerns in Eeyou Istchee and Québec

David Denton
June, 2020

Introduction
The title of this paper stems from a ques-
tion put to me recently by a respected 
Cree Elder. “Have you dug up my grand-
father yet?” he asked. The Elder speaks 
fluent English, is a community leader, 
participates in negotiations and sits on 
various committees and boards, but still 
maintains close relations to the land, to 
traditional culture and to his language. 
I found his reference to his grandfather 
poignantly personal and deeply unset-
tling. My first reaction was to ask him to 
sit down at that moment so I could hear 
his thoughts in detail, and tell him more 
about the goals and methods of archae-
ology as practiced in Eeyou Istchee, of 
the role of the elders and community 
involvement in our projects. But the con-
text was not right, and surely this, like 
all the rest of the “diggin’ up bones” 
remarks, was a joke… right?

“What are you up to David? Still digging 
up bones?” I am often greeted in this 
manner by Cree colleagues, acquaint-
ances and some friends. Sometimes they 
break into a chorus of Randy Travis’s 
popular country hit. This is good-natured 
teasing of the type that Crees love to dish 
out, in this case playing with popular, 
tomb-plundering, perceptions of archae-
ology inspired by Raiders of the Lost Ark.

In this spirit, I summoned a cheerful out-
look and informed the Elder that I may 
well have dug up his grandfather the 
preceding week! Feeling uneasy about 
this awkward and perhaps hurtful re-
sponse, I said my goodbyes and walked 
away with a heavy heart. This incident 
was still fresh in my mind when, not long 
after, Suzy Basile invited me to present 
at UQAT’s 4th Research Ethics Seminar 
on the subject of archaeology and re-
search ethics.

Comments by Indigenous peoples, even 
those made in a friendly and joking 
manner, reflect an underlying uneasi-
ness about the discipline. This was em-
phasized in the comments following 
the session on archaeology and history 
at the Research Ethics Seminar. Jimmy 
Papatie, Director of Natural Resources at 
Kitcisakik, spoke of archaeologists com-
ing to the territory and leaving with arti-
facts, never to be seen again. “What use 
is archaeology if it only serves to make 
us more invisible?” he asked. Anish-
nabwe Elders are aware of important 
sites, including rock paintings and places 
where arrowheads lie, but as Jimmy 
Papatie asks, “Why give them [to the 
archaeologists] and then be treated like 
this?” Finally, he addressed the sensitive 
issues surrounding burials, particularly 
the perception that archaeologists vio-
late Anishnabwe ancestors lying in the 
ground. He referred to the brutal moving 
of a cemetery when the Dozois Reservoir 

was created and the long battle led by 
the Algonquin to repatriate ancestral re-
mains found at Parlement Hill in Ottawa. 
For Mr. Papatie, archaeology is a science 
that supports the political interests of 
the state and corporations, and, for the 
Algonquin, serves only to disrupt the 
spiritual link with the ancestors1.

My presentation at the seminar, and 
now this paper, are my responses to the 
Cree Elder and to Jimmy Papetie, about 
archaeology, as looked at in the context 
of community concerns and the current 
reflection on ethics. The remainder of 
this paper, is presented in the form of a 
letter to these two.

Waachiyaa 
Chishaayiyiu2, 
Kwei Mr. Papatie!
Both of you have some serious con-
cerns about archaeology and I would 
like to try to address some of these as 
best I can. I am writing these as an ar-
chaeologist who worked for a Cree or-
ganization (Cree Nation Government) 
for several decades. In my remarks, I 
will include some information on the 
administrative and legal context of ar-
chaeology, as it is practiced in Québec, 
as that has a bearing on research ethics 
and how archaeologists interact with 
Indigenous people and their heritage.

1 See Radio-Canada (2018) for additional comments on archaeology by M. Papatie.
2 Meaning ‘old’ or ‘great’ man, Chishaayiyiu is a term of respect for male Cree elders in the northern dialect.
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Archaeology 
has changed 
(somewhat)
You should know that archaeology has 
already undergone some major chan-
ges relating to its relations with In-
digenous people. I say “somewhat” be-
cause there is still much more change 
required, both of the discipline and of 
the administrative and legal context in 
which it is practiced.

Working with communities
Many archaeologists are now working 
very closely with Indigenous people 
and this is having a profound impact 
on how archaeology is practiced, de-
colonizing the discipline in many ways. 
Research questions, methodologies, 
assumptions about the past and how 
we talk about it, data ownership, public 
outreach and many aspects of relations 
between archaeologists and commun-
ities, have been changing. Terms such 
as “community-based archaeology” 
or “community-oriented archaeology” 
and “collaborative archaeology” have 
been coined to reflect these approach-
es within the discipline3.

These changes have been gradual 
over several decades. They have been 
spurred on by Indigenous resistance 
movements and a strong Indigenous 
critique of archaeology and anthropol-
ogy. At the same time, many archae-
ologists have been doing some serious 
soul-searching, but examining their 
ethical responsibilities to the Indigen-
ous descendant communities, whose 
past they are researching.

The degree of power and author-
ity wielded by Indigenous groups in 
collaborative relationships with ar-
chaeologists varies a great deal. Until 
recently, the power relationship be-
tween archaeologists and Indigenous 
people was completely unbalanced: 
non-Indigenous (for the most part) ar-
chaeologists have had exclusive power 
to control and research Indigenous 
archaeological heritage objects and 
sites, and exclusive authority to evalu-
ate and interpret the ancient histories 
of Indigenous Peoples. Thankfully, this 
situation is changing, and the place on 
a continuum of power and control is 
shifting in favour of Indigenous people. 
The term “Indigenous archaeology” 
has been applied in cases where In-
digenous people have full control of 
the research.

In Québec, there are increasing num-
bers of “collaborative” projects be-
tween First Nations and academic or 
independent researchers, some tend-
ing toward “Indigenous archaeology” 
in terms of the power of local First 
Nations to set the research agenda 
and other conditions. Some recent ex-
amples include a long-term collabor-
ation between the Innu community 
of Ekuanitshit and an independent 
archaeologist to jointly explore local 
ancient Innu history. Another example, 

the Tiohtià:ke project, is a recent and 
on-going collaboration between the 
Mohawks of Kahnawake and the Uni-
versité de Montréal, the goal of which 
is to rewrite the history of Montreal 
using Indigenous oral tradition and 
archaeology. There is also a long and 
dynamic collaboration between the 
Huron-Wendat and Ontario-based ar-
chaeologists focused on protecting 
Huron-Wendat heritage in their On-
tario homeland, including repatriation 
and reburial of Wendat ancestors, and 
more recently with researchers from 
Université Laval. Moreover, Indigenous 
organizations in Québec are establish-
ing long-term archaeology programs 
and hiring archaeologists to work for 
them on a full-time—or project-by-pro-
ject—basis. Québec Indigenous groups 
were at the forefront in this, with Cree 
and Inuit establishing archaeology pro-
grams in the 1980s that continue to 
this day. Now, the Waban-Aki Nation, 
which has hired a full-time archaeolo-
gist, has developed an active archae-
ology program as part of its Ndakinna 
Office, and carries out multi-disciplinary 
projects relating to land-management 
and “territorial assertion” (affirmation 
territoriale). The Huron-Wendat have 
also been carrying out archaeologic-
al projects in their historic territories 
in Québec. A non-profit organisation 
known as Archéo-Mamu has been cre-

3 For a few recent discussions, see Chalifoux and Gates St-Pierre (2017), Wylie (2019), Gates St-Pierre (2019), Lyons and Blair (2018) and Cook (2020), Mrozowski and Rae 
Gould (2019).



T
O

O
L

B
O

X
 O

F
 R

E
S

E
A

R
C

H
 P

R
IN

C
IP

L
E

S
 I

N
 A

N
 A

B
O

R
IG

IN
A

L
 C

O
N

T
E

X
T

ated by Innu and non-Indigenous com-
munity representatives from Québec’s 
North Shore to carry out archaeological 
projects. Finally, a very recent project 
involves a collaboration between Cor-
poration Archéo-08 and the Anishnabe 
Nation of Lac Simon4.

There has been a spirited criticism of 
community-based and collaborative ar-
chaeology by a small number of non-In-
digenous archaeologists. It has been 
suggested that this approach, on the 
part of archaeologists, is self-serving, 
masking and allowing archaeologists 
to avoid confronting the real problems 
related to modern capitalism and In-
digenous rights, including the destruc-
tion of Indigenous heritage. This mirrors 
your own critique, Mr. Papatie, about 
archaeology being a science that sup-
ports the political interests of the state 
and corporations. However, this critique 
ignores the fact that many Indigenous 
groups use archaeology strategically to 
further the goals of their communities 
and nations. It also ignores the real, 
activist engagement of many archae-
ologists in support of Indigenous strug-
gles. Many of the archaeologists who 
work in this context are also animated 
by concerns of social justice, reconcilia-
tion and “social and cultural humility,” 
that is, a recognition that they have as 
much to learn as to teach, and that 
archaeological interpretations can be 
greatly enriched through oral tradition 
and by being anchored in an Indigen-
ous cultural context5.

An on-going criticism of archaeology 
by Indigenous people is that it pre-
sents an external view of the Indigen-
ous past that is completely based on 
a western, scientific perspective, and 
ignores Indigenous perspectives. This 
is a valid criticism, but the situation is 
changing: Traditional Ecological Know-
ledge (TEK), oral histories, mythologies 
(or sacred stories) and local Indigenous 
toponymy—all reflect Indigenous ways 
of seeing the environment and under-
standing the world and are increasingly 
a part of an archaeological research 
agenda, one that is largely set by In-
digenous communities and governing 
bodies. There are ongoing discussions 
about how traditional knowledge is 
used in archaeology, including wheth-
er it is possible or desireable to create 
a single historical narrative integrating 
and reconciling oral tradition and ar-
chaeological findings, whether these 
should be seen as a “conversation” or 
“dialogue,” or whether the two can be 
“braided” together in completely ori-
ginal ways. In general, the more serious 
consideration of traditional knowledge 
has opened up new realms of interpret-
ation, and enriched the discipline in 
many ways6.

A few academics argue that within ar-
chaeology as a discipline, woven into 
its fabric, is a Western ontology, or 
way of seeing the world, that cannot 
be adapted, adjusted or Indigenized. 
The only ethical stance in carrying out 
an archaeology of “the other” (read 
Indigenous people)—the only way to 
decolonize it—is to “undiscipline” it, 
to completely dismantle the discipline’s 

ways of knowing, its language and its 
methods, and to rebuild it from the 
ground up, in partnership with Indigen-
ous thinkers7. While there is certainly 
some truth to this view, and it is one 
that some Indigenous thinkers might 
agree with, I am not convinced that this 
needs to be an all or nothing exercise. 
In fact, there may be some elements of 
the discipline that Indigenous groups 
would choose to retain.

Clearly, the way archaeologists talk 
about the history of Indigenous People 
needs to be reviewed in collabora-
tion with Indigenous partners. From 
terms like “prehistoric” and “histor-
ic”— referring to pre- and post-Euro-
pean contact periods—to others like 
“Woodland,” “Archaic,” and “PaleoIn-
dian,” many of these terms are simply 
off-putting to Indigenous peoples. They 
have the effect cutting them off from 
their heritage, dispossessing and alien-
ating them from their ancient past8. In 
some collaborative projects, the term 
“artifact” is avoided in favour of terms 
like “belongings,” which emphasizes 
the link between the community or 
group and the cultural materials. Some 
groups are proposing new terms and 
frameworks for their ancient history. 
For example, in an on-the-land educa-
tional program with an archaeological 
component, carried out by the Tshika-
pisk Foundation and involving Innu 
and university researchers working in 
northern Labrador, the term “Tshiash 
Innu” (Innu from very long ago) was 
proposed for the oldest archaeological 
period, usually referred to by archae-
ologists as the “Maritime Archaic”9.

4 For some recent collaborations in Québec, see Ouellet (2018), Gates St-Pierre (2019), Warrick (2018), Treyvaud, O’Bomsawin, and Bernard (2018), Desrosiers and Rahm 
(2015), Richard, Lesage, and Plourde (2018).

5 See Wylie (2019) for discussion.
6  See Atalay (2019).
7 For example, see Haber (2015).
8 On the other hand, as pointed out by an anonymous reviewer, some Indigenous people are quite comfortable with terms such as “prehistoric” and “historic,” recognizing 

that “prehistory” does not mean “without history.”
9 See Arbour et al. (2018).
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The gradual Indigenizing of archaeology 
is coming about not just through part-
nerships and collaboration, but through 
the participation of increasing numbers 
of Indigenous archaeologists, many re-
searching the history of their own tribal 
group or nation from a completely 
different perspective, and focusing on 
problems that outside archaeologists 
ignored10. Although there are no prac-
ticing Indigenous archaeologists in 
Québec, one of the first anywhere was 
an Inuk from Nunavik, the late Daniel 
Weetaluktuk11, whose legacy is one of 
intellectual curiosity about his herit-
age and a critique of how archaeology 
was carried out at the time on Inuit 
lands. Although not an archaeologist, 
the Huron-Wendat historian, Georges 
Sioui, contributed a local Indigenous 
perspective on Wendat history, and 
another Huron-Wendat, Louis Lesage, 
is an active contributor to archaeo-
logical debates concerning Wendat 
history, as is Christine Zachary-Diom, 
an anthropologist and former Chief 
from Kahnawake, with respect to the 
Mohawk. There are several practicing 
Indigenous archaeologists elsewhere 
in Canada, including some occupying 
academic positions and others working 
for Indigenous organizations or work-
ing in contract archaeology.

Contract archaeology
It is important to understand that most 
archaeology in Québec is carried out 
by consulting archaeologists or firms 
under contract to either a developer, 
a state corporation or agency such as 
Hydro-Québec or SÉPAQ, a government 
department such as Transport Québec, 

or a municipal government or region-
al county municipality (municipalité 
régionale de comté, or MRC). Con-
tract archaeology, sometimes referred 
to as Cultural Resource Management 
(CRM)12 , is often part of government 
land-planning exercises, or is initiated 
by the impact assessment process 
under the Environmental Quality Act. 
Most contract archaeology in Québec 
is funded, directly or indirectly, by the 
state, and it is the way a large propor-
tion of archaeologists in Québec makes 
their living.

The contract archaeology “industry” has 
also been criticized by several commen-
tators, arguing it essentially serves the 
interests of neoliberal capitalism at the 
expense of other social values. Accord-
ing to this view, the primary function 
of this kind of archaeology is to “clear 
the landscape” of Indigenous heritage 
sites in order to permit the extraction 
of resources and development. In this 
view, archaeologists are complicit and 
profit from the destruction of Indigen-
ous heritage. The laws that govern ar-
chaeology create a structure in which 
professionals (usually non-Indigenous) 
manage and research Indigenous herit-
age, a context that further alienates In-
digenous peoples from their past and 
from their heritage, exacerbating the 
cultural dislocation caused by decades 
of colonialism. Again, this sounds very 
much like your critique of archaeology, 
Mr. Papatie13.

I would argue that the broader problem 
is not archaeology but development in a 
neocolonial context, where Indigenous 

peoples have little say and often few 
benefits from the exploitation of their 
lands and resources. While there are 
certainly more constraints in contract 
archaeology, partnerships and strategic 
alignments between consulting ar-
chaeologists and Indigenous commun-
ities are still possible in this context. 
Such partnerships have been created 
in several parts of Canada. Indigenous 
communities have also developed a 
variety of tactics to Indigenize contract 
archaeology, to broaden the scope of 
work carried out in favour of commun-
ity interests, and, in general, to maxi-
mize benefits stemming from the legal 
and regulatory obligations of develop-
ers or government agencies. Some In-
digenous groups hire archaeologists to 
carry out projects required by laws and 
regulations relating to the environment 
and land use planning, and others have 
established research programs funded 
through contract work14.

Chishaayiyiu, in Eeyou Istchee, contract 
archaeology resulted in the archaeo-
logical recording of thousands of sites 
between the 1970s and the 1990s in 
the context of hydroelectric develop-
ment of the Complexe La Grande. 
Some of these were excavated, and 
the artifacts removed to the Labora-
toire et réserve d’archéologie in the 
City of Québec. The sites now lie under 
the reservoirs that dot parts of Eeyou 
Istchee. In the 2000s, based on a cri-
tique of salvage archaeology programs 
associated with earlier hydroelectric 
development, Crees negotiated and 
carried out a broad, community-based, 
heritage program in the areas affected 

10 See, for example, Nicholas (2010).
11 Sadly, Daniel Weetaluktuk died away in a tragic accident in 1982.
12 Other common terms are Archaeological Resource Management (ARM), Heritage Resource Management (HRM) or, in French, archéologie préventive (preventive archaeol-

ogy).
13 See, for example, Hutchings and La Salle (2017), Hutchings (2015), Warrick (2018).
14 See for example, Connaughton, Leon, and Herbert (2014), Martindale et al. (2016), Ferris and Welch (2015), Klassen (2013).
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by development on the Eastmain and 
Rupert Rivers15. Youth, land-users and 
elders participated in on-the-land re-
search and commemorative activities, 
creating an archive of the stories and 
knowledge, passing that knowledge 
on through educational activities and 
remembering those buried in the flood-
ed areas. Although there were definite 
problems reconciling large-scale miti-
gation work (excavations) with other 
objectives, the program as a whole 
shows it is possible to do archaeology 
that is culturally relevant and benefits 
the communities in the context of a 
large development project16.

The archaeology unit of the Cree Na-
tion Government carried out collabora-
tive projects with the Cree communities 
for many years, often supporting their 
efforts to protect, explore and promote 
local heritage. This includes projects ori-
ented towards protecting or mitigating 
the effects of—local Cree—develop-
ment on Category 1-A lands17.

Burials
You are both very concerned about 
burials. Nowadays, it is difficult to 
understand why anthropologists and 
archaeologists in the 19th—and much 
of the 20th—centuries felt they had 
the right to excavate and remove thou-
sands of “Indian” skeletons from their 
resting places to museums. Since the 
late 1980s, American Indian activism 
focused on the protection of burial 
sites and the repatriation of skeletal 
remains and burial belongings, and this 
ultimately led to the 1990 adoption of 
the Native American Graves Protection 

and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) in the 
United States18. In Canada, the protest 
surrounding The Spirit Sings exhibition 
in 1988 led to the creation of a joint 
task force created by the Assembly of 
First Nations and the Canadian Mu-
seum Association that examined a wide 
range of issues, including involvement 
of Indigenous people in the interpreta-
tion of their culture and history, access 
to museum collections and repatriation 
of artifacts and human remains. The 
result was not a law, as in the United 
States, but a series of recommendations 
whose ongoing implementation has 
improved many aspects of the relations 
between Indigenous People and mu-
seums in Canada. The same event also 
led the Canadian Archaeological Associ-
ation to examine its ethics with respect 
to Indigenous People, which I will dis-
cuss further below. The broader polit-
ical context in Canada with respect to 
Indigenous burials includes some dra-
matic events, including the “Oka Crisis” 
in 1990 and the “Ipperwash Crisis” in 
1995, both illustrating Indigenous re-
sistance, at least partly centred on the 
issue of protecting burial sites.

In Eeyou Istchee, there have been no 
archaeological excavation of burials, 
except in a few instances when re-
quested by local Eeyou / Eenou com-
munities or organizations. Yet, in the 
1990s, fear that burials would be be 
disturbed by archaeologists—perhaps 
inadvertently—was a major concern 
expressed by Cree Elders at a workshop 
held in Chisasibi in 199519.

Given the intense politics and ongoing 
sensitivity surrounding this issue, it is 
highly unlikely that the excavation of an 
Indigenous burial would be approved 
by authorities at the Ministère de la Cul-
ture et des Communications du Québec 
(MCCQ) without the authorization of 
the local community. In fact, archaeo-
logical excavations have been shut 
down by MCCQ in instances where In-
digenous burials were unexpectedly en-
countered. The repatriation of remains 
may be a slow and difficult process, 
as you indicate, Mr. Papatie, but there 
is a recent positive development in 
Montreal, where human remains from 
archaeological excavations in the pos-
session of the Ville de Montréal will be 
transfered to the Kanewake Mohawks 
for reburial. Likewise, those in posses-
sion of the Université de Montréal are 
in the process of being returned to the 
First Nations concerned.

On the other hand, Québec’s lack of a 
legislative framework to recognize bur-
ials outside of consecrated cemeteries 
is worrisome. It means that many, or 
most, Indigenous burials have no legal 
protection. Some Indigenous burials are 
listed on the official Québec register of 
archaeological sites (Inventaire des 
sites archéologique du Québec, or 
ISAQ), in cases where they have been 
reported by an archaeologist. While, 
in the short-term, this may actually 
confer a degree of protection from dis-
turbance from development, you, and 
other Indigenous people, might well be 
concerned to know that official govern-
ment registers identify your ancestors’ 
graves as archaeological sites.

15 The Archaeology and Cultural Heritage program was funded through the Nadoshtin and Boumhounan Agreements as part of the 2002 Paix des Braves (Agreement con-
cerning a New Relationship between the gouvernement du Québec and the Crees of Québec).

16 See Denton and Izaguirre (2018).
17 Responsibility for the Cree archaeology program has recently been transferred from the Cree Nation Government to Aanishchaaukamikw Cree Cultural Institute.
18 See Mihesuah (2000); Echo-Hawk and Echo-Hawk (1994), Hill and Nicks (1992).
19 See Cree Regional Authority (1995).
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By way of comparison, in Ontario, while 
there are important shortcomings to 
the legislation, clear measures are pro-
vided for Indigenous involvement in the 
disposition of their ancestors’ remains. 
Here the removal and study of the re-
mains without consent is forbidden.

I am not sure if any of this reassures 
either of you. The situation has 
changed a great deal since the days 
when archaeologists freely excavated 
Indigenous burials without consulta-
tion or consent. On the other hand, the 
Québec legal and regulatory context 
for dealing with First Nations and Inuit 
burials outside of consecrated cemeter-
ies does not instil much confidence, 
and should be reviewed and revised in 
consulation with Indigenous commun-
ities and organizations.

Context of 
“research 
ethics” for 
archaeologists
Archaeology takes place in a broader 
context that deals with various aspects 
of how the professional is practiced, and 
sets rules and constraints. The codes of 
ethics of our professional organizations 
are a part of this context, but even more 
important is the government manage-
ment of the discipline. What follows is 
not to reassure you about the “ethics” 
of archaeological practice in relation 
to Indigenous people but to set it in a 
broader context. In fact, you may find 
parts of this process inadequate and in 
need of change.

Professional organizations
There are two principal profession-
al organizations for archaeologists in 
Québec: the Association des archéo-
logues du Québec (Association of 
Québec Archaeologists) and the Can-
adian Archaeological Association. The 
CAA officially adopted its Statement 
of Principles for Ethical Conduct Per-
taining to Aboriginal Peoples in 1996, 
following extensive consultations with 
Indigenous people throughout Canada. 
The AAQ’s code of ethics is called Code 
d’éthique et des normes profession-
nelles. The AAQ collaborated with the 
CAA in the consultations with Indigen-
ous people. In Québec, most practicing 
archaeologists belong to the AAQ, 
though membership is not obligatory, 
and some belong to the CAA20.

The concerns of Indigenous people ex-
pressed at the consultation meetings 
in the 1990s were essentially the same 
ones that continue to be expressed by 
Mr. Papatie and others: fears that burial 
sites, or other sacred areas, might be 
disrupted and concerns of researchers 
arriving on their lands, removing their 
cultural heritage without consultation, 
and returning nothing to the commun-
ity. As today, these issues were bound 
up with broader struggles for Indigen-
ous lands and title and for self-gov-
ernment, and the struggle to maintain 
authority in the presentation of In-
digenous culture and history. For their 
part, archaeologists sought to correct 
stereotypes relating of archaeologists 
as “bone diggers” and to present ac-
curate information of what they ac-
tually do. Consulting archaeologists 

expressed frustration at being held eth-
ically responsible when it is their clients 
and government that set the ground 
rules for their work.

The AAQ statement of ethics is embed-
ded in a code that presents the pro-
fessional norms an archaeologist must 
follow, and sets out the archaeologist’s 
“responsibilities toward [his or her] 
own community and to the commun-
ities in the territory where [he or she] 
works.” It states that the archaeologist 
“must be attentive to, and respect, 
the legitimate concerns of the groups 
whose culture history is being re-
searched,” and must “present archae-
ology, and the results of [his or her] 
research to the community” (my trans-
lation). It is not clear who defines what 
concerns are “legitimate” nor how it is 
determined how the modern commun-
ity concerned would be identified, and, 
of course, it makes no explicit mention 
of First Nations or Inuit peoples. How-
ever, the AAQ code of ethics is presently 
being revised to address these issues in 
more detail and directly.

The CAA’s Statement of Principals 
recognizes the “role” and “funda-
mental interest” of Aboriginal Peoples 
with respect to the “archaeological 
record” and to “their heritage,” and 
pledges that members will “negotiate 
protocols” relating to archaeological 
activities. It encourages partnerships 
“based on respect and mutual shar-
ing of knowledge and expertise,” and 
supports training and “recruitment” of 
Aboriginal people as archaeologists. It 
recognizes the “spiritual bond” with 

20 See Association des Archéologues du Québec (n.d.), Canadian Archaeological Association (n.d.), Denton and Duguay (1993).



T
O

O
L

B
O

X
 O

F
 R

E
S

E
A

R
C

H
 P

R
IN

C
IP

L
E

S
 I

N
 A

N
 A

B
O

R
IG

IN
A

L
 C

O
N

T
E

X
T

particular places and sites, acknow-
ledges the “cultural significance of 
human remains and associated objects 
to Aboriginal people” and undertakes 
to “respect protocols” relating to “hu-
man remains and associated objects.” 
Finally, the statement pledges members 
to “respect the cultural significance of 
oral history and traditional knowledge” 
in archaeological interpretation, and to 
“communicate results of investigations 
to Aboriginal communities in a timely 
and accessible manner.” The clearest 
part of this statement relates to negoti-
ating and respecting protocols, though 
what is not clear is how negotiations 
would be triggered.

It is not clear the extent to which either 
statement has significance—beyond a 
show of good intentions—for how ar-
chaeology is actually carried out, and 
for the power of Indigenous groups to 
negotiate and control research on their 
heritage. If a complaint were made by 
an Indigenous group to one of these or-
ganizations concerning the activities of a 
member, the organization could be forced 
to study the issue, and, in theory, it could 
lead to the expulsion of the member.

There is a further context of profession-
al ethics that should be mentioned, al-
though it is not stated in either of the 
ethical statements cited above. It is a 

position that would certainly be re-
jected in by many Indigenous people, 
who have seen their history objectified, 
their connections with their past and 
traditions threatened by intergenera-
tional trauma, the social and cultural 
fabric of their communities weakened, 
and who in no way feel that the state 
represents them. However, I want to 
mention it because, for many archae-
ologists, it may be stronger than ethics, 
more like a belief, or a set of beliefs or 
values. It is the principal upon which 
heritage legislation is predicated. In this 
view, archaeological remains are seen 
as an important part of mankind’s—or 
viewed more locally—Québec’s herit-
age, and represent a non-renewable 
resource, which, once destroyed, is 
gone forever. Material remains from 
the past—often called “the archaeo-
logical record,” by archaeologists—are 
part of the common good; they testify 
to the history of cultures and peoples, 
and need, as much as possible, to be 
preserved. It is the responsibility of the 
state—the province of Québec, in this 
case—to preserve this resource and to 
dictate that only trained and licenced 
professionals should be permitted to 
remove sites by excavation. Further, the 
state has a responsibility to preserve 
artifacts and the full record of archaeo-
logical interventions, and to provide 
access to researchers and others seek-

ing to study it, or for use in exhibitions 
or publications. Disturbance of sites or 
the removal of artifacts by an individual 
(for example, a collector), solely for per-
sonal gain or pleasure, removes these 
materials from the common good. In 
this context, ownership of artifacts by 
the state is generally considered a good 
thing by many, or most, archaeologists. 
However, contrary to Ontario, where 
the provincial government is the legal 
owner of each and every archaeological 
collection found in the province, wheth-
er on public or private land, in Quebec 
the provincial government is the legal 
owner of the collections found on prov-
incial public lands only.

Some anthropological and archaeo-
logical organizations (American An-
thropological Association and the World 
Archaeological Congress) have been 
much clearer in their codes of ethics that 
the primary ethical focus of their mem-
bers should be towards the Indigenous 
people whose heritage is concerned. 
However, in general, when archaeolo-
gists are asked to consider their ethics 
in relation to specific social or cultural 
communities, there may well be a col-
lision between these and the broader 
valorization of heritage as a common 
good, referred to above. In cases where 
there is a collision, archaeologists may 
have to choose between the two.
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Ethical review boards
The Social Sciences and Humanities 
Research Council (SSHRC) and Fonds 
de recherche du Québec – Société et 
culture (FRQSC) requires formal ethical 
reviews for research involving “human 
participants.” Unfortunately, archaeo-
logical research is generally exempt 
because it is considered not to involve 
human participants.

Chapter 9 of the Tri-Council Policy 
Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research 
Involving Humans (TCPS-2), which sets 
requirements for “community engage-
ment” applies to research conducted on 
“lands governed by a self-government 
agreement or an Inuit or First Nations 
claim agreement” but not to unceded 
Indigenous lands21. Thus, research in 
Eeyou Istchee and Nunavik, or on re-
serve lands would be covered by the 
ethical review board process, but not re-
search on unceded Algonquin lands, for 
example. Chapter 9 would also require 
community engagement where input is 
sought from “participants regarding a 
community’s cultural heritage, artefacts, 
traditional knowledge or unique char-
acteristics” and for “interpretation of 
research results that will refer to Aborig-
inal communities, peoples, language, 
history or culture.” The latter criterion 
is so broad that most archaeological 
research on Indigenous archaeologic-
al sites could be included. But since, 
in practice, student and professor ar-
chaeological projects are not subject to 
ethical review triggered by SSHRC rules, 
I am left wondering whether this criter-
ion is ever applied.

It has been argued that all archaeology 
projects relating to First Nations and Inuit 
heritage should systematically be includ-
ed in ethical reviews for research involv-
ing human “subjects” or “participants.”

Government
In Québec, it is the Ministère de la Cul-
ture et des Communications that has 
the role of managing archaeological 
research through the Cultural Heritage 
Act and associated regulations. The 
government establishes the profession-
al standards for archaeological activ-
ities through a permitting system. The 
Cultural Heritage Act requires that any 
person carrying out excavations or sur-
veys to find archaeological property or 
sites obtain an archaeological research 
permit from the Minister. As mentioned 
above, heritage legislation and accom-
panying regulation of archaeology by 
the state is predicated on the notion of 
heritage as a common good.

While the archaeological permit appli-
cation requires written consent of the 
property owner on which the archaeo-
logical intervention is to take place, the 
process does not require archaeologists 
to consult with nearby communities on 
unceded traditional lands nor on Cat-
egory II or III lands defined by the James 
Bay and Northern Québec Agreement22.

In general terms, there are no obliga-
tions for individual archaeologists to 
consult with First Nations or Inuit com-
munities or governments concerning 
projects to take place on traditional 
unceded lands, or, in the case of treaty 
lands defined by the James Bay and 

Northern Quebec Agreement, on Cat-
egory 2 and 3 lands. Instead, the Min-
istère de la Culture et des Communi-
cations undertakes consultations with 
First Nations and Inuit communities, at 
its discretion, as part of the archaeo-
logical permitting procedures, following 
an interministerial policy established in 
2008. Obligations to consult stem from 
several Supreme Court decisions. Al-
though information concerning these 
consultations is not normally released, 
we know, for example, that in 2016, 40 
“information letters” were delivered to 
Indigenous communities out of a total 
of 184 permits delivered23.

Some Indigenous commentators have 
contrasted this situation with Ontario’s 
guidelines requiring archaeologists to 
consult with Indigenous communities 
at different stages of archaeological 
fieldwork. While the Ontario process 
is still limited in its application it is an 
important step in engaging Indigenous 
communities in decisions that affect 
the fate of their heritage24.

In British Columbia, Yukon, the North-
west Territories and Labrador a series of 
contemporary treaties with Indigenous 
groups have shifted authority for herit-
age and archaeological management 
to Indigenous groups, creating a patch-
work of heritage regimes25. Although 
mostly unimplemented so far, they pot-
entially allow the creation of Indigen-
ous regulatory bodies with powers sim-
ilar to provincial government ministries 
with respect to managing archaeology. 
While such issues were not contemplat-
ed when the James Bay and Northern 

21 TCPS2 (2018), p. 114.
22 As a rule, the Québec permitting process is not applied on Federal reserve lands or Category 1-A lands defined by the James Bay and Northern Quebec Agreement.
23 Gouvernement du Québec (2008), Desrosiers (2017).
24 See Richard, Lesage, and Plourde (2018).
25 See Dent (2017).
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Québec Agreement was negotiated, re-
cent agreements between the Cree and 
the Federal government recognize Cree 
powers with respect to archaeology 
and heritage on Category 1-A lands26, 
and within the Eeyou Marine Region27.

A very contentious issue with Indigen-
ous people in Québec is the ownership 
of artifacts. Québec asserts ownership 
of all artifacts and archaeological sites 
on Crown lands based on its bare 
ownership of these lands. However, on 
most privately owned land, the property 
owner would be considered the owner 
of these cultural materials. One of the 
most frequently asked questions to ar-
chaeologists by Indigenous people is 
what happens to the artifacts? Materi-
als found on Crown lands are normally 
housed at the government Laboratoire 
et réserve d’archéologie in Quebec City.

Many Indigenous people feel strong re-
sentment that artifacts found on their 
traditional lands are considered the 
property of the state. Indigenous groups 
seeking greater access and control of 
artifacts on Crown lands, could negoti-
ate an agreement with the government 
of Québec. In this respect, Article 78 
of the Cultural Heritage Act holds out 
a possible option, as the Minister may 
enter into agreements with “a Native 
community represented by its band 
council, in order to develop knowledge 
of cultural heritage and protect, trans-
mit or enhance that heritage.”

However, I have to admit, Chishaayiyiu 
and Mr. Papatie, that the legal frame-
work in Québec relating to artifacts 
raises questions in my mind. While you 
and your communities have no legal 
rights to these elements of your their 
heritage found on Crown lands, why is 
it that owners of private property— in-
cluding both individuals and corpora-
tions—upon which artifacts are found, 
have full rights to own and dispose 
of these materials as they wish, and 
indeed, they can lawfully sell them? 
While this situation would appear un-
just and ethically questionable, it is, 
once more, beyond the control of indi-
vidual archaeologists.

UNDRIP and the TRC
Canada has finally lent its support to 
the United Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP). 
Article 11 of this declaration refers to 
the right to “maintain, protect and 
develop the past, present and future 
manifestations of their cultures, such as 
archaeological and historical sites….” 
Although a proposed Federal bill to im-
plement this declaration did not receive 
Parliamentary assent, British Columbia 
has recently passed legislation requir-
ing the government to align its laws 
with the declaration. While it remains 
to be seen what changes might be 
required in British Columbia heritage 
legislation—and perhaps, one day, in 
Federal legislation—UNRIP, including 
Article 11, already has a certain moral 
weight and now forms part of the eth-
ical and administrative landscape for 
archaeologists and Indigenous peoples 
in Canada. The Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission of Canada was estab-
lished to “redress the legacy of residen-
tial schools and to advance the process 
of Canadian reconciliation.” While not 
specifically mentioning archaeology, 
the commission’s recommendations are 
very much a part of the ethical back-
drop for archaeological practice today, 
with “Calls to Action” concerning com-
memoration of Aboriginal history, the 
inclusion of traditional knowledge in 
education, reviews of museum policy 
and funding of research on Indigenous 
issues28.

Summary and 
conclusions
Several of the presentations at the 4th 

Seminar on the Ethics of Research with 
Indigenous Peoples dealt with research 
protocols negotiated by Indigenous 
communities with outside researchers 
in order to ensure that research meets 
the needs of the communities. In the 
case of archaeology, unless the re-
search is being carried out on reserve 
or treaty land, archaeologists receiving 
government grants are generally ex-
empt from formal ethical reviews which 
could trigger this kind of engagement 
with Indigenous communities, and lead 
to the negotiation of a formal research 
protocol. Despite this fact, in Québec, 
it is becoming more common for ar-
chaeological researchers to voluntarily 
negotiate protocols with local Indigen-
ous communities and governing bodies 
with whom they often have long-term 
relationships.

26 Agreement on Cree Nation Governance Between the Crees of Eeyou Istchee and the Government Of Canada (2017).
27 Agreement Between the Crees of Eeyou Istchee and Her Majesty The Queen in Right of Canada Concerning the Eeyou Marine Region (2010).
28 United Nations (2007), TRC (2015).
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Government plays a fundamental role 
with respect to archaeological research, 
and this touches on some ethical issues 
related to Indigenous communities. The 
Québec government manages most as-
pects of archaeology, including deter-
mining who can do it and what qualifi-
cations they require. It asserts ownership 
of artifacts and looks after artifacts in a 
specialized storage facility. As part of 
the archaeological permitting process, 
the Ministère de la Culture et des Com-
munications contacts local Indigenous 
communities, informing them that an 
archaeological project will take place 
that might concern them. The details of 
this process and the possibility that it 
could lead to serious consultations are, 
for now, obscure. While the process in 
neighbouring Ontario is far from perfect, 
the obligations placed on archaeologists 
to consult with local Indigenous com-
munities mean that there is more dir-
ect contact and greater opportunity for 
communities to negotiate, according to 
their needs and aspirations.

Archaeologists belong to professional 
organizations with codes of ethics that 
express, to differing degrees, an ethical 
responsibility toward the present-day 
Indigenous communities whose herit-
age is being researched. In some cases, 
these ethical principals may run counter 
to other values concerning “archaeo-
logical record,” who owns it, who has 
the right to manage it and to interpret 
it. Archaeologists have long reserved 
this as their exclusive domain. No more.

Many indigenous groups around the 
world have chosen to engage with ar-
chaeology, embarking on a wide range 
of collaborations and partnerships with 
researchers, setting research agendas 
and conditions and participating fully in 
the creation of histories that reflect the 
needs, interests and cultural values of 
the communities. Québec First Nations 
and Inuit were amongst the first to hire 
archaeologists to carry out commun-
ity-based research. Much more recently, 
there has been a surge in collaborative 
projects and of other nations acquiring 
the services of archaeologists.

While there are Indigenous archaeolo-
gists in many parts of the world and 
several in other parts of Canada, there 
are no practicing archaeologists yet in 
Québec. Elsewhere in Canada, the in-
volvement of Indigenous researchers 
has accelerated the Indigenization of 
the discipline as these researchers ex-
plore home-grown research problems. 
Measures like increasing the number of 
training programs geared for Indigen-
ous researchers, offering positions for 
interns, and, possibly, re-examining the 
academic requirements for obtaining 
permits, should be applied and may, in 
the not-too-distant future, bear fruit.

Archaeology clearly is rooted in a West-
ern way of looking at the world and 
thinking about time and the land. While 
some commentators think that this is 
too deeply rooted to change, I believe 
that we have only begun to explore how 
malleable archaeology might be, adopt-
ing changes in method, in terminology 
and the way we talk about the past, to 
better reflect local cultural contexts.

One big area of concern, is contract 
archaeology, were there is often less 
scope, financially and administratively, 
to change projects to meet community 
concerns. However, even here, some 
communities may be able to press for 
broader, heritage projects that better 
reflect a range of community interests, 
and to exert more community control. 
Communities have sometimes been 
able to use requirements to do ar-
chaeological impact assessment and 
mitigation in a strategic manner, to 
assert broader, territorial interests. A 
review of the government consultation 
process, carried out with Indigenous or-
ganizations, should be carried out.

In all of the archaeology carried out in 
Québec, there are some overarching 
aspects of government control that 
go beyond the purview of individual 
archaeologists, including a restrictive 
permitting system, Crown ownership 
of artifacts and management of cultur-
al heritage by government. In cases of 
recent land claims in Canada, agree-
ments include sections which give in-
creased control of heritage to the First 
Nation or Inuit group concerned. Short 
of rewriting the Cultural Heritage Act, 
and, in the absence of new land claims 
in Québec, there are still some options 
for the delegation of provincial powers 
through article 78 of the Cultural Herit-
age Act.

Chishaayiyiu and Mr. Papatie, my goal 
in addressing these issues to you both 
is not to convince you that archaeol-
ogy is “good” nor to recommend that 
Indigenous groups get involved with 
it. My principal objective is to say ar-
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chaeology is not as “bad” as it has 
appeared in the past. It has changed 
a great deal over the years, largely in 
response to the various concerns ex-
pressed by you and your communities. I 
would also say that archaeology could 
be useful to your communities.

Mr. Papatie, you ask why should you 
show archaeologists the things you 
know about the land, to show them 
where things are from long ago that 
your people left, only for these belong-
ings to be removed. I agree with you, it is 
a big risk to take. However, it is one that 
many Aboriginal groups are now taking, 
often ensuring that there are written 
agreements in place that set the terms 
of community involvement and the ex-
pectations and responsibilities of both 
parties. Other communities are develop-
ing long-term relationships with archae-
ologists based on trust and friendship. I 
ask you, might it not be useful for the 
community to assemble knowledge of 
places of historical interest to Anish-
nabwe Elders, including gathering sites, 
meeting places and sites where people 
lived to fish sturgeon in the spring, 
places where important historic events 
took place, or places where Anishnabwe 
people have found or observed old 
things? Even without digging, archaeol-
ogy can be a useful tool for working with 
elders “in the bush” to document such 
important places. Involving youth in this 
work would train them and help pass 
on knowledge. The finding of physical 
evidence (ancient “belongings”) from 
these places might also be useful, one 
day, in supporting your interests in en-
suring the long-term protection of these 
places on Anishnabwe lands.

Chishaayiyiu, I return to the question 
of your grandfather. I hope you are 
somewhat reassured that no archae-
ologist would be permitted to excavate 
an Indigenous burial site or cemetery, 
without permission from the descend-
ant group or nearby community. This 
does not stem from any protection in 
law, but from an awareness of how 
sensitive this issue is for First Nations 
and Inuit, on the part of archaeologists 
and government heritage managers. It 
is less reassuring to know that there is 
no legal protection from the effects of 
development for unconsecrated graves 
and cemeteries and no clear measure 
to consult with Indigenous groups 
when skeletal remains are inadvertent-
ly uncovered. This is another area of 
government oversight that should be 
reviewed, in consultation with Indigen-
ous groups.

Chishaayiyiu, I draw a final lesson in 
ethics from the Cree concept of mi-
yupimaatisiiun, usually translated as 
“being alive well.” This concept has 
come to include cultural and social 
health coming, among other things, 
from strong connections to the land 
and to Cree traditions. When working 
with Cree Elders, I have often been 
taken to locations of special interest to 
them and asked to document features 
that are culturally and, in some cases, 
spiritually, important. Ethically, archae-
ology carried out in the Cree context, 
should help promote miyupimaatisiiun 
as part of community healing and 
strengthening connections to the land, 
wherever possible. In other areas, with 
other Indigenous groups, perhaps there 
are similar ways archaeology can con-

tribute to community health, healing 
and transmission of knowledge.
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Background
For thousands of years, First Nations 
have held learning and knowledge 
they would like to preserve, protect, 
organize, and transfer according to 
their respective values, worldviews, and 
cultures. This learning and knowledge, 
connected to tradition, culture, and 
territory, provide a foundation for their 
decision-making. Over the last decades, 
Québec First Nations acquired other 
types of learning and knowledge: new 
information accessed through research, 
population surveys, and various infor-
mation management systems are now 
a part of the information assets within 
communities and organizations. 

Although the growing tendency is 
to have free and quick access to all 
types of data, such as the open data 
movement advocates, many structural 
and legislative obstacles prevent First 
Nations from gaining access to much 
information about themselves and 
owned by third parties. Therefore, in the 
interests of affirmation and self deter-
mination, a renewed and strengthened 
concept of information governance by 
and for First Nations is currently being 

developed. First Nations wish to define 
the position to adopt regarding collec-
tion, acquisition, conservation, protec-
tion, use, management, and sharing of 
information about them. They would 
also like to improve the mechanisms 
meant to provide a framework for their 
information assets, both locally and re-
gionally. Such regaining of control of 
information about them and decoloniz-
ation process are a continuation of the 
reappropriation of information assets 
governance in a contemporary context. 

But how can such parameters be estab-
lished for First Nations when the open 
data approach is globally prevalent? 
Are the principles of ownership, control, 
access, and possession (OCAP®) in op-
position to open data? This paper pro-
poses initial thoughts on the application 
of open data within the context of First 
Nations information governance. 

A strengthened 
and renewed 
concept for 
information 
governance
Dn the area of health and social servi-
ces, information governance is currently 
imposed by governments according to 
an approach based on accountability 
and policies determined by authorities 
external to First Nations. This govern-
ance results from a western vision, 

maintaining First Nations within a con-
text of colonization. In accordance with 
the needs expressed by the commun-
ities and organizations, the governance 
process in Québec First Nations1 health 
and social services favour an effective 
governance approach2 whose purpose 
is First Nations wellness. Through this 
process, information governance by and 
for First Nations will enable measuring 
the results obtained and the improve-
ment of the programs and services of-
fered. In order to do so, First Nations 
will have to: have all the necessary 
information for informed decision-mak-
ing; be able to focus on various sources 
of information, including management 
information systems, research, popu-
lation surveys, administrative data-
bases, knowledge keepers within our 
communities, and all other sources of 
information held by First Nations com-
munities and organizations; and obtain 
counsel and support for capacity build-
ing, to interpret and use this informa-
tion for planning, management, and 
decision making processes.

Governance by and for 
Québec First Nations: numerous issues 

including that of open data

1 For further information, visit the FNQLHSSC website at the following address: https://gouvernance.cssspnql.com/en/.
2 When we discuss effective governance oriented toward the achievement of objectives, we concentrate more on how to coordinate actions to reach a goal. The quality of 

the results depends on the coordination of all stakeholders to ensure a common goal, namely the improvement of well-being for First Nations. To produce long-term effects, 
effective governance must implement mechanisms which foster collective learning. (FNQLHSSC, 2019b)

https://gouvernance.cssspnql.com/en/
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In this context, First Nations will fully 
benefit from the sharing of expertise 
and knowledge and will have access to 
a wide range of information to achieve 
their mandates. They will be supported 
by this information to implement the 
effective governance model in health 
and social services. The creation of a 
network between Québec First Nations 
communities and organizations, and in 
the different regions of Canada will fos-
ter sharing of good practices and there-
fore the continued improvement of 
processes and methods. Furthermore, 
such sharing will establish regional and 
national profiles for First Nations based 
on culturally validated data. 

History
Throughout the centuries, each na-
tion, even each First Nations family, 
developed their own cultural heritage, 
intangible or tangible, which was hand-
ed down from one generation to the 
next. Whereas the intangible heritage 
referred to oral traditions (including 
language), social practices, rituals, as 
well as knowledge and pratices related 
to the land and the universe,3 the tan-
gible heritage rather refers to occupied 
sites, artwork, and objects crafted for 
activities of daily life.  

Customary practices, often through 
oral tradition, regulated the way this 
heritage was transmitted and used. 
For First Nations, the purpose of oral 
transmission of stories is broader than 
the role of written history in western 
societies. (RCAP, Volume 1, 1996: 42). 
For example, there are often references 
to precise locations, families, and com-
munities in stories about the creation 
cycle. Story-telling is also a teaching 
tool to which the notion of responsibil-
ity is closely related. Hence, for the Mo-
hawks, the concept of “ongwehonwe” 
refers to those who currently live on 
this earth and carry on their shoulders 
the responsibility of the nation, spiritu-
ality, and the relationship with the Cre-
ator (RCAP, Volume 1, 1996: 592. 

Until the 1800s, Canada’s First Nations 
maintained their autonomy as well 
as relationships with non-Indigenous 
people based on mutual respect for 
social, cultural, and political differences 
(RCAP, Volume 1, 1996: 86). However, 
major changes took place with the Con-
stitution Act of 1867 and the introduc-
tion of an assimilation policy. The pro-

cess of dispossession for First Nations 
begins. Not only does this have to do 
with the loss of much knowledge, but 
also the loss of control over what was 
left of that knowledge and its transmis-
sion being cut off. This dispossession 
has produced lingering effects, includ-
ing a feeling of helplessness for First 
Nations (RCAP, Volume 1, 1996: 817).

On a global scale, the 1970’s mark an 
important step regarding the recogni-
tion of the rights of Indigenous peoples. 
In 1972, the United Nations Education-
al, Scientific, and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) held a General Conference 
under the same name during which the 
Convention Concerning the Protection 
of the World Cultural and Natural Herit-
age is adopted. It is noted that: 

“[…]the cultural heritage and the 
natural heritage are increasingly 
threatened with destruction not 
only by the traditional causes of de-
cay, but also by changing social and 
economic conditions which aggra-
vate the situation with even more 
formidable phenomena of damage 
or destruction”, and that: “[…]
deterioration or disappearance of 
any item of the cultural or natural 
heritage constitutes a harmful im-
poverishment of the heritage of all 
the nations of the world (UNESCO, 
1972: 1).

Québec First Nations have collective-
ly developed a vision of information 
governance that is distinctive and re-
flects their values:

In harmony with their right to 
self-determination and information 
sovereignty, First Nations organize, 
structure, control, and manage their 
information assets according to their 
values, worldview, and practices, en-
abling them to make informed de-
cisions and orient their actions to 
effectively serve their populations 
(FNQLHSSC, 2019a: 3).

Information governance refers to the 
structure, processes, and protocols 
through which First Nations are an in-
tegral part of decision-making about 
collection, use, sharing, and manage-
ment of their information. Informa-
tion assets take the past into account 
to explain the current context, while 
looking to the future.

3 UNESCO [online] https://ich.unesco.org/en/what-is-intangible-heritage-00003, consulted May 10, 2019.

https://ich.unesco.org/en/what-is-intangible-heritage-00003


T
O

O
L

B
O

X
 O

F
 R

E
S

E
A

R
C

H
 P

R
IN

C
IP

L
E

S
 I

N
 A

N
 A

B
O

R
IG

IN
A

L
 C

O
N

T
E

X
T

Other international papers were then 
developed in which the rights of In-
digenous peoples are recognized, such 
as the Convention on Biological Divers-
ity (United Nations, 1992). Furthermore, 
with the United Nations Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples at the 
beginning of the 2000s, this aspect 
was recognized and confirmed.  Among 
others, Article 31.1 provides that: 

“Indigenous peoples have the right 
to maintain, control, protect and 
develop their cultural heritage, trad-
itional knowledge and traditional 
cultural expressions, as well as the 
manifestations of their sciences, 
technologies and cultures, includ-
ing human and genetic resources, 
seeds, medicines, knowledge of the 
properties of fauna and flora, oral 
traditions, literatures, designs, sports 
and traditional games and visual 
and performing arts.  They also have 
the right to maintain, control, pro-
tect and develop their intellectual 
property over such cultural heritage, 
traditional knowledge, and trad-
itional cultural expressions.” (United 
Nations, 2007: 12).

In 2010, Canada commits to supporting 
the principles outlined in the United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples. In 2015, in his man-
date letters, the Prime Minister asks the 
minister of Indigenous and Northern Af-
fairs Canada, as well as other ministers, 
to implement the Declaration. A year 
later, the minister of Indigenous and 
Northern Affairs Canada announces that 
Canada now fully endorses it without re-
serve (Government of Canada4). 

In 2019, more than ten years after 
the United Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples, the Pub-
lic Inquiry Commission on relations be-
tween Indigenous Peoples and certain 
public services in Québec (CERP, 2019) 
deems necessary to implement these 
second and third Calls for action:

Call for action #2
Adopt a motion to recognize and im-
plement the United Nations Declaration 
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples in 
Québec.

Call for action #3
Working with Indigenous authorities, 
draft and enact legislation guarantee-
ing that the provisions of the United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples will be considered 
in the body of legislation under its juris-
diction. (CERP, 20109: 473).

Again in 2019, the National Inquiry 
into Missing and Murdered Indigenous 
Women and Girls (NIMMIWG) men-
tions that cultural rights are insepar-
able from human rights, and within the 

context of international rights, they are 
defined as having the right to access 
and participate in culture to their full 
enjoyment. (NIMMIWG, 2019).    

This brief history highlights the struc-
tural stumbling blocks between which 
First Nations must navigate to develop 
mechanisms allowing them access to a 
full governance of their own informa-
tion. The next section presents achieve-
ments and objectives in this regard. 

Current state 
of First Nations 
information 
governance in 
Québec
In the past, research or any other ac-
tivity involving collecting of information 
about Indigenous peoples was often 
carried out with no ethical framework 
and no benefits for the populations 
themselves as objects of those activ-
ities. From an Indigenous perspective, 
these activities were considered as in-
struments of oppression and coloniz-
ation (Durst, 2004). When we speak 
of this period, the term “colonial re-
search” is widely used (Smith, 1999).

In Canada and in Québec, since the 
end of the 1990s, many tools were 
designed to decolonize research and 
establish a framework for such prac-
tices concerning First Nations or on 
their lands. Some of these tools were 
created by First Nations in response to 
the guidelines developed by the various 
levels of government.

4 Excerpt from website: https://www.justice.gc.ca/eng/declaration/index.html (consulté le 17 février 2020).

“Oral societies depend on cultural 
memory. Each person carries his or 
her personal story but also those of 
parents and grandparents.  Elders 
link the coming generations with the 
teachings of past generations.  The 
cultural teachings are the foundation 
of Aboriginal peoples’ identity.  If the 
culture is allowed to die, the iden-
tity of the people is buried with it.” 
(RCAP, Volume 4, 1996: 110).

https://www.justice.gc.ca/eng/declaration/index.htm
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In 1998, the creation of the principles of property, control, access, and possession (OCAP®) of data by the First Nations and Inuit 
Regional Health Survey National Steering Committee initiated a change of paradigm: research involving First Nations in Canada 
would now be done by and for First Nations. The OCAP® principles are a statement of self-determination applied to information 
governance.

In the aftermath of the decolonization of research, the First Nations of Québec and Labrador Health and Social Services Commis-
sion (FNQLHSSC), with its partners and the support of First Nations communities, developed tools to regulate research activities 
taking place on their lands and aimed at their populations. The following documents are essential references:

 Consultations Protocol of First 
Nations of Quebec and Labrador 
(AFNQL, 2005b and 2014);

 Guidelines for Research with 
Aboriginal Woman  (QNW, 2012); 

 Quebec First Nations Information 
Governance Framework (FNQLHSSC, 
2019).

First Nations in Quebec and  
Labrador’s Research Protocoll  

(AFNQL, 2005b and 2014); 

Toolbox of research principles 
in an Aboriginal context: ethics, 

respect, fairness, reciprocity, 
collaboration, and culture  

(FNQLHSSC et al., 2015 and 2018);
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The creation of these tools came after 
that of the OCAP® principles, demon-
strating the willingness of First Nations 
to apply self-determination to informa-
tion governance.

In parallel, other initiatives at the fed-
eral and provincial scales led to the 
development of guidelines for research 
involving First Nations and the Inuit; at 
the current time, these documents are 
still considered to be references:
• Ethical Principles for the Conduct 

of Research in the North (ACUNS, 
2007);

• Guidelines for Health Research In-
volving Aboriginal People (CIHR, 
2010);

• Tri-Council Policy Statement:  Eth-
ical Conduct for Research Involving 
Humans (TCPS, 2010, 2015, and 
2018). 

These documents are tools developed 
by regional organizations to support 
communities and nations in the even-
tual development of their own refer-
ence documents to regulate manage-
ment of their information assets. They 
should, among others, ask themselves 
the following questions: Which infor-
mation will be made public and which 
information will be restricted? In which 
format will data be made public? For 
how much time will this information 
be available? How can we ensure that 
public information is used and inter-
preted properly, and in consideration 
of the contextual factors specific to 
First Nations? Should provisions be es-
tablished in case of inadequate use of 
these data?

Open data
The International Open Data Charter 
defines open data as being “[...] digit-
al data that is made available with the 
technical and legal characteristics ne-
cessary for it to be freely used, reused, 
and redistributed by anyone, anytime, 
anywhere5”. Open data is data that 
is structured and machine-readable, 
freely shared, used and built on with-
out restrictions (NordOuvert, 20176). 
Following are the six principles that 
govern access, distribution, and use of 
open data: 
1. Open By Default
2. Timely and Comprehensive
3. Accessible and Usable
4. Comparable and Interoperable
5. For Improved Governance and 

Citizen Engagement
6. For Inclusive Development and 

Innovation

Since 2009, the governments of the 
United States, the United Kingdom, 
Canada, and New Zealand began to 
provide the general public with access 
to certain data. In 2011, the Govern-
ment of Canada launched its open 
data portal, Open Government, whose 
second generation has been available 
since 2013. This portal gathers more 
than 80,000 data on a multitude of 
topics such as agriculture, health, em-
ployment, the environment, and trans-
portation. Much of these data concern 
First Nations. For example, there is data 
on infrastructure investments or on in-
formation about the quality of drinking 
water in communities. 

The major research funding organiz-
ations in Canada also came on board 
and have established the Tri-Agency 
Open Access Policy on Publications. All 
researchers supported by the Nation-
al Sciences and Engineering Research 
Council of Canada (NSERC), the Can-
adian Institutes of Health Research 
(CIHR), or the Social Sciences and Hu-
manities Research Council (SSHRC) 
must comply with this policy. To foster 
knowledge sharing and mobilization, 
research results, that is “research publi-
cations and data, to the widest possible 
audience, and at the earliest possible 
opportunity. ”7

Therefore, this new paradigm inevitably 
leads to asserting the position of First 
Nations within the movement, espe-
cially as regards the application of the 
OCAP® principles for studies conducted 
with First Nations on their territory. 

The tools developed by First Nations 
and the principles conveyed are not in 
contradiction with  or in opposition to 
the open data approach. The desire to 
regain control of information that con-
cerns them does not imply that they are 
not willing to share or provide access 
to their information. They rather claim 
the authority to use the information 
in the interest of their nations and or-
ganizations and hold the responsibility 
of establishing the parameters for the 
management and sharing of these data.

5 Excerpt from website: https://www.justice.gc.ca/eng/declaration/index.html (consulted February 17, 2020). 
6 Presentation by NordOuvert on open data at the FNQLHSSC 2017 pre-annual general meeting.
7 Excerpt from the Government of Canada website:http://www.science.gc.ca/eic/site/063.nsf/eng/h_F6765465.html (consulted June 10, 2020).  

https://www.justice.gc.ca/eng/declaration/index.html
http://www.science.gc.ca/eic/site/063.nsf/eng/h_F6765465.html
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Uses of open data
According to NordOuvert (2017), open 
data is useful in many ways. Among 
others, it provides access to public data 
and information, maximizes the reuse 
of data, and facilitates informed deci-
sion-making. The cost of making them 
available is almost nil. It would even 
be cost-saving. In terms of use, open 
data encourages civic responsibility and 
social innovation, while resulting in a 
decrease of requests for access to infor-
mation and maximizing the sharing of 
complementary data. Finally, open data 
benefit program development, analysis, 
and evaluation.

Issues related to 
open data
Research raises certain issues about 
open data such as the absence of 
raw data directories. Therefore, there 
is no common directory for open data 
but rather many portals on municipal, 
provincial, and federal scales. Another 
issue concerns the fact that data are 
not standardized. The formats for data-
bases are numerous and little is known 
about updates. There are also risks re-
lated to privacy protection and reiden-
tification. This is a fundamental issue 
for First Nations since the possibility 
of identifying individuals by deduction 
is very real when small populations or 
sub-groups of a population are target-
ed. Furthermore, the protection of per-
sonal and collective data is a current 
issue. Finally, the absence of local and 
regional resources in support of open 
data exploitation must be pointed out.

Other issues are specific to the contexts 
and realities of First Nations, especially 
as regards data sovereignty, the ap-
plication of the OCAP® principles, and 
community support for the manage-
ment of the information assets.
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Data distribution by the FNQLHSSC
To support access to data and their use by Québec First Nations communities and organizations, the FNQLHSSC has developed 
various digital tools over the years. Access to these data is determined according to the sensitivity level of the information, some 
of these being open to the public at large, whereas others are accessible solely to designated individuals in the concerned com-
munity. The regional tools we created are the following:

• I-Zoom is an interactive tool for 
the public at large which allows its 
users to create diagrams and tables 
based on the information in the 
FNQLHSSC’s data warehouse. All 
data produced are aggregated on a 
regional scale and weighted to be 
representative of First Nations com-
munities across Québec;

• PRISM sis an evolutionary infor-
mation platform providing workers 
with statistical data on the health 
and well-being of First Nations 
and communities. Indicators docu-
ment health and its determinants 
spanning nine themes: Population 
profile, Culture and territory, Edu-
cation, Employment, occupation, 
and income, Health and wellness, 
Health services and social services, 
Lifestyles and behaviours, Physical 
environment and infrastructures, as 
well as Community life.

• The publications resulting from 
various research studies, evalu-
ations, and population surveys, as 
well as different documentation 
published by the FNQLHSSC or 
other organizations, can be ac-
cessed through the Documentation 
Centre of our website.

Furthermore, the FNQLHSSC has a secure website for communities to access their respective data (frequency tables/aggregated 
results). Finally, a process was implemented for the gathering of data associated with various population surveys conducted by 
the FNQLHSSC; this service is exclusive to First Nations communities.

Source: CSSSPNQL (https://www.cssspnql.com/en/
areas-of-intervention/research-sector)

https://www.cssspnql.com/en/areas-of-intervention/research-sector
https://www.cssspnql.com/en/areas-of-intervention/research-sector
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Conclusion
DAs part of the Québec First Nations Health and Social Services Governance Process, 
First Nations must determine what data about them should be open, to establish 
a beneficial sharing of information and responsibility at both the community and 
regional levels. These orientations must be part of a more extensive reflection con-
cerning information governance, notwithstanding the area of application. To this 
end, the FNQLHSSC would like to coconstruct a regional strategy for information 
governance with Québec First Nations. Thus, the nations will be able to implement 
their own structure to manage their information assets and define accessibility for 
certain information, if desired, according the parameters they themselves will have 
defined.

Awareness, learning, and knowledge are essential to better protect information 
assets, which are in constant evolution. Technological advances will help to estab-
lish new foundations midway between tradition and modernity. These movements 
shall also contribute to redefining our governance.
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Challenges in Research Coordination: 
The Experiences of the 

Pekuakamiulnuatsh First Nation

Hélène Boivin,
Pekuakamiulnuatsh Takuhikan

1. INTRODUCTION
This article follows a presentation 
made at the 4th Seminar on the Eth-
ics of Research with Indigenous 
Peoples, held at the Université de 
Québec en Abitibi-Témiscamingue in 
Val-d’Or in November 2018, by the Co-
ordinator of the Coordination Commit-
tee for research projects for  Pekuak-
amiulnuatsh Takuhikan, the transition 
government of the Pekuakamiulnuatsh 
First Nation.  
It aims to provide an account of the 
experience and the challenges inherent 
in coordinating research projects in an 
Indigenous community, as well as some 
tools developed using resources from 
the Pekuakamiulnuatsh Takuhikan.

2. INTRODUCTION 
TO THE PEKUAK-
AMIULNUATSH 
FIRST NATION
The Pekuakamiulnuatsh have lived on 
a vast territory extending beyond the 
Pekuakami watershed (figure 1) for 
millennia. Prior to the arrival of Euro-
peans, they traded with other Indigen-
ous nations to the north and south, 
and to the east and west. Today, ele-
ments of oral tradition bear witness to 
the undeniable historical presence of 
the Pekuakamiulnuatsh on Nitassinan 

(“our land”), if by nothing else than 
the innumerable names for geographic 
locations.

Before being declared reserve land in 
1856 by the Indian Act of 1850, Mash-
teuiatsh—which means “place where 
there is a point”—had always been 
a place for special gatherings. Mash-
teuiatsh was a unique meeting place 
on the banks of the Pekuakami where 
all could meet and share, as much from 
a cultural and social perspective as a 
commercial one.

Traditionally, the Ilnuatsh identified one 
another by referring to the land where 
they lived with their families. This is the 
origin of the name Pekuakamiulnuatsh 
(Ilnuatsh of Pekuakami) that identifies 
us to this day.

Initially called Ouiatchouan, the com-
munity has used the name Mash-
teuiatsh since 1985. The popular name 
of Pointe-Bleue (“Blue Point”) has long 
been used to describe the inhabited re-
serve land.

Located between the municipalities of 
Roberval and Saint-Prime, the com-
munity occupies an area of 16.05km² 
(figure 2).  In February 2019 the com-
munity totaled 6,803 members, of 
whom 2,099 were residents and 4,704 
non-residents. The majority of members 
of the Pekuakamiulnuatsh First Nation 

are located in the Saguenay–Lac-Saint-
Jean region, primarily in the community 
of Mashteuiatsh.

 
Figure 1.  Nitassinan of the 
Pekuakamiulnuatsh First Nation

Source: Pekuakamiulnuatsh Takuhikan – Office of 
Land Rights and Protection
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Figure 2. Location of the 
Community of Mashteuiatsh

Source: Pekuakamiulnuatsh Takuhikan - Office of 
Land Rights and Protection

3. POLITICAL AND ADMINISTRATIVE 
STRUCTURE OF PEKUAKAMIULNUATSH 
TAKUHIKAN
The political structure consists of a council of elected officials, made up of a chief 
and six councillors. Terms on the council are for four years. Each councillor, as well 
as the chief, has their own specific responsibilities.

The administrative structure of Pekuakamiulnuatsh Takuhikan includes more than 
350 employees,  working in such varied departments, as:
• Self-governance (Heritage and Culture, Land Rights and Protection, Economic 

and Business Affairs, and Strategic and Governmental Affairs);

• Programs and services (Health and Community Well-being, Infrastructure and 
Public Safety, and Education and Labour);

• Support services (Communications, Human Resources, and Finances).

In 2019 the operating budget was $58 million, of which $37 million came from 
the federal government, not including the budgets of subsidiary companies which 
totalled $134 million.
 
Figure 3. Organigram of Pekuakamiulnuatsh Takuhikan

Source: Pekuakamiulnuatsh Takuhikan – Office of the Executive Director
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3.1 economic overview
For many years, Pekuakamiulnuatsh 
Takuhikan has worked toward com-
munity development by taking an as-
sertive approach to political, cultural, 
social and economic autonomy. The 
Pekuakamiulnuatsh First Nation is 
resolutely committed to affirming and 
preserving their ancestral rights, in-
cluding the title of Ilnu, promoting the 
interests and aspirations of its people 
and exercising its inherent right to 
self-governance.

The economic development model in 
Mashteuiatsh is mixed, meaning that it 
depends on community development, 
private companies and collectives.

The primary activity sectors are:
• Arts and Cultural Expression;
• Forestry;
• Energy;
• Tourism;
• Shops and services;
• Mines.

Despite this level of autonomy and 
development, the Pekuakamiulnuatsh 
First Nation lags behind its neighbours 
in development indicators1. Given these 
conditions, jobs and training remain 
critical issues for the Pekuakamiul-
nuatsh First Nation.

4. HISTORY AND 
EXPERIENCE OF 
PEKUAKAMIUL-
NUATSH TAKUHIK-
AN IN RESEARCH 
COORDINATION

4.1 The Ilnu Heritage 
Committee
Our experience with research coordina-
tion began with the Ilnu Heritage Com-
mittee’s creation in 2009 in response to 
a request from Parks Canada to identify 
historical sites, events and persons from 
our First Nation to be commemorated.  
The committee’s mandate was to ana-
lyze requests related to the conserva-
tion, development and promotion of 
Pekuakamiulnuatsh cultural heritage. 
 
Recommendations were made to the 
Office of Heritage, Culture and Land 
Services, which was responsible for 
overseeing the work. The committee’s 
representatives included community 
members, representatives from local 
organizations, and from various sectors 
within Pekuakamiulnuatsh Takuhikan.  

Gradually, as more university research 
projects were submitted to the com-
mittee, a system for oversight was de-
veloped. At that point, the only tool that 
the committee had for oversight of re-
search projects was the 20052 Assembly 
of First Nation of Quebec and Labrador 
(AFNQL) protocol, which representatives 
from the Pekuakamiulnuatsh First Na-
tion had participated in developing. The 
AFNQL protocol was updated in 20143. 
While efficient and clearly articulated, 
the protocol did not respond to all of 

the committee’s needs, especially to the 
following question: how to concretely 
coordinate research projects in an or-
ganization like a band council4 that has 
neither a dedicated research office nor 
significant expertise in the field?

The Ilnu Heritage Committee carried 
out its work over a period of two years, 
until the departure of the Coordinator 
and structural changes led to its aboli-
tion. However, the end of the Ilnu Herit-
age Committee’s operations did not 
prevent future partnerships in research 
projects. For more than a year, the or-
ganization managed research requests 
to the best of its abilities with help from 
the Historical and Archeological Society 
of Mashteuiatsh. University researchers 
generally contacted these institutions 
when seeking to carry out research 
projects in partnership with the Mash-
teuiatsh community.  

4.2 Working Group
The need for research coordination was 
addressed when the Office for Coordin-
ation and Self-Governance was created 
as part of a restructuring process in 
2014. A working group was created to 
present an overview of the situation and 
its recommendations to the Pekuakami-
ulnuatsh Takuhikan councillors.  

This working group acted as the co-
ordination committee for research pro-
jects until it submitted its report in July 
2016. Based on the conclusions of the 
working group’s report, the council of 
elected officials of Pekuakamiulnuatsh 
Takuhikan officially recommended the 
creation of a research coordination 

1 According to an internal study ordered as part of the land claim process
2 AFNQL (2005). First Nations in Quebec and Labrador Research Protocol. Assembly of First Nations of Quebec and Labrador. Wendake.
3 AFNQL (2014). First Nations in Quebec and Labrador Research Protocol. Assembly of First Nations of Quebec and Labrador. Wendake.
4 Pekuakamiulnuatsh Takuhikan is a government in waiting and no longer uses the term “band council.
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committee duly mandated to provide 
guidance and oversight to research 
carried out in partnership with the 
Pekuakamiulnuatsh First Nation. 

Here are some highlights from the 
working group’s report, presented in 
July 2016.

4.3 Problems Identi-
fied in the Working 
Group’s Report
• The dissolution of the Ilnu Heritage 

Committee left a void;

• Multiple research requests sub-
mitted via different avenues: some 
research projects are submitted 
directly to the chief and others to 
individuals within the organization;

• Some projects take place without 
the community’s knowledge or 
oversight;

• No process exists for accepting or 
coordinating research projects;

• Some projects request sensitive 
data that the community does not 
wish to divulge;

• Some administrative bodies have 
neither the time nor the appropri-
ate resources to accompany re-
search organizers, contributing to 
a dynamic of permissiveness and 
absent or inadequate oversight. 
Under those conditions, there was 
no follow-up on research results or 
conclusions;

• Some universities sent students to 
carry out research projects without 
informing or involving the com-
munity;

• There was a need to catalogue all 
ongoing projects (organization and 
community) and keep a register of 
completed projects and existing 
data;

• Over just a few years, multiple pro-
jects were submitted. We had to 
choose which projects interested 
us. Selection criteria had to be de-
veloped and research subjects that 
are relevant and useful to the com-
munity had to be determined;

• The council of elected officials was 
not always asked permission for 
projects. The acceptance process 
had to be confirmed (role of the 
council: information, approval or 
final decision); what elements al-
low us to accept or refuse a pro-
ject? Which reasons are valid?  

• There is an absence of accountabil-
ity to the community. Results must 
be shared with the community.

4.4 Solutions 
Identified in the 
Working Group’s 
Report
The working group recommended cre-
ating a Research Coordination Com-
mittee made up of representatives from 
Pekuakamiulnuatsh Takuhikan and the 
Historical and Archeological Society of 
Mashteuiatsh. 

Documents were also developed to re-
spond to issues raised in the report:
• A research protocol for the Pekuak-

amiulnuatsh First Nation, (attached 
to this article) strongly influenced 
by the AFNQL research protocol but 
adapted to the context and needs 
of  Pekuakamiulnuatsh Takuhikan 
and the Historical and Archeologic-
al Society of Mashteuiatsh;

• A system for processing and organ-
izing research projects in partner-
ship with Mashteuiatsh, which was 
revised and simplified in 2018; 

• A template for resolutions of the 
Pekuakamiulnuatsh First Nation; 

• A research agreement template5; 

• A list of completed and ongoing re-
search projects;

• A summary sheet for archival and 
consulting purposes.

5 Appendix 1.
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5. EXPERIENCE OF 
THE RESEARCH 
COORDINATION 
COMMITTEE SINCE 
ITS CREATION
In Mashteuiatsh, as in many other In-
digenous communities, there is no ser-
vice or office responsible for research 
and development. Some services or 
offices, like educational services, carry 
out research and development, such as 
when developing educational material.

Culture, land and language are the 
most in-demand subjects, followed by 
education and health.

On average, the Pekuakamiulnuatsh First 
Nation receives twenty research requests 
each year, most from master’s or PhD 
students.  These requests come in from 
universities throughout Quebec and, 
increasingly, from abroad. Very few are 
submitted by community members. As 
a result, the committee decided to give 
priority to requests made by students 
from the community as part of their 
master’s, PhD or internship program. An 
inventory of research projects was com-
pleted in 2015 in partnership with INRS. 
In total, 75 projects were inventoried in 
the period from 2009 to 2015.

The First Nation receives a significant 
volume of requests relative to its cap-
acity, especially when considering that 
accepting a project means investing 
time and resources throughout its en-
tire duration. Moreover, as previously 
mentioned, research and development 
are not priorities for the organization: 
its mission from the start has been to 

provide programs and services to band 
members.  

Here are some of the elements involved 
in research oversight and coordination:
• Presenting the project to the Re-

search Coordination Committee;

• Identifying the administrative body 
responsible for the project;

• Meetings or discussions with the 
stakeholders involved to agree on 
project objectives and orientations;

• Negotiating the research agree-
ment and follow-up procedures;

• Preparing funding requests, as 
needed;

• Budget follow-ups;

• Developing and presenting the 
introductory file to the council of 
elected officials for approval;

• Follow-up meetings over the course 
of the project (average of 4 per 
year);

• Editing and verifying texts for 
post-doctoral, doctoral, or master’s 
theses, or others;

• Presenting research results to com-
munity members and bodies;

• Participating in doctoral or 
post-doctoral defenses;

• Organizing and participating in 

activities in the academic and com-
munity spheres;

• Organizing interviews;

• Hosting researchers in the com-
munity.

Research involves a number of ele-
ments that require special attention, 
such as:
• Access to and archiving of data;

• Sensitive data;

• Intellectual property;

• Cultural appropriation;

• Benefits of research for the com-
munity or communities;

• Knowledge sharing and transfer;

• Funding.

5.1 Access to and 
Archiving of Data
Archives for an organization like the 
Pekuakamiulnuatsh involve some re-
strictions on access and duration of 
archiving. Outside parties do not have 
access to organizational documents 
and files are considered inactive after 
ten years. To address these problems, 
the Research Coordination Committee 
requested that a copy of data, reports, 
theses or other documents be submitted 
to the Historical and Archeological Soci-
ety of Mashteuiatsh. This facilitates ac-
cess for community members, the public, 
and researchers over the long term.  



T
O

O
L

B
O

X
 O

F
 R

E
S

E
A

R
C

H
 P

R
IN

C
IP

L
E

S
 I

N
 A

N
 A

B
O

R
IG

IN
A

L
 C

O
N

T
E

X
T

We have also developed a summary 
card that the researcher can fill out 
upon the completion of their project so 
that the Research Coordination Com-
mittee can update the list of completed 
projects carried out in the commun-
ity.  This card also allows individuals 
to quickly determine whether a given 
research topic has already been inves-
tigated. It was developed based on a 
template created and used by the In-
stitut national de recherche scientifique 
and is included in the protocol.
An access procedure was developed by 
the Ilnu Heritage Committee. In short, it 
involves making a written request to the 
Research Coordination Committee, which 
can then accept or deny the request.  

Despite certain beliefs to the contrary, 
access to information laws apply to 
Indigenous communities in both Que-
bec and the rest of Canada. Thankfully, 
the committee has not had any access 
requests that require an arbitration 
process, although some requests have 
been denied, specifically those request-
ing access to research on land use and 
occupation carried out in the 1980’s to 
support the large-scale land negotia-
tions (land claims) of the Pekuakamiul-
nuatsh First Nation. 

5.2 Sensitive Data
The committee established a definition 
for sensitive data in collaboration with 
the Historical and Archeological Society 
of Mashteuiatsh and developed the ac-
cess procedure described above. 

(translated from the original 
French) “Sensitive data: data that, 
if divulged, could interfere with the 
rights, interests and integrity of the 
Pekuakamiulnuatsh people, or the 
political and administrative organ-
ization of Pekuakamiulnuatsh Taku-
hikan, such as:
• Internal or external studies that 

could be used in legal contexts;

• Recipes for traditional medicines;

• Traditional crafting techniques;

• Personal information.”

5.3 Intellectual 
Property
Intellectual property is a very com-
plicated issue. For the moment, the 
committee has made use of an exist-
ing definition proposed by the forest-
ry research chair of Université Laval. A 
clause (23) specifically addressing this 
question is included in the collaborative 
agreement attached to this article.

(translated from the original French) 
Definition6 
Intellectual Property: In general, 
intellectual property includes all 
rights that derive from intellectual 
activity in the industrial, scientific, 
literary and artistic domains. Rec-
ognized intellectual property rights 
in Canada include patents, trade-
marks and copyrights. Intellectual 
property is generated in all research 
projects, e.g., written reports or 
publications.”

5.4 Cultural 
Appropriation
The signing of an agreement between 
the parties and the clause on intellec-
tual property are both important steps 
to preventing cultural appropriation. 
We refer here to the broad but contro-
versial definition of cultural appropria-
tion as the use of elements from one 
culture by another. More concretely, we 
want to avoid being relegated solely to 
the role of subjects in a study. We wish 
to play an active role in research. Over 
the course of its experience in coordin-
ating research projects, the Pekuakami-
ulnuatsh First Nation has had one case 
of cultural appropriation. The research 
topic was embroidery motifs used by 
our First Nation. The research was com-
pleted, but the researcher did not pro-
vide any further communication with 
the community and contact was cut off.  

5.5 Benefits of 
Research for 
Communities
The committee made several sugges-
tions to increase the benefits of re-
search for the community, including:
• Projects that respond to the com-

munity’s needs;

• Funding agreements managed by 
the community with a percentage 
for coordination;

• Involvement of students from the 
community in projects;

• Involvement of community mem-
bers in projects;

6 www.ic.gc.ca.

http://www.ic.gc.ca
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• Organization of activities related 
to the research with schools, mu-
seums or other organizations;

• Co-authoring articles.

5.6 Knowledge Sharing 
and Transfer
Knowledge sharing and transfer re-
quires the involvement of students 
from the community and other com-
munity members in research projects 
throughout their duration, whenever 
possible. For example, in one project, a 
student was asked to transcribe histor-
ical documents. In another, youth from 

the community were invited via the 
community’s high school to present on 
the connections between certain arti-
facts identified in repatriation research 
and objects used in modern times as 
part of traditional activities and crafts. 
In another, the resulting thesis was 
submitted with a co-research credit 
given to the individual responsible for 
coordinating the project. 

In general, knowledge sharing and 
transfer in communities takes place 
through the organization of expos-
itions, the production of publicly ac-
cessible collections and by presenting 

research results to the population.

5.7 Funding
Research coordination involves in-
vesting time and resources that do not 
fall under the normal budgets or prior-
ities of the organizations involved. At 
present, Pekuakamiulnuatsh Takuhikan 
has no dedicated organizational budget 
for research. Research coordination is 
added to the tasks for the organiza-
tion’s staff under the catch-all of “other 
related tasks”. However, more and 
more funding requests are made joint-
ly with researchers and universities, as 
recommended, whenever it’s possible.

6. CONCLUSION
The coordination of research projects presents the committee with certain challenges in terms of resources and expertise. Mash-
teuiatsh has nearly reached its limit in terms of research coordination. Requests continue to increase, while resources for project 
oversight have diminished or stagnated. 
The role of the committee has also changed. At first, the committee was responsible for all project coordination. Now it occu-
pies more of a support role for different administrative bodies of the organization, which organize and ensure coordination of 
projects from start to finish. 
From our experience, the work would ideally be mandated to an independent structure focused solely on research. This would 
allow the community to be more active in the field and foster improved project coordination, increased control over and access 
to data and the development of a local database.

The likely outcome in the near future is a partnership with universities on a long-term basis. This seems like the best option to 
respond to the community’s current needs. The goal of these partnerships would be for both parties to build skills in the spirit 
of sharing resources. For communities, a need is seen to train Indigenous individuals in multiple domains, such as implementing 
a legal system based on cultural tradition, governance, land management, valorization of heritage, repatriation of artifacts, etc. 
For universities, a continual need is seen to train researchers in the issues and experiences of the First Nations. 
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APPENDIX 1

COLLABORATIVE RESEARCH AGREEMENT

As part of the research project:
PROJECT TITLE

BETWEEN:
Researcher:

Role:
Organization:

Address:
Telephone:

Email:

AND:

Organizer:
Contact person:

Role:
Organization:

Address:
Telephone:

Email:

AND

Organization in Question:
Contact person:

Role:
Organization:

Address:
Telephone:

Email:
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1. Research Topic

2. Description and Scope of the Project

3. Objectives  
3.1 Research Objectives of Pekuakamiulnuatsh Takuhikan
• Increase local expertise in research;
• Build contacts within the field of research;
• Respond to administrative, collective, community, development, political, economic, social and cultural needs;
• Encourage community youth to do research and get involved;
• Preserve and make accessible research documents or any other work, written or otherwise, in the community.

3.2 Objectives of the Organization in Question

4. Study Duration

5. Period of Data Collection

6. Research Objectives

7. Modifications to Research Project and Consent
If the researcher wants to modify the research project, the organizer must first provide their consent.



T
O

O
L

B
O

X
 O

F
 R

E
S

E
A

R
C

H
 P

R
IN

C
IP

L
E

S
 I

N
 A

N
 A

B
O

R
IG

IN
A

L
 C

O
N

T
E

X
T

8. Collaborative Approach
8.1 The parties agree to fully collaborate throughout the study by maintaining regular communication.

8.2 The organizer will be informed and involved in any communications to the population as part of the research for the entire 
duration of the study.

8.3 The researcher, in collaboration with the organizer, will jointly evaluate the benefits of the research and will oversee the 
required follow-up with the Research Oversight Committee and with Katakuhimatsheta, as needed.

8.4 The researcher agrees to provide the organizer with an action plan and timeline for the research before beginning any work.

9. Presentation of the Project
9.1 The research project must be presented to the research committee of Pekuakamiulnuatsh Takuhikan so that it may fulfil its 

role and responsibilities.

9.2 Once authorizations with all related parties have been obtained, meaning the organizer, the Coordination Committee for 
Research on the Pekuakamiulnuatsh and Katakuhimatsheta, the research project will be examined by the ethics board of 
the university involved for ethical approval, if needed.

10. Funding Sources
Indicate here if no funding.
If funding has been or will be sought, ensure that the request includes a to-be-determined amount to be disbursed to the First 
Nation for research coordination.

Other forms of support.
The parties agree that the organizer can provide the following to the researcher when possible and depending on availability:
• A workspace for visits to the community as part of the research;
• A contact person within the community to accompany the researcher.

11. Expected Benefits and Risks
11.1  The researcher can expect the following benefits from the research:
• Understanding of the community;
• Development of a long-term relationship with the community;
• Successful completion of the study and related activity;
• Publication of the results for scientific purposes only.

11.2  The community can expect the following benefits from the research:
• Knowledge sharing and development;
• Article publication;
• Program;
• Training;
• Exposition(s);
• In-depth data;
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• Ideas for future research;
• Funding;
• Other.

Risks for research participants primarily involve the confidentiality of data. Specific measures will be taken by the researcher to 
protect confidentiality. They are listed in section 11 of this document.

12. Research Methodology

13. Data Collection

14. Participant Recruitment

15. Participant Consent

16. Participant Confidentiality

17. Data Confidentiality
From the time of signing this agreement to after the research project has concluded, the researcher agrees to ensure the pro-
tection of all information and data in their possession and not to divulge any confidential or personal data obtained during the 
development or implementation of the study. In accordance with the present agreement, the research must put the following 
protective measures in place:
• Encoding material and data;
• Encrypting digital material and data to be stored on the researcher’s computer under dual-password protection;  
• Storing all research material and data in a locked area; 
• Storing the “code key” in a separate, locked area from the material and data; 
• Storing consent forms in a separate, locked area from the code key and the data.
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18. Data Preservation
18.1 With participant consent, all data, whether digital or on paper, will be returned to the community. Access to the data will 

be limited in accordance with participant consent.

18.2 The community will provide researchers with access to the data if any complementary studies should follow.

19. Validation of Preliminary Results
Verification or validation of preliminary results with the participating community will be done in the following manner:
• The researcher agrees to provide the organizer with updates on research progress via a summary report at the halfway 

point or as requested;
• The summary report must also be presented to the Research Coordination Committee.

20. Presentation of Research Results
Prior to being made public, research results must be presented in the following order:
1. Interviewed participants
2. Organizer
3. Research Coordination Committee
4. Community
5. Others, as determined and evaluated by the organizer.

21. Disclosure and Communication of Results
Research results will be presented to the public according to the means agreed to by the parties:

Examples
• Participating in doctoral defense whenever possible;
• Publishing doctoral thesis (or other) with the community’s approval;
• Publishing academic articles or conference proceedings;
• Presenting at academic conferences;
• Other.

22. Use of Research Results
22.1 Any use of research results must have the express approval of the organizer.

22.2 If results are monetized, an agreement must be made between the parties.

23. Intellectual Property Rights

23.1 Each party maintains ownership over all intellectual property rights that they had prior to the start of the research project;

23.2  The Pekuakamiulnuatsh First Nation maintains full ownership over their traditional and cultural knowledge;

23.3 Notwithstanding the intellectual property rights of each party, the researcher holds copyright over any text they produce 
as part of the research project;
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23.4 Pekuakamiulnuatsh Takuhikan recognizes and accepts the institution’s educational, training and research roles. Out of 
respect for this mission and provided that it puts adequate protective measures in place, the institution may use research 
results for teaching or research purposes, as well as in general publications for transmitting knowledge, including essays, 
master’s or doctoral theses, and journal articles, provided that it has taken adequate measures to ensure the anonymity of 
participants and protection of confidential data.

24. Review of Publications
Prior to being published, all articles presenting research results must be reviewed and edited by the organizer or another re-
source person selected by the organizer. They will consult with the community as needed and present their comments to the 
researcher, in particular as relates to confidential information that cannot be published or interpretations that are more appro-
priate to the local culture.

The researcher will make an effort to modify the publication based on these comments, as needed. The community can also 
require that its name not be divulged in the publication if it considers that doing so would harm its members’ reputation or 
if it has not given its approval for publication. The researcher agrees to adapt their publications based on comments from the 
community. Pekuakamiulnuatsh Takuhikan reserves the right to require that its name, the name of the Pekuakamiulnuatsh First 
Nation or any other information allowing for the First Nation, its representatives or its members to be identified or which harms 
their reputation, be withheld.

25. Conflict Resolution
If a conflict arises related to the research, all parties agree to attempt to resolve it in good faith by use of a previously designated 
mediator prior to attempting other procedures for conflict resolution, litigation or arbitration.

26. Duration and Cancellation of the Research Agreement
This agreement comes into effect starting from the date of research authorization _________ and expires on_________.

The parties may agree in writing to prolong the agreement for a specific duration. Any party can also end the agreement by 
means of a written notice presenting the reasons for their withdrawal.

Upon the expiry of the agreement, certain sections continue to apply, in particular the sections covering confidentiality, data and 
intellectual property rights.

Upon the expiry of the agreement, either at its prescribed end date or following its cancellation, the researcher must provide 
Pekuakamiulnuatsh Takuhikan with all documents, originals or copies, regardless of their presumed relevance.
            
Pekuakamiulnuatsh Organizer  Date

Researcher  Date
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1. ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE RESEARCH COORDINATION COMMITTEE
In general, the role and responsibilities of the Research Coordination Committee are to:
• Support, coordinate and guide researchers, the administrative bodies of Pekuakamiulnuatsh Takuhikan and other organ-

izations of the Pekuakamiulnuatsh First Nation in research matters;
• Ensure oversight of requests for and work related to research in the community;
• Protect the Pekuakamiulnuatsh First Nation’s knowledge and skills;
• Establish a system by which any data collected and reports are transferred and made available to the community;
• Contribute to knowledge acquisition and transfer.

More specifically,
• Receive research requests and dispatch them to the administrative body or organization likely to coordinate the project, 

such as the SHAM, SDEI or other;
• Accompany the assigned administrative unit in analyzing the request and determining its adherence to the local protocol;
• Familiarize administrative units with the reference guide for research projects involving the Pekuakamiulnuatsh as well as 

on the local protocol and project archiving, and share this information with the population and organizations;
• Update the list of research projects carried out in the community;
• Verify research agreements;
• Report on committee activities or any other relevant information to Katakuhimatsheta; 
• Compile a list and category code of final research reports according to the organization’s archiving procedure.

PROCESS FOR TREATING RESEARCH REQUESTS Appendix 1

1. The research committee receives 
the research request and dispatches 
it to the office or organization likely 

to coordinate it.

4. If needed, Katakuhimatsheta 
approves the research agreement.

3. The research committee reviews 
the research agreement.

2. The office or organization gauges 
the usefulness and relevance of the 
research proposal. If it accepts the 
project, a research agreement must 

be signed with the researcher. 



4
th se

m
in

a
r o

n
 th

e
 E

th
ic

s o
f R

e
se

a
rc

h
 w

ith
 In

d
ig

e
n

o
u

s P
e

o
p

le
: C

o
p

ro
d

u
c
tio

n
 o

f 
k
n

o
w

le
d

g
e

 w
ith

 In
d

ig
e

n
o

u
s P

e
o

p
le

s a
n

d
 sh

a
rin

g
 o

f re
se

a
rc

h
 re

su
lts

2. ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITES OF ADMINISTRATIVE BODIES AND/OR OTHER ORGANIZERS; 
• Determine the usefulness and relevance of research proposals;
• Oversee the study’s production and follow-up in collaboration with the researcher;
• Regularly report to the coordination committee on the ongoing project and its progress;
• Establish a collaborative research agreement in accordance with the local protocol; 
• Submit the signed research agreement to the Office of Human Resources and Administrative Development;
• Provide the category code of the final research report and a copy of the report to the SHAM;
• Ensure research benefits for the community;
• If possible, participate in the thesis defense
• Provide information to various bodies and the population.

3. ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF KATAKUHIMATSHETA
• If needed, approve the research agreement;
• Provide a mandate to the Research Coordination Committee.

4. ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES OF THE RESEARCHER
• Respect the local protocol;
• Ensure that the research supervisor is present throughout the study’s progress and at the research oversight committee;
• Carry out their activities with integrity, objectivity, good faith, good judgement, and professionalism, adapting their work 

when needed to the reality and needs of the office with which they are working;
• Agree on a plan with the organizer, meet deadlines and inform them of delays;
• Provide updates on research progress;
• Convey relevant information;
• Inform the relevant parties in case of conflicts;
• Ensure that their knowledge is transmitted and ensure the circulation of data (depending on the level of sensitivity and 

any related provisions in the agreement);
• Fill out the summary sheet.
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Summary Sheet

Author: 

Title: 

Year: 

Document type:

University:

Research objectives

Methodology

1.  Research method 

2.  Ethical challenges inherent to Indigenous contexts 
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3.  Methodological design 

Sampling 

Data collection methods 

Data analysis and processing methods 

Data validation 

Results linked to initial objectives



T
O

O
L

B
O

X
 O

F
 R

E
S

E
A

R
C

H
 P

R
IN

C
IP

L
E

S
 I

N
 A

N
 A

B
O

R
IG

IN
A

L
 C

O
N

T
E

X
T

Nancy Wiscutie-Crépeau 
and Pascal Grégoire

In the early 1970s, at the heels of 
the Parent Report, the Université du 
Québec (UQ) network was born. At its 
start, it was composed of the Université 
du Québec à Montréal (UQAM), the 
Université du Québec à Trois-Rivières 
(UQTR), the Université du Québec à 
Chicoutimi (UQAC), and the Univer-
sité du Québec à Rimouski (UQAR). 
Northwestern Québec, for its part, had 
to wait until 1983 to have its own uni-
versity, the Université du Québec en 
Abitibi-Témiscamingue (UQAT). Prior 
to that year, the people of Abitibi-Té-
miscamingue had access to a center for 
university services, which was annexed 
first to UQTR, then to the former Uni-
versité du Québec à Hull (UQAH) now 
the Université du Québec en Outaouais 
(UQO), and then finally to the head of-
fices of the Université du Québec. 

The name of this youngest addition to 
the UQ network speaks to its import-
ance in the region: it is not the uni-
versity of a city, but of an enormous 
region covering 65,000 km2. UQAT, 
which borrows its name in part from 
the Anicinabemowin1, extends its reach 
from “where the waters divide” (Abit-
ibi) all the way to the “deep lake” (Té-
miscamingue). 

However, the Indigenous influence at 
UQAT goes beyond a surface level, 
profoundly marking its development. 
In 1990, seven years after its incor-
poration, UQAT founded the Unit for 
Research, Training and Development of 
Education in Indigenous Contexts (URT-
DEIC), within the Educational Sciences 
Teaching and Research Unit (TRU). 
Still active and thriving to this day, the 
URTDEIC trains Indigenous teachers in 
ways that respect the cultures of the 
First Peoples. Later, the Indigenous 
Programs Development and Training 
Unit (IPDTU), was founded to create 
multi-disciplinary programs to study 
Indigenous issues. In 2009, the Val-
d’Or campus of UQAT inaugurated the 
First Peoples Pavilion (Paul, Crépeau, 
Legault and Maheux, 2013). Then, in 
2016, UQAT created its School of In-
digenous Studies (SIS)2, the equivalent 
of a TRU. 

The creation of the URTDEIC and the 
SIS stimulated an outpouring of re-
search on the experience of Indigen-
ous Peoples. This emerging research 
at UQAT, in addition to work being 
done at other Quebec universities, cast 
light on a number of serious ethical 
questions: how to evaluate the ethical 
acceptability of research in an Indigen-
ous context? How to ensure that In-
digenous participants in particular are 

adequately protected? How to decol-
onize research so it can be carried out 
in a true spirit of collaboration between 
equals?

As a summary of the conference, this 
article addresses two questions. First, 
it examines how fundamental ethical 
principles, addressed in the Tri-Council 
Policy Statement (TCPS2, 2018) and 
the First Nations of Quebec and Labra-
dor Research Protocol (AFNQL, 2014), 
are applied by UQAT’s Human Research 
Ethics Board (REB). While there could 
be interest in studying and comparing 
the approaches of other human re-
search ethics boards with those of the 
REB at UQAT, we chose to focus solely 
on UQAT’s REB. The second goal of this 
paper is strictly pragmatic: we wanted 
to show how Indigenous individuals 
and issues are taken into consideration 
by the UQAT REB. These two aspects 
are respectively addressed in the first 
and second halves of this article. 

1. Indigenous 
Peoples and 
Research Ethics
The UQAT REB uses existing ethical 
and legislative frameworks to evaluate 
the ethical acceptability of research 
projects on Indigenous issues. In this 
section, we first present these frame-
works (section 2.1.) and then examine 

The Ethical Evaluation of Research 
with Indigenous Peoples at UQAT

1 The Algonquin language.
2 The predecessor of the SIS, the Indigenous Programs Development and Training Unit (IPDTU), was created in 2007 as part of a strategy for approaching teaching and 

research among Indigenous Peoples (UQAT, 2007).
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the ways they highlight certain ethical 
issues for research in Indigenous con-
texts (section 2.2.). Lastly, in light of 
this analysis, we propose certain ideas 
for decolonizing research (section 2.3) 
that can also guide the ethical evalua-
tion of projects.

1.1. Resources Used in 
Ethical Evaluations of 
Research Projects
In Canada and Quebec, major advances 
in the ethics of research in Indigenous 
contexts have generated a considerable 
number of protocols and guidelines―
laying significant groundwork for scien-
tific research on these questions. These 
resources aim to provide a framework 
for research and to encourage equit-
able practices. At the UQAT REB, as is 
no doubt the case in other REBs, mul-
tiple frameworks are used by members 
to evaluate research projects involving 
Indigenous Peoples. Researchers are 
also strongly encouraged to implement 
existing protocols or guidelines, which 
will be briefly described in the follow-
ing paragraphs: the Tri-Council Policy 
Statement (TCPS2), the First Nations in 
Quebec and Labrador Research Proto-
col, the Guidelines for Research with 
Aboriginal Women and the Toolbox of 
Research Principles in an Indigenous 
Context.

Chapter 9 of the Tri-Council Policy 
Statement: Ethical Conduct for Re-
search Involving Humans (2018) fo-
cuses on “Research Involving the First 
Nations, Inuit and Métis Peoples of 
Canada”. Four editions of the TCPS2 
have been published: 1998, 2010, 

2014 and 2018. It’s also worth remem-
bering that the first steps in research 
ethics regarding Indigenous Peoples in 
this country were only made following 
the 1996 report of the Royal Commis-
sion on Aboriginal Peoples. The ninth 
chapter of the TCPS2 aims to set guide-
lines for ethical conduct in research 
with Indigenous Peoples, in a spirit of 
respect for communities’ traditions and 
customs and of dialogue between re-
searchers and participants, without 
trying to replace the ethical principles 
and protocols developed by Indigenous 
groups. The TCPS emphasizes the im-
portance of respect for local Indigenous 
research protocols and an application 
of the principles of ownership, control, 
access and possession for research 
data (OCAP®3), allowing communities 
to protect traditional knowledge (APN, 
2007). It also accounts for the different 
experiences of Indigenous individuals 
in urban contexts (CIHR, NSERCC and 
SSHRC, 2018).

The First Nations in Quebec and Labra-
dor Research Protocol4 (AFNQL, 2014), 
the first version of which was published 
in 2005, is a tool developed for the 
managers of First Nations communities 
and regional organizations, allowing 
them to provide guidelines for research 
taking place on their territory or with 
their people and even to “evaluate the 
feasibility and acceptability of a re-
search project” (AFNQL, 2014, p. vi). 
It also seeks to raise awareness among 
First Nations communities and bod-
ies about the importance of ethically 
responsible research and of creating 
an ethical space that respects: (a) the 

fundamental values of First Nations 
in order to guide the research process 
(respect, fairness and reciprocity); and 
(b) basic research principles that con-
sider the worldview and culture of First 
Nations. This document is indirectly 
intended for the scientific community, 
inviting them to include it among the 
other documents used by their research 
institutions. While the protocol uses the 
term “community,” it does not solely 
refer to band councils; it can also in-
clude other entities, depending on the 
context of the research.

The Guidelines for Research with Ab-
original Women (QNW, 2012) docu-
ment was developed for use by In-
digenous women as well as members 
and staff at Quebec Native Women. It 
is also intended for decision-makers 
or managers within Indigenous com-
munities or in urban contexts, as well 
as researchers who want to develop a 
project involving Indigenous women. 
Its purpose is to accompany women 
in managing research project propos-
als and to help them make informed 
decisions on whether to participate in 
these projects. The document provides 
a brief summary of the context of re-
search with Indigenous women, lists 
the baseline principles that researchers 
must take into account to respect the 
specific knowledge held by Indigen-
ous women—which is essential for 
a holistic vision of the world and the 
research—and provide for their par-
ticipation from the earliest steps of a 
research project (Ibid). These guidelines 
are currently being revised.

3 This collection of principles revolves around the question of ownership, control, access and possession of (OCAP®) research processes that affect participating communities, 
as well as research data (TCPS2, 2018). It represents guidelines intended to protect the ownership and jurisdiction of First Nations over their own data and knowledge. 
This data does not only include factual information, but also culture, identity, traditions and the self-determination of Indigenous Peoples (FNIGC, 2014).

4 This document is available on UQAT’s website at the following link: https://www.uqat.ca/recherche/ethique/etres-humains/

https://www.uqat.ca/recherche/ethique/etres-humains/
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These three resources are crucial tools 
for the ethical evaluation of research 
with Indigenous Peoples in Quebec. 
However, they are not replacements 
for existing policies within First Na-
tions communities. Researchers must 
acknowledge that “First Nations must 
provide governance in terms of informa-
tion management and collective know-
ledge, which means that they must 
protect and preserve their information-
al heritage” (AFNQL, 2014, p. iii). For 
this reason, we suggest referring to an-
other tool available online: the Toolbox 
of Research Principles in an Indigenous 
Context: Ethics, Respect, Fairness and 
Reciprocity, Collaboration and Culture 
(2015, 2018). From its first edition in 
2015, the toolbox was designed to 
evolve according to the needs of the 
communities involved in issues around 
research ethics. It includes useful docu-
ments (e.g., procedures, guidelines and 
initiatives developed in Canada and 
around the world) and tools to support 
decision-making and discussions on 
these issues among community stake-
holders. This long-term and unique pro-
ject serves to document lived experien-
ces and suggest resources to facilitate 
dialogue between researchers and 
communities (FNQLHSSC, UQO, UQAT 
and DIALOG Network, 2018).

To conclude this point, research ethics 
boards can recommend trainings or 
tools on the subject of research eth-
ics as part of their educational role, as 
will be discussed later on. To that end, 
a group composed of REB members 
and UQAT staff collaborated on the 
development of a checklist to facili-

tate the analysis of research projects 
(whether directed by professors, gradu-
ate students, members of the UQAT 
community, or otherwise), particularly 
for Indigenous students who make use 
of UQAT’s different centers and cam-
puses. In this way, staff members who 
provide information to students about 
these research projects can refer to this 
internal document to ensure that the 
methodology is in accordance with ex-
isting protocols. Guidance is provided 
for essential elements to be considered. 

1.2. Ethical Issues 
and Steps towards 
Decolonizing 
Research
Due to its geographic location, UQAT 
has special ties to First Nations com-
munities; due to its history, it has also 
established close relationships with 
many Inuit communities. As a result of 
these ties, the UQAT REB is often asked 
to evaluate projects involving Indigen-
ous communities. Over the course of 
its activities, the work of its members 
has revolved around certain issues con-
cerning the three base principles of the 
TCPS2: respect for persons, concern 
for welfare and justice. While morally 
unacceptable situations are no longer 
the norm in research, human research 
ethics boards must still ensure that par-
ticipants are protected.

1.2.1. Respect for Persons
As stated in the TCPS2 (2018), “an 
important mechanism for respecting 
participants’ autonomy in research is 
the requirement to seek their free, in-
formed and ongoing consent.”  (p. 6). 
For Indigenous Peoples, the require-
ment of respect for persons has an even 
wider scope: it also includes the inter-
connection between humans and the 
natural world and includes obligations 
to maintain one’s cultural identity and 
the knowledge received from ancestors 
(Asselin and Basile, 2012, p. 335).
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This obligation is therefore of particular 
concern to UQAT’s REB from the very 
first moment it begins evaluating a 
research project involving Indigenous 
individuals. Ensuring participants can 
understand all of the information pro-
vided by the researchers, without the 
slightest ambiguity, is a major issue. 
Ensuring this level of clarity is the first 
measure to implement in order to re-
duce the chance of misunderstandings 
or even deception.  

A major factor that can act as a barrier 
to understanding is, without a doubt, 
the multilingual context of many com-
munities where traditional languages, 
English and French are used and 
understood to varying degrees. Human 
research ethics boards must ensure 
that the language of communication 
does not create a barrier to under-
standing the research and securing the 
participant’s consent. The expertise of 
Indigenous REB members is crucial in 
these cases because they, more than 
any other member, understand the par-
ticular context of communities involved 
in the research.

That being said, factors other than 
language can occlude understand-
ing information about the research 
and participant consent. As soon as a 
participant’s autonomy is “impaired 
or diminished” (CIHR, NSERCC and 
SSHRC, 2018, p. 6), the UQAT REB 
must ensure that specific precautions 
are taken. This could be the case for 
research carried out with marginalized 
Indigenous participants, due to the vul-
nerable situations they are experien-

cing (e.g., homelessness) or higher-risk 
activities they are involved in (e.g., sex 
work). Human research ethics boards 
can suggest to the research team that 
they collaborate with community or-
ganizations that work with Indigenous 
individuals to provide information to 
potential participants. After being in-
formed of the existence, objectives and 
methodology of the project, these or-
ganizations can serve as a resource to 
help marginalized Indigenous individ-
uals in need of support consider their 
participation. If this collaboration is es-
tablished early on in the research pro-
ject, it can help increase the cohesion 
of researchers, on the one hand, and 
community workers on the other. 

This is why researchers should familiar-
ize themselves with the environment 
where they wish to study before even 
beginning the process of developing 
a project related to Indigenous issues. 
This includes: 1) the social, political, 
cultural, linguistic and institutional 
context of the research; 2) research pri-
orities and needs within the community 
or communities; and 3) the different ex-
isting research protocols, so researchers 
can determine how best to integrate 
them into their process (INQ, 2017). 
Papatie and Brazeau (2012) point out 
that communities have devoted a con-
siderable amount of time to educating 
researchers (e.g., on the role of elders 
in Indigenous society, the relationship 
to land, culture, etc.) and believe that 
researchers should be more prepared 
when entering Indigenous commun-
ities. Elsewhere, Asselin and Basile 
(2012) summarized the discourse that 

emerged from the Second Seminar on 
the Ethics of Research with Indigenous 
Peoples, held at UQAT in 2011, regard-
ing best practices for recruitment and 
consent of Indigenous participants in 
research, for developing agreement 
protocols between the concerned par-
ties and for recognizing the contribu-
tions made by participants.

The first meeting with the community 
must be well planned in advance by 
the researchers (INQ, 2017) in order 
to develop a relationship of trust. From 
the start, research objectives must be 
clearly explained in layman’s terms so 
that community managers can make 
an informed decision about whether or 
not to participate in a study. At a sem-
inar on research, ethics and Indigenous 
communities organized by UQAT, some 
community managers reported that re-
search projects don’t always provide 
enough specifics on their methodol-
ogy and that predetermined timelines 
are not always realistic (Basile, Cham-
pagne, and Crépeau, 2009; Papatie and 
Brazeau, 2012). The research strategy 
must be flexible enough that research-
ers can take the time to converse with 
people, get to know them and adapt 
their approach as needed (da Silveira, 
Jacob, Pellerin and Paul, 2018; Kovach, 
2010; Lachapelle, Maltais-Thériault 
and Puana, 2018; Wilson, 2008).

1.2.2. Concern for Welfare
Researchers concerned for the wel-
fare of their participants must take a 
multitude of factors into account when 
planning their interactions: “physical, 
mental and spiritual health, as well 
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as their physical, economic and social 
circumstances. Thus, determinants of 
welfare can include housing, employ-
ment, security, family life, community 
membership and social participation.” 
(CIHR, NSERCC and SSHRC, 2018, p.7). 
For example, when we know that In-
digenous households tend to be over-
crowded (Statistics Canada, 2017), it 
could be inappropriate, even thought-
less, to suggest that a participant take 
part in a remote interview from their 
home. Studies taking place in Indigen-
ous communities, more than those situ-
ated elsewhere, must account for trad-
itional knowledge5. The research team 
must be aware of the people involved 
in their research and ensure that they 
are treated with respect and fairly por-
trayed. 

Questions of confidentiality and pro-
tection of personal data are another 
subject of interest for human research 
ethics boards, especially when partici-
pants are part of a marginalized min-
ority group. This marginalization can 
manifest as part of a larger context of 
extreme tensions—one must only think 
of the social crisis in Val-d’Or in 2015. 
Protecting participants is more crucial 
than ever in this context. For example, 
if a research project exposes some illicit 
activity by Indigenous individuals, they 
are more likely to suffer reprisals than 
non-Indigenous individuals. Because 
they may already be victims of racial 
profiling, they may also be subject to 
more active police surveillance (Public 
Inquiry Commission on relations be-
tween Indigenous Peoples and certain 
public services in Québec, 2019; On-

tario Human Rights Commission, n.d.). 
Whenever necessary, human research 
ethics boards should suggest giving an 
active role to community organizations 
that work with Indigenous individuals 
to help provide information to potential 
participants. 

Lastly, concern for welfare also includes 
positive elements, like the possibility 
of accessing benefits from research. 
Ethics boards are also responsible for 
analyzing plans for the communication 
of research findings. These must be 
presented to the Indigenous commun-
ities involved, so that their fairness can 
be evaluated by community members. 
Indigenous communities consider re-
search to be of great value and use. It 
should lead to clear benefits, such as 
developing individual skills and the 
transfer of knowledge, with the goal of 
having communities appropriate and 
apply the research findings (Asselin and 
Basile, 2018). This work should be done 
in a dynamic of reciprocity, a funda-
mental value for many Indigenous cul-
tures. For example, offering something 
in exchange for the effort required to 
mobilize community members to help 
carry out a research project (Ibid).

1.2.3. Justice
Recent scientific research is often on In-
digenous communities, without involv-
ing them as partners at every step of 
data collection. This method does not 
consider the fundamental power im-
balance between researchers, coming 
from a dominant cultural group, and 
Indigenous participants, as members of 
a minority group. 

This inequality can run counter to First 
Nations’ right to self-governance: by 
failing to return data or to consider 
community values, researchers have 
been able to hoard traditional know-
ledge that is the rightful property of 
Indigenous Peoples. In a context of 
structural inequality, specific measures 
must be taken to ensure fair and equit-
able treatment. As the TCPS2 reminds 
us, “treating people fairly and equitably 
does not always mean treating people 
in the same way.”  (CIHR, NSERCC and 
SSHRC, 2018, p. 8)

As a result, human research ethics 
boards must carefully consider the de-
gree to which the principles of owner-
ship, control, access and possession 
(OCAP®) are respected regarding re-
search data. These principles, recog-
nized by both the TCPS 2 (CIHR, NSER-
CC and SSHRC, 2018) and by the First 
Nations in Quebec and Labrador Re-
search Protocol, work toward restrict-
ing the ability of a majority group to 
build intellectual equity at the expense 
of minority communities, who are then 
deprived of that equity. It also seeks to 
attribute certain rights to communities 
that are not specifically recognized in 
studies carried out in majority con-
texts: for example, we can mention the 
data-validation procedures carried out 
with Indigenous communities. 

This validation procedure seeks to en-
sure the correctness of findings, espe-
cially if the data have been translated 
into an Indigenous language, and 
should be carried out before analyz-
ing results and before publication. If 

5 UNESCO (2007) defines traditional knowledge as: “Knowledge, innovations and practices of indigenous and local communities across the world. Developed from experi-
ence gained over the centuries and adapted to the local culture and environment, traditional knowledge is transmitted orally from generation to generation. It tends to 
be collectively owned and takes the form of stories, songs, folklore, proverbs, cultural values, beliefs, rituals, community laws, local language and agricultural practices, 
including the development of plant species and animal breeds.” (http://uis.unesco.org/en/glossary-term/traditional-knowledge)

http://uis.unesco.org/en/glossary-term/traditional-knowledge
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needed, Indigenous partners can ask to 
review the researchers’ analysis and in-
terpretations. Lastly, it’s crucial to have 
a communication strategy for sharing 
research findings using clear and ac-
cessible language so that communities 
can see the benefits of the research and 
make use of them in their environment 
(INQ, 2017).

1.3. Decolonizing 
Research in 
Indigenous Contexts
Research involving Indigenous Peoples 
has undergone a major evolution over 
the past few decades. Communities 
have taken ownership of research pro-
jects and their protocols foster the cre-
ation of an ethical environment and a 
relationship of trust between research-
ers and participants  (Kovach, 2019; 
Potts and Brown, 2015; Smith, 1999). 
The emergence of these changes has 
helped Indigenous Peoples move 
from being the subjects of research to 
stakeholders in it. These new practices 
have had an impact on reinforcing lo-
cal autonomy in communities because 
they give communities decision-mak-
ing powers over the research process 
based on their own priorities (Léves-
que, Cloutier and Salée, 2013).

Considering the spike in interest for 
Indigenous issues among researchers 
and graduate students, universities in 
Quebec, and in Canada more broadly, 
should follow UQAT’s example and re-
serve a seat on their human research 
ethics boards for an Indigenous rep-
resentative. However, our opinion re-
mains that this practice alone cannot 

contribute to decolonizing knowledge  
of and research with Indigenous com-
munities and that this work should be 
done upstream of ethics boards.

A review of the literature reveals a num-
ber of elements related to decolonizing 
research in Indigenous contexts. Ac-
cording to many authors, decoloniz-
ation requires researchers to shift the 
focus of their attention away from the 
research objectives and toward the 
community’s concerns by adopting In-
digenous perspectives, knowledge and 
methodologies (Asselin and Basile, 
2018; Kovach, 2019; Potts and Brown, 
2015; Prior, 2007; Wilson, 2008). The 
following questions have been sug-
gested as a way to guide researchers in 
their considerations:
- What culturally appropriate prac-

tices will ensure that my research 
unfolds smoothly?

- How will the methods used in my 
research contribute to establishing 
a relationship of mutual respect 
with participants and Indigenous 
communities?

- Will teaching and sharing take 
place in a reciprocal manner in this 
relationship?

- How will my practices as a re-
searcher contribute to deconstruct-
ing colonialist structures and power 
dynamics?

- How will my practices be account-
able to Indigenous bodies involved 
in the research?

As Kermoal (2018) brings up, respect 
for traditional Indigenous knowledge 
does not only apply as part of a “spe-

cial” educational project intended for 
an Indigenous audience. As institutions, 
universities have a larger scope of 
responsibility in the reconciliation pro-
cess between Canadians and Indigen-
ous communities. Because research 
contributed to the marginalization and 
dehumanization of Indigenous Peoples 
(Smith, 1999), decolonizing knowledge 
involves creating more space for In-
digenous epistemologies by integrating 
them into the curriculums of graduate 
research programs. This approach will 
allow students to understand the im-
pacts of past colonialist research on 
Indigenous “subjects” as well as the 
relationship these Peoples had with 
research. We need only cite a few ex-
amples of research funded by the Can-
adian government to support this claim, 
such as the experimental study carried 
out in the 1960s on three twelve-
year-old Inuit children with the goal of 
determining whether they were as in-
telligent as “children from the South” 
who had been educated according to 
Euro-Canadian norms (Greenwald, 
2009). Another example is the experi-
mental study carried out in the 1940s, 
this time in the field of health, in which 
nutritional specialists used underfed In-
digenous children in Manitoba residen-
tial schools to explore the health effects 
of malnutrition (McGregor, 2018; Mos-
by and Galloway, 2017). These children 
were seen as tools, and residential 
schools as laboratories to be exploited 
by researchers. These practices must 
be recognized and remembered in or-
der to understand how the colonialist 
ideology that guided Canadian policy 
at that time influenced the suffering 
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inflicted on Indigenous Peoples in the 
name of research. In short, these his-
torical elements can raise awareness 
among stakeholders in the research 
process about the importance of devel-
oping ethical strategies and help them 
understand research as a process that 
can help us move towards reconcilia-
tion.

2. UQAT and 
the Ethics 
of Research 
Involving 
Indigenous Issues
As we saw in the previous section, 
the ethical evaluation of research pro-
jects involving Indigenous participants 
must be guided by principles beyond 
those listed in the TCPS2. In this sec-
tion, we explore how the UQAT REB 
implemented practices to accomplish 
this goal. We begin by presenting the 
purpose and structure of the UQAT 
REB (section 2.1) before moving on 
to explore the history of including In-
digenous representatives on the board 
(section 2.2.). Lastly, we provide a gen-
eral overview of the research projects 
examined by the UQAT REB involving 
Indigenous Peoples.

2.1. The UQAT REB: 
Mandate, Role and 
Structure
The UQAT REB is overseen by the 
Vice-Rector for Teaching, Research and 
Creation (VRTRC). As described in the 
Institutional policy for research ethics6, 
the UQAT REB is responsible for the 
ethical evaluation of all research pro-
jects organized by the university’s re-

searchers, as well as by any researcher 
wishing to collect scientific data from 
UQAT students, teachers or staff. It 
goes without saying that UQAT’s REB 
must evaluate projects from all re-
searchers, whether they are students or 
professors. 

At its core, the UQAT REB seeks to 
analyze the degree to which a collec-
tion of principles or moral imperatives 
linked to conducting a research study 
are respected (UQAT, 2015, p. 1). Spe-
cifically, it considers respect for persons, 
concern for welfare and justice. To do 
so, three frameworks guide the board’s 
analyses and decisions: first, the Civil 
Code of Quebec, specifically section 
217; secondly, the Tri-Council Policy 
Statement (TCPS2), developed by the 
Secretariat on Responsible Conduct of 
Research (2018); thirdly, the First Na-
tions in Quebec and Labrador Research 
Protocol (AFNQL, 2014). 

Alongside its work evaluating the eth-
ics of research projects carried out at 
the University, the UQAT REB also has 
an educational role within the uni-
versity community. This role can take 
many forms, including responding to 
questions from researchers or offering 
training sessions or materials related to 
research ethics. 

The UQAT REB has fifteen members, 
both men and women, in accordance 
with the recommended composition 
laid out in article 6.4 of the TCPS2 
(2018). As such, the board includes 
seven professor members and three 
students from the RTU, all from the 

schools or institutes of UQAT. In addi-
tion to these members, the UQAT REB 
includes one person specializing in 
ethics, one person with legal expertise 
and one person representing socio-eco-
nomic diversity.

However, what sets the UQAT REB 
apart, and has for more than a decade, 
is the inclusion of two members select-
ed by Indigenous communities. These 
members don’t just evaluate research 
projects taking place in an Indigenous 
context: as full-fledged members, they 
participate in the evaluation of every 
research project submitted to the REB. 
The board chose this approach to avoid 
tokenizing its Indigenous members 
by relegating them only considering 
issues related to First Peoples. While 
their presence on the board is largely 
taken for granted today, this hasn’t al-
ways been the case. In fact, their full 
inclusion was the result of a series of 
discussions within the board.

2.2. The Presence 
of Indigenous 
Representatives on the 
UQAT REB: A History
An Indigenous professor first joined 
the UQAT REB in 2007, participating 
actively in the evaluation of research 
projects involving Indigenous issues. 
While his contributions to the board are 
undeniable, there wasn’t yet a perma-
nent, reserved seat on the board for 
an Indigenous representative. This was 
for two reasons: First, as we’ll see a bit 
later, the marked increase in research 
projects on Indigenous issues at UQAT 
didn’t really begin until around 2006-

6 The policy is available online at the UQAT REB website at the following link (in French): https://www.uqat.ca/recherche/ethique/etres-humains/doc/politique-ethique-re-
cherche-etres-humains.pdf

7 Article 21 of the Civil Code of Quebec (para. 6) states that “Consent to research that could interfere with the integrity of a person of full age incapable of giving consent 
may be given by the mandatary, tutor or curator. However, where such a person of full age is not so represented and the research involves only minimal risk, consent may 
be given by the person qualified to consent to any care required by the state of health of the person of full age.” In practice, REBs require parental consent in any project 
involving minors under the age of 14.

https://www.uqat.ca/recherche/ethique/etres-humains/doc/politique-ethique-recherche-etres-humains.pd
https://www.uqat.ca/recherche/ethique/etres-humains/doc/politique-ethique-recherche-etres-humains.pd
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2007. Second, the way that Indigenous 
issues were handled by human re-
search ethics boards in 2007 was quite 
different from today’s approach. At 
that time, chapter 9 of the TCPS2 (Re-
search Involving the First Nations, Inuit 
and Métis Peoples of Canada) hadn’t 
even been developed; only one chapter 
began to address that question (at that 
time, chapter 6). 

Two years after this professor joined 
UQAT’s REB, the First Seminar on the 
Ethics of Research with Indigenous 
Peoples was held. In that same year, 
the First Peoples Pavilion was inaugur-
ated at UQAT’s Val-d’or campus (Basile, 
Champagne, and Crépeau, 2009). The 
first edition of this ethics seminar, held 
on May 27 and 28, 2009, welcomed 
37 participants and featured discus-
sions on the expectations that local 
Indigenous communities and organiza-
tions had for researchers studying First 
Peoples, among other topics. 

Sioui (2011) notes that many ethic-
al problems were raised at that first 
seminar, bringing to light some specif-
ic sources of unease: Indigenous com-
munities were literally under siege by 
research teams from multiple Quebec 
universities; approaches to research, 
often approved in advance by funding 
partners, left very little room for dia-
logue with First Peoples; the sometimes 
redundant research often focused on 
trauma experienced by Indigenous com-
munities, without consistently referring 
to prior research on the subject carried 
out within communities; researchers 
neglected other, more compelling ele-

ments such as questions of identity, 
culture, land, environment, education 
and health; research studies had a ten-
dency to compare communities against 
one another in a detached way; and, 
finally, research was often carried out at 
breakneck speeds, pushed by timelines 
developed for funding partners rooted 
in an unforgiving standard of productiv-
ity. This expeditiousness runs counter to 
the culture of openness and exchange 
valued by Indigenous traditions.

To sum up the problem: institutions 
carry out research on Indigenous 
communities, not with Indigenous 
communities. However, as Sioui notes 
(Sioui, 2011), scientific research has a 
tremendous potential for First Peoples 
and offers compelling work opportun-
ities to community members who may 
not have a formal educational back-
ground. Due to the problems men-
tioned earlier in the text, communities 
are all too often unable to benefit sig-
nificantly from research. This brings us 
to another major ethical dilemma: how 
can community leaders evaluate the 
ethics of research proposals if they lack 
the expertise to judge their relevance 
or quality? One realistic way REBs can 
support communities would be to de-
velop short training programs, perhaps 
in the form of a series of videos or writ-
ten reference guides, that highlight the 
important elements for consideration 
when a researcher wishes to carry out 
a project in the community.

All of these problems, including the 
challenges involved in consolidating 
the next generation of Indigenous sci-

entists, demonstrate the important role 
that UQAT’s REB can play. Sioui (2011, 
p. 25) insists on the board’s education-
al mission, which must be kept at the 
forefront through a number of means.

(paraphrased from the original 
French) Of course, we understand 
that the ethics board, the univer-
sity’s REB, must play an educational 
role, because one of the mandates 
of a REB is to train people. We’re 
not here to judge research projects 
or throw them in the dustbin; we’re 
here to train people. The question 
of how we can play this educational 
role has come up in the past, and 
we considered–more in the second 
day [of the first seminar]–that it 
would be important to have one 
or two members of the university’s 
Human Research Ethics Board who 
came from [Indigenous] commun-
ities. 

This proposal was well received by 
the first seminar’s attendees, and later 
within the various institutional bodies 
at UQAT. As a result, two seats for In-
digenous representatives were added 
to the UQAT REB in the 2009-2010 
school year8: one for a permanent In-
digenous representative and the other 
for an alternate Indigenous represent-
ative. Following a public call for candi-
dates and consultation with Indigenous 
communities, the two seats were filled.

The role of social circumstances in the 
creation of these two seats should not 
be ignored. Following a country-wide 
consultation of Indigenous groups 

8 The Policy on ethical conduct for research involving humans at UQAT was changed at this time to amend the composition of the UQAT - REB (UQAT, 2009).
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and communities, a new edition of the 
TCPS2 was published in 2010, includ-
ing a more detailed chapter on research 
involving Indigenous people. It was 
widely discussed at the Second Semin-
ar on Research in Indigenous Contexts, 
held at UQAT on September 20, 2011, 
on the topic of dialogue between In-
digenous communities and researchers.

On the heels of these discussions, 
UQAT made significant updates to its 
institutional policy on ethical conduct 
for research involving humans. In so 
doing, UQAT’s intentions were to set 
itself apart within the UQ network by 
continuing to carry out research that 
is responsive to the needs of these 
communities, with the approval of 
Indigenous communities that are in-
volved (UQAT, 2015). The purpose of 
the modifications was to ensure that 
research projects involving Indigen-
ous Peoples were subject to particular 
scrutiny (UQAT, 2015). While the role of 
the Indigenous representatives within 
UQAT’s REB had already been official-
ly recognized by the university, UQAT’s 
policy updates confirmed its position.

UQAT’s institutional policy on ethical 
conduct for research involving humans 
also provided guidelines for nominating 
Indigenous representatives. Candidates 
responding to an open call must have 
the support of an Indigenous commun-
ity in order to fill one of the two re-
served seats. All other elements of the 
recruitment process follow UQAT’s REB 
standard policies.

The two Indigenous seats were filled 

for the first time from 2011-2013. The 
terms of these two first representatives 
were renewed once; both remained at 
the UQAT’s REB until 2016. Two new 
members replaced them at that time 
and remain there today. The evolu-
tion of this Indigenous presence at 
the UQAT REB occurred alongside the 
emergence of prolific research on In-
digenous issues. The next section will 
provide an overview of this research 
using the available data.

2.3. Evaluation of 
Research Projects 
Involving Indigenous 
Peoples at the UQAT 
REB
As was addressed in the first part of 
this article, the UQAT’s REB process for 
studying projects involving Indigenous 
Peoples includes ensuring the research 
team has devoted sufficient considera-
tion to the reality of Indigenous com-
munities. In general, six recurring ques-
tions guide its interactions:

• Verification that the OCAP®9 princi-
ples are respected;

• Indigenous communities and in-
dividuals can benefit from the re-
search or its findings;

• Consultation or active participation of 
Indigenous communities, community 
organizations or Indigenous groups 
affected by the project. A letter at-
testing the community’s support 
for the research is required in cases 
where the project is taking place on 
Indigenous land or under the com-
munity’s authority or supervision;

• Consideration for the particular lin-

guistic context of Indigenous com-
munities where the research will 
take place;

• In cases where research will involve 
the participation of especially vul-
nerable Indigenous individuals or 
individuals who are taking part in 
potentially illegal activities:

 • evaluation of ability to provide 
 consent;

 • implementation of enhanced 
 measures to protect participant  
 anonymity;

 • implementation of enhanced 
 measures to shield data from 
 any future legal proceedings10;

 • implementation of measures to 
  ensure that participants have 
  adequate and appropriate 
 support resources following 
 their involvement in the study;

• Overall, the presence of practices 
that seek to decolonize research 
(e.g., results validation, knowledge 
transfer, training and skills develop-
ment, etc.).

9 Respect for the principles of OCAP® must be in accordance with laws on privacy and data confidentiality, as specified in chapter 5 of the TCPS. Researchers who wish to 
share personal data with community partners must first obtain the consent of the participant in question.

10 This is in reference to the Maillé affair (2015). After researcher Marie-Ève Maillé refused to share sensitive research data with a private company, the company pursued legal 
action and obtained a court order requiring the researcher to provide access to her data, including confidential information. At first, UQAM refused to support her, but it 
capitulated following the media attention created by the court order. The matter was ultimately ruled in favour of the researcher. Given this dangerous precedent, the UQAT 
REB works to ensure that data gathered in the context of very sensitive research cannot be used to identify participants in any manner, even if seized by a third party.
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Over the last fifteen years, the volume 
of studies involving Indigenous com-
munities has grown considerably. These 
studies have been carried out both by 
professors working within different 
RTUs as well as by UQAT graduate stu-
dents (2019). The table below provides 
an overview of the number of research 
projects evaluated, sorted by field of 
study.

Looking at the data collected by the 
Vice-rectorat à l’enseignement, à la 
recherche et à la création (VRERC) 
over the years, we note that the first 
research project involving Indigenous 

issues that was evaluated by the UQAT 
REB was in the field of Applied Sciences 
(Forestry) in 2004-200511. Bear in mind 
that this research approach was stud-
ied by the UQAT’s REB due to its social 
composition12. 

Over the past fifteen years, the num-
ber of research projects on Indigenous 
issues at UQAT has evolved. In total, 
407 research projects involving human 
beings were carried out at UQAT since 
the 2004-2005 school year. Among 
that number, 72 were linked to In-
digenous issues, for a ratio of nearly 
18%. Overall, most of these studies 

are in the fields of Human and Social 
Development (HSD), Indigenous Stud-
ies and Education. Fully half of the 72 
studies were in the field of HSD. The 
School of Indigenous Studies (SIS)13 has 
conducted 13 research studies since its 
creation (Université du Québec, 2016). 
It is worth noting that the three HSD re-
search studies conducted in the 2015-
2016 school year were carried out by 
professors in the Indigenous Training 
and Program Development Unit, the 
administrative and academic body that 
preceded the SIS. 13 research projects 
were carried out in Education Sciences. 
These data present an overview of the 
research related to Indigenous issues 
that were evaluated by the UQAT REB. 
However, we are conscious that these 
findings may not be exhaustive: stud-
ies may well have included Indigenous 
participants without the research focus 
being on an Indigenous issue.  The data 
presented above doesn’t include such 
projects.

11 The 2004-2005 school year was our starting point, as the first year in which a research project on Indigenous issues was entered into the VRERC’s database.
12 In general, research projects on groundwater, forestry or mining (to give just a few examples) are not studied by the UQAT REB, even if they take place on Indigenous land, 

because data collection is not carried out with human participants.
13 The mission of the School for Indigenous Studies (SIS) is to develop university programs that respect the worldview of Indigenous Peoples, as well as teaching at every level 

of study and carrying out research in partnership with the communities.

Table I
Overview of Research on 
Indigenous Issues Evaluated 
by the UQAT REB
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3. Conclusion
This article began by presenting an overview of the ethical issues that members of human research ethics boards should concern 
themselves with when analyzing studies that take place in Indigenous contexts. We then demonstrated how this work is struc-
tured within the UQAT REB. After presenting its structure, we retraced the historical presence of Indigenous representatives on 
the board, and then presented a summary of research on Indigenous issues. We recognize that there is sufficient documentation 
proposing action plans to decolonize research, motivating us to insist that these resources be made available to communities 
and researchers. While certain methodologies can be presented as ethical cure-alls for working with marginalized populations, 
such as collaborative research or research-action, Bousquet (2019) highlights the limitations of these approaches, whose ex-
pected effects are sometimes overestimated by other members of research teams or Indigenous partners. This is why it is so 
important to consult with communities before developing a research project of this nature to ensure that partners are aware 
of the implications and that the project addresses real needs. Researchers must be aware that many communities already lack 
resources and staff to meet their needs, leaving them overburdened (Bousquet, 2019).

To conclude: universities have a crucial role to play in training the next generation of researchers to conduct research with In-
digenous peoples, regardless of their chosen field of study. These academics must be called on to recognize and reconsider the 
fact that Indigenous issues are, in fact, Canadian issues, because they are part of a colonialist historical context (Beauclair, 2015; 
Johnston, McGregor and Restoule, 2018; McGregor, 2018). This means that researchers must develop a critical posture toward 
research “on Indigenous subjects” from past decades, many of which are based on ethnocentric interpretations. It must be noted 
how this research, which often serves as a reference point for advances made a given field, failed to consider the perspective 
of those being studied. It is our opinion that future research should contribute to rebuilding an equitable relationship between 
the two parties.
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Abstract
This paper aims to inform about efforts being carried out in the Cree Nation of Chis-
asibi to create a community-based/community-driven research centre and to imple-
ment research projects and programs that reflect community concerns and interests. 
We discuss how a community of 4,600 people in Eeyou Istchee/James bay (Quebec, 
Canada) collectively decided to implement grassroots research for their own bene-
fit. We also discuss how the involvement of other research partners is negotiated 
and operationalized. In the context of research in a small community, the concept 
of Ethics can be envisioned from a broad range of points of view ranging from 
the perspective of a university ethics review board to that of a traditional hunting 
unit.  We argue that ethical research may imply the reliance on community-based 
research strategies from its beginning to its end. In studies where community mem-
bers are themselves the “subjects” of research as well as when it concerns their 
ancestral lands. The Chisasibi Eeyou Resource and Research Institute proposes a 
model and examples to conducting what is envisioned as both community-based/
community-driven research and ethical research.

The Cree Nation of Chisasibi 
(or the People of the Great River)
The Cree Nation of Chisasibi is a community of around 4,500 Cree1 and 100 Inuit 
residents located in eastern James Bay/Eeyou Istchee. Chisasibi is one of the five 
coastal communities of eastern James Bay and one of the ten Cree communities 
in Quebec. The traditional territory of the Chisasibi Iiyiyiuch (Chisasibi Crees) cov-
ers an area of 82,000 square kilometers dominated by lichen woodland from the 
eastern coast of James Bay to the center of Quebec. This territory also connects the 
James Bay to the Hudson Bay in the north. It is the traditional land of Cree and 
Inuit families since time immemorial. The youth of Chisasibi (under 30 years old) 
represent 50% of the total population and their proportion is called to grow in the 
next decade.

Lessons in Implementing ‘‘Ethics in Research’’ : 
local involvement 

in a community-based research setting

https://www.autochtones.gouv.qc.ca/nations/population.asp
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 Introduction
The desire to empower the community 
of the Cree Nation of Chisasibi toward 
scientific research was first expressed 
with the publication of the Migratory 
Bird Habitat Task Force report in March 
2016. The task force was initially cre-
ated to identify gaps in knowledge 
between scientific literature and Cree 
Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) 
in regard to the disappearance of eco-
systems important to migratory water-
fowl in James Bay, specifically that of 
the eelgrass meadows (Zostera mar-
ina). One of the report’s recommenda-
tions was for research to accommodate 
multiple world views through the cre-
ation of a community-based research 
centre. Thus, since 2016, the Chisasibi 
Eeyou Resource and Research Insti-
tute (CERRI) has constituted a small 
research team carrying out research in 
the Chisasibi territory and addressing 
the concerns and interests of commun-
ity members and active land-users with 
the help of environmental and social 
sciences. The issue of the reduction of 
migratory waterfowl habitats along the 
James Bay coast, including the loss of 
eelgrass, remains central to many of 
CERRI’s projects and has steered the 
composition of the research team. The 
organisation is overseen by a Board 
of Directors composed of community 
members and now has three full-time 
employees: an anthropologist, a mar-
ine biologist and a research assistant. 
The goal of this paper is to share how 
our organisation has developed its own 
way of integrating local ways of doing 
and local ways of knowing into scien-
tific research and the results that have 

come from this combination. The centre 
has been inspired, developed and built 
around best practices in research with 
indigenous communities, community 
members’ own experiences with re-
search on their territory and the specif-
ic needs and ambitions of the Cree 
Nation of Chisasibi.  Accordingly, three 
main components constitute CERRI’s 
community-based approach and will be 
discussed in detail throughout the text: 
youth involvement and the engage-
ment of Cree traditional land tenure; 
the development of a local culture of 
research; and the permanency of the 
research team in Chisasibi.

This paper provides an overview of 
community-based research carried out 
at CERRI over the last four years and 
highlights how past and present chal-
lenges have been overcome in order 
to conduct ethical research throughout 
the implementation of the centre.  In 
addition, we discuss how a culture of 
research specific to the community’s 
needs, interests and organization is cre-
ated through the participatory research 
approach. The article is divided into 
five sections: a description of CERRI’s 
roles in the Cree Nation of Chisasibi, an 
overview of how participatory research 
is implemented, an examination of the 
way Traditional Knowledge (TK) and 
Western scientific methodologies com-
plement each other in CERRI’s projects, 
an introduction to the CERRI Code of 
ethics and, finally, a summary of the 
challenges faced by CERRI. We posit 
that ethics in research is closely connect-
ed to cultural context and world view. 
We argue that the community-based 

and participatory research model de-
veloped by our team in Chisasibi sup-
ports a relationship between the re-
searchers and community members, 
in turn allowing the research carried 
out in Chisasibi to be deemed ethical.

How CERRI 
Came to Be
Following the recommendations of 
the 2016 Migratory Birds Habitat Task 
Force report (Migratory Birds Habi-
tat Task Force, 2016), CERRI was de-
veloped as a community-based centre 
to allow research to be conducted 
within the Chisasibi community. The 
objectives of the research centre priori-
tized the protection and preservation 
of knowledge critical to the pursuit of 
Cree traditional activities and land use. 
The report also recommended that TEK 
provided by Cree hunters and trappers 
be documented through a commun-
ity-based approach that would allow 
the data collected and the information 
created to be managed and controlled 
by the Cree, “…information should be 
shared with the other coastal and in-
land Cree communities and researchers 
as required and requested,” (p. 39). 
In addition, it was acknowledged that 
CERRI would implement research pro-
jects that would meaningfully involve 
members of the community at every 
step of the research process and that 
the centre would train younger gen-
erations to conduct field research and 
laboratory analysis.

CERRI’s founding was closely linked to 
a collective determination to conduct 
research in which Chisasibi Iiyiyiuch 
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could see themselves and which could 
empower individuals toward studying 
and engaging in the Cree way of life2  
and identity.  Central to this goal was 
the desire to see Cree TK and TEK3 be-
ing used to write the initial research 
guidelines of each project. Accordingly, 
the research design process employed 
at CERRI involves a set of steps to en-
sure the centre’s overarching goals are 
met. The first step in any of the centre’s 
projects is the consultation of TK/TEK3 

holders. The knowledge they provide 
along with the collective priorities of 
the consultees establishes the initial 
project guidelines and steers its de-
sign (Figure 1). Additionally, areas of 
interest to community members are 
continuously discussed and compiled 
in an ever-growing list of research 
topics at CERRI.  These topics are re-
viewed at the outset of a given study in 
order to determine whether the study 
can be adapted to examine certain re-
curring themes pulled from this bank 
of inquiries. The CERRI research team 
then seeks out research partners and 
collaborators. The spirit behind these 
partnerships is one of co-creation of 
knowledge between two different 
knowledge systems (Western Science 
and Cree Traditional Knowledge) ex-
isting as equals and being utilized in 
a complementary fashion (see Tengö, 
et al., 2014). Projects are developed 
with different partners under the prem-
ise that research should have positive 
impacts on the community not only 

through its results, but through the 
way in which it is conducted, “...the 
process of research [is] as important to 
the project as its outcomes,” (Jacklin 
& Kinoshameg, 2008, p. 55). Collab-
orators are thus asked to leave some 
expertise with the community in the 
form of various types of legacies that 
can be appropriated by the youth and 
their families. We offer strategies to 
reach this objective through culturally 
meaningful research logistics, relevant 
research topics and local youth involve-
ment. This can include the production 
of pamphlets on research results or the 
creation of short subject-specific teach-
ing curriculae which can be taught in 
local schools and which make clear the 
link between research subjects and the 
Cree way of life. Such subjects include 
hunting and fishing activites, travelling 
on the ice or the sea, wildlife behav-
iour, bush-food quality, water quality, 
etc. The intention has been to make 
explicit the link between activities that 
are familiar to the youth and their fam-
ilies and the objectives and results of 
research projects. An example of this, 
as a result of one of CERRI’s ongoing 
studies, was to explain to high school 
students the links between ecosystem 
productivity, the sugar content in plants 
and the taste and quality of the water-
fowl they hunt. 

2 The literature on the Cree way of life (specifically the Eastern James Bay Crees of Quebec) is extremely vast and dates back to the beginning of the century with the immense 
contribution of Franck Speck’s fieldwork, among others, and that which was carried out between the 1950s and 1980s (Leacock, 1954; Feit, 1973; Berkes, et al., 1978). The 
papers in Anthropologica Vol. 28 (1986) “Who Owns the Beaver? Northern Algonquian Land Tenure Reconsidered” also contributed to the study of the Cree way of life in 
Eastern James Bay. In the context of the present paper, however, this term is used in the way that it is used by Chisasibi Iiyiyiuch, to refer to their collective traditional way of 
life or Iiyiyiu Pimatseewin rather than how this way of life has been described by scientists.

3 Similarly to the use of “Cree way of life”, the use of the terms TK and TEK are quite vast and are usually employed in the way they are used by community members to differ-
entiate scientific knowledge from Cree knowledge. Therefore, in the context of this paper, Traditional Knowledge designates the collective knowledge of the Cree concerning 
their way of life and their history, while Traditional Ecological Knowledge refers to the collective knowledge specific to natural ecosystems, wildlife and their dynamics.
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CERRI’s Varied 
Roles

Research initiator 
and research support
CERRI’s primary role is that of research 
support and a research initiator for the 
community. This means that it welcomes 
collaboration with outside organizations 
when it is meaningful to the community 
and, that it conducts its own research 
projects. At the moment these projects 
include topics in anthropology, archae-
ology and coastal ecology. Research 
facilities include a laboratory and an 
office space in the community as well 
as a land-based education camp and 
field laboratory on the James Bay coast. 
Each field intervention is an opportunity 
to hire young community members and 
have them experience the practice of 
research firsthand. These youth are re-
cruited among the families of each Chis-
asibi trapline4. As a result, in addition to 
obtaining meaningful personal experi-
ences of science in the field, the youth 
become the resource people for the pro-
ject among their trapline peers and their 
families. Interactions around research 
projects promote horizontal knowledge 
transmission between community mem-
bers and researchers as well as between 
the researchers themselves and their 
co-researchers (usually youth trainees). 
Further, these interactions allow for ver-

tical knowledge transmission between 
different generations of land-users.

Safe data repository 
The second role played by CERRI is that 
of a safe repository for data collected in 
the community and for research results 
obtained through different projects. In-
formation collected by researchers is 
stored electronically or filed in a locked 
room5. Access to data is approved by 
the CERRI board or in some cases by 
the original source that shared it. Access 
control becomes fundamental when the 
data consist of TK and TEK collected 
through interviews. Researchers are 
often asked by interviewees to maintain 
confidentiality regarding certain pieces 
of oral history, toponymic information, 
family history, etc. Access control ensures 
a physical location to safeguard this in-
formation. CERRI has designed a data 
management system that can tag each 
data entry with the knowledge sharer’s 
identity or an anonymous source num-
ber. This allows interviewees to remain 
the owners of the data indefinitely and 
they may ask to have it deleted from the 
CERRI database at any time. This system 
is meant to allow for the development 
of a trusting relationship between in-
formants and researchers while simul-
taneously reinforcing researchers’ re-
spect of the informants’ knowledge. This 
realization about the importance of trust 

in community-based research caused 
the founders of the research centre to 
imagine a location where community 
members could bring their questions 
as well as their personal or collective 
knowledge and where, in return, train-
ing would be offered in order to increase 
local research capacity. The outcome of 
these efforts slowly become tangible as 
the family members of traplines where 
research was being conducted began 
to feel comfortable enough to pay fre-
quent visits to the research centre of-
fices and address new concerns with 
the researchers. An increasing number 
of trapline leaders - kiniwaapimaakin 
(Tallyman) and paaschichaauchimaau 
(Goose Boss) – have also consulted the 
research centre to initiate new research 
on their traplines and to write research 
proposals and grant requests. Slowly 
but surely, a culture of research is being 
developed around the research cen-
tre and ideally, in time, the community 
will fully appropriate CERRI as its own. 
A healthy culture of research should re-
flect the intentions, concerns and motiv-
ations of the Chisasibi Iiyiyiuch as well 
as their collective world views and ways 
of knowing (Ormiston, 2010). This is 
the standard by which CERRI judges its 
own success and is what differentiates 
its approach from that of the helicopter 
research model (see Robertson, et al., 
2004)6.

Figure 1. Co-creation of knowledge process in community-based research.

4 Traplines refer to territorial divisions registered in the 1930s and 1940s across Eeyou Istchee for the purpose of managing fur resources. However, the reality of Cree territorial 
occupation is far more complex than has been traditionally acknowledge. This is notably represented in the goose hunting territories that can exist within or between traplines. 
Leadership roles in the traplines are normally designated in agreement between the head of each of the families. The Chisasibi territory is divided into 40 traplines (10 coastal 
traplines and 30 inland traplines). These have usually been occupied by the same families since time immemorial. 

5 A well-documented example of a similar repository is the Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islander Data Archive (https://www.atsida.edu.au/).
6 Robertson describes the helicopter researcher as one that will, “...[drop] in for the study period and [exit] quickly afterward, leaving behind little or no work product that is 

directly useful to the community,” (Robertson, et al., 2004, p. 507 ).

Consult TK/TEK holders
Determine areas of 

research of interest to 
community members

Seek research 
partners (Funding 

agencies,promoters, 
universities)

Two knowledge 
systems (Werstern 

and TK/TEK) Co-creation 
knowledge

(Lévesque & Apparico 2013, Tengö 
et al. 2014, Schuttenberg & Guth 

2015, Basile et al. 2018)

https://www.atsida.edu.au/
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Reviewer of outside 
organizations’ 
research 
The third role of CERRI is to assist lo-
cal leadership in evaluating research 
projects originating outside the com-
munity. With few exceptions since the 
1970s, research in Chisasibi has typ-
ically been initiated and conducted 
by outsiders, including consultants 
employed by Hydro-Québec and the 
Société d’Énergie de la Baie James 
(SEBJ) as well as southern universi-
ties. Some of these researchers have 
long-standing relationships with com-
munity members through which they 
operationalize their research projects 
without always informing local leader-
ship (e.g. the Band Council) of their 
presence. Others will simply show up in 
the community and in the best cases, 
ask for a support letter from the Chief 
and Council which is frequently reused 
later on for different projects without 
updating local leadership on new pro-
jects. CERRI works to actively abandon 
the helicopter researcher model of sci-
entific work in northern and First Nation 
communities by establishing two com-
mittees to evaluate research projects in 
the community and to advise the chief 
and council about these projects. The 
first committee is composed of trusted 
members of the scientific community 
and it evaluates the quality of research 
projects and provides expertise and 
suggestions. The second committee 
is composed of community members 
and it presents an opinion to Chief 
and Council. The second committee’s 
role is fundamental in determining if a 
proposed study reflects local concerns 

and interests as well as the types of 
potential impacts (positive or negative) 
on the community and on participating 
individuals. Research objectives and 
research protocols are evaluated for 
their emancipatory and empowerment 
potential (Khanlou & Peter, 2005). This 
may take different meanings that in 
turn may evolve with time. In essence, 
projects should be evaluated for their 
capacity to answer to the collective in-
terests and common needs that exist 
in the community. Project designs and 
objectives should support community 
members in achieving their collective 
goals and be aligned with their am-
bitions. These reviews also provide an 
opportunity to create synergy between 
different projects. Taken together, these 
varied roles allow CERRI to address lo-
cal needs through scientific expertise 
and to increase the meaningfulness 
and fitness of studies carried out in 
Chisasibi.

Participative 
Research and 
Recruitment 
Strategies
Another differentiating approach taken 
by CERRI is its strategy for recruiting 
community partners. Empowering com-
munity members through research is 
one of the centre’s main objectives and 
is at the core of its vision. The research 
centre must operationalize research 
projects in such a way that they can 
easily be appropriated by the partici-
pants. This is achieved by designing re-
search with the trapline leadership from 
the beginning. Traplines in Chisasibi, as 
elsewhere in Eeyou Istchee7, represent 

traditional social units8 composed of 
one or many families/clans that organ-
ize land-use activities and occupancy 
within known territorial boundaries. The 
involvement at the trapline level encour-
ages retention of participants through a 
system that speaks to their identity. By 
doing it this way CERRI ensures:
• that studies reflect concerns at a 

local level (usually at the trapline 
level).

• that any expenses directly benefit 
trapline members.

• that all trapline members are kept 
abreast of research developments.

• that any training or field experience 
in a trapline is given to participants 
that will continuously use it and oc-
cupy the land (e.g. field assistants).

• that place-based (local) knowledge 
(Peloquin & Berkes, 2009), Trad-
itional Knowledge, and Traditional 
Ecological Knowledge (see Dudg-
eon & Berkes, 2003) are included 
from the beginning and throughout 
the research.

The use of such a system is reflected 
in the scale of the studies conducted 
so far. Time and effort are concentrat-
ed on single traplines to access deeper 
knowledge and, hopefully, to explore 
research topics holistically. In this con-
text, “holistic” refers to the melding of 
the western scientific perspective and 
the Cree perspective. Both sets of infor-
mation complement each other to cre-
ate an objective picture that accommo-
dates both world views. Studies at the 
trapline level allow information from a 
greater number of sources with varying 
degrees of knowledge of a single area 

7 Eeyou Istchee refers to the Cree territory. In the context of this paper, it is used to refer to the territory of the Eastern James Bay Cree. 
8 The ancientness and significance of Algonquian territorial organization as it exists today has been the focus of continued interest by scholars since the 1950s (Leacock, 1954). 

Cree land tenure was the subject of a series of publications in Anthropologica entitled ‘’Who Owns the Beaver? Northern Algonquian Land Tenure Reconsidered’’ in 1986. 
Recently, a follow-up series revisiting the subject 30+ years later was published in the same journal (Anthropologica, 2018).
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(e.g. one trapline). In past projects in 
Chisasibi, studies touching on subjects 
related directly or indirectly to TEK have 
generally been conducted at larger 
scales and have only used one or two 
sources per trapline, typically the Tally-
men. Although, as a general tendency, 
information stemming from TK and 
TEK provide CERRI research projects 
with the initial hypotheses and work-
ing premises, most of the commun-
ity-based research happens inductively 
rather than deductively. The proximity 
of researchers to the areas of study 
allows for additional time spent with 
participants and permits easy access to 
locations mentioned in interviews.  

Further, embracing a holistic approach 
to research and having readily avail-
able researchers in the community 
has allowed CERRI to easily divers-
ify research avenues when new ideas 
emerge or different worldviews unveil 
interconnectedness as a result of newly 
shared knowledge. This has been a 
common occurrence during field sam-

pling and has allowed for the expan-
sion of sampling grids in areas where 
ecosystem interconnectivity was not 
initially acknowledged. This knowledge 
transmission, embedded in a neces-
sarily trusting relationship between 
researchers and knowledge bearers, al-
lows for Cree traditional environmental 
indicators to open vast new ways of 
understanding ecology, climate, wild-
life, management and more9. 

Developing 
a Holistic 
Approach
The community-based approach relies 
on addressing local concerns and in-
terests in order to combine Cree know-
ledge with western scientific methodol-
ogies.  As stated at the beginning of this 
text, the issue of changing ecosystems 
and their influence on coastal and 
near-coastal waterfowl habitats has 
been central to CERRI’s projects. One 
project in particular exemplifies how 
the relationship between research-
ers and the land-users of one trapline 

can create opportunities to connect 
local concerns with research projects. 
In the case of this project, CERRI was 
able to combine research into marine 
ecosystems with the exploration of an 
archaeological site. Figure 2 exem-
plifies how the investigation of newly 
discovered archaeological features re-
lated to waterfowl hunting on one of 
the coastal traplines. In this case, the 
melding of the two knowledge systems 
allowed researchers to position the site 
in the broader region and surrounding 
landscape, thus offering a relative date 
of occupation based on isostatic up-
lift rates and creating a paleoclimatic 
illustration of waterfowl feeding and 
staging areas at the scale of the trap-
line. This project also connected TEK of 
the landscape and coastal ecosystems, 
of migratory waterfowl behavior, and of 
historical hunting practices with geo-
morphological theory in order to create 
a datable understanding of settlement 
strategies and how they have adapt-
ed to changing coastal landscapes. 
This project allowed the connection of 

9 Examples of how new measurable indicators or monitoring programs are created using both TK and local knowledge exist in the literature, notably on the timing and mon-
itoring of climate change (see Laidler, 2006), wildlife monitoring (see Gagnon & Berteaux, 2009; Moller, et al., 2004), environmental management methods (see Berkes, et 
al., 2000; Bronzidio, 2008; Gadgil, et al., 2003) and ecological restoration (see Uprety, et al., 2012).

Land-user/Community Member Concerns and Interests
 Traplines members discover structures commonly found in coastal areas in the hinterland.

What do Cree TK/TEK, Oral History and Toponymy Tell Us About This? 
 Nature of the structure, traditional landscape analysis, TEK on waterfowl migratory behavior; feeding habitats, oral history of surroundings, 

social organization in waterfowl hunting and settlement patterns, etc.

Scientific Tools to Complement Cree Knowledge
 Geomorphology | Models of isostatic uplift in the region and relative dating of the prime landscape configuration for waterfowl hunting. 

Archaeology | Recording and mapping of the structures.
Anthropology | Compilation of the Cree knowledge and the scientific results

Figure 2. Steps in the co-creation of knowledge in the context of an archaeological investigation 
into an ancient waterfowl hunting site.
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ancient settlement patterns to more 
recent concerns about disappearing 
marine ecosystems (i.e. the eelgrass 
meadows of James Bay) by providing a 
traceable connection between current 
and approximately 400-year-old Cree 
hunting practices. The scientific tools 
and the knowledge shared by the land-
users fed into one another leading to 
more complete results. The isostatic up-
lift rates allowed the creation of maps 
of paleolandscapes while the archaeo-
logical methods employed helped to 
systematically gather data on the site. 
Each of these was then interpreted 
using TEK to determine the optimal 
landscape and surrounding waterfowl 
habitat configuration to justify occupa-
tion of the site. Following this, TEK and 
oral histories using the relative dates 
of occupation provided specific infor-
mation on hunting weaponry, hunting 
strategies, seasonal hunting patterns, 
demography, etc. creating a rich por-
trait of human occupation at the site 
and in the region that would not have 
otherwise been possible.

Figure 3. CERRI biologist and Chi-
sasibi trapper sampling in the 
near-coastal area.

Youth Involvement 
and Trapline Identity
The operationalization of this project, 
like others undertaken since 2016, was 
an opportunity for three youths from 
the trapline’s families to participate in 
two field visits where they learned skills 
related to field recording techniques, 
geomorphology and landscape analy-
sis, as well as the use of scientific tools 
(see Figure 3). Because of the presence 
of an elder, it was also an occasion for 
them to witness firsthand how Cree 
knowledge about landscape analysis 
and wildlife behaviour can be inter-
twined with scientific methodologies to 
provide new understandings of ques-
tions of interest to both the land-users 
and the research team (e.g. changes 
in the ecosystems induced by isostatic 
uplift). Returning to their families and 
their peers, these youth had become 
experts in the project and could discuss 
related topics in depth including their 
ancestral lands and their trapline hist-
ory (see Figure 4). Youth involvement in 

the context of CERRI’s project has been 
organized to call upon youths’ sense 
of belonging and family/clan identity, 
something that funding corporations 
have typically overlooked in participa-
tory research in Chisasibi. Considering 
the important proportion of individuals 
under 30 years old in Chisasibi (around 
50%), building scientific capacity local-
ly necessarily involves engaging the 
younger generation of the community 
and empowering them toward the re-
search that happens on their territory.  

Knowledge Gaps and 
Shifting Baselines
Projects undertaken by CERRI address 
knowledge gaps within the commun-
ity: both between generations and 
between Crees that have experienced 
the traditional way of life at different 
intensities. Generally speaking, what 
cultural ecologists have called the 
Shifting Baseline Syndrome10 (Bender, 
et al., 2013; Pauly, 1995; Saenz-Arroyo, 
et al., 2005) is well acknowledged by 
community members and both the ob-
jectives and designs of projects allow 
CERRI to tackle it. In the centre’s case, 
this is notably present in questions 
that touch on migratory waterfowl 
harvesting. For example, the changing 
coastal ecology of the James Bay and 
its impact on Cree harvest levels are 
understood very differently depending 
on hunters’ generations and levels of 
experience because of the fact that, “...
[as] one generation replaces another, 
peoples’ perception of what is natural 
changes even to the extent that they 
no longer believe historical anecdotes 
of past abundance or size of species,” 

10 In an article on fisheries, Pauly describes the Shifting Baseline Syndrome as arising, “...because each generation of fisheries scientists accepts as a baseline the stock size and 
species composition that occurred at the beginning of their careers, and uses this to evaluate changes. When the next generation starts its career, the stocks have further 
declined, but it is the stocks at that time that serve as a new baseline,” (1995, p.430). In the case of Cree hunters, for example, the baseline imagined by younger hunters will 
have shifted from the older hunters’ experiences in numbers of Canada geese (Branta canadensis) that used to migrate along the James Bay coast.
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(Saenz-Arroyo, et al., 2005, p.1957). 
Documenting TK, TEK, and place-based 
oral history from the more experienced 
land-users to create environmental 
baselines and culturally relevant meas-
urable indicators of ecosystem change 
helps to address this gap. This is even 
more relevant when one considers the 
unique legislation surrounding Cree 
harvesting, particularly the levels of 
harvest guaranteed to Cree benefici-
aries by the James Bay and Northern 
Quebec agreement (Hydro-Québec 
and Québec, 1998)11. These baselines 
and the documentation of change are 
vital for the protection of these rights, 
“...[such] rapid shifts in perception of 
what is natural help explain why so-
ciety is tolerant of the creeping loss 
of biodiversity,” (Saenz-Arroyo, et al. 
2005, p. 1957). Involving youth in this 
process educates and empowers them 
in promoting conservation from a place 

of knowledge and gives them tools to 
set appropriate targets for restoration.

Code of Ethics 
in Research and 
Collaboration 
(CERC)
The key principles for the implemen-
tation of projects by CERRI’s research 
team as well as the development of col-
laborations with outside organizations 
were included in the Code of Ethics in 
Research and Collaborations (CERC) in 
the early days of the centre. The primary 
objective of the CERC is to elicit com-
munity involvement and engagement 
as the main parameters of the evalu-
ation of a research project and, even 
more importantly, to propose specific 
ways of implementing it in Chisasibi. 
 

Guiding principles
CERRI’s code of ethics includes topics 
similar to those found in the Tri-Coun-
cil Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct 
for Research Involving Humans (CIHR, 
NSERC and SSHRC, 2018) (TCPS2) or 
other ethical guidelines typically used 
by ethics boards at universities. These 
include security and well-being of the 
informants, confidentiality, justice, in-
formed consent, etc. (see Khanlou & 
Peter, 2005). The TPCS2 aims to cover 
all research across Canada and in-
cludes a section on research with in-
digenous peoples that states that its 
existence is “[…] is not intended to 
override or replace guidance offered 
by Indigenous people themselves” 
(2018:107). It is meant to offer an in-
itial framework for ethics in research in 
the absence of better knowledge but 
does not have the pretention to take 
into account the extreme variability 
of local ethical considerations across 
the country. The CERC aims to address 
these considerations in Chisasibi. The 
CERC’s originality comes from the in-
clusion of specific strategies to respond 
to community requests for studies car-
ried out by CERRI scientists or external 
collaborators such as universities, re-
search centres, consultants, or funding 
agencies. By compiling an on-going 
list of concerns stemming from com-
munity members and land-users who 
occupy a vast and diverse territory as 
well as through its permanent presence 
in the community, CERRI is in a unique 
position to address specific needs and 
interests. These needs and interests go 
beyond the scope of the traditional use 
of a one-time consultation when en-

11 The James Bay and Northern Quebec agreement is a land claim settlement that was negotiated between the Nunavik Inuit, the Eastern James Bay Crees and the Province of 
Quebec in the midst of hydroelectric development that begin in James Bay in the 1970s (Hydro-Québec and Québec, 1998).

Figure 4. Youth participant and Elder participating to a project on 
ancient waterfowl hunting blind on a Chisasibi trapline
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gaging in discussion with potential col-
laborators. In that respect, the guiding 
principles include statements surround-
ing mutual listening and the need for 
relevant research projects. Community 
members are therefore seen, not as 
research subjects, but as equal collab-
orators that can contribute to research 
objectives and design; a standard 
increasingly adopted by researchers 
working with indigenous communities, 
but which remains far from ubiquitous. 
The CERC is a living document that is 
called to evolve and we acknowledge 
that efforts are continuously required 
to better portray local conceptions of 
what is ethical research.

Research validation, 
use and ownership
In order to avoid the misuse of in-
formation, the CERC requires that 
research projects include a process 
through which sources can validate the 
interpretation of data gathered. Misin-
terpretation and subsequent misrepre-
sentation of opinions and knowledge 
can easily happen, especially at the 
confluence of knowledge systems and 
linguistic differences. The validation 
employed by CERRI may take various 
shapes, with the most common form 
being validation interviews summariz-
ing data collected through interviews 
and following researchers’ interpreta-
tion. This ensures that the interviewee 
may point out misinterpretations of the 
knowledge communicated on the part 
of researchers.

A statement on the ownership and use 
of information by the researcher is also 
required. In cases were TK and TEK are 

concerned, the guiding principle is that 
the knowledge holder(s) should retain 
control of the use of the information 
after it is shared. This implies that they 
may have a say in its use in any future 
publications or grant requests. CERRI 
may play a role in maintaining this con-
nection between the informant and the 
researcher over time.

Relevance of research 
objectives
We argue that the principles that jus-
tify fundamental research do not apply 
unilaterally to research in Chisasibi, 
“Science, in the hands of the dominant 
culture, claims to be neutral but can be 
used by researchers in ways that are 
not always acceptable to indigenous 
peoples,” (Chennells, 2015). This can 
be negotiated through the co-design of 
research but also through the relevance 
of research topics. These topics might 
come as requests from community 
leadership or be determined through 
community consultation or discussed 
with community organizations such as 
CERRI. When done in the early stages 
of project design it is unlikely that any 
willing researcher would be incapable 
of including community concerns and 
interests in their project.

Dissemination of 
results
Community presentations, pamphlets 
and solution-oriented reports are some 
of the means that are offered to ex-
ternal researchers by which to share 
the results of their studies. These are 
critical in dismantling the helicopter re-
searcher model in that they ensure the 
long-lasting nature of the relationship 

between scientists and the commun-
ity. They also allow for the measure of 
outputs and the impacts of research. 
Including community co-researchers as 
coauthors in publications in scientific 
journals is another way to pay tribute 
to their knowledge and establish this 
relationship, ”…by placing value on 
local knowledge, academic researchers 
become open to other ways of know-
ing, other ways of doing, and as a re-
sult are involved in the production of 
knowledge that is unique...” (Jacklin & 
Kinoshameg, 2008, p. 62). This implies 
that researchers will communicate re-
sults and outcomes in terms and ways 
that will be understood and to which 
community members will relate.

Local involvement
The most difficult element to include 
in external project designs, and one 
which is a great barometer to evalu-
ate researchers’ willingness to work 
with community members, is the in-
volvement of locals, ideally youth. 
The hiring and training of community 
co-researchers represents time and 
effort for researchers and differs from 
the model with which many research-
ers have traditionally worked (Fisher & 
Thomas, 2003). As a result, this is one 
of the most important components in 
making any project truly community 
based. Involving locals allows for con-
tinuous input from the community into 
the research proceedings as it creates 
a daily link with the researcher as well 
as a legacy in skill and capacity that is 
transmitted to the community. CERRI’s 
trapline-based approach makes the re-
cruitment of participants both easier 
and more meaningful.
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12 See “Indigenous Allyship: An Overview” (Smith, et al.,2015) for a guide to the role of Indigenous Ally.

Challenges to 
Implementation
Many challenges experienced by the 
community as a whole, and some wit-
nessed directly by CERRI, led to the 
centre’s creation.  These have also 
influenced the way the organization 
operationalizes research. These chal-
lenges include the ways in which some 
research projects have been conducted 
in the past, the reactions of community 
members to the behaviours or attitudes 
of some researchers, and the nego-
tiation of ownership of raw data and 
research results between collaborators 
(academics and funding agencies) and 
Chisasibi knowledge holders.  These 
problematic issues have had a major 
influence on the way research is con-
ducted at CERRI and they are, accord-
ingly, each addressed by the centre.

Territoriality among 
researchers
In the past and even since the creation 
of CERRI, the community of Chisasibi 
has dealt with a culture of territorial-
ity among some southern researchers 
when it comes to projects related to 
certain scientific fields in James Bay 
and with the Eastern James Bay Cree. 
This unfortunate research culture has 
ranged from unspoken agreements 
between academics about who could 
work in the region to active intimida-
tion of scholars unaware of the “sys-
tem” in place and how it functioned. 
Building upon their personal relation-
ships in Cree communities, researchers 
have been able to limit other interested 
scholars’ access to Cree communities. 
This situation had become such that 
scholars directly invited by Cree com-

munities were reportedly bullied into 
refusing any involvement. On occasion, 
established scholars have even refused 
to involve their graduate students in 
projects for fear of negative impacts on 
their budding careers. 

This unfortunate situation came as a 
surprise to many in the Cree commun-
ity, notably to Chisasibi leadership, as 
they had been kept in the dark about 
this unspoken system’s existence.  This 
behaviour by researchers is even more 
deplorable when we consider that these 
types of behaviour toward First Nations 
have been widely condemned by aca-
demics (see Jacklin & Kinoshameg, 
2008; Scott & Receveur, 2005). The 
discovery of these behaviours among 
researchers understandably led some 
in Chisasibi to unilaterally reject col-
laboration with research teams and has 
thus strongly hindered local research. 
One can argue that these power dy-
namics amongst outside researchers 
are infantilizing towards the local com-
munity. Especially considering that they 
involve withholding the control of stud-
ies from concerned local individuals 
and leaving them in a passive position 
regarding research that directly affects 
them. Hopefully, this state of affairs has 
in fact changed since being brought to 
light and is now relegated to the past, 
but it is fundamental to understand-
ing the measures taken by Chisasibi to 
support its self-determination in con-
ducting research on its territory and 
with its people, of which CERRI forms a 
part. Overcoming wariness to research 
in this context is a long and frustrat-
ing process for all parties, but these 
challenges should not be seen as an 

impediment to developing meaningful, 
constructive and trusting relationships 
between researchers and community 
members.

Resistance to research
Reversing this trend and building a 
healthy research culture in the com-
munity has been an ongoing challenge 
and is what led CERRI to propose its 
code of ethics. Without engaging in 
any coercive measures, CERRI pro-
posed guidelines for community-based 
and community-driven research, a 
best-practice guide of sorts, part of 
which is discussed in this text. The cen-
tre’s implementation has also helped to 
guide researchers toward a single en-
tity that serves as a scientific hub that 
can report to community leadership on 
outside research whenever requested.

The centre’s presence in the commun-
ity places researchers in the role of 
an ally12. This entails that researchers 
might play a, “...supportive rather than 
a leading role in projects and publica-
tions,” (Hyett, et al., 2018 620). The re-
sistance and wariness toward research 
are mitigated through allyship and 
mutual listening. Hyett, et al., (2018) 
explain that in order for this mutual re-
lationship to be meaningful and exist 
in the long term, researchers must 
have, “...a will to make mistakes and 
be uncomfortable,” (p. 619), review 
their own paradigms, and transcend 
their worldviews before experiencing 
research through indigenous method-
ologies.
In addition to their empirical value, 
indigenous methodologies are about 
“restoring power and control,” (Hyett, 
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et al., 2018, p. 619) and indigenizing 
the research process. This also means 
restoring world views that indigenous 
community members have themselves 
rejected to the benefit of western per-
spectives on science. Indigenizing re-
search, in the context of Chisasibi and in 
the experience of CERRI, has also meant 
dealing with one form or another of in-
ternalized colonialism: a clash between 
the perspectives of traditional land-
users and modern governance. In the 
midst of colonization and the decrease 
in land occupancy for some, indigeniz-
ing research thus becomes an attempt 
to reverse the trend in the loss of Trad-
itional Knowledge as well as in the loss 
of trust in Traditional Knowledge. 

Data ownership and 
intellectual property
Another issue that has represented 
a challenge to the development of a 
healthy culture of research has been the 
question of research ownership. In re-
cent decades, scholars working in social 
sciences and conducting interviews have 
asked participants to sign consent forms 
for the use of their information. Despite 
this, a sentiment of wariness concerning 
the subsequent use of the information, 
particularly when its concerns TK and 
TEK, is strongly felt among community 
members interviewed. It has been the 
opinion of some community members 
that scholars make their careers and 
the careers of their graduate students 
by using Cree TK without it positively 
impacting the initial sharers of the in-
formation. This lack of control over the 
use of TK and TEK once it is shared with 
researchers as well as its misuse—nota-
bly when researchers do not grasp its full 
meaning or context—has been a fre-

quently discussed topic with community 
members as well as in the scientific lit-
erature (Brush, 1996; Clapperton, 2016; 
Riley, 2005; Wenzel, 1999). 

The complexity of this topic may stem 
from the nature of TK or TEK itself. 
Traditionally these types of knowledge 
have been documented following an 
extractivist approach. However, with 
the increase in awareness of scientific 
research in Chisasibi, concerns regard-
ing “intellectual property” have been 
brought forward by participants, which 
at times has caused frustration on the 
part of investigators and research pro-
moters. The idea that TK/TEK is deemed 
worthy of being protected as “intel-
lectual property” in the cultural con-
text in which it is shared, in the same 
way a patent would be in the western 
world, is sometimes met with disbelief 
and misunderstanding. Indeed, the ab-
sence of intellectual property protect-
ive measures related to TK and TEK is 
widespread in research with indigen-
ous people (Brush, 1996) but we have 
attempted to mitigate this lack through 
the design of our database and the 
written agreements we make with 
interviewees concerning the control of 
their data and their ability to withdraw 
it. This is also negotiated with funding 
agencies that may require the sharing 
of the raw data which can contain cul-
turally sensitive or secret knowledge.
These experiences have helped to 
structure the way CERRI is organized 
and how studies are built. Much resist-
ance has come from individuals and or-
ganizations accustomed to conducting 
research in Chisasibi in their own way. 
For example, researchers often resist 
the involvement of youth in their re-

search projects because of the coordin-
ation challenges it presents and the 
short timeframes of their studies. We 
believe that this is mainly due to a lack 
of knowledge about how to meaning-
fully engage the community rather than 
a deliberate rejection of their participa-
tion. Another example of this can be 
seen in the integration of TK/TEK into 
research projects. 

Many studies originate from commun-
ity concerns related to environmental 
issues that touch them directly, which 
are relayed to local and then regional 
leadership. Despite this, research often 
begins without first acknowledging 
community members’ specific issues 
and thus produces results that are not 
always relevant to the initial concerns. 
A specific example of this can be seen 
on the subject of the disappearance 
of coastal marine habitat. In this case, 
ecologists and biologists concentrated 
on the presence, absence and density 
of the flora rather than on its nutrition-
al value and its qualities to attract har-
vested wildlife, which was much more 
relevant to hunters’ concerns regard-
ing this particular plant.  Nonetheless, 
currently things are evolving toward 
a healthier relationship between the 
community as a whole and researchers. 
New research partnerships have been 
built on the ideals of mutual respect, 
equality and sharing the benefits of re-
search. It is our hope that CERRI will 
play an increasingly large role in estab-
lishing meaningful communication and 
collaboration between research teams 
and community members by negotiat-
ing each side’s priorities.
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Conclusion
Three elements of CERRI’s approach in Chisasibi have been identified as pillars to adequately support the community-based 
approach. First, its insight into youth involvement through the engagement of trapline identity and the efforts in capacity de-
velopment in fields of interest at the trapline, clan or family level. Second, the development of a culture of participatory research 
and a relationship of trust between the CERRI research team and land-users/community members. Third, the proximity and 
permanence of CERRI in Chisasibi, which allows the local research team to precisely define and adapt research objectives as 
they are meaningful to Chisasibi Iiyiyiuch and to obtain constant feedback on all endeavours. The sense of accountability the 
research team feels to the community is also heightened through this.
The Code of Ethics in Research and Collaboration is also a valuable tool for Chisasibi to be able to define the research carried 
out as “community-based and participatory”. It provides guidelines and strategies for what is considered ethical in the context 
of research in the community. In return, it allows researchers to produce what is locally considered as valuable, ethical and 
meaningful new knowledge. As for the willingness and sincerity of the researchers’ approach, this should naturally come to be 
as the result of the development of a relationship with the community, “…researchers have adopted PAR [participatory action 
research] protocols to make research more democratic; however, Indigenous people have argued that PAR still does not prevent 
outsiders from adopting colonial attitudes towards research…” (Smith, 1999, as cited in Jacklin & Kinoshameg,  2008, p. 55). 
CERRI’s own projects carry the values that we wish to see in the projects of external researchers supported by universities, 
funding agencies, project promoters, etc. Our work model places the scientist in the role of a student, with all the modesty 
that entails, and encourages them to take the time to listen and understand the Cree perspective on the object of the study. 
Throughout this process, holistic understanding is promoted, and knowledge systems are permitted to truly interact and create 
original and meaningful knowledge. 

This paper is more a discussion of one community’s experience and perspective on research than it is a discussion of ethics in a 
broad sense, nonetheless it is written in the hope that it can be included in the continued application of ethical considerations 
when working with indigenous communities. It is an advocacy for a tailor-made approach for working in Chisasibi, an approach 
that might not be valid or meaningful in another indigenous community. In line with that, the ethical guidelines of the CERC 
are understandably designed to evolve as new types of research projects are initiated and new partnerships are established. 
It is our belief that with further understanding from funding agencies and research promoters about the added value of com-
munity-based and participatory research, southern institutions and indigenous communities will come to work hand in hand 
to conduct better studies and strategize around the meaningfulness of the way research projects are designed and carried out. 
Research ethics are strongly related to cultural context and it is through mediation and the establishment of sincere relation-
ships between the two world views, and everything that entails, that scientific work can be deemed, first, community-based and 
second, ethical (Khanlou & Peter, 2005). It is because of this that we argue that the community-based and participatory research 
model adequately supports this relationship.
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The Road Ahead
In the future, CERRI will continue to 
pursue research topics relevant to the 
land-users of Chisasibi. As commun-
ity interest in CERRI’s work increases, 
so too does the number of research 
questions provided to the centre and 
the level of local involvement. With the 
appropriate support of a locally based 
scientific team, a scientific advisory 
committee and a team of community 
co-researchers, we hope to increase the 
scope and the scale of our work. Efforts 
are notably being made toward devel-
oping training workshops with coastal 
trapline users to implement a partici-
patory environmental program on fish 
and bird habitats along the coastline 
with the guidance of knowledgeable 
land-users and elders.

One of our main priorities is making the 
research results from these initiatives 
available to community leadership as 
well as to traditional leadership (trap-
line leaders and families/clans) as sup-
port for their own resource manage-
ment strategies, in connection with the 
pursuit of the Cree way of life. General 
interest for these types of initiatives has 
been heightened during the last dec-
ade and even moreso recently as fund-
ing agencies and academic institutions 
are increasingly recognizing the viabil-
ity and merit of these sorts of initiatives 
(Ferreira & Gendron, 2011). 

Indigenous guardianship programs be-
ing implemented in many First Nation 
and Inuit communities in Canada are a 
great example of this and have drawn 
some support from the Canadian gov-

ernment13. Indigenous Protected Areas 
have also been recently introduced at 
the federal level and communities are 
developing support for independent 
resource management14. Maintaining 
community involvement requires steady 
resources and is an ongoing challenge 
we face. We trust that building a strong 
framework for participatory monitoring 
in Chisasibi will generate increasing in-
terest from funders and research part-
ners outside of the community that will 
see this framework as a tool for building 
meaningful connections and producing 
quality research results. We hope that 
in time CERRI will serve as an example 
for neighboring communities and other 
indigenous groups to empower them-
selves toward the research conducted 
on their respective territories.

Opportunities for project development, 
sharing of resources and meaningful 
collaborations are sought at every level 
to position CERRI as a strong resource 
for the community. The strengthening 
of the trust from community members 
toward the researchers and community 
co-researchers as well as the develop-
ment of a culture of research in the 
community are still imperative to CERRI 
and their continued presence will be 
the decisive factor in the measure of 
the centre’s success.

13 Indigenous Guardianship Pilot Program. https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/environmental-funding/indigenous-guardians-pilot-program.html. 
See also https://www.ilinationhood.ca/guardians.

14 See https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/news/2018/10/first-new-indigenous-protected-area-in-canada-edehzhie-protected-area.html

https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/environmental-funding/indigenous-guardi
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/news/2018/10/first-new-indigenous-protected-area
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Julie Bull,  PhD

Introduction
This paper is about Indigenous re-
search – from my doctoral dissertation 
– where I did a number of unconven-
tional things, like using poetry, to dis-
rupt dominant notions of scholarly 
writing and scientific rigor. This paper is 
also about Indigenous research  ethics 
and the practice imperative of doing 
research in relationship – to ourselves 
(know thyself), to research participants, 
to the communities, and to the acad-
emy. My doctoral studies focused on 
how research ethics boards (REBs) and 
their members administer ethics re-
view and clearance/approval processes 
for research with or about Indigenous 
Peoples and their territories/lands/ 
waters. I centered my learnings and 
longitudinal thoughts, reflections, and 
poetry related to Indigenous research 
ethics after more than 15 years of  
being at tables, delivering keynote  
lectures, and supporting community- 
driven research (Bull, 2019a).

1  Mawi’omi is a Mi’kmaq word that loosely translates to gathering or meeting. As a longtime visitor in Mi’kma’ki, I have been honored to receive teachings along the way 
that support my understanding of ethics and the importance of gathering together, formally and informally. 

In Canada, despite existing for a dec-
ade, researchers and REBs are just 
beginning to discuss the concrete 
ways of applying the Tri-Council Policy 
Statement on Research Ethics in Can-
ada, 2nd Edition  (TCPS2), Chapter 9: 
Research with First Nations, Inuit, and 
Métis peoples (2010) (see, for example, 
Asselin & Basile, 2018). It is time to 
bring together the culmination of the 
teachings I carry on this subject – his-
torical, political, academic, personal. 
I continue to receive teachings from 
many territories and nations on these 
topics (since 2001, when I started uni-
versity). I offer a humble reflection of 
what I have learned in this paper, in 
a good way, built on the intention to 
do things differently on my journey to-
ward be(com)ing an able human. Let 
us move the conversations forward, 
together, and invite others to join in the 
endeavour to do differently with us – 
let us meet in the Mawi’omi1.

My intention in performing academic 
work in this way is not to call people 
out; rather, it is to call people in. To call 
people into dialogue and intentional 
action as we all attempt to become 
able humans and able institutions – 
to do thorough and ethical research/
review with Indigenous People. In an 
effort to demonstrate the decolonizing 
approaches I discuss in this paper, the 
paper itself looks unconventional in its 
form and flow.  

The next section describes the meth-
odological musings about process, 
participant contributors, and consent. 
Then, I explain the spirit and intent 
of my use of story throughout the re-
search. The subsequent sections mimic 
a literature review and also weave par-
ticipant contributor voices, emphasis-
ing key calls to action for researchers 
and REB members. The final sections of 
the paper are the cumulative wisdom 
of all participant contributors and high-
light our collective responsibility to do 
better in Indigenous research. 

A research ethics utopia: Manifesting  
the ethics Mawi’omi
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Methodological 
Musings 
While at one time, we, as Indigenous 
Peoples, were faced with leaving our 
Indigeneity at the door when we en-
tered the academic world, several of 
us are now actively working to ensure 
our research is not only respectful, or 
‘culturally sensitive’, but is also based 
in approaches and processes that are 
part of our cultures. (Hart, 2010, p. 1)

Decolonizing methodologies is an ex-
ercise of researching back, drawing on 
Indigenous epistemologies and ontol-
ogies through a critical lens, about 
topics that are useful and meaningful 
to Indigenous Peoples (Smith, 1999). 
Smith’s seminal work was not only an 
Indigenous articulation of how to do 
research in an ethical way, it was also 
a call to action. I reiterate this call here 
in this paper, more than 20 years after 
Smith’s book was first published. 

Methods: Processes 
and Practices 
The research is grounded in and in-
formed by extensive literature (i.e., 
academic, archival, and grey literatures) 
and policy reviews to substantiate and 
complement the multi-methodologic-
al (autoethnographic and empirical) 
data collection. I used complement-
ary story-generating and story-gath-
ering methods, and I assembled data 
through autoethnography, interviews, 
artifacts, and to a lesser extent, ob-
servation. This research is inherently 

2  To allow for wide access to conversations that we happening during my doctoral studies, I initiated several hashtags on twitter so that people could be engaged. Some of 
those hashtags are referenced in this paper. 

interdisciplinary (including inter-meth-
odological and inter-epistemological) 
and throughout this study, I was pri-
marily concerned with the integration 
of those in-between spaces. I continue 
on my quest to identify, define, and ne-
gotiate the ethical space (described in 
detail later in this paper). In an effort to 
assert decolonizing practises in my re-
search, challenging dominant views of 
what is and is not knowledge, valid, or 
legitimate, I intentionally chose digital 
storytelling and poetry as a focal point 
because it is an excellent method for 
making the unseen, seen, like illuminat-
ing the dynamic energy and particulars 
of ethical spaces. 

There were 18 people who participated 
in this study (six REB members, two 
REB chairs, five research administrators, 
one provincial health agency employee, 
one national REB organization repre-
sentative, and two policy makers, and 
me, all connected to research ethics in 
Canada). This diverse and interrelated 
network of individuals who partici-
pated indicate the interest and com-
mitment at the REB and policy level 
regarding improving the ways in which 
institutional REBs review research with 
Indigenous Peoples. Having conversa-
tions with the CIHR Ethics Office and 
the Secretariat on the Responsible 
Conduct of Research helps solidify and 
reinforce the current landscape in Can-
ada and assists in visioning a collabora-
tive way forward where all the players 
in research ethics review are dedicated 

to doing differently.  While everyone 
was invited to, no participants created 
or submitted an independent digital 
story. However, 16 out of 17 participant 
contributors agreed to have their audio 
used in the reporting of the research 
and dissemination, and overall more 
than 20 artifacts consisting of pub-
lished and unpublished papers, web-
sites, templates, checklists, and videos 
were contributed by 12 participants 
(Bull, 2019a). 

The greatest #ethicsendorsement2 and 
measure of trustworthiness of the data 
in this study is that participant contribu-
tors are named, and that I am willing 
to name them. This demonstrates the 
reciprocal trust in our relationship and 
enhances the legitimacy and validity of 
the data through this act of transparen-
cy. It is my honour to share the stories 
graciously offered (and permitted for 
sharing) with you, in their voices.

Participant 
 Contributors 
Over the past dozen years, I have built 
far more than a network; it is a family. 
There are many relationships at play in 
this project but the most central one 
is the relationship I have to the study 
of ethics. This relationship I continue 
to build on, has taken me around the 
world, introduced me to amazing, 
bright, and thoughtful people, and it 
has played a key role in my becoming 
an able human. Everything is relational. 
This area of work is specific, and so it 
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cannot be surprising that some of the 
participant contributors are people I 
had relationships with prior to con-
ducting the research. I knew eight 
people beforehand and nine people 
who joined are newcomers to my eth-
ics family. 

Participant contributors came forward 
to join me in telling a collective story 
and I am grateful for the contributions 
they have all made to this work. I am 
also grateful that one participant con-
tributor came with an entirely different 
story to tell, one that is still deeply en-
trenched in academia and is common 
discourse (i.e. Indigenous research pro-
cess is onerous and time consuming 
and we should not have to do it if we 
have approval from our academic in-
stitution). This person, Dr. Anonymous, 
was the only participant who asked to 
be unnamed and they provided a critic-
al counter narrative. Everyone else (all 
16) consented to be named and joined 
me in-relationship to share these stor-
ies. I am honoured to have spent time 
learning with them and compiling our 
collective understandings, innovations, 
suggestions, and visions in this story. 
I am thankful for all the #ethicsgeeks 
and #dorkletes who have joined me 
in this process and I want to introduce 
them all to you, so you can get to know 
them a little bit too. 

• Suzy Basile, REB Member at Uni-
versité du Québec en Abitibi-Té-
miscamingue

• Genevieve Dubois, Manager at 
CIHR Ethics Office

• Brenda Gagne, Research  Ethics 
 Coordinator at Mount Saint 
 Vincent University

• Gwen Healey, Executive Director 
and REB Member Qaujigiartiit 
Health Research Centre

• Karen Henderson, REB Coordinator 
at Mohawk College*

• Joy Knight, Research Compliance 
Coordinator at University of Prince 
Edward Island

• Riley Kucheran, REB Member at 
Ryerson University

• Johanne McCarthy, REB Member at 
Mohawk College*

• Kenna Miskelly, Research 
 Administrator at University of 
Victoria

• William McKellin, REB Chair at 
University of British Columbia

• Catherine Paquet, President 
Canadian Association of Research 
Ethics Boards 

• Amanda Sheppard, Research 
 Scientist at Cancer Care Ontario

• Raven Sinclair, REB Chair at  
University of Regina 

• Chris Turner, Research Ethics 
 Officer at Vancouver Island  
University

• Susan Zimmerman, Executive 
Director, Secretariat on Responsible 
Conduct of Research

• Dr. Anonymous, REB Member at 
small Canadian University 

*Karen & Johanne (Mohawk College) 
participated together in a virtual group 
interview 

Consent is a 
Conversation
I did my best to embody and enact the 
principles and values of ethical research 
in the most inspiring researcher-partici-
pant relationships. I was motivated by 
those who openly and honestly shared 
their innovations in the spirit of reciproc-
ity and generosity. They freely shared 
their knowledge and wisdom – com-
plete with their missteps and mistakes 
– in an effort to give others a starting 
place. I was moved by the bravery that 
participant contributors showed as 
they shared deeply challenging stories 
with me. I am grateful that the people 
whose voices are weaved throughout 
research trusted me with their stories. I 
am not in the business of attempting to 
represent anyone. Rather, I re-present a 
collection of individual and collective 
stories. I am re-presenting a series of 
individual stories and conversations, 
insights and confusions, missteps and 
successes, in a collective story. It is 
meant to be reflective not representa-
tive. It is a snapshot at this time, in this 
place in an evolving story. 
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Storytelling:  
The Oldest  
Knowledge 
Translation 
Strategy
Storytelling is the oldest mode of know-
ledge exchange and was the first peda-
gogy or way of teaching (Whiteduck, 
2013). Indigenous Peoples still practice 
the tradition of oral storytelling, and 
families keep and protect stories, pass-
ing them down from generation to gen-
eration. We learn that “[s]torytelling is 
also a powerful and essential compon-
ent of any Indigenous-based research 
and should be respected as a way of 
sharing lived experiences, exploring 
personal beliefs and values, and discov-
ering place-based wisdom” (Cunsolo 
Willox, Harper, & Edge, the ‘My Word’ 
Lab, & the Rigolet Inuit Community 
Government, 2012, p. 133). Oral stories 
continue to be a means of sustaining 
and protecting Indigenous knowledge 
(Lee, 2009). These are some reasons 
why I choose to integrate storytelling 
at all stages of my research and weave 
together various storytelling approach-
es, including poetry,  in my work. As 
Iseke (2013) reminds us, Indigenous 
storytelling is research. 

Previous attempts by non-Indigenous 
researchers to tell stories that do not 
belong to them, namely, to record, 
capture, or write them out without 
permission, stirred resistance in com-
munities who believed they were being 
exploited (Smith, 1999). The extraction 
of these stories is not unlike other re-
source extraction and is not only a 
research indiscretion, it is also a spirit-

ual and cultural transgression, and a 
modern example of ongoing colonial 
entitlement and an exertion of priv-
ilege to determine and exert control 
over Indigenous narratives. “By telling 
our stories we’re at the same time dis-
rupting dominant notions of intellectual 
rigor and legitimacy, while also redefin-
ing scholarship as a process that begins 
with the self” (Sium and Ritskes, 2013, 
p. IV).  My use of story is a decoloni-
al exertion in honour of my ancestors, 
who have instilled in me a capacity to 
use the power of words (in many forms) 
to influence others and initiate change. 
My right to perform the rite of story-
telling about my research experiences 
is granted to me by the communities 
I work with; my obligation to situate 
myself deeply in my process and inter-
pretation of my research is my obliga-
tion as an Indigenous person practicing 
Indigenous science. As Clandinin, Cave, 
and Berendonk (2017) describe, “Stor-
ies are lived, and told, not separated 
from each person’s living and telling in 
time, place and relationships, not seen 
as texts to be separated from the living 
and telling and analyzed and dissected 
(p. 91). For these reasons, my doctor-
al study weaved autoethnography and 
empirical research; the latter is the 
focus of this paper.

The Spirit of Story: 
(Spoken Word)Poetry

Poetry is the human language that 
can try to say what a tree or a 
rock or a river is, that is, to speak 
humanly for it, in both senses of the 
word “for.” A poem can do so by 
relating the quality of an individ-
ual human relationship to a thing, 
a rock or river or tree, or simply by 
describing the thing as truthfully as 
possible. Science describes accur-
ately from outside; poetry describes 
accurately from inside. Science ex-
plicates, poetry implicates. Both 
celebrate what they describe. We 
need the languages of both science 
and poetry to save us from merely 
stockpiling endless “information” 
that fails to inform our ignorance or 
our irresponsibility. (Le Guin, 2016, 
p.2)

My decision to integrate poetry in this 
paper (and my PhD dissertation) is both 
organic and deliberate. It is accidental 
in that I have written poetry since I was 
about 10 years old, so I have a 25+ 
year “data set” of poetry to draw from; 
it is deliberate for all the reasons that 
Le Guin describes in the quote above: I 
do not separate poetry and science, or 
art and analysis, or thinking and doing. 
While I know that the presentation in 
multiple styles (poetry, digital stories, 
text) may be daunting to those who 
are exclusively trained in their disci-
plinary and methodological pursuits, I 
invite those people to step outside their 
comfort zone while engaging with this 
multi-dimensional material.  
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Ethical Space
Elder and scholar, Willie Ermine, articu-
lated the concept of ethical space to 
denote a space of engagement that is 
essential in research involving Indigen-
ous Peoples (2007). Ermine is Néhiyaw 
(Cree) from a family line with ties to 
the ancestral knowledge and lands of 
Sturgeon Lake First Nation, Treaty Six 
Territory, in Saskatchewan. He builds on 
the work of Roger Poole (1972), who 
examined the space between two op-
posing societies when they are required 
to work together to address an issue. 
Ermine adapted Poole’s framework for 
human dialogue to conceptualize the 
relationship between Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous Peoples, highlighting 
the necessity of integration (of world-
views, methods, perspectives). 

Willie [Ermine] wrote the book 
on Indigenous ethics, the ethical 
space. And he’s one of our fore-
most living philosophers in Indigen-
ous country and he’s an Elder. Just 
being an Elder isn’t that he can say 
whatever he wants and get away 
with it, but what he says and when 
he says it is very intentful and very 
purposeful. And he doesn’t speak 
without a lot of thought behind it. 
He taught me there’s a Cree word 
for ‘speaking with very deliberate 
thought’. I wouldn’t have to worry 
that anything that he’s going be 
engaged in is unethical. He lives 
Indigenous knowledge. He lives In-
digenous ethics. (Raven Sinclair)

This notion of ethical space provides 
a foundation for positioning myself as 
of and in two worlds—that I am in 
the ethical space and I am the ethical 
space. This is also a place of invitation, 
for Indigenous and non-Indigenous re-
searchers and REB members to come 
together in the ethical space to enact 
the spirit of the ethics they purport to 
portray and practice.

It is not my intention to separate the 
major branches of Western ethics 
theory (of which there are many) or 
to delve deeply into any number of 
Indigenous ethical theories (of which 
there are even more), nor do I wish to 
assert that any one theory in particular 
is dominant or preferred. Rather, what 
I want to draw your attention to in this 
section is the theoretical interconnect-
edness, and to engage with the space 
between them – the ethical space– the 
examination of the structures, systems, 
and individuals that reinforce ethical 
action. We cannot separate theory from 
practise, a meeting place where applied 
ethics lives (and where #TheJuliestPhD 
finds a comfortable home). Again, 
it is about the connectedness, not 
the separateness. It is also about the 
humanness. Ethics cannot be reduced 
to specific moral codes or religious doc-
trines; it encompasses the whole of all 
the moral ideas, philosophical thought, 
and unique epistemologies. 

Ethics is really just based on the val-
ues of your community so if we’re 
operating in alignment with those 
values, then we can’t help but be 
ethical when you get right down to 
it. (Gwen Healey)

I completed a Philosophy degree and 
was never once introduced to (never 
mind studied) an Indigenous philoso-
pher/thinker or philosophical system as 
a class requirement. Many participant 
contributors discussed the foundation-
al difference and Riley summed it up in 
the following way: 

Starting from a place where In-
digenous ethics are different from 
Western ethics. There is Western 
ethics and there’s Indigenous eth-
ics, and I think that is just a good 
place to start. It gets people think-
ing, “Oh, everything that I’ve been 
thinking about ethics actually only 
applies to Western ethics and that 
there’s this whole other world of 
ethics”. (Riley Kucheran)

Regulation, Re-
surgence, and the 
Data Revolution
Some Indigenous scholars began talk-
ing about Indigenous research ethics 
in the 1970s (Red Horse et al., 1989), 
and it was not until the early 2000s 
that a significant number of Indigen-
ous scholars began publishing about 
the complexities of research involv-
ing their communities (Tuhiwai Smith, 
1999; Brant-Castellano, 2004; Wilson, 
2008; Kovach, 2009; Bull, 2010; Mar-
tin, 2012; Moore, 2015; Bird-Naytwo-
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how et al., 2017). At the same time, 
there was an increase in attention to 
issues of research involving collectiv-
ities, specifically in genetic research 
(see, for example, a Newfoundland and 
Labrador Example dubbed The Texas 
Vampires (Cummings, 2012), leading 
to discussion of the collective impacts 
(i.e., risks and benefits) of research, not 
just the effects to those who individual-
ly participate. The contemporary aca-
demic dialogue regarding Indigenous 
research ethics was greatly influenced 
by health research so some of the com-
mon language is shared (e.g. consent, 
protocol, autonomy). 

The process of establishing research 
governance for health (and other) re-
search with Indigenous Peoples is a hot 
and long-debated challenge of aca-
demics and community members alike; 
the conclusion is always the same: 
community engagement is required (for 
example: Kovach, 2009; Martin, 2012; 
Moore, 2015). The process of “how to” 
is about what actions researchers need 
to demonstrate to REBs to show mean-
ingful engagement is initiated with 
the community to satisfy the ongoing 
research governance issues that will 
roll-out during the course of a research 
project, as outlined in the TCPS2 in gen-
eral and Chapter 9 in particular (CIHR, 
NSERC, and SSHRC, 2014). Gontcharov 
(2016) emphasizes that “[c]urrently, 
we do not have a system of research 
ethics oversight, but rather a system of 
research protocol/project oversight” (p. 
88). Yet, Indigenous people are mobil-
izing globally to assert their inherent 
right to determine the research that 

happens with their people and on their 
land.

Substantial literature on the ‘how to 
do Indigenous research ethics’ topic 
emerged over the last few decades 
from the perspectives of both research-
ers and communities, Indigenous and 
academic. There are increasing calls in 
the research literature, both making the 
argument for and outlining policies to 
guide more ethical review and approv-
al/oversight processes for research with 
Indigenous Peoples (Bull, 2010; Fitzpa-
trick et al., 2016; Martin, 2012; Moore, 
2015; Riddell et al., 2017). However, 
for the uninitiated and uninformed, 
there is no clear direction (e.g., tem-
plate or checklist) or criteria (beyond 
asserting that Indigenous peoples and 
communities get to determine this) to 
facilitate a robust understanding and 
interpretation of TCPS2 Chapter 9 in 
practise. 

Interrupting/disrupting/questioning In-
digenous Peoples’ research sovereignty 
is part of ongoing, contemporary col-
onialism. The critique of this mindset 
contained within the Royal Commission 
on Aboriginal Peoples ([RCAP], 1996), 
however, instigated the formation of 
guidance for health research involving 
Indigenous Peoples through the cre-
ation of the CIHR’s Institute for Aborig-
inal Peoples Health and culminated in 
the creation of the ethical framework 
CIHR Guidelines for Health Research In-
volving Aboriginal Peoples (2006). This 
seminal document was a foundation to 
and informs TCPS2 Chapter 9, today. 

The CIHR Guidelines were formally in 
effect from 2007 to 2010; the 2010 re-
lease of TCPS2 included Chapter 9 for 
the first time, which was meant to in-
tegrate the CIHR Guidelines to contain 
all of the material in one document to 
support and direct researchers working 
with Indigenous communities. Though 
the CIHR Guidelines’ formal run was 
brief, some research ethics enthusiasts 
across Canada still seek guidance from 
and use them (e.g., the Newfoundland 
and Labrador Health Research Ethics 
Authority, 2011). Despite the CIHR 
Guidelines no longer being formal or 
funding policy, many Indigenous re-
searchers and communities still advo-
cate for their application in research 
projects. Raven Sinclair shared some 
stories with me about her involvement 
in the creation of the CIHR Guidelines 
and shares insight into the integral role 
they still play today.

I think all researchers, all research 
ethics boards, everyone should be 
reading the CIHR policy for sure  
Chapter 9 [TCPS] and the CIHR 
policy as well. It’s just much more 
robust…it’s got the philosophical 
background and historical piece, 
and it’s very detailed. But I don’t 
think you can really understand 
Indigenous research ethical cri-
teria or protocol unless you really 
have done a bit of homework. For 
academics, that might be the best 
critique because I don’t know any 
of them who don’t take that real-
ly, really hard. And then do their 
homework. (Raven Sinclair).
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Meanwhile, in that time between the 
mid-1990s and mid-2000s when fed-
eral funding and other agencies were 
wrestling with their own roles and 
responsibilities, communities were very 
busy too. Community research policies 
were created, guidance documents 
published, and local research review 
protocols put in place to support both 
researchers and REBs in understand-
ing the processes and protocols of en-
gagement, governance, and collective 
consent required to conduct research 
on the territory of Indigenous Nations 
– often doing this work independent 
from other communities and nations 
– because for a long time research in 
communities was often resulting in 
harm to community and career ad-
vancements for researchers (See, for 
example: Kahnawáke Schools Diabetes 
Prevention Project, 1996; Guidelines 
for Ethical Aboriginal Research, 2003; 
NunatuKavut Community Council Re-
search Advisory Committee, 2006).

For Indigenous peoples and commun-
ities, negotiating research ethics ap-
provals starts with asking permission 
(which is easier when you have a rela-
tionship).  There is global dialogue on 
this issue: Australian Institute of Aborig-
inal and Torres Strait Islanders (2012); 
Health Research Council: Guidelines 
for Researchers on Health Research In-
volving Maori (2010); Lowitja Institute 
(2013); Laycock et al. (2011); Putaiora 
Writing Group (2010); Drugge (2016).

Despite the growing number of guid-
ance documents available, non-In-
digenous researchers and non-Indigen-

ous REB members are still grappling 
with how to assess the application of 
them in practice. We have to be willing 
to imagine what it would look like to 
do research in the ways the guidelines 
promote beyond how it might impact 
our academic and research ideas, time-
lines, tenure, and promotion. Riddell et 
al. (2017, p.8) assert that, “[a]lthough 
such guidelines provide a strong foun-
dation, conducting ethical, culturally 
respectful, and effective research with 
Indigenous communities remains chal-
lenging” because of the constraints 
from funding agencies and REBs on re-
searchers who attempt to work in rela-
tionship with Indigenous Peoples. This 
issue, however, is not caused by nor 
reinforced by Indigenous peoples and 
communities – academics and their 
affiliated institutions need to sort this 
out rather than continuing to expect 
Indigenous peoples and communities 
to shift their rigour and requirements. 
#rightsholdersnotstakeholders

Notwithstanding the reconciliation 
rhetoric in federal politics (and aca-
demic institutions) for the past few 
years regarding a nation-to-nation 
and/or renewed relationship following 
the release of the Truth and Reconcili-
ation Commission Final Report (2015), 
little has been done to actually imple-
ment the Calls to Action (TRC, 2015) 
or the United Nations Declaration 
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
(2007), which Canada endorsed in 
2016. “This gap in effective govern-
ance created by retreating or neutered 
centralized government agencies pro-
vides opportunities for the resurgence 

of Indigenous communities and their 
own governments” (Adams et al., 
2014, p. 2). There is variance across 
the country with respect to the levels 
of sovereignty that Indigenous Peoples 
have over their communities and their 
lands: Some have fully formed govern-
ments that communicate and negotiate 
directly with the Federal Government; 
others have tri-lateral agreements be-
tween themselves, the provincial juris-
diction in which they reside, and the 
Federal Government; and others are in 
ongoing land-claim negotiations (i.e., 
modern treaties) or in legal battles to 
fulfill agreements made in the original 
treaties (Harding et al., 2012; Aborig-
inal Affairs and Northern Development 
Canada, 2010; Government of Canada, 
2011). Regardless of the relationship 
between specific Indigenous Nations 
and other governments, researchers 
and REBs have an ethical imperative to 
conduct themselves, and their research 
(Guta et al., 2010), in ways that not 
only acknowledge, but also adhere to 
Indigenous models of governance and 
recognize inherent rights (Fitzpatrick, 
2016). 

As more guiding documents and poli-
cies emerged, Indigenous academics 
started writing about the increasing 
ethical tensions and dilemmas they 
encountered (Brant-Castellano, 2004; 
Kovach, 2009; Martin, 2012; Moore, 
2015). The emphasis was no longer on 
the tensions of working in commun-
ities, but rather the tensions of doing 
community research in academic insti-
tutions. And doing Indigenous research 
in academic (read: colonial) institutions 
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is hard intellectually, emotionally, and 
spiritually (Bird-Naytowhow, Hatala, 
Pearl, Judge, & Sjoblom, 2017; M. 
Brown, 2005; Wilson, 2008). 

During our conversations, some partici-
pant contributors discussed the diffi-
culties they face as ‘being Indigenous’ 
in academia. In particular, Johanne 
conveyed the deeply emotional and 
spiritual toll that it takes to do the work 
we do within institutions specifically 
designed to reify and promote colonial 
thought/culture. 

I get exhausted seeing the same 
mistakes over and over again. And 
it’s emotionally difficult because you 
have to recognize that these people 
don’t talk to each other, so we all 
see the same mistakes. That’s why 
it’s good to have some great [In-
digenous] team members to pick 
you up and stand behind you and 
support you in some of the things 
that you’re seeing happening. The 
key piece that we need to see to 
overcome some of these challenges 
is just basic education on the rela-
tionship of Indigenous people with 
research and with institutions that 
are doing the research. We have a 
painful history and not investing 
in caring about that by educating 
yourself is harmful even to the [In-
digenous] people on research ethics 
boards. We had talked about maybe 
having more than one [Indigenous] 
person on the ethics board so that I 
would have somebody who I didn’t 
have to explain things to and they 
just got it and we could kind of 

support each other. I feel strongly 
about that. I think those are some 
of the biggest challenges for me. 
It’s beyond just the pen and paper, 
it’s about the historical trauma. And 
I think that is for me, being on a 
research ethics board that’s the 
biggest challenge, as some nights 
I go home and I’m like “ahhh -- 
not again”. And I think that’s why 
having these discussions in a group 
with my friends on the research 
ethics board has been important 
to have that relationship. (Johanne 
McCarthy)

These evolving commentaries reflect 
frustration with the cultural rigidity of 
the structures of academic institutions, 
REBs, and research funding mechan-
isms. The institutional REB system and 
the entire research regulatory structure 
in Canada is not set up to facilitate 
seamless processes for Indigenous re-
search(ers). Raven shared many stories 
of her own experiences on the tension 
that exists when Indigenous research-
ers are operating within Western sys-
tems. 

That we’re doing this methodology 
because it came through ceremony. 
The elder told us we should do this, 
and we just did it. But I think in 
other instances it’s like in my own 
application in 2015, some of the 
questions they’re asking because 
they don’t understand what I’m 
saying or the implications, sort of 
the philosophy, protocol behind it. 
One of them was something sort of 
standard are you going to have a 

research agreement with the com-
munity and then explaining that 
this was a national community so 
no, but I was going to have an ad-
visory board in town that would 
have constant input and oversight 
of the project and that’s what I’ve 
done. And then some other ques-
tions that again easy to answer 
wasn’t a huge barrier but made me 
realize that there’s a lack of under-
standing of Indigenous research. 
(Raven Sinclair)

Non-Indigenous researchers also ex-
press frustration because of this rigidity, 
preventing them from “doing the right 
thing”.  As people involved in research 
in any capacity, we collectively find our-
selves oscillating in this place between 
multiple worlds where epistemologies, 
ontologies, and methodologies some-
times overlap/conflict; where local pri-
orities reflect/reject research agendas 
or priority funding announcements; 
where Indigenous knowledges are 
becoming visible/invisible within aca-
demic health research; where complex 
governance structures are challenged/
influenced by globally significant and 
locally specific events; where health 
disparities persist, in spite of/despite 
(misplaced) efforts to address them; 
where collective consent is prescribed 
the same process as individual consent; 
and where communities, researchers, 
and REBs are left unsure how to pro-
ceed responsibly against a complex 
historical and ongoing backdrop of col-
onialism and inequality. 
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Gwen describes how we can shift our 
language and perspective to encourage 
ethical research/review: 

I guess just recognizing how import-
ant it is to instead of trying to make 
ourselves fit into some model for 
what an REB should look like that, 
we really want it to be based in that 
idea of like first principles or first 
philosophy of why it’s important to 
be ethical and to be kind and good 
to each other. Not just like, “I’ve 
got to go through ethics review. 
” You know, just how people talk 
about it in general and researchers 
are disrespectful and that’s because 
I think that the processes have be-
come so burdensome and bureau-
cratic. And so instead, look at our 
privilege to even be able to do this 
work. Like that’s what we say at 
[Qaujigiartiit Health Research] Cen-
tre all the time. It’s a privilege to be 
able to do what we do. We’re just 
so lucky. We get to talk to people, 
and we work with our Elders, and 
we do so many things that hope-
fully will contribute positively to our 
communities. (Gwen Healey)

Finding a  
Way Through  
Relationship  
and Process:  
Embodying the 
Ethical Space
One way for researchers to take action 
is to purposefully and respectfully take 
direction from Indigenous Peoples 
and their teachings. Brant-Castellano 

(2004) tells us that “traditional teach-
ings are conveyed through examples, 
through stories and songs, in ceremon-
ies and, most importantly, through en-
gagement with the natural world which 
is governed by the laws of life just as hu-
mans are” (p. 100). It is about be(com)
ing able humans and able institutions. 
While the goal for many Indigenous 
communities is to have a fully formed, 
autonomous research office where re-
search projects are always initiated by 
the community, some communities are 
not yet in a position to do so for a var-
iety of reasons. No matter what stage of 
community research governance exists, 
it is incumbent on researchers to seek 
the appropriate community governance 
structures to obtain community consent 
– even when there is no clear or ob-
vious structure in place – and it is the 
responsibility of the REB to ensure that 
they do. In the meantime, until projects 
are generated and administered locally, 
researchers who initiate projects must 
take the lead from Indigenous partners 
and follow the guidance from them. 

Researchers are ethically obligated to 
educate themselves on protocols and 
practises of the people of the territor-
ies in which they work, and REBs are 
ethically responsible to ensure that 
Indigenous governance structures are 
respected by researchers by requiring 
that researchers demonstrate their en-
gagement process and community con-
sent in their ethics protocols. Both are 
equally responsible to ensure that the 
research conducted (after the REB ap-
proves the plan) is ethical. Now, this is 
often where paper-driven approaches 

(for what should be a discussion) begin 
to fail the ultimate purpose of the pro-
cess, which is the protection of research 
participants throughout and after the 
research. REBs themselves need to be 
more actively engaged in education 
and training to enhance their capacity 
to review research with Indigenous 
Peoples. REB members need to im-
prove and apply their knowledge of 
and relationship to First Nations, Inuit, 
and Métis Peoples, communities, and 
cultures/protocols in order to evaluate 
the degree to which engagement has/
needs to take place.

Currently, most REB members receive 
little to no training aside from the 
TCPS CORE Tutorial, a basic, on-line, 
self-directed TCPS 101, which is cur-
rently undergoing a revision to reflect 
the changes to the updated TCPS re-
leased in 2019. The problem with this 
approach is the nature of the ‘one-way 
conversation’ – an issue in all self-
directed learning – and it does not 
provide a specific or comprehensive ex-
ploration of interpreting and applying 
Chapter 9. 

There are always many ‘asks’ for 
training and education materials (and 
checklists), and many exist and are 
used (some are better than others, no 
one tool is appropriate in all contexts). 
Participant contributors were loud and 
clear in their recommendations for more 
interactive and accessible education 
and training materials for researchers 
and REBs in their quest to learn more 
about doing ethical research/review 
with Indigenous Peoples. I will actively 
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continue my work with REBs, research-
ers, and policy makers, doing my part 
to positively impact the theory, applica-
tion, and practice of ethics. 

Though there are a multitude of pos-
sible challenges and potential solutions 
that are context-specific, there are 
some general ethical issues that re-
searchers and REBs have encountered, 
confronted, and resolved through a 
memorandum of understanding or 
research agreement of some sort. We 
can all learn from the work of others 
and open our minds to new conversa-
tions about how we work ethically in 
research. Negotiating the ethical space 
demands that researchers, REBs, and 
Indigenous Peoples collaborate to find 
solutions in addressing the policy-to-
practice gap that exists by constantly 
and continuously navigating the ethics 
of engagement. However, asserting and 
assessing levels of community/Indigen-
ous engagement through paper-driven 
REB processes continues to fail re-
searchers and communities, and may 
be failing REBs too as they navigate 
matters of institutional liability along-
side research trustworthiness and eth-
ics. The level and extent to which com-
munities participate is decided by the 
community themselves. Researchers/
REBs do not get to decide when ad-
equate engagement is achieved and 
must take direction from the Indigen-
ous partners throughout the duration 
of a project.

Blazing Trails 
and Growing 
Pains
Everyone can remember those mo-
ments when enough was enough. The 
time when we learned about an ethics 
breech in an Indigenous community 
that opened our eyes. For Brenda, she 
recalls that moment being when she 
learned that a researcher copyrighted 
songs that were collected. 

I think the turning point might have 
been when I heard of the research-
er in Labrador that copyrighted a 
number of songs and never gave 
credit to the community from which 
he gathered these historical songs 
of- and by-the-community. And it’s 
like how can you do that? That’s 
not even right in everyday copyright 
let alone not giving a community -- 
apparently, they made money from 
this as well, so I’m just, I’m floored 
that things like that can happen and 
still happen, so it’s something that 
since I’ve started here has become 
something that I’ve trying to fight 
for. It’s something that I believe in 
and making sure that participants 
have a say in what’s happening and 
what’s happening to their informa-
tion, to their data and of course, 
ethics is never black and white. 
(Brenda Gagne) 

These collective stories name how the 
cultural values framing the process-
es at the university, scholarly work, 
and REBs inherently contradict what 
is needed for ethical research with 
Indigenous Peoples in most contexts 
because these systems are built on, 
and maintained by, colonial culture 
and influences (Stiegman & Castleden, 
2015). They are not centred on Indigen-
ous ways and, in fact, often exclude 
these ways by policy (i.e., the permis-
sible or prohibited binaries that come 
with systems) rather than focusing on 
integrating Indigenous epistemolo-
gies, sciences, and values into ethics 
discourses, research practises, and 
knowledge-making. However, once In-
digenous scholars named the problem, 
they could begin challenging it (Brown, 
2005). And Indigenous Peoples need to 
keep taking up space. I am so grateful 
that there are/were Indigenous people 
participating in this study who join me 
in the spaces between, straddling mul-
tiple worlds. I am hopeful like Johanne 
who shares my eternal optimism and 
can see, with me, the shifts happening 
before our very eyes. 

I love that there’s this beautiful 
wonderful community of Indigenous 
academics who are now starting to 
articulate our past, our history, our 
relationships, our world-view in a 
way that the institution can hear 
it. So that’s what I try to focus on 
is learning how to talk in the way 
that the institution can actually 
hear me and I’m learning through 
all of these other Indigenous aca-
demics that are writing about re-
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search and research methodology, 
research ethics and how to get the 
message across to non-Indigenous 
researchers that the way we are do-
ing things is just as valid and using 
their lingo to explain how we do 
things, because sometimes I think 
that it’s hard to explain because 
we don’t talk the same language 
when it comes to research and so 
knowing how to speak in a way 
that other people can hear me, I 
think that’s important. (Johanne 
McCarthy)

As Johanne spoke, I found myself nod-
ding along because I was relating to 
her experiences. I have worked hard to 
find ways to integrate my multiple ways 
of knowing and being in my scholarly 
work. I have learned how to use my 
academic voice in a way that does not 
dismiss or detract from my messages 
from the community. There are many 
overlapping and intertwined stories 
that are operating simultaneously re-
garding ethical research/review with 
Indigenous Peoples. There has not been 
one clear path nor has there been one 
clear process or policy in this evolving 
area of study. There have been and 
continue to be multiple worldviews 
colliding where Indigenous Peoples 
and Nations have been asserting their 
self-determination in research and aca-
demic institutions are left wondering 
how to apply the current policies into 
practice. 

#TheJuliestPhD 
Research Ethics 
Utopia: The  
Gathering Place
The collective wisdom culminates here. 
This is not meant as a directive or pre-
scription; rather, it is a pathway forward, 
together. The ethics utopia exists out-
side of the current regulatory model; it 
imagines what can be rather than what 
is. There are no artificial boundaries or 
borders in the utopia; interdisciplinary 
research is standard operating practise. 
This is about visioning; it is attending 
to the all; it is about remembering we 
were never supposed to be here having 
to have these conversations togeth-
er because there is no ‘grand colonial 
plan’ to resolve this; we were never 
supposed to realize all that ‘divide and 
conquer’ is about all the ways we hurt 
one another without knowing one an-
other. It is to remember that research 
ethics are not separate from how-you-
live-your-life ethics. In this time it is 
about what is possible if we imagine 
and dare greatly. These visions are not 
bound by space and time, nor by policy 
or process. This section is not about the 
context of the 2020 research regulatory 
system in Canada; it is about a future 
context that is possible when we “do 
the thing [we] think [we] cannot do” 
(Roosevelt). 

an ethics 
mawi’omi
it’s about presence

the gifts we all bring
where relationships are greater than 

everything
it’s gratitude 

the interlude where our spirits are fed 
through our gifts that led

curiosity for all to see
artificial versus authentic

beyond superficial
beneficial 

the telling and retelling
narrative coherence

the non-interference
not keeping up appearances

sage burning, returning to nature
to creator 

tables turning
there’s debates and dialogues because 

ethics ain’t a monologue
collaboration and coordination 

ethics is a conversation 
we let go of ‘expert’ and ‘ego’

we learn to grow from things we don’t 
know
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at the Gathering Place we are all a 
book

a living library
necessary to mobilize

we realize we are full of the heart 
berry

literary 
it is contemporary and it is traditional

not conditional
not conventional

revolutionary
aspirational

harmony
to sympathise not stigmatize

we do not compartmentalize in the 
gathering place

a safe space to be uncomfortable
to radically shift what it is to be ‘vul-

nerable’

the ethics playground
the merry-go-round

writing circles into lines
the breakdown of egocentricity

when we find common ground in 
authenticity

the humanity
the take down of toxicity

dynamic electricity comes around
it’s profound
the simplicity

building on the wisdom
regardless of the system

optimism where cynicism lived in the 
Gathering Place

where we embrace each other’s 
diversities

a user interface not based at univer-
sities

land-based
community-based 

diversity embraced

it’s abstract and actual
it’s virtual and physical 

flexible hours 
operational

open minded, never closes
no paper application; it moves beyond 

consultation
a demonstration of innovation. action-

able. nothing is unpassable

the audacity of the biomedical mon-
opoly

we don’t need your interventions to 
synthesize and analyze

to pathologize behind your disguise
I draw attention to the tensions

we need you to recognize 
to be comprehensive

for to you to pay attention to the 
dimensions

to ask questions, to learn lessons
cultures collide, and most people hide

but I’m Dr. Brightside
if you’re mystified, open your eyes

understand the land which you occupy
thinking it doesn’t apply while the rest 

question why
finding a way to write to right 

from the wrongs that we’ve felt all 
along

limitless if not for the limits we put on 
ourselves

placed on shelves, feeling over-
whelmed until we’re compelled

we will never find the answers in the 
mind that creates the problem

it’s humankind. A state of mind
where possibilities blossom 

to solve them we look deeper to spirit, 

to heart center
the epicentre of unconditional love

it’s all relational. it’s what we’re made 
of

intergenerational. a journey of self for 
everyone

all becoming able humans

we must reveal it to heal it
indigenous science is transformative
you must believe it so you can see i

nature’s gift, demonstrating the teach-
ings we seek

to hold on to the lessons we keep. to 
critique coercion

in the revised version there’s only 
choice

from assimilation to affirmation
thought creates reality, defying gravity

the biology of belief. The psychology 
of relief

it’s the fresh air of the saltwater
the coming together that makes us 

stronger
we stop fearing the REB monster

to live by a compass and not by a 
clock

not a roadblock, no combination lock
it’s not about Columbus, it’s about 

what you do to us 
Injustice

not measuring toughness, fighting for 
justice

the mental blocks of the after shocks
not bound by the current system; only 

by the people within them
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there’s less paper and more prayer. we 
are all aware

the square peg in a round hole
beyond quality control to that which 

makes us whole
dialogue as Erminic and Socratic
nothing is dogmatic; Inclusion is 

automatic
we address systematic barriers

become able humans and able insti-
tutions

a redistribution of the supposed 
‘solutions’

resolutions and revolutions worth 
pursuing

it starts with humility. our agility and 
flexibility

a responsibility to ethics, not liability

science and spirit are not separate
consent. respect. our responsibilities 

we live it
there is no president in the Gathering 

Place
we all know our role in the space

our collective responsibilities to be the 
best that we can be

colonization unstructured in the ethics 
rapture

there are no space takers, only space 
makers

it doesn’t matter if you’re Dr. Fancy-
pants 

or you had to make your pants
it is foundationally and fundamentally 

the way you interact with me
from the moral panic toward a moral 

practise
active and organic, dynamic and 

idiosyncratic
I close my eyes, so I may see 

the possibility of an ethics Mawi’omi

As I have discussed elsewhere, “[t]his 
means research ethics are not separ-
ate from ‘how-you-live-your-life’ ethics, 
and therefore, research is about being 
and becoming an able human” (Bull, 
2019b). Though there are vast inter-
pretations of what ‘ethics’ means, there 
is a common thread from Indigenous 
Peoples around the world: to be true to 
yourself and to do the right thing. For 
all of us involved in research – Indigen-
ous and non-Indigenous – we have 
a responsibility to challenge colonial 
structures by thinking and acting out-
side the systemic boxes that have put 
us here. One of Ermine’s teachings is 
to remember that all our efforts ought 
to start from and be about humanity. 
We start there – as humans – and then 
operate in-relationship. 
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Envisioning Research and Reconciliation based  
on Reciprocity: Reflections on Emersion in  

Canada’s oldest continuous Indigenous-European 
“Middle Ground”

Cecil Chabot

Just prior to the 500th anniversary of 
Christopher Columbus’ transatlantic 
voyage, historian Richard White pub-
lished a seminal book entitled The 
Middle Ground: Indians, Empires, and 
Republics in the Great Lakes Region, 
1650-1815 (1991). In it, he presented 
a history of almost 200 years of contact 
and interaction in this broad region that 
was not defined by European impos-
ition and Indigenous resistance. Rather, 
it was marked by a sustained balance 
of power between diverse European 
and Indigenous groups – and people(s) 
born in between them – who had to 
operate on, create, or discover, a middle 
ground, searching for accommodation 
and common meaning. White (1991) 
observed that he was surprised by this 
conclusion, despite the unambiguous 
evidence – a surprise echoed by many 
scholars, especially in the US.1

1 He saw his thesis as so radically new that he was hesitant to publish any of his early findings until he had completed all his research (White, 1991).
2 As one of the exceptions, James A. Clifton (1993) was critical of White’s presentation of his theoretical approach and findings as entirely new. 
3 Bruce Trigger for example, expressed reservations about the “middle ground” thesis as follows: “For Europeans the spirit of accommodation lasted only until they acquired 

sufficient power to dominate native people. Given the arrogance of Europeans, once the middle ground ceased to serve their ends, it might never have existed.” (1992,  
p. 422).

4 It is through relationship that I have gained any knowledge or experience worth sharing, and if I listed all those who have indirectly helped me develop this article, it would 
produce a footnote longer than the main text of the article. What follows is a list of those who have offered comments and feedback specifically on this article: Roger 
Chum, Leila Inksetter, David Newhouse, Damian Costello, Leonard Rickard, Paul McLeod, Rose Anne Chabot, Adam Szymanski, Ken Coates, Dick Preston, Mishi (Lillian) 
Trapper, Toby Morantz, Fred Lazarus, Kaiatanoron Mayo, Wesley Cote, Meagan Commonda, Catherine Twinn, Catherine Lawson, and Vincent Gautier-Doucet. I am especially 
grateful to Frédérique Cornellier for her extensive input on various versions and her willingness to be a sounding board as I worked through challenging questions while 
editing successive versions. I am also grateful to the two peer reviewers, whose comments helped improve the article in key ways. Finally, I am grateful to Suzy Basile & 
Sébastien Brodeur-Girard for the invitation to present at the 4th Seminar on the Ethics of Research with Aboriginal Peoples hosted by the School of Indigenous Studies of 
the Université du Québec en Abitibi-Témiscamingue, First Peoples Pavilion, Val-d’Or campus, November 2018.

What I found most striking, in contrast, 
was not White’s findings, but the sur-
prise with which his findings were met 
by so many.2 The general North Amer-
ican situation in 1991 was such that 
few could imagine any history of Euro-
peans and Indigenous relations that did 
not entail progressive encroachment by 
Europeans, slowed only by receding In-
digenous resistance and the inability of 
Europeans to either force their way or 
to suppress resurgence.3 

If I saw things differently – and I was by 
no means unique in this regard – it was 
not because I had more imagination, or 
insight.4 It was for a very simple reason: 
my perspective was anchored in a sub-
arctic context, in an Indigenous-Euro-
pean middle ground that also began in 
the 1600s, but did not collapse – as it 
did in the Great Lakes region after 1815. 
Instead, it has persisted – thought not 
without challenges or weak points and 
periods – to the present. 

After moving south for post-second-
ary education, the contrast between 
Euro-Canadian and Indigenous demo-
graphic, cultural and political power 
was far more apparent. Also more ap-
parent, however, was a shift from focus 
on the “Indian Problem” to focus the 
“Canada Problem.” In their article on 
the latter theme, David Newhouse and 
Yale Belanger (2016) outline the low 
points of the Indigenous marginaliza-
tion, but they also point out that since 
the failure of the 1969 “White Paper,” 
the Canadian state has stopped driving 
the agenda in this regard; instead, it 
has been reacting to what John Ralston 
Saul has characterized more recently 
The Comeback (2014) by Indigenous 
peoples, starting with a demographic 
resurgence. 



T
O

O
L

B
O

X
 O

F
 R

E
S

E
A

R
C

H
 P

R
IN

C
IP

L
E

S
 I

N
 A

N
 A

B
O

R
IG

IN
A

L
 C

O
N

T
E

X
T

This is certainly backed up by Canadian 
census data, which shows that the 
Indigenous percentage of the Can-
adian population is on the rise. It was 
2.8% in 1996 and twenty years later 
it was 4.9%. In the last ten years, it 
has risen at a rate four times that 
of the non-Indigenous population. 
Moreover, this increase in propor-
tion persists despite the fact that the 
number of non-Indigenous people is 
bolstered by a massive annual influx 
of immigrants. It is true that there has 
been an increase in people who iden-
tify as Indigenous. Yet the growing 
Indigenous percentage of the Can-
adian population is primarily a reflec-
tion of a much younger population 
with an average age of 32.1 versus 
40.9 in the Canadian population as 
a whole. Similarly, 26.8% of the In-
digenous population is aged 14 and 
under compared with 16.4% of the 
Canadian population as a whole (Sta-
tistics Canada, 2017).5 There is like-
wise a higher birthrate (2.2% versus 
1.6% in 2011) among the Indigenous 
population, though there are signifi-
cant variations in this regard within 
both Indigenous and non-Indigen-
ous populations (Statistics Canada, 
2015). Nevertheless, the statistics 
frame Indigenous people as very much 
a minority, and this reinforces the sense 
of demographic marginalization from 
which Indigenous people are said to be 
rebounding.

5 Note that the nadir of Indigenous population decline was about a century ago, and coincided with the peak in the rate of non-Indigenous population growth (through 
natural increase and immigration).

Yet statistics are often incomplete and 
misleading. Even during the lowest 
point of their population decline, In-
digenous peoples’ demographic mar-
ginalization has been limited to the 
margins of the Indigenous territories 
over which Canada claims sovereign-
ty. This is a very intentional inversion 
of perspectives centred in southern 
Canada and the post-Confederation 
era. When I teach Indigenous studies, 
even my Indigenous students are often 
struck by this assertion.

Indigenous people have never ceased 
to be a significant majority in the ma-
jority of Canadian territory. Beyond a 
relatively narrow southern strip of ter-
ritory running parallel to the US border 
and certain northern urban centres, 
Indigenous people have never ceased 
to be the majority, albeit with a much 
lower population density. The most re-
cent statistics affirm that they are the 
overall majority in the three territories, 
which constitute 39.3% of Canada’s 
land mass, and throughout vast tracts 
of the provincial north. In the Nunavik 
region, for example, which constitutes 
another 5% of Canada’s land mass 
and a third of Quebec, the popula-
tion is 90% Inuit or Cree (Statistics 
Canada, 2021). Indigenous peoples’ 
uninterrupted majority occupation of 
the majority of Canada is a fact that 
highlights the need for envisioning reci-
procity, especially when one considers 
the importance of natural resources for 
both non-Indigenous and Indigenous 

economic prosperity. Throughout the 
longest period of Indigenous-European 
interactions in the majority of this terri-
tory, to ignore this fact was to risk one’s 
life and livelihood.  

I spent the first eighteen years of my 
life in this majority Indigenous major-
ity of “Canadian” territory (the quota-
tion marks acknowledge the contest-
ed nature of Canadian claims to this 
territory). When White published The 
Middle Ground, I was completing high 
school in the majority-Cree municipal-
ity of Moosonee, characterized by most 
Ontarians as the end of the province’s 
northern rail and its gateway to the arc-
tic. For me, and many of my classmates 
from the island of Moose Factory, cross-
ing the Moose River to attend school 
in the younger mainland commun-
ity was a first experience of life away 
from home, but still in a Cree-centred 
world. When the river was freezing or 
breaking up, making boat or ice-road 
transportation impossible, we would fly 
over by helicopter and stay the week in 
the old “barracks,” on the former Cold 
War radar base that had been partly 
transformed into Northern Lights Sec-
ondary School. I was residing in these 
barracks when I witnessed from afar, 
in November 1989, the dismantling of 
the concrete wall that had divided East 
and West Berlin into foreign territories 
for decades. It was a lesson that lines 
of division and unity are not always as 
simple as they might appear.
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Although residents of my home com-
munity considered Canada a foreign 
country in the early twentieth-century, 
they also hosted, by the end of the cen-
tury, Canada Day celebrations that sur-
passed anything I later experienced as 
an Ottawa resident. By the eve of Can-
ada’s 150th anniversary, however, en-
thusiasm for such celebration had been 
dampened – in Ottawa, Moose Factory 
and elsewhere. If 1989 was a water-
shed moment in relations between 
Eastern and Western Europe, 2015 
was perhaps an equivalent watershed 
moment in Canada, for Indigenous 
peoples and the Canadian state.

In 2015, the release of the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission’s (TRC) final 
report showed how much Canada’s fu-
ture depended on coming to terms with 
its post-Confederation colonial past. 
Scholarly research was highlighted as 
both a principal means of wider trans-
formation, as well as a principal site in 
need of reform. This was made clear 
by the TRC research process, report 
and calls to action, and by the state-
ments, commitments and actions that 
 subsequently emanated from scholarly 
institutions. 

Yet the seeds for both the TRC and 
its wider impact were planted or cul-
tivated thirty years earlier, by the Roy-
al Commission on Aboriginal Peoples 
and those who participated in it across 
Canada – above all, Indigenous people, 
to a degree never before seen in such a 

6 David Newhouse, personal communication. David Newhouse is Professor of Indigenous Studies and Director of the Chanie Wenjack School for Indigenous Studies at Trent 
University. He was a member of the policy team on economics for the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples. He has coedited with Katherine A.H. Graham, a book (2021) 
that examines the legacy of RCAP.

national public process. I recall well the 
visit of the Commissioners to my high 
school, and my participation in a talking 
circle with Commissioner George Eras-
mus. Such scenes were repeated across 
Canada, in urban, rural and remote 
communities. By the end of its five-year 
mandate in 1996, RCAP had produced 
or elicited an unprecedented volume 
of archival and community-based re-
search involving and relating to diverse 
Indigenous peoples, and their relations 
with diverse non-Indigenous peoples 
and, above all, the Canadian state.

It was not just RCAP’s research output, 
however, but its approach to research 
input that had a transformative im-
pact. If Canada’s research Tri-Council 
Policy Statement on Ethical Conduct 
for Research Involving Humans (TCPS) 
has a chapter dedicated to Indigenous 
research (CIHR, NSERC, and SSHRC, 
2018), it is largely because of the work 
of the Royal Commission and the eth-
ical standards it set for such research.6 
Although far less extensive, the Indian 
Claims Commission (set up at the same 
time to review rejected Specific Claims) 
also championed and integrated com-
munity-based research and oral history 
testimony. I witnessed this first hand 
during my five years as an ICC histor-
ian, where I also served as the first 
chair of its research ethics committee. 
Both these commissions ultimately owe 
their existence to local and national 
Indigenous mobilization and protests 
during the 1990 Oka Crisis, another 

significant watershed moment in the 
history of Indigenous relations with the 
Canadian state.   

A quarter century after RCAP, research 
and research ethics remain a precise 
and foundational focal point for rec-
onciliation and decolonization discus-
sions and efforts. Thanks to visionary 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous schol-
ars and leaders – and the grassroots 
Indigenous mobilization that amplified 
their voices – much has been accom-
plished. Reconciliation and decoloniza-
tion are now commonplace themes in 
university contexts, where research by 
and with Indigenous peoples is also far 
from counter-cultural. Amidst this tre-
mendous Indigenous-led transforma-
tion, however, obstacles and challenges 
continue to manifest themselves in old 
and new ways, and there is a growing 
need for critical reflection on how we 
envision reconciliation and decoloniz-
ation – if we do at all. While praising 
Richard White’s The Middle Ground, 
Daniel K. Richter also warned that “fu-
ture scholars … may become so en-
amored of the middle ground … that 
they lose track of the underlying power 
relationships and conflicts that made 
that ground so fragile” (1992, p. 716). 

What is the nature of these “underlying 
power relationships,” and what will 
they look like once reconciliation and 
decolonization are no longer needed? 
Such a situation may be difficult to im-
agine, for one would be hard pressed 
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to find any human society that has 
no need for reconciliation. Indigenous 
North America at the time of contact 
was no less a “Common and Contest-
ed Ground”7 than Europe was in the 
same period, and disrespect or strug-
gles for rights rooted in prior relation-
ship to specific lands and resources did 
not originate with Columbus’ arrival. 
On the other hand, why do we face 
the challenge of reconciliation on the 
scale we do today, or along the lines 
drawn by our frequently polarized dif-
ferences and politicized identities? Was 
this inevitable? If indigenous rights had 
received more respect, or if no mass 
migration or power imbalance had 
arisen to permit their widespread dis-
respect, would the same pan-Indigen-
ous identity, or any such identity, have 
formed on top of, or between, Omush-
kego, Eeyou, Innu, Wabanaki, Dene, 
Anishinabe, Haudenosaunee, Siksika, 
Sto:lo, Inuit, and so many other diverse 
peoples?8 How do we dig deeper into 
what went wrong without losing sight 
of the lessons of what went right, or 
vice versa? How do we identify and up-
root systemic injustices and prejudices, 
or compensate for power imbalances 
without letting these same problems 
interpret, define and confine the total-
ity of our past, present and future iden-
tities and relationships? 

7 An allusion to Theodore Binnema’s Common and Contested Ground: A Human and Environmental History of the Northwestern Plains (2004). The comparison to Europe is 
mine not Binnema’s.

8 I do not capitalize “indigenous” in the first instance to emphasize that its use as an adjective, to describe the nature of people’s relationships to land and relative newcom-
ers, necessarily precedes its use as a proper noun to describe those same peoples.

9 The Métis Nation did not emerge in the 19th century because métissage came to be seen as exceptional, but for other particular socio-economic reasons. See Nicole St-Onge 
(2006). In some contexts, people of mixed ancestry have often hidden their Indigenous heritage because it was looked down on by others, but my point is to ask what we 
can learn from contexts where it was neither hidden and nor seen notable or exceptional. 

It is easy to read the present as the 
inevitable outcome of the past, rather 
than one of many possible results of 
a messy encounter between factors 
within and beyond the scope of hu-
man freedom. But such a deterministic 
view of the past constricts our ability 
to passer à l’avenir, as Jocelyn Létour-
neau (2000) argues so eloquently. How 
could we hope for, let alone demand of 
ourselves or others, anything different 
or better? The answer found by some 
has been to supress or cancel those 
who fall on the wrong side of their vi-
sion of a deterministic and/or progres-
sivist history, but what lessons from 
history need to be ignored to believe 
this capable of achieving any good? 
Reflecting on his personal and exten-
sive experience, in the Soviet Gulag, 
of the human capacity for inhumanity 
in the name of human progress, Alek-
sandr Isayevich Solzhenitsyn writes as 
follows: “If only there were evil people 
somewhere insidiously committing 
evil deeds, and it were necessary only 
to separate them from the rest of us 
and destroy them. But the line dividing 
good and evil cuts through the heart of 
every human being” (1974, p. 168). If 
neither good intentions, generational 
or structural change, nor a mere shift 
in the balance of power can ensure 
justice, then sustained critical reflection 
is needed on how we might risk get-
ting reconciliation and decolonization 
wrong. 

It may seem that good relations be-
tween Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
peoples are something we have to build 
from our imagination, with no prior ex-
amples to work from. Yet, are there not 
models of relations formed between 
them, such that these categories were 
not the primary way of thinking of each 
other? What can we learn in this re-
spect from the genesis of the Métis, or 
from those métis individuals and popu-
lations that never identified as such be-
cause interculturality and intermarriage 
were seen as unexceptional?9 By “we,” 
I mean all of us, non-Indigenous, In-
digenous, and those who fit poorly into 
these categories. 

“Do not give others that which is 
superfluous to you; give them what 
they need. Give and receive with all 
your heart” (Léger, 2018). What would 
our relationships look like if we were 
guided by an ethic of reciprocity, soli-
darity, and magnanimity: by a commit-
ment to see, emphasize, cultivate and 
share, in a spirit of service, what is best 
in ourselves and each other? More 
precisely, what would they look like in 
the context of research? And how do 
we envision, foster and live such re-
lationships now? I do not propose to 
answer all these challenging questions, 
but to reflect on them in and through a 
particular context and perspective. My 
hope is to help foster research relation-
ships founded not only on reciprocity, 
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solidarity and magnanimity (concepts I 
will define more fully below), but also 
on a deep understanding and appreci-
ation of the shared humanity that pre-
ceeds, permiates and transcends our 
differences. 

As I write this, the words of Dakota 
(Santee) poet, John Trudell, resonate 
powerfully in my memory: 

We’re starting to not recognize our-
selves as human beings. We’re too 
busy trying to protect the idea of a 
Native American or an Indian, but 
we’re not Indians and we’re not 
Native Americans. We’re older than 
both concepts. We’re the people.10 
We’re the human beings (cited in 
Diamond, 2009).

The point is not to dismiss the relation-
al and cultural specificity and diversity 
of our lived humanity, but to emphasize 
the primacy of our shared humanity. 
In responding to a draft of this article, 
Meagan Commonda shared the Anishi-
nabe teachings on reciprocity she re-
ceived in her formative years. She also 
echoes Trudel’s emphasis on a shared 
humanity:

10 The “people” is the literal translation of the terms many Indigenous people use for themselves: Anishinabe, Inuit, Dene, etc.
11 Meagan Commonda, comments on 2013 course on Colonialism and Indigenous Peoples, University of Ottawa. Although I was only a Teaching Assistant for this course, I 

took on a co-teaching role and led several full-class discussions (with a hundred students) on challenging questions that many students identified as transformational for 
the course: “What does it mean to be Indigenous?” and “What is your vision of a Decolonized Canada?” Dr. Wesley Cote, medical doctor and grandson of Anishinabe 
Elder William Commanda, also read a draft of this article, and gave permission to quote from his feedback on the course: “One day in class Cecil threw out a question 
that got everyone … thinking and talking … ‘if you could picture Canada in 50 years what would it look like?’ Cecil also asked people not to have fear and just let things 
out. … We talked about this for a couple of classes and then Cecil gave his impression of what this might look like. His was similar to my idea … even though it was a 
look into the future, it was like we would take a step back into the past. I say this because his vision is exactly the way our people used to live before contact and I found 
it nice to hear a vision like this; it reminded me of my gramps’ vision [William Commanda] where people of all colours could live together. They would celebrate both their 
similarities and differences.” Wesley played a key role in helping this discussion go forward when he quoted his grandfather on the need for a vision, as some students felt 
such a discussion was distracting from the urgencies of now (this was in the middle of the Idle No More movement).

… the concept of reciprocity … 
taught to us during the formative 
years … can be applied in all as-
pects and levels of life: Never take 
more than what you need, and 
what you do take, you must return 
something of equal value. This can 
be in terms of harvesting, hunting, 
as well as knowledge. Any time 
there is something to be learned 
from something or someone, we 
must always give back. This has 
been the foundation of my belief 
system, including the work I do in 
the P[ublic] S[service]. Asking In-
digenous communities to offer their 
insights and knowledge towards 
initiatives means eventually and 
hopefully producing work that will 
give back and benefit the commun-
ities. … you have captured those 
concepts … in a way that moves 
away from the “Them vs. Us” nar-
rative (personal communication, 
March 12, 2021).

It is not always easy to move away from 
a “Them vs Us” narrative, but this is the 
challenge of decolonization: to recover 
the freedom to see the differences and 
commonalities of our shared humanity. 
Eight years ago, Meagan spoke to this 
in her feedback on a course on Coloni-
alism and Indigenous Peoples: 

I felt at first that Cecil … was refer-
ring to … another form of assimila-
tion, but now I see that he … would 
like to see something that respects 
both the personal and the commun-
ity aspect of what it means to be 
human. … I know that I still have a 
long way to go in order to become 
fully decolonized. I am still dealing 
with some anger and hurt of what 
the residential schools era has left 
us with … but I know now that 
unity between Indigenous peoples 
and Settlers is possible. This was 
not something I thought I would be 
able to see prior to taking this class 
so to that I say Miigwetch!11

The reflections I have to offer in this 
article are rooted in conversations 
and relationships that preceeded this 
course and have continued since. They 
are more foundational or philosophical 
in nature, but they have tangible impli-
cations. Moreover, they conclude with 
pragmatic and specific suggestions 
for Canada’s research Tri-Council (and 
other research agencies) that may help 
transform how we see past, present 
and future research relationships, and 
the wider mutually influential relation-
ships in which they play a key role. 
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Although this text is inevitably some-
what autobiographical, my emphasis 
is on the self-in-relation, because the 
vision and hope I share are not found-
ed on innovative insight, creative im-
agination, utopic aspirations or naïve 
optimism. Rather, they are grounded 
in personal and practical experience 
that originated with my emersion in 
Moose Factory and Moosonee, two 
subarctic James Bay communities in 
the homeland of the Môsonîw Ilili-
wak (Moose Cree) that are also home 
to other Omushkego (Ontario) Cree, 
as well as Eeyou (Quebec) Cree, and 
others of diverse and mixed origins. As 
noted earlier, Moosonee is a majority 
Cree municipality and Moose Factory 
is a two-by-three mile island divided 
between Moose Cree First Nation’s 
primary reserve land and a smaller 
off-reserve section where many of 
MoCreebec Eyoud (Moose Factory and 
Moosonee residents who are Crees ori-
ginally from the territory now part of 
Quebec) live, along with others. When 
one zooms in on these communities – 
as I shall do later in this article – mul-
tiple, interlaced and sometimes com-
peting Indigenous identities come into 
focus that do not coincide neatly with 
these jurisdictional boundaries or the 
two distinct treaties that were signed 
by ancestors or relatives of those who 
live there: Treaty No 9, signed by the 
Omushkego Cree in 1905, and the 
1975 James Bay and Northern Quebec 
Agreement, signed in 1975.

I was born in Moose Factory the year 
this second treaty was signed, and I 
spent the first 18 years of my life on 
this island community, living a stone’s 

throw from the grandson of one of 
Moose Cree First Nation’s Treaty No. 
9 signatories. Family trips south were 
very limited, at most a few weeks 
every second summer or so. With a few 
temporary exceptions, I was the only 
person without Omushkego or Eeyou 
Cree ancestry in my class: a fact that 
some never noticed, others considered 
irrelevant, and a minority never let me 
forget. On the other hand, all but few 
of my Cree classmates had some ad-
mixture of Orcadian, Scottish, English, 
French, Norwegian, or other non-Cree 
ancestry, and only a few were fluent 
in Cree (an exception among James 
Bay communities). It was only in high 
school that I participated in more fre-
quent sports trips, to Timmins and 
other neighbouring northern Ontario 
communities. I also met more first-lan-
guage Cree speakers of my age, whose 
families came from more northernly 
Omushkego communities. 

To be clear, my perspective is that of a 
non-Cree born and raised in what was 
for me a predominantly Cree world. But 
I use the term emersion and not immer-
sion, because in contrast to my parents 
and others who were immersed in this 
world when they moved here, it was in 
this broader Cree-centred world that I 
emerged. It is a world, moreover, that 
remains one of two primary focal and 
reference points for my scholarship 
and work, my relationships, my overall 
quest for understanding, and my sense 
of self-in-relation. My perspective is 
profoundly shaped by Cree elders, lead-
ers, scholars, mentors and role models, 
both in their articulation of their own 
traditions and their engagement with 

ideas and ideals that originated else-
where, Christianity especially. Finally, I 
have learned as much from non-Cree 
elders, scholars, leaders, mentors and 
role models who have engaged no less 
seriously with Cree intellectual and 
spiritual traditions. In addition to these 
positive models and lessons, there have 
also been negative models and lessons. 
This echoes Cree elder and scholar 
Louis Bird’s observation about trad-
itional Cree and Judeo-Christian nar-
ratives: they recount, time and again, 
what happens when people abandon 
or distort what they know to be true 
and right, including the ethical prin-
ciples that find unique expression in 
these traditions and in their mutually 
transformative encounter (2007).

To round out the picture, I was raised 
and educated by parents from the 
“two solitudes” (more precisely, French 
Catholic Québec and English Loyalist 
Protestant New Brunswick) who met 
on the frontier between Cree and Inuit 
territory (in Northern Quebec). Not 
surprisingly, as teachers who became 
missionaries, the perspectives and com-
mitments they shared with their closest 
Cree friends did not always line up with 
those defined as “secular” or “pro-
gressive.” This made me acutely aware 
that questions of reconciliation, resur-
gence and even decolonization could 
be interpreted very differently, that 
they extended beyond Indigenous con-
texts while also intersecting with them 
in mutually influential ways. This also 
helped me understand the critical need 
to balance a penetrating, nuanced, 
contextualized critique of what went 
wrong, in our respective and shared 
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histories, with an equally attentive and 
careful examination of what went right, 
and to anchor both in a deep apprecia-
tion and affirmation of our shared hu-
manity. In this regard, the importance 
of Cree and other Indigenous cultures 
transcends their particular contexts. 

If I am interested in the relevance of 
reciprocity for Indigenous research, it is 
also because I see the trans-cultural rel-
evance of Indigenous research, know-
ledge and experience for understand-
ing and living this and similar ideals. 
Likewise, my interest in Cree intellec-
tual and cultural history is not merely 
a question of where I am from, but of 
what this has taught me about being 
human and living well in relation to our 
human and other-than-human world. 
This is an especially relevant question 
now, amidst increasing political and 
cultural polarization, and the need for 
greater solidarity on pressing questions 
relating to environmental sustainability, 
bio-ethics, and philosophical anthro-
pology. “Solidarity … is not a feeling of 
vague compassion or shallow distress 
at the misfortunes of so many people, 
both near and far. On the contrary, it 
is a firm and persevering determina-
tion to commit oneself to the common 
good; that is to say to the good of all 
and of each individual, because we 
are all really responsible for all” (John 
Paul II, 1987).12 Such critical questions 

12 Italics in original. I cite this source because the most widespread and developed articulation of the concept of solidarity is found in the tradition of Catholic Social Teaching.
13 Cecil Chabot (principal researcher) and Brent Faulkner, “Review and Analysis of Ethical Principles and Best Practices for Research involving Aboriginal Communities, of 

Federal Departments and Agencies, Canadian Universities, Colleges, Provinces and Territories,” Final Report Submitted to the Interagency Secretariat on Research Ethics, 
March 31, 2005. This was prepared in anticipation of the revisions to the TCPS2. 

14 To be clear, envisioning a reconciled Canada does mean committing to the preservation of the existing political and legal structures that make Canada what it is today. It 
means being committed to reciprocity between those who find themselves bound – through no choice of their own usually – by a relationship of shared citizenship, even if 
the fullness of reciprocity and renewal relations might mean unbinding, rethinking and transcending these existing bonds of citizenship.  Whatever new or revised political 
and legal structures are put in place, they have to protect the responsibilities and rights that flow from real relationships on the ground.

make it all the more important to en-
vision and enact research founded on 
reciprocity, solidarity and magnanimity, 
and to draw relevant lessons from our 
distinct and shared experience.

In this regard, the reflections I offer 
here are closely linked to my current 
SSHRC-funded post-doctoral research, 
as well as my experience working with 
a non-profit organization that I helped 
set up in my home community when I 
started my SSHRC-funded doctoral re-
search more than a decade ago. They 
also draw on conversations I have been 
a part of as a non-Indigenous member 
of SSHRC’s Indigenous Advisory Circle 
since its creation in 2014, as well as pri-
or consulting work for the Interagency 
Secretariat on Research Ethics, on prin-
ciples and best practices for Indigenous 
research.13 Finally, they also draw on a 
wide range of other Indigenous-related 
professional, volunteer, and academic 
experience in intentionally diverse con-
texts and roles.

My post-doctoral research project is 
entitled “Envisioning a Reconciled Can-
ada: Lessons in Leadership and Reci-
procity from the James Bay Cree and 
Fifty Years of a Transformative YMCA 
Program among them.”14 As I made 
clear in my application for funding, 
however, I was seeking support for my 
contribution to a project that originat-

ed and developed in conversation with 
others, and can only be completed in 
partnership with them. In fact, this re-
search project originates in the shared 
experience and appreciation of leader-
ship teachings anchored in the ideals 
of reciprocity and magnanimity. More-
over, I would not be writing this text or 
exploring these questions were it not 
for the profound influence and conflu-
ence – in my own life and others – of 
Cree leadership teachings and exam-
ples, and of the Moose Factory YMCA 
(Young Men’s Christian Association) 
Leaders Corps. 

This leadership program, entirely vol-
unteer-driven, was founded in 1967 by 
John Delaney and others as an exten-
sion of the Midland YMCA. Although it 
ran primarily in Moose Factory, it also 
had participants from Moosonee and 
offshoots and influence in other com-
munities in Omushkego Aski and Eey-
ou Istchee. Further research is needed 
to fully understand, contextualize and 
critically assess the principles, examples 
and legacies that define this program, 
its founders and leaders, and those who 
have shaped it with their participation. 
Nevertheless, the immediate evidence 
suggests a profoundly positive impact. 
Today, decades after having first met 
him, the Director General of the Cree 
School Board of Quebec, Abraham Jolly, 
still refers to John Delaney as a mod-
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el teacher in his talks to Cree School 
Board teachers (personal communi-
cation, April 2018). Yvonne Morrison, 
the Executive Director of Omushkego 
Education, the regional equivalent 
for Ontario, is a former leader in the 
program. So too are Heather Moore, 
Executive Director of the Moose Cree 
Education Authority; Dorinda Vincent, 
Executive Director of the Moose Cree 
Health Authority; and Doug Jeffries, 
Director of Moose Cree Youth Services. 
Most significantly, at the request of the 
youth themselves, Moose Cree First Na-
tion has established a John R. Delaney 
Youth Centre (Barrie Advance, 2009).

“Mr. D” as so many of us came to call 
him, arrived in Moose Factory in the 
late 1960s as an 18-year-old Indian 
Residential/Day School teacher and 
eventually retired from the provincial 
public school system. He married Grace 
Visitor, a Cree woman who also strong-
ly influenced the program and remains 
a recognized leader in her own right. 
With the exception of a few years in 
Fort George, they lived together in 
Moose Factory until John’s passing in 
2005. The eldest of their three chil-
dren, Christina Linklater, still runs the 
program. The structure remains rela-
tively simple: John and Christina have 
recruited and trained young people as 
coaches in sports programs, putting 
them in positions of leadership and 
responsibility where they serve and 
mentor younger children. If the impact 
has been profound, however, it is due 

15 The plaque is in possession of Grace Delaney, widow of John Delaney. Drawing from Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics and other sources, Alexandre Havard (2007) identifies 
magnanimity as virtue specific to leadership: the habit of looking for, and drawing out, the best in oneself and others – striving for excellence – for the sake of serving others 
better. It is intimately linked to humility, which is not about thinking poorly of oneself. Rather it means recognizing what we have received as gifts (starting with life itself), 
recognizing that others have also received talents and gifts, and that all these gifts are received in order to serve others. Humility is the habit of truthfulness and service.  

to a core emphasis not on athletics but 
on the reciprocal nature of authentic 
leadership. This ethos is captured in 
the lines of the YMCA “Leaders Creed” 
that former Leaders Corps members 
from the Cree Nation of Eeyou Istchee 
quoted in a plaque awarded to John, 
commending him for his service: “I 
believe in the greatness of myself and 
that I am in this world for a purpose, 
that purpose being to put back into life 
more than I have taken out.” This is the 
essence of magnanimity.15 

This post-doctoral research project 
brings me back to where I started. 
Developed in partnership with many 
of the people and organizations men-
tioned above, it aspires to follow the 
same ethic of reciprocity, solidarity, and 
magnanimity that defined the program. 
We share the conviction that this pro-
gram made a difference not because it 
replaced, or filled a hole in, traditional 
Cree leadership examples and teach-
ings about reciprocity. Rather, it was 
successful because it resonated deeply 
with Cree emphasis on seeing, culti-
vating and sharing the best in oneself 
and others. Regardless of what nuan-
ces, corrections or elaborations our 
research may require in this regard, 
there is much to be learned from this 
unfolding history, not only locally and 
regionally, but also nationally. The 
focal point of the research is the Lead-
ers Corps program, its relationship to 
traditional Cree leadership ideas and 
ideals, and, above all, the personal ex-

periences and understandings of their 
points of convergence, complementar-
ity or divergence. Yet attention is also 
being given to the broader historical 
context in which their encounter must 
be understood: the history of the James 
Bay Cree and their relations with new-
comers over more than three centur-
ies. The outcomes envisioned included 
scholarly publications and activities, 
but above all community-based and 
community-focused outcomes and ac-
tivities, including some that can have 
positive impacts well beyond, both re-
gionally and nationally.

In this regard, this post-doctoral re-
search project and the present text 
are also closely tied to my volunteer 
work over the last decade as a found-
ing board member of the Moose River 
Heritage and Hospitality Association. 
This non-profit association unites grass-
roots and jurisdictional members – 
Moose Cree First Nation (part of Mush-
kegowuk Council), MoCreebec Eeyoud 
Council of the Cree Nation (of Eeyou 
Istchee), and the Town of Moosonee – 
around the motto of “building a future 
with our shared past” (www.mrhha.
ca). The mission, vision and guiding 
principles embody Cree understandings 
of reciprocity and hospitality, and are 
worth citing in their entirety: 

Vision Statement:
We share an interest in the rich his-
torical and cultural heritage of Moose 
Factory, Moosonee and the Moose 

http://www.mrhha.ca
http://www.mrhha.ca
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River region. That historical and cul-
tural heritage is primarily Omushkego, 
but includes major contributions from 
other peoples, contributions that have 
become part of the present-day com-
munity’s political, social, religious, eco-
nomic and cultural fabric, in the course 
of its long evolution that predates 
Moose Factory’s establishment as a fur-
trade post in 1673. As demonstrated 
by our communities’ additional Eeyou, 
Orcadian, Scottish, English, Norwegian 
and French heritage, hospitality has 
long been one of the most important 
aspects of Moose Cree and Omushkego 
culture.

Mission  
Statement:
The purpose of this association is to 
preserve, document, promote and 
perpetuate our historical and cultural 
heritage and our tradition of hospital-
ity. We believe that this will have enor-
mous benefits for ourselves, our com-
munities as well as a broader society to 
which we continue to contribute. Our 
non-profit association draws on the 
support of our leadership, councils and 
jurisdictions, and includes elders, youth, 
harvesters, community members and 
hosts, film-makers, librarians, spiritual 
leaders, community researchers and 
educators, university and college pro-
fessors and students, musicians, artists 
and many others who have a passion 
for our combined heritage.

16 These statements and guidelines were drafted during a two-day community meeting held on November 20-21, 2008, organized by Laurie Sutherland and myself, and 
attended by Doug Jeffries, Clarence Trapper, Bert Wapachee, Geraldine Govender, Allan Jolly, Sinclair Trapper, Bert Morrison, Jimmy Kapashesit, John Beck, Victor Linklater, 
Stan Louttit, Greg Williams, Greg Spence and Richard Grom. See Chabot and Sutherland (2009).

17 Signatories to the JBNQA include the Government of Quebec, the James Bay Energy Corporation, the James Bay Development Corporation, Hydro-Québec, the Grand 
Council of the Crees (of Quebec), the Northern Quebec Inuit Association, and the Government of Canada.

Guiding  
Principles:
• We are committed to working and 

consulting with our leaders, public 
servants, elders, youth, and many 
others – inside and outside our 
communities – who share a passion 
for our combined heritage.

• We are committed to ensuring that 
all our members have an active role 
in refining our vision, defining our 
objectives and achieving our goals.

• We are committed to respecting, 
revitalizing and celebrating the 
richness of our cultural, linguistic 
and spiritual heritage, and recog-
nizing and respecting our relation-
ships with the land and all those 
around us.

• We are committed to thinking big 
and starting small, to local cap-
acity-building and volunteerism, 
to fostering a culture of personal 
responsibility towards others.16

 Our mission and vision connect edu-
cation, culture, language, arts, music, 
heritage, history, economic and com-
munity development. (In the midst of 
drafting this article, I have taken up the 
part-time role of Executive Director of 
this association.) We are currently pre-
paring a commemoration in 2023 of 
350 years of Transatlantic Cree-Euro-
pean relations since the establishment 

of Moose Factory as a year-round fur-
trade post in 1673. We see this anni-
versary, however, as an opportunity to 
explore the wider and deeper history 
of the community and region: thus the 
phrase, “More than 350 years in the 
Making.” Such a project inevitably rais-
es questions and challenges of recon-
ciliation and decolonization. Those in-
volved in this initiative, however, share 
the view that the primary answers to 
these questions and challenges are 
also to be found in this same history, 
which holds important insights for any-
one interested in helping form a new 
generation of leaders capable of envi-
sioning and building reconciliation and 
decolonization. 

With regard to leadership, decoloniz-
ation and reconciliation, the last fifty 
years of James Bay Cree history – es-
pecially Eeyou Istchee history – already 
features very prominently in Canadian 
and international arenas. This is above 
all because of the James Bay and 
Northern Quebec Agreement signed in 
1975.17 The JBNQA is not only the foun-
dation of Canada’s first and arguably 
most successful modern treaty relation-
ship. It was also forged in tension with 
what remains Canada’s largest hydro-
electric development project, and with 
a predominantly francophone province, 
where this project was presented as a 
primary tool of Québécois nation-build-
ing and decolonization relative to 
English Canada. Operating under a 
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nationalist banner of “Maitres chez 
nous” (“masters in our own house”), 
Robert Bourassa, René Lévesque, and 
other Quebec leaders were quickly 
confronted with the fact that others 
had prior and priority moral and legal 
claims to most of the house, having 
lived there since time beyond memory. 
This was especially true for that enor-
mous territory, “Nouveau Québec,” 
where the name itself underlined that 
the province’s history and presence in 
the region was recent and minimal. 

Commenting shortly after the close of 
the JBNQA negotiations, Cree Grand 
Chief Billy Diamond stated: “It has been 
a tough fight, and our people are still 
very much opposed to the project, but 
they realize that they must share their 
resources”(cited in Richardson, 1975, 
404). Ultimately, a hydroelectric project 
that was expected to help give birth 
to a modern Québécois nation-state, 
also inadvertently helped give birth to 
a modern Cree Nation of Eeyou Istchee, 
which now has embassies to the UN, 
Canada and Quebec. Despite the 1975 
agreement, implementation issues and 
disputes continued to fester for dec-
ades. This is not surprising given that 
the relationship was forged in a con-
text marked by ignorance, imposition, 
misapprehension, resistance, confron-
tation and often reluctant compromise 
between competing and deeply com-
pelling nation-building projects that 
are each viewed in some measure as 
emancipative by their proponents.

18 As Mishi (Lillian) Trapper points out, however, these agreements do not mean that all Eeyou leaders or community members were supportive.  
19 See also Scott (1989) and Feit (1994).

It was only after the signing of the “Paix 
des Braves” agreement in 2002 that 
the Quebec-Cree relationship began 
to significantly improve, leading to the 
recent major agreement, in February 
2020, on a 30-year joint development 
plan. Grand Chief Abel Bosum attrib-
utes this new relationship in large part 
to “the courage of our Cree community 
members who shared their knowledge, 
and of the government officials who 
listened to them” (2020)18. This senti-
ment has been echoed by others, such 
as Cree Nation Government Executive 
Director, Bill Namagoose, who recently 
praised one Quebec leader as “one of 
the brave ones on the Québec side that 
negotiated the historic and transforma-
tive Paix des Braves between the Cree 
Nation and Québec” (2020).

As pointed out by Richard Preston, a 
scholar highly respected in Eeyou Ist-
chee and Omushkego Aski, the Cree 
approach was to act according to the 
principle of reciprocity and to hold out 
hope that the other side would re-
spond: 

I find that the political stance of 
Cree leaders has sometimes very ef-
fectively emphasized the morality of 
personal autonomy, placing hope at 
the front and trying to expand pub-
lic awareness, in preference to pro-
testing the politics of minority group 
identity in opposition to hegemonic 
national identities. The goal is to 
maintain respect relations, even 
when they are not reciprocated. In 

a fashion reminiscent of Gandhi, 
the hope is that respect will eventu-
ally be reciprocated (Preston 2010, 
287-288).19

Whatever shortfalls the JBNQA treaty 
relationship has – it is not without In-
digenous and non-Indigenous critics 
– its successes are based in large part 
on an ethic of reciprocity and hope that 
has enabled the Cree to envision and 
work towards relationships that are 
not perpetually confined by any of the 
present-day problems or divisions they 
seek to resolve. This reciprocity and 
hope, in turn, must be understood in a 
longer pre-1975 historical context, and 
a deeper Cree cultural and philosophic-
al framework. 

The Cree – Eeyou and Omushkego Cree 
alike – have a long history of reciprocity 
with non-Indigenous people, examples 
of which have persisted even through 
the lowest points in Cree relations with 
federal and provincial governments. 
Like Ghandi, moreover, many of the 
Cree leaders who persisted in an eth-
ic of reciprocity have been deeply in-
fluenced by a Cree engagement with 
Christianity that predates residential 
schools and has persisted in spite of 
their negative impact (Carlson, 2008; 
Morantz, 2002; Honigmann, 1958; 
Preston, 1987 & 1989; Long, 1986 & 
1987). In other words, they have ex-
perience of successful relationships of 
reciprocity with new people and ideas, 
where newcomers have learned from 
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them and vice versa; there are also 
many lessons of failures to live reci-
procity, but such failures are not limited 
to post-contact experience or to new-
comers – who often had much to learn 
about Cree expectations in this regard. 
On the contrary, Cree oral tradition is 
filled with ancient stories that make it 
clear this ethic is innate to no one. It 
must be learned and cultivated.

In 2017, I helped organize a panel 
at McGill University on the theme of 
“Indigenous Leadership, Governance 
and Development,” featuring Grand 
Chief Abel Bosum in conversation with 
former Canadian prime minister, the 
Right Honourable Paul Martin. In his 
presentation, the Grand Chief focused 
on his own and his people’s dramat-
ic journey of the last fifty years, from 
what he aptly called the “invasion” of 
the 1970s, to the present day (McGill 
University, 2017). He started, however, 
by briefly summarizing the first three 
centuries of European contact in terms 
primarily of reciprocity and partnership. 
In this respect, he echoed many Cree 
knowledge-keepers and elders,20 as 
well as non-Cree scholars and close col-
laborators, such as Daniel Francis and 
Toby Morantz (1985), whose history of 
the pre-1870 fur trade in eastern James 
Bay is entitled Partners in Furs. This 
view, as these authors pointed out, is a 
reminder of the problems of assigning 
one global interpretation to the history 
of fur-trade or other Indigenous-Euro-
pean relations in the Americas since 
1492. Such histories may appear to be 

20 John Kawapit, a Whapmagoostui elder, recounted to Pierre Trudel a story of first contact that frames the relationship in this way (Trudel, 1994, 94). 

marginal or isolated examples, or minor 
nuances in the general thrust of hist-
ory, but Richard White’s work suggests 
otherwise. Regardless, without nuance 
and precision, even a decolonial narra-
tive risks colonizing the past, present, 
and future with an interpretive imper-
ialism that may prove as destructive as 
the imperialism and colonialism it legit-
imately opposes. It may also impose a 
marginalized and colonized identity on 
people who are simply centred else-
where. And yet, many still see the in-
tegration of Indigenous peoples within 
the Canadian system, or Indigenous 
knowledge within Western academia 
for example, as the measure of their 
relevance or success, or of Canada’s 
decolonization. This is not an argument 
against intercultural dialogue and ex-
change, or for ignoring real instances 
of marginalization and colonization. 
Rather it is a reminder, echoing others, 
that we need to relativize our notions 
of centre and periphery and avoid 
reading the worst into every situation. 
Indigenous peoples may be a minority 
within Canada as a whole, for example, 
but they have never ceased to be the 
majority in the majority of Canadian 
territory. 

Moose Factory and Moosonee may 
seem isolated from southern Canadian 
perspectives, but I did not see these 
communities as a marginal spaces. 
Rather they were, and are, Cree-cen-
tred gathering places and connection 
points with a wider world that we en-
countered – some more gradually than 

others – through film and television. 
Well before the establishment of these 
permanent settlements, the Moose Riv-
er estuary was a site for Omushekgo 
Cree summer gatherings. And it was 
because of this that the Hudson’s Bay 
Company established its second oldest 
fur-trade post here in 1673. By the 19th 
century, Moose Factory was the primary 
transportation and communication hub 
between the James Bay watershed, 
Canada and the North Atlantic World, 
and yet, most Cree hunters’ lives and 
livelihoods were still centred in the 
bush. Ellen Smallboy, who shared her 
life history – most of it spent on the land 
– with Regina Flannery in the 1930s, is 
a good example in this regard. She was 
not marginalized, let alone colonized; 
she was simply centred elsewhere 
(Flannery, 1995). The same can be said 
of those who called Moose Factory 
home for most of their lives, such as 
Ruby McLeod, who acted as interpreter 
for Flannery and Smallboy, as well as 
Nellie Faries, Ruby’s daughter, and her 
husband Gilbert. These two, who were 
long-time neighbours and friends of my 
family, were Cree but also had Euro-
pean heritage, as was typical in Moose 
Factory especially. 

It was partly from a deep sense of 
transatlantic connection and reciproc-
ity – present in their socio-economic 
and family relations, and reinforced 
by the signature of Treaty 9 in 1905 
– that many James Bay Cree volun-
teered to serve in the First and Second 
World Wars. Gilbert, for example, was 
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a Second World War veteran and Nel-
lie contributed immensely on the home 
front in his absence. Fur Country, a 
National Film Board documentary com-
pleted in the midst of the war (Buck-
man, 1944), profiled Moose Factory as 
a Hudson’s Bay Company town; a gen-
eration later, however, Cree filmmakers 
would present a very different picture 
of a much larger and predominantly 
Cree permanent settlement, with the 
fur trade as one component in a longer 
and broader history.21 

Similar socioeconomic transitions oc-
curred in other communities around 
the bay in this period, in large part 
because of the diminished capacity of 
the land and the declining fur trade 
to sustain a population that had con-
tinued growing, thanks in part to exter-
nal help received in times of hardship 
(Chabot, 2008). Reciprocity in such 
times was still important for Indigen-
ous and non-Indigenous peoples alike, 
and the Great Depression and the two 
World Wars had prolonged this sense. 
By the postwar period, however, fur 
traders and non-Indigenous no longer 
faced the same necessity in this regard 
as they had previously, and certainly 
not as much as the Cree. Nevertheless, 
a new generation of strong leaders was 
emerging: people with wartime experi-
ence and a shared heritage profoundly 
shaped by Cree-European reciprocity 
and intermarriage. Among them were 
Munroe Linklater, Gilbert and Nellie, all 
of them former Moose Cree chiefs (or 

21 See, for example, Rickard’s Okimah (1998), Cheechoo’s A Glimpse into Moose Factory’s History (1991), and Linklater’s The Gathering of Our People 2003 & Omushkego 
Creefest (2003). I happen to appear in two of these three films. In the second film, my grade seven Cree language and culture class (in the 1980s) is shown in a teepee 
being taught traditional skills, and I was interviewed for the second documentary, while cooking for the community feast at the Gathering of Our People in 2003.  

22 I am working on a project to publish these stories and bring them back to their communities of origin.

acting chief). They helped guide their 
people through the transition from 
bush to community, from hunting and 
gathering to participation in an indus-
trialized economy, and from traditional 
de-centralized self-governance to more 
formal and centralized self-governance 
within frameworks limited by the Indi-
an Act and other colonial legislation. 

During this period, the community did 
not escape the influence and impact 
of widespread ideas and ideologies 
of racial, civilizational, and evolution-
ary progress, difference or divergence. 
These assumptions were carried in by 
many outsiders and sharply critiqued by 
others, but they did not succeed in dis-
placing or dominating a stronger sense 
of shared humanity and reciprocity. On 
the contrary, intermarriages and close 
friendships continued to be formed. 
One foreign medical doctor, who arrived 
in Moose Factory the 1950s, quickly 
found his notions of racial difference 
overturned, and soon developed close 
relationships. His comments are worth 
quoting:

When I first went to work among 
them … I expected to find that 
these people would have an un-
developed brain with an undevel-
oped long-sighted eye of the primi-
tive man. Never did I make such a 
mistake. … Their language is like 
the people, logical, grammatical, 
imaginative and expressive …. It 
is certainly not that of a primitive 

people or unintelligent, who only 
need a language to express the 
simplest requirements and not their 
thoughts. … One has to be beware 
[sic] however, as quite unknowingly 
slight mispronounciation will en-
tirely alter the meaning of a word. 
There was the unfortunate moment 
when instead of telling someone to 
look at my nose, I told him to look 
at my arse, or when another Doc-
tor, instead of saying to a woman 
“breathe out” (let out your breath) 
said “blow off your wind”. The 
Indians on both occasions were 
highly amused. They love a joke 
at the white man’s expense, but to 
give them their due, they are just 
as appreciative if the laugh is on 
them. …Their opinion of whites is 
often more shrewd than is realized. 
A certain party of politicians were 
going round the reserve, one never 
stopped talking, was always asking 
questions and was well known for 
the fact that he was one of those 
people who talk a lot and never do 
anything. Finally he suggested … 
that he would like to be made a 
member of the band and to receive 
a[n] Indian name. The Indians cour-
teously agreed to this, but when he 
asked for a translation of his name, 
with a grave and impassive face 
they solemnly said “Big Wind.”22
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The socioeconomic, educational and 
political transition of the mid-1900s  
posed many challenges, not just in 
spite of outside help, but also be-
cause of it. The Cree word for leader is 
okimaw, but for Indian Act chief is oki-
makan – the suffix carrying the mean-
ing “not quite real or authentic” (Ellis, 
1960). This does not imply a criticism 
of leaders like Munroe, Gilbert, Nellie 
and other Moose Cree chiefs, but of 
the Indian Act structures within which, 
and against which, they had to work. 
As elsewhere, even genuine attempts 
to assist Indigenous people were all 
too often entangled, and at times en-
trenched, in ignorance, racial and cul-
tural prejudice, and a “bureaucratic 
colonialism” – as Toby Morantz (2002) 
calls it – the repercussions of which 
have been detailed by the RCAP and 
TRC reports. It was in this period that 
the long-standing Indigenous-Euro-
pean reciprocity was perhaps at its 
weakest. Certainly this was the case 
in Quebec, as Grand Chief Abel Bosum 
pointed out. Yet it was neither gone nor 
forgotten, and it helped shape Cree 
responses and solutions, including the 
1975 JBNQA and the subsequent es-
tablishment of the MoCreebec Associ-
ation by its Eeyou beneficiaries living in 
the Moose River area.

I witnessed the transformative impact 
of this treaty on the MoCreebec people 
and I grew up aware of socioeconomic, 
political and cultural problems and div-
isions within my home community more 
generally – as well as some of the ex-
ternal contributing factors – although 
my siblings and I undoubtedly experi-

enced many of them in unique ways 
because of our background. But these 
problems were dwarfed by the power-
ful example of so many who made it 
intuitively clear that the best answers 
to these external and internal problems 
came from within – not to the exclusion 
of other sources, but as a grounding for 
engagement with them. As Cree elder 
Raphael Wabano put it in the 1970s, 
what the communities needed was 
a Cree-centred cultural centre where 
people could bring together the best 
of northern (Cree) and southern (non-
Cree) values and ideas (James Bay Cree 
Society, 1979). His thinking was echoed 
and exemplified by many others. It was 
with such role models, in thought and 
action, that I left the north to pursue 
post-secondary education.

Adapting to life in the south was in-
itially easy – not because it was more 
familiar, but because I was familiar 
with adapting to differences. Having 
grown up as a visible minority (rela-
tive to my context) I was immediately 
drawn to others who stood out, and I 
quickly came to know every visible min-
ority in my Quebec City college of 700 
students. I was drawn to immigrants, 
because I was both an “immigrant” 
to Quebec from Cree country, and had 
been  part of a second generation of 
an “immigrant” family to Cree territory. 
I sensed a connection to the province 
where my father’s family had lived for 
generations, but I also found myself 
falling into an intensely critical spirit, 
at times, that was really just homesick-
ness. (Two decades later, I can share a 
good laugh with some of my Inuit stu-

dents, from the region where my par-
ents met, about the quirks of adapting 
to southern city life and dealing with 
homesickness for the north.)

It did not take me long to realize how 
my formative years had immersed me in 
perspectives and relationships that did 
not fit neatly into the typical “native” 
versus “newcomer” binaries that I soon 
encountered not only or even primarily 
in colonial-era historical accounts, but 
often equally so in more recent aca-
demic and non-academic writing. The 
work of White and other scholars were 
very helpful, but other post-colonial 
and de-colonial scholarship seemed to 
reinforce – in inverted ways – the very 
problems they purported to address. Af-
ter immersion in some of this literature, 
I often felt the need to “detox” from its 
polarizing tendency to assume or assert 
an “Indigenous versus non-Indigen-
ous,” or “Indian versus White,” conflict 
paradigm in every context. The impos-
ition of such a dichotomy affected me 
personally, as I had struggled since my 
youth to avoid being lumped in (always 
by a minority) with everyone else who 
had the same skin tone or reduced to 
the worst aspects of my perceived or 
real heritage. Above all, I did not want 
to be told – implicitly or explicitly – to 
relate to my friends (some as close as 
family) as a “whiteman.” This label had 
always carried only negative connota-
tions and physical repurcussions inside 
and outside school (always from a min-
ority). Yet this school of hard knocks 
helped me appreciate what baggage 
that the label “Indian” carried for my 
Cree friends in other contexts. It also 
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made me keenly aware of the repur-
cussions of using intensified racialism 
or conflict awareness as an answer to 
racism or conflict. How does one foster 
awareness of racism, for example, with-
out inadvertently training ourselves 
and others to reduce people and their 
experience to their skin tone or their 
real or perceived genetic heritage? Or 
how does one even speak about the 
Hutu-Tutsi conflict, to take a more dis-
tant example, without contributing to, 
and reinforcing, the notion that every 
Hutu and Tutsi identifies according 
to these binary divisions? Instead of 
transcending colonialist binaries and 
prejudices, is there a risk that some de-
colonial efforts might simply reinforce 
these binaries and invert their moral 
and cultural judgements?

My critical awareness of the interpret-
ive imperialism that is inherent in all 
conflict paradigms became stronger in 
the late 1990s as I delved deeper into 
the history and historiography of an 
uncommon incident of violent conflict 
known locally as the 1832 “Hannah 
Bay massacre.” (I still have a photo-
graphic memory of the place and mo-
ment where I first heard a story of this 
conflict.) I selected this topic for my 
MA thesis after consulting with edu-
cators, leaders and elders back home, 
who cautioned me that it was being 
misinterpreted and sometimes misused 
in the context of contemporary politics 
(Chabot, 2010). 

Ultimately, I found the best way to 
resist the interpretive imperialism of 
binary conflict paradigms was to re-
main grounded in the community that 
I still call home, not because it is free 
of such problems, but because this 
community shed unique light onto 
these same problems while also con-
taining – within its history, culture(s) 
and people(s) – profound answers to 
them. In this regard, I have increasingly 
come to appreciate this home not only 
as one of Canada’s oldest continuous 
Indigenous-European middle grounds 
but also as a significant Indigenous 
middle-ground. In this context, ques-
tions of “indigenous” or “aboriginal” 
identity take on diverse meanings with 
different reference points and need to 
be relativized.

Moose Factory and Moosonee con-
stitute, in some way, a microcosm of 
Canada, in different proportions. As 
one zooms in on these neighbour-
ing communities, multiple, interlaced 
and sometimes competing Indigenous 
identities come into focus that do not 
coincide neatly with jurisdictional or 
treaty boundaries. Some of the Cree 
who live here have their traditional 
hunting grounds in the Moose Riv-
er watershed; others have origins or 
family connections in neighbouring 
or more distant parts of Omushkego 
Aski of Eeyou Istchee and speak dis-
tinct dialects of Cree (a total of four or 
five if one includes R-dialect Cree). As 
noted already, few are without some 
European ancestry. Others have some-
times been identified by it; once known 
as “halfbreeds,” the majority of them 

now have “Indian” status. Finally, some 
have no Cree ancestry, but may be In-
digenous or intermarried with Crees. In 
the end, few people and relationships 
fit neatly into various categories that, 
for some, represent the diversity, rich-
ness and complexity of the community, 
but for others, its divisions. This same 
diversity, however, prevents any div-
iding line from claiming a monopoly. 
There are simply too many and they 
overlap too much: Moose Factory ver-
sus Moosonee; Moose Cree versus 
other Omushkego Cree; original Moose 
Cree members versus transferees 
from other Omushkego or Eeyou Cree 
Nations; Eeyou (Quebec or JBNQA) 
Cree versus Omushkego (Ontario or 
Treaty 9) Cree; Moose Cree First Na-
tion (Omushkego) versus MoCreebec 
Council of the Cree Nation (of Eeyou 
Istchee); L-dialect versus Y-dialect or 
N-dialect Cree; and status Indian versus 
regained-status (Bill C-31) versus non-
status (see Chabot, 2010 & 2017, and 
Long, 1986).

Colonialism and other external factors 
explain many of these categories and 
the divisions they sometimes frame 
(Long, 1986), but local and regional 
diversity, difference and division have a 
longer and deeper history. Regardless, 
living an ethic of reciprocity was chal-
lenging long before European contact 
or the creation of the “Canada prob-
lem” (Newhouse and Belanger, 2016). 
Yet, in upholding this ethic as an ideal 
worth struggling for, the Cree have 
gained deep insights into what it means 
to be human and to live well in relation 
to our human and other-than-human 
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world. It is no surprise – for those who 
take time to listen, like Richard Preston 
and John Long23 – to discover that Cree 
philosophical anthropology, moral phil-
osophy and metaphysics that can hold 
their own in a conversation with any 
philosophical tradition.

The 1832 Hannah Bay “massacre” ori-
ginated in a failure to follow the ethic of 
reciprocity in a time of desperation and 
hardship.24 When I took on the research 
in the late 1990s, however, I started re-
ferring to it, in more neutral terms, as 
the 1832 Washaw Conflict (Washaw 
being the Cree name for Hannah Bay). 
This decision reflected the primary rea-
son why I had been asked to undertake 
this research. As a non-Native native 
of Moose Factory – so to speak – I 
was told I was in a good position to 
re-examine what some people charac-
terized as a conflict divided along the 
lines of “Quebec versus Ontario Cree” 
or “Moose Cree versus MoCreebec 
Eeyou Cree”. Nevertheless, it soon 
became clear that other conflict para-
digms were competing for interpretive 

23 Richard “Dick” Preston (2011) speaks of listening for a long time to Cree narratives before arriving at an “aha moment,” an epiphany moment, where he understood. The 
rest of his career, he says, has been about refining and explaining what he saw in that moment. Like Preston, John Long spent hours with Cree elders and saw them not 
as informants but as mentors, as the scholars and teachers they were. On reading this draft, Cree educator Roger Chum shared the dedication that John Long, his former 
teacher, inscribed in a copy of his book, Treaty No. 9: Making the Agreement to Share the Land in Far Northern Ontario in 1905 (2010): “To my friend and teacher …” 
(emphasis added). Although she did not conduct oral interviews, Toby Morantz is another example of a researcher who is very well respected among the Cree, especially 
the Eeyou, whose history she has documented in two books and many articles. All three of them have been models for me and acted as formal and informal advisors and 
mentors from my MA thesis onward. The list is much longer of scholars whose research with and for James Bay Cree exemplified an ethic of reciprocity well before formal 
research ethics protocols were in place.

24 On January 22, 1832, during a very hard winter, one Cree hunter, two orphan Cree boys and a young HBC apprentice of mixed Cree-European ancestry fled more than 60 
km from Hannah Bay House.  Arriving cold and shaken in Moose Factory the next day, between 3 am and 4 pm, they hastily divulged the news that Quappakay, a Cree 
okimah who usually traded at Rupert’s House (present-day Waskaganish, QC), and members of his family had arrived in starving condition and, within two days, had 
attacked the house and killed William Corrigal, the HBC trader stationed at Hannah Bay. They feared, moreover, that none of the nine others (all of Cree or mixed ancestry) 
who were there had escaped. By the end of April, the alleged perpetrators would be apprehended, with help from Cree on both sides of the bay, and the men over the age 
of 15 would be executed, though not with the approval of all the HBC men involved. There is much more to this history than this minimalist account indicates. See: Chabot 
(2002) and chapter 3 of Chabot (2016).

25 See: The Economist (2020, June 13), APTN (n.d.), and Bourihane (2020, October 7). As this last article shows, Joyce Echaquan’s family and community are drawing from 
both Christian and pre-Christian traditional spiritual sources to find healing. 

imperium, especially variations of the 
“Indian-versus-White” paradigm. The 
majority of people involved or killed 
in the incident, however, were Cree, 
in what almost everyone at the time 
acknowledged was an exceptionally 
rare incidence of violence. Ultimately, I 
found that intercultural miscommunica-
tion and misunderstanding were partly 
to blame for the conflict, but that the 
primary issue was a failure of reciproc-
ity, solidarity and magnanimity in a per-
iod of hardship and starvation, a failure 
that was condemned by the majority of 
Omushkego, Eeyou and non-Indigen-
ous contemporaries. Yet the retaliation 
meted out against the original attack-
ers, by Cree and HBC relatives and 
friends of the victims, was also subject 
to criticism, both at the time and later 
on, by Cree and non-Cree alike.

These were some of the key points 
that I emphasized when I shared my 
research locally and regionally in three 
different workshops for the regional 
Omushkego Education Great Moon 
Gathering, in guest lectures for univer-

sity classes delivered in Moose Factory, 
and in radio and print interviews. Local 
people were as important an audience 
for me as any academic or wider audi-
ence. I shared my thesis and research 
sources (in paper and digital formats) 
with local governments and schools as 
well as individuals who had contribut-
ed to the research. I also contributed 
to (and benefited from) research for 
a proposed film project on this event, 
under development by Cree film maker 
Paul Rickard, and for Moose Cree First 
Nation (undertaken with John Long) on 
historic sites in the Hannah Bay region. 
In this latter regard, I made a site visit 
in September 1999, travelling by boat 
from Moose Factory with Sinclair Trap-
per, in whose family territory the origin-
al Hannah Bay House was located. 

As I was reminded on that occasion 
– and again now, in the aftermath of 
the lethal negligence, rooted in racism, 
that killed George Floyd and Joyce 
Echaquan25 – navigating conflict hist-
ories is like navigating the muddy wat-
ers of Hannah Bay, where the Washaw 
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conflict occurred. This bay has long 
had a reputation as a dangerous body 
of water that must be navigated with 
great caution. The cold muddy water 
hides its depth as well as the presence 
of boulders and rocks scattered over 
mud-clay tidal flats where walking can 
be difficult. A sudden north wind and 
high tide can quickly change the depth 
and conditions of the water, and dra-
matically increase the distance to the 
shoreline and safety. 

When returning to Moose Factory, Ar-
nold Cheechoo, Sinclair Trapper and 
I got a taste of Washaw’s danger. 
Pummelled by the combined force of 
wind and waves, one of our two boats 
cracked a rib and began to sink. We 
managed to transfer its cargo and out-
board motor, before cutting it loose. I 
was the last one off. As we continued 
on to Moose Factory the waters grad-
ually grew calmer, and so did we: al-
though we laughed it off, we did not 
take our close call lightly. Then, two 
weeks later, a great tragedy occurred 
in the same area where we had had 
our relatively minor accident: two boats 
were swamped by towering waves 
tossed up by a fierce north wind. Only 
the strongest made it to shore. Al-
though this tragedy claimed eight lives, 
the rescue and recovery efforts brought 
together the local and regional people 
and jurisdictions in ways that dwarfed 
any political or other divisions that 
sometimes surfaced between them 
(Blair, 1999). 

The Washaw tragedy of 1999 showed 
that the ethic of reciprocity had far 
greater strength than any local div-
isions or frictions. Ultimately, my re-
search into the Washaw tragedy of 
1832 also revealed the same, not only 
with respect to any alleged or real div-
isions between Omushkego and Eeyou 
Cree, but also with regard to apparent 
Indigenous-European divisions. Both 
tragedies also showed how the land 
acted as a stern teacher for Cree and 
newcomer alike, providing repeated re-
minders of the need for personal com-
petence – mental, moral and practical 
– as well as the interdependence of 
all life and the need for others. Living 
in this land for millenia, since time be-
yond memory, has profoundly shaped, 
though not determined, Omushkego 
and Eeyou Crees’ philosophical anthro-
pology – their understanding of who 
they are in relation to their human and 
other-than-human world – and their 
ethic of reciprocity.

Living in this land according to this 
ethic of reciprocity demands epistemic 
integrity and prudence: careful discern-
ment of reality, be it the thickness of 
river ice, the changing of the weather 
or seasons, the movements of animals, 
or the intentions of a newcomer. It also 
requires self-governance, which often 
makes the difference between life and 
death in an unforgiving subarctic en-
vironment. Yet, as noted already, trad-
itional stories repeatedly warn against 
failures in this regard (Bird, 2007). Dire 
circumstances have often forced stark 
choices between reciprocity and its in-
version or perversion. Manipulative and 

extremely individualistic, this anti-ethic 
does not hesitate to reduce truth and 
others to mere objects of power in the 
pursuit of narrow self-interest. In Cree 
tradition, the antithesis of the ideal 
okimaw (“leader” or “elder”) is the 
person who is so power-hungry, afraid, 
and ethically or mentally unhinged that 
he or she transforms into a cannibal 
wihtiko (windigo) (Bird, 2007). Thus, 
some Cree interpreted the main insti-
gators of the 1832 attack on Hannah 
Bay House as having turned wihtiko 
(Chabot, 2002). This interpretation led 
me deeper into Cree intellectual and 
cultural history.

When I began my doctoral studies in 
Indigenous intellectual, cultural and 
religious history, I focused on the wihti-
ko concept as a photographic negative 
of Cree philosophical anthropology 
and ethical ideals, and as a means of 
tracing their evolution over time in re-
lation to European influences, actions, 
ideas and ideals. What I discovered in 
Indigenous and European encounters 
with the wihtiko and each other was 
not radical cultural difference but pro-
found common ground “on the edge 
of humanity.” Even amidst conflict and 
misunderstanding, even if expressed in 
different ways across cultural time or 
space, there was a persistent shared 
conviction that reducing truth or others 
to mere objects, in quests or contests 
for power, was to risk losing one’s hu-
manity (Chabot, 2016). 
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What the history of the wihtiko also re-
vealed was the intimately intrapersonal 
– not merely interpersonal – and en-
tangled nature of the struggle between 
our quests for human and moral auth-
enticity and quests for power over the 
very definition (authority and author-
ship) of human and moral authenti-
city. I also found deep insights in Cree 
philosophy and spirituality that reson-
ated profoundly with, or challenged, 
aspects of other intellectual and spirit-
ual traditions, from the Book of Genesis 
and Aristotle to Michel Foucault and 
Charles Taylor.

Starvation-induced wihtiko posses-
sion or transformation may be almost 
unheard of today, but the anti-ethic it 
embodies – if not the wihtiko itself – 
remains an explanation and guidepost 
for critiquing failures to adhere to the 
ethic of reciprocity, including many of 
those outlined by RCAP and the TRC. 
To state it more positively, Cree ethical 
ideals remain foundational to the suc-
cess of one of the strongest Indigenous 
nations in Canada –  the Cree Nation 
of Eeyou Istchee – and to the resiliance 
and resurgence of the Omushkego 
Cree. Yet this success is by no means 
perfect, on either side of James Bay.

26 Commenting on a draft of this article, Mishi (Lillian) Trapper pointed out that faith is in placed in the Creator as the ultimate guarantor of Reciprocity. Personal communi-
cation, March 22, 2021.

In their narratives of the Washaw con-
flict and of wihtiko incidents, Cree 
elders make it clear that ethical ideals 
are innate for no one (Bird, 2007). 
On the contrary, they require educa-
tion, cultivation, effort and constant 
adjustment. Adherence to the ethic of 
reciprocity, for example, could also be 
shallow, self-interested or duplicitous. 
Writing about the Innu in the 1600s, 
Jesuit missionary Paul Le Jeune puzzled 
over the material reciprocity they some-
times showed even to enemies, whom 
they might also conjure against (cited in 
Hallowell, 1955). Three centuries later, 
legal scholar Julius Lips offered this 
explanation: “if a case should become 
known where an Indian maliciously 
disregarded a signal erected in extreme 
need, he would likewise be disregarded 
in case of his own need” (Lips, 1937, p. 
227). As with other cultures, Cree ideals 
in this regard could be articulated with 
emphasis on negative consequences of 
non-adherence or in more affirmative, 
hopeful and generous terms. As one 
Waswanipi woman explained, “When 
we have food, and we are living with 
others, we give them half our food, and 
it seems like we find more to replace it” 
(cited in Feit, 1994, 297).

In Cree society, some might adhere to 
an ethic of reciprocity primarily for fear 
or self-interest, while others fully em-
braced and placed their hope and faith 
in it.26 The same, of course, can be said 
of all human societies and their highest 
ethical ideals, which are best upheld 
where there are incentives for adher-
ence and consequences for non-adher-
ence. 

Research ethics protocols and frame-
works are needed that foster and in-
centivize an ethic of reciprocity, but we 
should not assume that their absence 
means that people do not exercise 
reciprocity or that their imposition 
will make people more virtuous. These 
protocols and frameworks should place 
greater emphasis on drawing out, and 
cultivating the best in people rather 
than preventing the worst in them. 
There are many relevant examples of 
pre-RCAP research relationships of 
reciprocity in James Bay, long before re-
search ethics protocols were in place. In 
fact, most of these relationships were 
founded and sustained on the basis of 
reciprocity and mutual respect, but this 
is a topic that requires more research 
and space than this text allows. 
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Greater emphasis on reciprocity would 
enhance rather than replace the duty 
to consult that is foundational to cur-
rent research ethics protocols. It must 
be acknowledged, however, that these 
protocols were added as a corrective 
to the imbalance of power that has 
often undermined Indigenous efforts 
to enforce ethical research protocols 
where they are not voluntarily adopted. 
As suggested already, moreover, it was 
added because of successful Indigen-
ous efforts to correct this imbalance. 

How does one acknowledge and ad-
dress such imbalances without indefin-
itely framing Indigenous people as the 
weaker party in all their relationships 
with non-Indigenous people? This is my 
concern here: not to remove necessary 
protections, but to put them on strong-
er footing by helping envision and move 
towards the kind of relationships where 
such protections are no longer needed, 
even if they were to remain in place or 
made more universal. Commenting on 
a first draft of this article, Roger Chum 
– a Cree friend, role model and experi-
enced post-secodary guidance council-
lor – summed up the vision perfectly: to 
move towards giving fuller meaning to 
the phrase “We are all treaty people.” 

27 Alexandre Havard’s book on magnanimity as the essence of virtuous leadership originated as a response to law students’ questions about what it was that enabled the 
European Union’s founders to propose solidarity and reciprocity with former enemy nations, despite the opposition of compatriots who often harshly dismissed them as 
traitors. Havard, personal communication, 2012.

28 See SSHRC’s Guidelines for the Merit Review of Indigenous Research (2018). CIHR developed guidelines early on, as of 2007, in partnership with Indigenous researchers 
and elders, which recognize reciprocity (2010). This was eventually replaced by Chapter 9 of the TCPS, which opens by defining “reciprocity” as “the obligation to give 
something back in return for gifts received – [a concept] which they [Indigenous people] advance as the necessary basis for relationships that can benefit both Aboriginal 
and research communities” (CIHR, NSERC and SSHRC, 2018, 107).

Reciprocity between treaty peoples in 
a university-community relationship 
does not impose an obligation on In-
digenous people to share everything 
and be absorbed into other institu-
tions and traditions. On the contrary, 
it means recognizing more clearly that 
Indigenous scholarly institutions and 
traditions have value and existence in 
their own right, with their own research 
protocols, independently of their rela-
tionships with Western scholarly insti-
tutions and traditions. As noted already, 
to assume that Indigenous intellectual 
traditions are marginalized unless 
Western institutions integrate them 
or are indigenized, is to doubly mar-
ginalize Indigenous traditions. On the 
other hand, reciprocity, solidarity and 
magnanimity also means recognizing 
that Indigenous intellectual traditions 
are important not only for Indigenous 
people, but because they have some-
thing uniquely valuable to contribute to 
universal human knowledge. In short, 
a relationship of defined by reciprocity 
allows for greater mutual influence and 
fluidity of boundaries between treaty 
peoples, as first step towards reconcili-
ation. This was the vision and achieve-
ment of the founders of the European 
Union, who simultaneously hoped for 
and sought to envision a reconciliation 
founded on socio-economic reciprocity 
and fostering maganamity: the habit of 
seeing, cultivating and sharing the best 
in each other.27 

In a Canadian context, national and 
provincial research councils and other 
research funders have an opportunity 
to magnanimously foster reconciliation 
and reciprocity by ackowledging and 
affirming the universal applicability 
of Indigenous emphases on the ethic  
of reciprocity. The national research 
councils, for example, could augment 
their grant application assessment cri-
teria with a fourth main criterion, that 
of reciprocity. In the case of SSHRC, 
for example, this would mean adding 
Reciprocity to the existing criteria of 
Challenge, Feasibility and Capability. 
To be clear, the Tri-Council already ex-
plicitly recognizes the relevance of reci-
procity for Indigenous research, both 
in the Tri-Council Policy Statement: 
Ethical Conduct for Research Involv-
ing Humans and elsewhere. Moreover, 
all three research councils articulate 
aspects of reciprocity in their general 
evaluation criteria, even if they do not 
always use the term.28 However, inte-
grating reciprocity as a fourth primary 
assessment criteria for all Tri-Coun-
cil-funded research (Indigenous and 
non-Indignous alike) would strengthen 
and increase the importance given to 
reciprocity. To do this, moreover, based 
on inspiration from Indigenous ethical 
principles, would be a powerful asser-
tion that the relevance of Cree and 
other Indigenous knowledge and ex-
perience is not confined to Indigenous 
contexts any more than the relevance 



4
th se

m
in

a
r o

n
 th

e
 E

th
ic

s o
f R

e
se

a
rc

h
 w

ith
 In

d
ig

e
n

o
u

s P
e

o
p

le
: C

o
p

ro
d

u
c
tio

n
 o

f 
k
n

o
w

le
d

g
e

 w
ith

 In
d

ig
e

n
o

u
s P

e
o

p
le

s a
n

d
 sh

a
rin

g
 o

f re
se

a
rc

h
 re

su
lts

of Western knowledge traditions are 
confined to Western contexts. It could 
also be an opportunity to remind many 
of us that Western knowledge trad-
itions and institutions are not the exclu-
sive heritage of Western society. Rather, 
they are conduits, sites, repositories and 
beneficiaries of some of most extensive 
and diverse intercultural exchanges in 
human history. This reminder is needed 
because the collective strength – real 
and perceived – of dominant currents 
in this Europe-centred intercultural ex-
change has too often proven a weak-
ness for those who have cultivated 
little appreciation of other knowledge 
traditions or awareness of the tremen-
dous debt owed to them. This helps 
explain why many Indigenous elders 
have often been quicker to acknow-
ledge what is relevant and universal in 
Western knowledge traditions. Many of 
them have no hesitation, for example, 
to use “reciprocity” – a concept and 
term drawn from European languages 
– to translate or convey their own In-
digenous concepts and terms, even as 
they highlight what is unique to their 
own traditions. 

The key point is this: there is much to be 
gained from giving reciprocity the same 
depth and emphasis it currently has in 
many Indigenous cultures, and from 
drawing out the specific nuances and 
insights embedded in the various terms 
found in diverse Indigenous languages. 
Indigenous peoples have unique in-
sights into the challenges of living 

29 For more elaboration on these last two concepts see: Smith (2004), Roan and Waugh (2004), and Williams (2018). 
30 He said this to a group of his closest collaborators prior to a peaceful civil rights action that they knew would be met with violence. It was one of these collaborators, Richard 

John Neuhaus, who shared this story with me and others.

and cultivating reciprocity, whether 
within or between their own peoples, 
or in relation to European Newcomers. 
Making reciprocity a central criteria 
for assessment of all research funding 
applications will help encourage all of 
us – Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
alike – to dig into our own traditions 
and histories for ways to enrich our 
shared understanding and practice of 
reciprocity, solidarity, magnanimity, 
wahkohtowin, kayanerenkó:wa,29 or 
whatever concept or term we use to 
articulate similar ideals and principles. 
Most importantly, in and beyond our 
research, it will give greater incentive 
to envision, articulate, and enact a 
more explicit and tangible commit-
ment to see, emphasize, cultivate and 
share – in a spirit of service – the best 
in ourselves, each other, and our shared 
humanity. 

As emphasized already, this does not 
entail ignoring historical and contem-
porary unjustices – in research or other 
contexts – or relativizing them in a 
way that disolves or absolves anyone’s 
responsibility for addressing them. 
Rather, it insists that efforts to under-
stand and find ways of correcting such 
injustices should not ignore the very 
examples and sources that can inspire 
and activate hope for something bet-
ter – especially among those who, in 
one moment and manner or another, 
may be struggling most with fact that 
“the line dividing good and evil [that] 
cuts through the heart of every human 

being.” Solzhenitsyn’s understand-
ing of the human condition is echoed 
in Martin Luther King’s counsel to his 
closest collaborators, prior to their ex-
posure of such dividing lines: “If you 
would change someone, you must first 
love them and they must know that you 
love them.”30 This suggests that the 
best starting point for transformation is 
not cancellation but confirmation: find-
ing and affirming what is good within 
a person, a relationship, a culture or a 
history. 

Decolonialism must be founded on a vi-
sion that transcends not only colonial-
ism but also itself. Otherwise, it risks ex-
tending colonial paradigms of division 
and difference into the past and future, 
while ironically imposing new patterns 
of uniformity and assimilation. What 
is needed is a vision of truly reciprocal 
relationship, and this is not something 
that need only be imagined from noth-
ing. It can be learned from the historic-
al and contemporary examples of many 
who have envisioned and lived such 
relationships, even if they have had to 
do so against the grain. My reflections 
are ultimately a small payment towards 
a great debt of gratitude to people – 
both Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
– who have have given powerful exam-
ples in this regard.
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Different ᒋᔅᒑᔨᐦᑎᒧᐧᐃᓐ  (knowledge) in 
hydrogeological sciences: Seven lessons from the 

ᐄᔅᒣᓐ  (Îsmen, Eastmain) Groundwater Project

Dylan Mayappo1,2,  Eric 
Rosa2,  Magalie Roy2, 
Pierre-Luc Dallaire2, 
Stephane Gilpin1,2 & 
Vincent Cloutier2

Abstract
This article discusses the challenges of 
knowledge sharing in hydrogeology, 
specifically between Western science 
and Cree science, and presents possible 
strategies for improving knowledge 
sharing. The ᐄᔅᒣᓐ (Îsmen, Eastmain) 
Groundwater Project, a vast research 
initiative aimed at documenting the 
quantity and quality of groundwater in 
the territory of the ᐃᔨᔨᐤ ᑲᔦ ᐃᔨᓂᐤ 
ᑎᐯᔨᐦᒋᒉᓯᐤ (Cree Nation of East-
main), provides concrete examples of 
how different cultural ways of know-
ing can shape research practices and 
outcomes. The concepts of Cree and 
Western science are discussed with 
specific examples related to the prob-
lem of ᔒᐧᐋᐳᐃ (shiiwaapui; saltwater) 
intrusion in coastal aquifers and the 
development of approaches for improv-
ing groundwater protection in land 
management. Instead of proposing 
answers to problems, we provide sev-
en lessons of the project. These lessons 

pertain to notions of (1) knowledge 
recognition, (2) terminology, (3) equity, 
diversity and inclusion, (4) colonial-
ism in science, (5) research methods, 
(6) communication and (7) response 
to criticism. We believe that the les-
sons presented here will fuel valuable 
discussion on research ethics in hydro-
geology.     

Keywords: ᐃᔨᔫᐊᔅᒌ (Eeyou 
  Istchee); Aquifer; Water resources; 
Water protection; ᐃᔨᐦᐲ (iyihpii, 
drinking water); ᒋᔅᒑᔨᐦᑎᒧᐧᐃᓐ 
(knowledge)

Foreword
The research presented here focuses 
on the evaluation of groundwater re-
sources in ᐃᔨᔫᐊᔅᒌ (Eeyou Istchee). 
We discuss team members’ approach-
es to the project and their attempts to 
build bridges between different ways of 
knowing, specifically Western and Cree 
science. We do not claim that our strat-
egies are revolutionary or exemplary. 
Rather, we share our experiences and 
points of view with the intention of pro-
voking reflection on knowledge sharing 
in hydrogeology. We present lessons we 
learned during the project and ongoing 

actions that we’ve taken to improve 
our ethics, the quality of our work, the 
value and sharing of the knowledge 
that we’ve gathered from the project. 
Among the six authors, five are men, 
one is a woman, four have a Western 
science background, and two are from 
the ᐃᔨᔨᐤ ᑲᔦ ᐃᔨᓂᐤ ᑎᐯᔨᐦᒋᒉᓯᐤ 
(Cree Nation of Eastmain, CNE) and 
thus have a Cree science background. 
In this article, the term science refers to 
ᒋᔅᒑᔨᐦᑎᒧᐧᐃᓐ (chischaayihtimuwin), 
or, in English, knowledge. The word sci-
ence comes from the Latin word scien-
tia, which also means ᒋᔅᒑᔨᐦᑎᒧᐧᐃᓐ 
(knowledge), notwithstanding its 
source. All team members are experien-
cing a steep learning curve through this 
process. Therefore, the ideas and opin-
ions that are shared in this paper will 
keep evolving, and hopefully improv-
ing, far beyond its publication date. By 
sharing the lessons we have learned 
through the project and our ideas for 
improving knowledge sharing, we hope 
to contribute to a constructive discus-
sion on hydrogeological science. 

1 Cree Nation of Eastmain (CNE)
2 Groundwater Research Group, Université du Québec en Abitibi-Témiscamingue (UQAT)
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1. Introduction
Nearly half of the world’s human 
population relies on groundwater as 
a drinking water supply (Taylor et al., 
2013; World Water Assessment Pro-
gram, 2009). Groundwater also has key 
ecological functions. In discharge areas, 
groundwater significantly influences the 
hydrogeological, geochemical and ther-
mal regime of groundwater dependent 
ecosystems (GDEs) (Bertrand et al., 
2012). While groundwater resources 
are nearly ubiquitous and generally less 
prone to bacterial contamination than 
surface water resources, aquifers can 
be highly vulnerable to human impacts, 
which can affect groundwater quantity 
and quality for several generations, as 
groundwater renewal rates are gener-
ally slower than surface water renewal 
rates. More specifically, groundwater 
accounts for approximately 48% of the 
total volume of freshwater on Earth, 
while rivers, lakes and wetlands alto-
gether account for only 0.4% of the 
total volume of freshwater on Earth 
(Oki and Kanae, 2006). Nevertheless, 
the fluxes from surface waters that 
reach the oceans are estimated to 
be 1.5 times greater than those from 
groundwater (Oki and Kanae, 2006 
Therefore, on a global scale, the renew-
al rate of surface waters is generally 
much higher than the renewal rate of 
groundwater, which means that human 
impacts on groundwater resources can 
persist over very long timescales (Döll 
et al., 2012; Foster et al., 2013; Burri 
et al., 2019; de Graaf et al., 2019). In 
simple terms, these observations reveal 
that while groundwater resources are 
abundant in terms of volume, their pro-

tection is critical to avoid problems for 
future generations. 

Groundwater protection measures 
must rely on sufficient hydrogeologic-
al science (knowledge) to be efficient. 
Thus, since 2008, research teams from 
universities across Quebec have been 
conducting extensive projects as part 
of the Projets d’acquisition de con-
naissances sur les eaux souterraines 
du Québec (PACES; Groundwater 
knowledge acquisition program). With 
support from the Quebec’s Ministry of 
the Environment (MELCC), this pro-
gram aims to provide a provincial-scale 
portrait of groundwater resources in 
municipalized areas of southern Que-
bec. Between 2008 and 2015, thirteen 
multistakeholder-funded projects were 
conducted in municipalized sectors 
from southern Quebec (Larocque et al., 
2018). However, prior to 2017, areas 
located north of the 49th parallel, in-
cluding ᐃᔨᔫᐊᔅᒌ (Eeyou Istchee), 
were excluded from the PACES. Cree 
stakeholders, researchers and residents 
alike argued that the absence of these 
regions from PACES was unacceptable, 
given that there highly valuable and 
vulnerable water resources in North-
ern Quebec, and these resources are 
increasingly stressed due to human 
activities such as hydroelectric develop-
ment and mining. To overcome this 
situation, a consultation process was 
undertaken in 2016 by the Cree Nation 
Government (CNG) and the Ground-
water Research Group of the Université 
du Québec en Abitibi-Témiscamingue 
(GRG-UQAT). On July 27, 2016, the 
Grand Council of the Crees passed 

resolution 2016-21, which underlined 
the critical need and obligation to in-
clude the territories north of the 49th 
parallel in the provincial water strategy 
(Grand Council of the Crees, 2016). The 
Government of Quebec agreed with the 
Grand Council of the Crees’ resolution 
and, as a result, the 2017 provincial 
budget included provisions for the ac-
quisition of hydrogeological knowledge 
in ᐃᔨᔫᐊᔅᒌ (Eeyou Istchee). 

This groundwater knowledge acqui-
sition project in ᐃᔨᔫᐊᔅᒌ (Eeyou Ist-
chee) provides a framework for under-
standing how hydrogeological science 
and knowledge are culturally con-
structed and shared. On the one hand, 
the PACES project structure developed 
by the MELCC and universities from 
southern Quebec provides a relevant 
framework for evaluating groundwater 
quantity and quality at various scales. 
On the other hand, the greatest know-
ledge of water resources in ᐃᔨᔫᐊᔅᒌ 
(Eeyou Istchee) stems from Cree sci-
ence, and there is a critical need to 
build bridges between Indigenous and 
Western science to improve hydrogeo-
logical science. In this context, the gen-
eral objective of this article is to discuss 
different ways of knowing in hydro-
geological science. The examples and 
discussions provided here are largely 
based on our experiences as a research 
team working on the ᐄᔅᒣᓐ (Îsmen, 
Eastmain) Groundwater Project, the 
first groundwater knowledge acquisi-
tion project conducted in ᐃᔨᔫᐊᔅᒌ 
(Eeyou Istchee). 
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Fitting in this context, the goal of 
this paper is to share lessons learned 
through the authorship teams’ trans-
formative learning in the development 
of approaches for improving ground-
water protection with partnered In-
digenous communities. Two objectives 
contribute to this goal:

1 Rewriting a historical perspective of 
hydrogeology from both Cree and 
Western Science perspectives;

2 Conducting a critical analysis of pro-
grams and outcomes in the ᐄᔅᒣᓐ 
(Îsmen, Eastmain) Groundwater Pro-
ject, and ourselves as a research and 
program development team.

This paper takes a modified Delphi tech-
nique (Landeta, 2006) and collabora-
tive sense-making methodology (Der-
vin and Naumer, 2010) to describing 
the derivation of key lessons from this 
work. This involved each of the team 
members evaluating their lessons over 
the program, and sharing and coming 
to consensus through several discus-
sions and drafts of this paper among 
the authorship team and Indigenous 
partners. Ultimately, rather than pro-
viding guidelines on how to conduct 
research, we present our perspectives 
on hydrogeological science and share 
ideas based on lessons that we have 
learned throughout the project. The au-
thors acknowledge that many of these 
lessons were learned as part of the re-
view process of this manuscript.   

2. Some  
perspectives on 
hydrogeological 
science
Observations are the cornerstone of 
most natural sciences. Hydrogeologic-
al science is no exception, and robust 
interpretations and models of ground-
water flow systems inevitably stem 
from observations and measurements 
realized either in the field or the lab-
oratory. Hydrogeology has its own 
challenges, however, when it comes 
to observations because the studied 
objects (groundwater and aquifers) are 
underground. At least at first glance, 
groundwater and aquifers appear in-
visible from the surface. Nonetheless, 
groundwater has driven the curiosity 
and interest of humans for millennia, 
and there are different ways of know-
ing in hydrogeology. This section pro-
vides a brief overview of the Cree sci-
ence and Western science perspectives 
on hydrogeology.

2.1. The Cree science 
(ᒋᔅᒑᔨᐦᑎᒧᐧᐃᓐ) perspective
2.1.1. Cree knowledge: Origins, 
transfer, and sustainability 
Northern Cree knowledge primarily de-
veloped from collective thinking. Elders 
and Knowledge Keepers would often 
identify the most suitable young candi-
dates with whom to share their know-
ledge and enable knowledge transfer 
to sustain future generations. Many 
traditional practices endure. One of the 
most common practices is hunting and 
gathering, where families venture out 

to their camps seasonally. In contem-
porary, modern society Crees hunt and 
gather in different places, as transpor-
tation and technology have evolved in 
ᐃᔨᔫᐊᔅᒌ (Eeyou Istchee) over the past 
150 years. 

2.1.2. Adaptation to the surround-
ing environment
Elders have always described the Crees 
as adaptive and observant to environ-
mental changes. Their understanding 
of the weather patterns and capacity 
to determine the short- and long-term 
forecast with accuracy is one relevant 
example. Those who once gained and 
acquired this particular knowledge 
transferred it to the next generation. To-
day, many hunters use this “skill” to co-
ordinate a successful hunt. During prep-
aration for harvesting migratory birds, 
the hunters’ primary considerations 
are the atmospheric pressure and wind 
patterns. Before barometers existed in 
ᐃᔨᔫᐊᔅᒌ (Eeyou Istchee), atmospheric 
pressure was monitored with the use of 
a certain type of moss. High and low 
pressures would determine the course 
of action for hunter-gatherer families. 
High pressures indicated the day birds 
would migrate further north from their 
feeding grounds. During low pressures, 
and with the consideration of wind dir-
ection, a coordinated “stampede” was 
the hunters’ strategy to ensure a suffi-
cient harvest for the seasons to come. 
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2.1.3. Benefits of ceremonial  
practices 
Majority of the Cree knowledge comes 
from ceremonial practices conducted by 
certain individuals when a group or an 
individual was in dire circumstances. A 
story from the 1890s tells of a group of 
families gathered at one camp as they 
experienced a shortage of food due to 
a shortage of food after a poor hunting 
season. On one evening after sundown, 
one of the Elders performed a cere-
mony using a caribou shoulder blade 
and a small flame. When he complet-
ed the ceremony, the shoulder blade 
revealed a promising location and the 
hunters started to coordinate their ven-
ture. They walked in snowshoes with 
their gear 25 to 30 kilometers from the 
camp. As they approached the desig-
nated location, a large herd of caribou 
came into view, and the hunters were 
able to get the meat they needed for 
the season. The hunters had witnessed 
the arrival of migratory caribou to these 
lands. Years later, one of the hunters 
from the Moses clan made a statement 
to his son as the caribou migrated back 
to the north: “It will be within hundred 
years until they return in these lands.” 
The source of the Elder’s statement is 
unknown. In 2002, the large herd mi-
grated south through the ᐄᔅᒣᓐ (Îs-
men, Eastmain) territory and began 
receding to the north in 2009.

2.1.4. Unique forms of knowledge 
transfer
Historically, knowledge transfer be-
tween individuals or groups was not as 
specific in some respects as it is today. 
Long-term matters of relevance to fu-
ture generations were often discussed 
in mysterious terms, which caused on-
going speculation among recipients 
as they attempted to decode the true 
meaning of the Elders’ words. As an 
example, long before the James Bay 
Project (project associated with the 
imposing hydroelectric developments 
that have been developed in the James 
Bay region since the 1970s) took 
place, an Elder shared a message to 
fellow Crees about a large snake that 
would come from the south, stretch-
ing across ᐃᔨᔫᐊᔅᒌ (Eeyou Istchee). 
The Elder said that it would often 
take lives of people and animals. To-
day, when ᐃᔨᔫᐊᔅᒌ (Eeyou Istchee) 
is viewed from the sky, the Billy-Dia-
mond Highway (formerly known as the 
James Bay Highway) resembles a large 
snake. This form of knowledge transfer, 
with its metaphorical language and 
imagery, ensured the preservation of 
Elders’ wisdom for future generations. 
The “snake” messenger could have 
been dismissed if the Elder had been 
too specific, especially at a time when 
Northern Crees were not aware that 
environment-altering equipment such 
as excavators and pavers existed. 

 

2.2. The Western  
science perspective
Qanats (khettaras) are an ancient 
feature related to groundwater. Con-
structed as early as 721 BC (Fetter, 
2004a), qanats are sub-horizon-
tal tunnels dug in the ground along 
steep slopes of small hills to reach the 
groundwater table (Figure 1a). Vertical 
tunnels were also dug along the hori-
zontal tunnels to allow light to enter 
(Figure 1b). Once the groundwater 
table was reached, water was diverted 
towards basins using canals (Figure 
1c), thus allowing easier access to 
water. Since this period, scientists and 
philosophers have theorized the pres-
ence of water below ground. Ancient 
Greek philosophers such as Empedo-
cles of Agrigentum, Plato, and Aristotle 
postulated several theories to explain 
the existence of groundwater. Most of 
the theories proposed by Greek phil-
osophers were unrealistic, as they did 
not believe that most groundwater 
originated solely from rainwater in-
filtrating the ground (Fetter, 2004a). 
At the time, they believed that water 
contained in air had to condensate 
under the ground to create ground-
water. While false, this hypothesis was 
based on the observation that, in the 
atmosphere, clouds condensate to pro-
duce rain. Roman philosophers such as 
Seneca also proposed other hypotheses 
on the origin of groundwater, but these 
were later proven wrong. According 
to Fetter (2004a), Roman philosopher 
Vitruvius proposed the first realistic 
interpretation of the provenance of 
groundwater. He postulated that water 
originating from snowmelt on moun-



4
th se

m
in

a
r o

n
 th

e
 E

th
ic

s o
f R

e
se

a
rc

h
 w

ith
 In

d
ig

e
n

o
u

s P
e

o
p

le
: C

o
p

ro
d

u
c
tio

n
 o

f 
k
n

o
w

le
d

g
e

 w
ith

 In
d

ig
e

n
o

u
s P

e
o

p
le

s a
n

d
 sh

a
rin

g
 o

f re
se

a
rc

h
 re

su
lts

tains  infiltrated the ground to recharge 
groundwater reservoirs that ultimately 
discharge in springs found in valleys. 
This was perhaps the birth of qualita-
tive hydrogeology as studied today in 
Western science. While the processes 
were not yet explained based on quan-
titative demonstrations, the conceptual 
description of a groundwater flow sys-
tem was adequate. Notably, Canadian 
hydrogeologist Józeph Tóth proposed 
one of the most elegant quantita-
tive descriptions of such groundwater 
flow systems in the 1960s. The theor-
etical background provided by Tóth is 
still widely used in hydrogeological 
sciences (Tóth, 1962; 1963). Sever-
al scientists and philosophers further 
studied groundwater during the Middle 
Ages, although the scientific discipline 
called “hydrogeology” did not yet exist. 
Among others, Leonardo Da Vinci, Ber-

nard Palissy, Johannes Kepler and René 
Descartes contributed to hydrogeo-
logical science with important theories 
and discoveries (Fetter, 2004a). Never-
theless, the understanding of hydro-
geological processes remained largely 
qualitative. 

In his 1830 book A Preliminary Dis-
course on the Study of Natural Phil-
osophy, John F.W. Herschel, an English 
astronomer, and scientist, persuasively 
argues that observations are neces-
sary in quantitative sciences. Hydro-
geology is no exception, and the true 
birth of quantitative hydrogeology, as 
it is studied today in the perspective of 
Western science, can be traced back to 
the 1800s, with the work and observa-
tions of Henry Darcy, a French engin-
eer who worked for Le corps des ponts 
et chaussées, a French government 

agency (Freeze, 1994; Fetter, 2004b). 
Darcy’s most important contribution to 
hydrogeology relates to his role in de-
veloping the water distribution system 
for the city of Dijon, France, in 1856. 
At that time, Darcy needed to develop 
a system of sand filters to supply clean 
water. He observed that the flow of 
water (Q in [L3/T]) through a cylinder 
filled with sand is proportional to the 
hydraulic gradient (i, [ ]) representing 
the head difference ( in [L]) nor-
malized to distance in the direction of 
flow ( , in [L]), to the area of the 
cylindrical filter (a) in the cross-section 
perpendicular to water flow and to a 
property of the sand (and fluid) within 
the filter (K, the hydraulic conductivity, 
expressed in [L/T]):        

     
    

A) Example of a tunnel dug along a steep slope.  
B) Vertical openings designed to allow light into a horizontal 
tunnel. C) Canal used for diverting groundwater towards a basin 
where it can easily be collected. 

Figure 1 Example of khettaras from the reservoirs of Western Haouz, Morocco (pictures by Eric Rosa)
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Darcy’s observations led to a remark-
able yet simple empirical relation-
ship that allows for a mathematical 
explanation of water flow in porous 
media. In modern hydrogeology, Eq. 1 
is referred to as Darcy’s law. Although 
this relationship was first published in 
1856, most of the current analytical 
solutions and numerical models used 
in hydrogeological sciences to describe 
groundwater flow in porous media rely 
on this equation. The equations used 
for describing groundwater flow near 
wells further rely on concepts that are 
based on Darcy’s law. Among the num-
erous scientific contributions of modern 
hydrogeology, Fetter (2004b) highlights 
the key contributions from Theis (1935; 
1938), Hubbert (1940), Jacob (1940), 
and Ogata and Banks (1961). Among 
contemporary leaders in hydrogeology, 
Mary Pikul Anderson stands as one of 
the most widely recognized research-
ers. A brief overview of her contribu-
tions is provided by Kornei (2019); her 
work has inspired an entire generation 
and will likely influence the future of 
hydrogeological sciences. Among many 
contributions, M.P. Anderson strongly 
influenced the hydrogeological sci-
entific community owing to her work 
on groundwater modeling, contamin-
ant movement and heat transport in 
groundwater and groundwater-lakes 
interactions. 

Today, hydrogeology is a broadly rec-
ognized and studied scientific disci-
pline. Using an extensive bibliometric 
study based on the Science Citation 
Index Expanded database, Niu et al. 
(2014) provided a global portrait of 

groundwater research between 1993 
and 2012. The authors found that more 
than 64,000 scientific articles related 
to groundwater science were published 
during the reference period. They noted 
that the amount of groundwater-re-
lated publications increased at such a 
rate that, between 1993 and 2012, the 
proportion of groundwater-related sci-
entific articles among all scientific arti-
cles increased significantly. They also 
highlighted that groundwater-related 
publications originate from across the 
world, with Canada ranking third in 
terms of the total number of ground-
water-related publications between 
1993 and 2012. 

Despite this astonishing amount of 
groundwater research, established 
researchers have raised important 
concerns about the state of the sci-
ence in hydrogeology. For example, 
Schwartz et al. (2005) performed an 
in-depth interpretation of the impact 
of 3,121 groundwater-related scientif-
ic articles published in Water Resour-
ces Research, a leading journal in the 
field. The authors found that the most 
cited papers correspond to research 
conducted by pioneers who have ex-
plored new research strands. They also 
identified follow-up articles that built 
on “pioneer studies” and provided in-
cremental new knowledge. Overall, the 
authors found that both the pioneer 
and follow-up studies tended to show 
a decrease in citations over time, sug-
gesting that the hydrogeological sci-
ence as a discipline might be on the 
decline. Schwartz and Ibaraki (2001), 
indeed, raised an important question 

with their article titled “Hydrogeo-
logical Science: Beginning of the End 
or End of the Beginning?” The authors 
argue that sciences, like industry, fol-
low a pattern related to maturity, with 
an embryonic phase, a growth phase, 
a mature phase and an aging phase. 
The brief historical overview provided 
above suggests that the embryonic 
and growth phases of hydrogeology 
are likely completed, and given the 
amount of groundwater-related publi-
cations between 1993 and 2012 (see 
Niu et al., 2014), hydrogeology is likely 
in its “mature” phase. The question is 
whether this science will continue to 
develop in response to new scientific 
paradigms originating from original 
and pioneering studies, or if it will slow-
ly decay to become a science where re-
search focuses on problems that do not 
truly change the basic understanding of 
fundamental concepts (Schwartz and 
Ibaraki, 2001). 

Which path hydrogeological science 
takes strongly depends on how today’s 
researchers conduct research. There 
is an obvious lack of diversity among 
scientists in Western hydrogeological 
science. Most of the contributions cited 
above are from white men, as studies 
on gender equity and diversity in geo-
sciences also note. Burek and Higgs 
(2007), for example, highlight the fact 
that women are often unacknowledged 
and become lost to history. These auth-
ors provide many examples of women 
who significantly contributed to geo-
logical science but who were not ac-
knowledged, including (among many 
others) Mary Morland (1797–1857), 
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Grace Milne (1832–99), Arabella 
Buckley (1840–1929), Catherine Rai-
sin (1855–1945), Margaret Crosfield 
(1859–1952), Ethel Wood (1871–
1945), Ethel Skeat (1865–1939), Ger-
trude Elles (1872–1960) and Dorothea 
Bate (1878–1951). Dutt (2020) further 
found that approximately 90% of stu-
dents completing PhDs in geosciences 
are white and that the vast majority of 
tenure and tenure-track positions in 
geosciences faculties are held by white 
people. The author stresses the need for 
a “systemic cultural change” in geo-
sciences. The problems associated with 
gender inequity in geosciences are also 
well explained by Holmes et al. (2008) 
and Popp et al. (2019). These authors 
provide relevant discussions on the de-
cline of gender equity with increasing 
seniority. Further to the important con-
siderations outlined above, we stress 
that a “systemic cultural change” in 
geosciences must involve, among many 
other aspects, an acknowledgement 
of the equal value of different types 
of knowledge, including Indigenous 
knowledges, in the study of natural 
phenomena.

3. The ᐄᔅᒣᓐ 
 (Îsmen, Eastmain) 
Groundwater 
Project 

3.1. Origin and birth 
of the project
The birth of the ᐄᔅᒣᓐ (Îsmen, East-
main) Groundwater Project dates to 
2016, when Melissa Saganash (Direc-
tor of Cree-Quebec Relations for the 
Cree Nation Government [CNG]) met 

with Martine Rioux (former Secretary 
General of UQAT). Their discussion led 
them to believe in the need to develop 
a groundwater knowledge acquisition 
project in ᐃᔨᔫᐊᔅᒌ (Eeyou Istchee). 
Further to that meeting, Melissa Sa-
ganash invited Denis Martel (now Rec-
tor (Principal) at the UQAT) and Eric 
Rosa (professor, UQAT) to present the 
structure of PACES-type projects to the 
Grand Council of the Crees (GCC), on 
May 19, 2016, in Montreal. Discussions 
were then held by stakeholders of the 
Cree Nation, and Denis Martel and Eric 
Rosa were invited for a second pres-
entation to the GCC, with an online 
broadcast available for people of the 
Cree Nation. This second presentation 
was held on May 24, 2016, in ᒥᔅᑎᓯᓃ 
(mistisinii, Mistissini). Following these 
events, on July 27, 2016, the GCC 
passed resolution 2016-21, which, as 
noted in the Introduction, underlined 
the critical need and obligation to in-
clude the territories north of the 49th 
parallel in Quebec’s provincial water 
strategy (Grand Council of the Crees, 
2016). Discussions held by the stake-
holders of the CNG, Chief Kenneth 
Cheezo and the Band Council of the 
ᐃᔨᔨᐤ ᑲᔦ ᐃᔨᓂᐤ ᑎᐯᔨᐦᒋᒉᓯᐤ (Cree 
Nation of Eastmain, CNE) helped to 
identify ᐄᔅᒣᓐ (Îsmen, Eastmain) as the 
lead community for conducting a pilot 
groundwater knowledge acquisition 
project in ᐃᔨᔫᐊᔅᒌ (Eeyou Istchee). 
Chief Cheezo and the ᐄᔅᒣᓐ (Îsmen, 
Eastmain) Band Council invited Eric 
Rosa and Vincent Cloutier (professor, 
UQAT) to a series of meetings: Val d’Or, 
June 22, 2016; ᐄᔅᒣᓐ (Îsmen, East-
main), September 27, 2016; Val d’Or, 

August 16, 2017; ᐄᔅᒣᓐ (Îsmen, East-
main), November 27, 2017; and ᐄᔅᒣᓐ 
(Îsmen, Eastmain), February 19, 2018. 
During these meetings, we collabora-
tively defined the working bases for the 
realization of the ᐄᔅᒣᓐ (Îsmen, East-
main) Groundwater Project. On March 
22, 2018, the ᐄᔅᒣᓐ (Îsmen, Eastmain) 
Band Council passed resolution 2017-
2018/03-22-006 stating that “the 
Cree Nation of Eastmain supports and 
is favorable to the deployment of the 
Eastmain Groundwater Project” (CNE, 
2018). The resolution also stated that 
“the Cree Nation of Eastmain man-
dates the GRG-UQAT to take the steps 
required for organizing a meeting with 
the CNE for establishing the rules to 
follow to conduct the research in a re-
sponsible manner, in compliance with 
the requirement of the CNE in terms of 
data confidentiality and access to the 
territory.” Ultimately, the discussions 
held over two years between the CNG, 
the CNE and the GRG-UQAT lead to the 
initiation of the ᐄᔅᒣᓐ (Îsmen, East-
main) Groundwater Project on April 
1, 2018. The project tackles an issue 
raised in resolution 2016-21 (Grand 
Council of the Crees, 2016), which 
states that “the local governments and 
the Cree Nation Government would be 
in a much better position to participate 
in the planning and accommodations 
of local and regional development if 
they had the proper tools for assess-
ing and protecting aquifers and water 
 resources.” 
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During the discussions held prior to the 
initiation of the project, Chief Cheezo 
stressed the need to include a recog-
nized academic training as part of the 
project. He stated that the training of 
people from the Cree Nation on ap-
proaches and methods used in univer-
sities for studying groundwater (as in 
the PACES projects) could have a posi-
tive impact on the community. Chief 
Cheezo explicitly asked for that train-
ing to be formally recognized by UQAT. 
Therefore, as part of the ᐄᔅᒣᓐ (Îsmen, 
Eastmain) Groundwater Project, a 
15-credit undergraduate microprogram 
in Applied Hydrogeology was creat-
ed at UQAT. This microprogram aims 
to provide students with a scientific 
background via courses in physical hy-
drogeology (3 credits), chemical hydro-
geology (3 credits) and hydrogeological 
mapping using geographic information 
systems (GIS) (3 credits). In addition, 
the microprogram includes applied re-
search projects carried by students (6 
credits). 

One of the challenges in developing 
this microprogram was that in the 
province of Quebec, admissions to 
universities often require a college (CE-
GEP) degree. Alternatively, applicants 
can be admitted to a program if they 
possess a recognized experience such 
as a professional (work) experience in 
a relevant field. These are the two main 
paths that lead to a university program 
in Quebec. Would this mean that a Cree 
person who has travelled and observed 
the land, hunted and fished for years, 
and learned from Elders who lived off 
the land is considered less knowledge-
able and less skilled for studying nat-

ural sciences than an individual with a 
college diploma? This seems unfair.

The microprogram was specifically 
designed for students from the Cree 
Nation. Admissions are based on 
knowledge rather than academic back-
ground exclusively. Since 2018, five 
Cree students have taken the physical 
hydrogeology course, and three stu-
dents have taken the chemical hydro-
geology course. These courses include 
theoretical lectures, field excursions, 
fieldwork, homework, written exams, 
and oral presentations. The GIS course 
is planned for winter 2021. Once these 
courses are completed, students will 
conduct an applied research project 
on specific questions related to hydro-
geology in ᐃᔨᔫᐊᔅᒌ (Eeyou Istchee). 
The applied research projects will be 
designed to allow for sharing differ-
ent types of knowledge. Students will 
have the theoretical and technical 
background to conduct typical “uni-
versity-type” hydrogeological research, 
such as the research conducted in the 
framework of the PACES projects, as 
well as a knowledge of the land based 
on their own experiences in ᐃᔨᔫᐊᔅᒌ 
(Eeyou Istchee). These Cree students 
also have the skills required to safely 
access the territory, even in the most 

remote areas, where  hydrogeological 
data is much needed. Furthermore, 
they possess the vast Cree knowledge 
required to build strong and durable re-
lationships involving knowledge shar-
ing with community members, tallymen 
and other land users. In this context, 
the Cree students involved in the 
microprogram and in the ᐄᔅᒣᓐ (Îsmen, 
Eastmain) Groundwater Project could 
become the greatest ambassadors for 
creating bridges between Cree science 
and Western science. Overall, the first 
cohort of students should complete the 
program by summer 2021. Their ex-
periences will soon show whether this 
pedagogical approach produces posi-
tive societal and scientific outcomes. 

3.2. Project objective, 
organization, timeline 
and team
The general objective of the ᐄᔅᒣᓐ (Îs-
men, Eastmain) Groundwater Project 
is to provide an extensive evaluation 
of groundwater quantity, quality and 
availability at the scale of the ᐃᔨᔨᐤ 
ᑲᔦ ᐃᔨᓂᐤ ᑎᐯᔨᐦᒋᒉᓯᐤ (Cree Nation 
of Eastmain) territory. This objective is 
directly related to resolution 2016-21 
(Grand Council of the Crees, 2016), 
which states that “the local govern-
ments and the Cree Nation Govern-
ment would be in a much better pos-
ition to participate in the planning and 
accommodations of local and regional 
development if they had the prop-
er tools for assessing and protecting 
aquifers and water resources.” The pro-
ject’s organization is adapted from the 
PACES, and was implemented over four 
years through the completion of three 
main phases. Phase 1 of the project fo-

Lesson #1: There is a critical need 
for academia to recognize differ-
ent ways of knowing in admis-
sion guidelines. Universities are 
hot spots of knowledge sharing, 
and ignoring different types of 
knowledge might be a major 
mistake.     
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cused on the collection of pre-existing 
data and on the creation of an exhaust-
ive knowledge database (Dallaire et al., 
2019). The activities associated with 
Phase 2 aim to fill the gaps identified 
as priorities during Phase 1 (Dallaire et 
al., 2020). This phase focuses on field 
and laboratory data acquisition for 
improving hydrogeological knowledge 
within the study area. The activities as-
sociated with Phase 3 aim to produce 
an extensive integration and synthesis 
of all the hydrogeological knowledge 
acquired during the project. Ultimately, 
the synthesis work will help to provide a 

final extensive database, several hydro-
geological maps and a hydrogeological 
atlas of the study region. The approach-
es for sharing knowledge will include 
publications, meetings, discussions, 
field trips, presentations in schools, and 
online events to contribute equally to 
Western and Cree science.  

Table 1 presents members of the re-
search team. The team members mainly 
work from ᐄᔅᒣᓐ (Îsmen, Eastmain), 
Amos, Montreal, and Saint-Étienne 
(France). Team members have access to 
the GRG-UQAT server for sharing data. 

Software licences are available through 
VPN connections. The material required 
for fieldwork and samples are either 
shipped by expedited courier or trans-
ported by team members travelling be-
tween locations.  

The team members from the CNE 
were hired following job postings in 
the community, for positions that are 
directly related to the project. Two full-
time positions were available for the 
entire duration of the project. These 
positions are financially supported 
jointly by the CNE, the Cree Human 

Team members Affiliations princi-
pales Main tasks Involvement Period

Dylan Mayappo
CNE and UQAT-GRG 
ᐄᔅᒣᓐ (Îsmen, Eastmain), 
QC, CAN

Project management; Fieldwork realization 
and coordination; Geochemical sampling; 
UQAT microprogram student

Full-time 2017– 2021

Pierre-Luc  
Dallaire

UQAT-GRG 
Montreal, QC, CAN

Project management; Data compilation and 
management; Report writing; Fieldwork 
realization

Full-time 2017– 2021

Stephane Gilpin
CNE and UQAT-GRG 
ᐄᔅᒣᓐ (Îsmen, Eastmain), 
QC, CAN

Fieldwork realization; Geochemical sampling; 
GIS research assistant; UQAT microprogram 
student

Full-time 2017– 2021

Eric Rosa
UQAT-GRG 
Amos, QC, CAN

Project development; Project coordination; 
Fieldwork realization

Part-time 2017– 2021

Magalie Roy
UQAT-GR 
Amos, QC, CAN

Data management; Hydrogeological map-
ping

Part-time 2017–2021

Vincent Cloutier
UQAT-GRG 
Amos, QC, CAN

Project development; Project coordination Part-time 2017–2021

Simon Nadeau
UQAT-GRG 
Saint-Étienne (France)

Aquifer mapping; Hydrological budgets Part-time 2017–2021

Daniel  
Blanchette

UQAT-GRG 
Amos, QC, CAN

Research assistant Part-time 2017–2019

Alexander  
MacDonald

CNE and UQAT-GRG 
ᐄᔅᒣᓐ (Îsmen, Eastmain), 
QC, CAN

Fieldwork realization; Geochemical sampling; 
Research assistant; UQAT microprogram 
student

Occasional 2019

Table 1 Overview of the research team
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Resources Development program, and 
the UQAT research funds. The research 
funding is from the Quebec’s Ministry 
of the Environment. Table 1 shows that 
the ᐄᔅᒣᓐ (Îsmen, Eastmain) Ground-
water Project does not respect gender 
and origin equity and reproduces the 
inequities outlined in Section 2.2.

Lesson #2: It is imperative to im-
prove equity, diversity, and inclu-
sion in research teams.

In the context of the ᐄᔅᒣᓐ (Îsmen, 
Eastmain) Groundwater Project, and 
future hydrogeological research con-
ducted by the GRG-UQAT in ᐃᔨᔫᐊᔅᒌ 
(Eeyou Istchee), this means that we 
must take all actions needed to reach 
gender and origin equity in our team, 
at all levels. We will, for example, find 
ways to better reach to Indigenous 
women when posting job opportunities 
and specific research projects. At the 
time of writing, we are expanding the 
ᐄᔅᒣᓐ (Îsmen, Eastmain) Groundwater 
Project to study a wider territory over a 
longer period of time. We plan to take 
this opportunity to reach gender and 
origin equity on our team.

3.3. Study area
3.3.1. Terminology
One of the first observations resulting 
from the implementation of the project 
concerns the use of appropriate ter-
minology to designate different com-
ponents of the landscape. The names 
used to designate lakes, rivers, hills 
and other geomorphological compon-
ents of the territory are often confused 

because of the three languages used 
in the project, namely ᐄᔨᔨᐅᔨᒧᐧᐃᓐ 
(Cree), English and French. 

Lesson #3: The true names (i.e., 
Cree names) should be used to 
identify any feature of the land-
scape, and lexicons should be 
produced to provide equivalent 
terms in English and French, in 
order to simplify comparisons 
with previous studies and avoid 
unnecessary confusions. 

One approach that was useful in this 
project is to use terms in “Creeglish” 
as a complement to the words writ-
ten in Cree symbols. In Creeglish, the 
Cree terms are written phonetically 
using the 26 letters of the Latin alpha-
bet (Latin and Roman script). This is a 
helpful complement to assist non-na-
tive readers understand the pronunci-
ation of terms. Therefore, throughout 
this article and our other publications, 
whenever possible, Cree terms are 
used, while the Creeglish and English 
versions are provided in parentheses. 
Another solution is to use tools such as 
the Eastern James Bay Cree Dictionary 
– Northern Dialect (ᐧᐋᐱᓅᑖᐦᒡ ᒉᐃᒥᔅ 
ᐯᐃ ᐄᔨᔨᐅᔨᒧᐧᐃᓐ – ᐊᑎᒫᐲᓯᒻ, 
wâpinûtâhch cheimis pei îyiyiuyimuwin 
– atimâpîsim) for translating as many 
words as possible in publications pre-
pared for people from the Cree Nation. 
Table 2 further provides a list of words 
related to water and features of the 
landscape that are essential for sharing 
knowledge between Cree, English and 
French speakers. 

3.3.2. General location
ᐃᔨᔫᐊᔅᒌ (Eeyou Istchee) is located on 
the eastern shore of ᐧᐄᓂᐹᒄ (Wiini-
paakw, James Bay). The region is part 
of the Canadian Shield and the bed-
rock consists in complex assemblages 
of intrusive, metamorphic, volcanic, 
and sedimentary rocks (Figure 2). 
These rocks are covered in places by 
sediments inherited from the last glaci-
ation-deglaciation cycle (Figure 3). 
It encompasses large rivers draining 
boreal watersheds. Since the 1970s, 
the hydrology of ᐃᔨᔫᐊᔅᒌ (Eeyou Ist-
chee) has been strongly impacted by 
hydroelectric installations, which have 
flooded vast areas and altered the 
flow regime of several water courses, 
including the Rupert River, ᐄᓯᒣᓃᐤ 
ᓰᐲ (Îsimenîu-sîpî, Eastmain River), 
ᐅᐱᓇᑳᔥᑎᒄ (Upinakâshtikw, Opinaca 
River) and La Grande River. In a con-
text where surface waters are strong-
ly impacted by human activities, the 
protection of groundwater becomes a 
critical issue, both for conserving their 
ecological functions and preserving 
the drinking water resource for current 
and future generations. The territory of 
the ᐃᔨᔨᐤ ᑲᔦ ᐃᔨᓂᐤ ᑎᐯᔨᐦᒋᒉᓯᐤ 
(Cree Nation of Eastmain) corresponds 
to a 15,270 km2 region that is part of 
ᐃᔨᔫᐊᔅᒌ (Eeyou Istchee) (Figure 4). It 
is subdivided into traplines under the 
care of tallymen. The land is also sub-
divided into category Ia, I, IIa, II and III 
zones, where different jurisdictions and 
governance apply.
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ᐄᔨᔨᐅᔨᒧᐧᐃᓐ 
(Cree)

Creeglish English French

ᐃᔨᐦᐲ iyihpii Drinking water de l’eau potable

ᔒᐧᐋᐳᐃ shiiwaapui Saltwater de l’eau salée

ᐱᐧᑳᐅᓂᐲ pikwaaunipii Open water on lake, bay, river 
during winter

de l’eau libre sur un lac, une rivière en hiver

ᒥᒑᐳᐃ michaapui Dirty laundry water, dishwater, 
sewage

de l’eau de vaisselle ou de lavage sale, des 
eaux usées

ᐄᐧᐋᔑᐤ iiwaashiu Water is shallow l’eau est peu profonde

ᒥᒨᔅᒋᒋᐧᐃᓐ muuschichiwin Water bubbles up from the ground de l’eau sort de terre en faisant des bulles

ᐧᑳᐱᑳᓈᐳᐃ kwaapikaanaapui Water fetched for drinking and 
other uses

de l’eau puisée pour la boire ou autres 
usages

ᑎᐧᐃᐹᔮᐤ tiwipaayaau Opening of water in the ice on a 
river in the spring

il y a une ouverture d’eau dans la glace sur 
une rivière au printemps

ᒧᔖᐧᐋᒋᐧᐃᓐ mushaawaachiwin The water goes out to a larger body 
of water

l’eau se déverse dans une plus grande 
étendue d’eau

ᐋᔅᑯᐹᔮᒡ aaskupaayaach Edge of the water le bord de l’eau

ᔒᐅᐦᑖᑭᓈᐳᐃ shiiuhtaakinaapui Salted water de l’eau salée

ᓃᐦᑖᒥᔅᑳᐤ niihtaamiskaau It is the deep part of a body of 
water

c’est la partie profonde d’une étendue 
d’eau

ᒧᔅᒋᐧᐃᓈᐳᐃ muschiwinaapui Spring water de l’eau de source

ᐲᑳᑭᒥᐦᐊᓐ piikaakimihan The water is cloudy l’eau est trouble

ᒋᒧᐧᐃᓈᐳᐃ chimuwinaapui Rainwater de l’eau de pluie, de l’eau pluviale

ᐱᒥᒋᐧᐃᓐ pimichiwin There is a flow of water il y a un débit d’eau

ᒧᔅᒋᐧᐃᓂᐹᒄ muschiwinipaakw Spring of water une source d’eau potable

ᐃᔅᐱᐦᑖᑎᒦᐤ ispihtaatimiiu The water has a certain depth l’eau a une certaine profondeur

ᔖᐧᑳᐹᐧᐋᐤ shaakwaapaawaau Water is seeping underneath it de l’eau s’infiltre en dessous

Table 2 Lexicon of words related to water and the landscape

Translations from the Eastern James Bay Cree Dictionary – Northern Dialect (ᐧᐋᐱᓅᑖᐦᒡ ᒉᐃᒥᔅ ᐯᐃ ᐄᔨᔨᐅᔨᒧᐧᐃᓐ - ᐊᑎᒫᐲᓯᒻ;  wâpinûtâhch cheimis pei îyiyiuyimuwin – 
atimâpîsim) (Cree School Board, 2004–2010)
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Figure 2 Simplified map of bedrock geology in ᐃᔨᔫᐊᔅᒌ (Eeyou Istchee)
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Figure 3 Simplified map of surface geology in ᐃᔨᔫᐊᔅᒌ (Eeyou Istchee)
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ᑎᐯᔨᐦᒋᒉᓯᐤ (Cree Nation of Eastmain) 
is one of the areas most impacted by 
hydroelectric installations. East of the 
Billy-Diamond Highway, vast areas of 
the land were flooded by the Eastmain 
and Opinaca hydroelectric reservoirs 
(Figure 4). West of the highway, the 
flows of the ᐄᓯᒣᓃᐤ ᓰᐲ (Îsimenîu-
sîpî; Eastmain River) and ᐅᐱᓇᑳᔥᑎᒄ 
(Upinakâshtikw, Opinaca River) were 
reduced by approximately 90%, as their 
head waters were diverted towards the 
La Grande Complex back in 1980. The 
impacts of these hydroelectric installa-
tions on groundwater resources remain 
poorly documented in the Western sci-
ence technical and scientific literature, 
although some impacts are obvious 
and significant: 

1 In the east, the flooding of reservoirs 
resulted in the loss of land and un-
confined aquifers over an area ex-
ceeding 200 km2. This is shown in 
Figure 4, where the area occupied 
by the former natural lakes (dark 
blue) is superimposed to the flooded 
area (pale blue);

2 In the west, the reduced flow of the 
ᐄᓯᒣᓃᐤ ᓰᐲ (Îsimenîu-sîpî, East-
main River) allowed for saltwater 
intrusion along the river course, up 
to distances of several kilometers. 
Back when the river had a natural 
flow, freshwaters discharge would 
prevent saltwater from migrating 
inland. The waters of the ᐄᓯᒣᓃᐤ 
ᓰᐲ (Îsimenîu-sîpî, Eastmain River) 
are no longer suitable for drinking 

water supply. The CNE now taps 
water from an aquifer located in the 
community and from a small stream 
flowing west of the community. Both 
water sources are mixed and treated 
before being distributed in the CNE 
aqueduct. Monitoring of the water 
salinity in the water reaching the 
treatment plant shows an increas-
ing trend over more than 40 years. 
Although the exact cause of this sal-
inity remains to be identified, salt-
water intrusion within the coastal 
aquifer is one plausible explanation.

Figure 4 Territory of the ᐃᔨᔨᐤ ᑲᔦ ᐃᔨᓂᐤ ᑎᐯᔨᐦᒋᒉᓯᐤ (Cree Nation of Eastmain)
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3.4. Census of    
pre-existing data  
from scientific and 
technical literature 
(Phase 1)
During Phase 1 of the project, the main 
knowledge sources were Cree know-
ledge, technical reports, scientific arti-
cles, and pre-existing databases. The 
acquisition of hydrogeological know-
ledge began with interviews with tally-
men (ᓂᑑᐦᐆᒋᒫᐤ, nituuhuuchimaau) 
to identify features related to ground-
water resources such as springs and 
groundwater-fed lakes. Overall, 11 
surveys were conducted to identify 
key areas of the territory acquire field 
data. The questions posed to tallymen 
focused on observations closely relat-

ed to water resources (groundwater, 
springs, streams, rivers, and lakes), flora 
and fauna. The interviews are not dis-
cussed extensively here because some 
tallymen requested that the shared in-
formation remains confidential. Never-
theless, some of the key areas identified 
during interviews are shown in Figure 
5, without specific information. These 
areas were identified as priority targets 
for data acquisition as part of Phase 2. 
The CNE Band Council and members 
of the local community also identified 
key issues related to the protection of 
water resources during consultations. 
These consultations were carried out 
in parallel with an exhaustive compil-
ation of data from pre-existing tech-
nical reports, scientific studies and 

 governmental databases associated 
with the study area. The inventory of 
existing knowledge and data was used 
to identify priority needs for the ac-
quisition of hydrogeological and geo-
chemical data during Phase 2. The data 
were grouped in an extensive ArcGIS 
database that allows for mapping the 
currently available knowledge on the 
hydrogeology of the study area. The 
database further allows for producing 
thematic maps that are central for fa-
cilitating knowledge sharing between 
the team and community members. The 
database can also be used to create 
Google Earth files that can be used by 
a broad  audience. 

Figure 5 Key areas identified by tallymen of the ᐃᔨᔨᐤ ᑲᔦ ᐃᔨᓂᐤ ᑎᐯᔨᐦᒋᒉᓯᐤ (Cree Nation of Eastmain)
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The key knowledge gaps identified 
during Phase 1 and subsequent dis-
cussions with the ᐃᔨᔨᐤ ᑲᔦ ᐃᔨᓂᐤ 
ᑎᐯᔨᐦᒋᒉᓯᐤ (Cree Nation of East-
main) community members helped us 
determine the project’s key research 
themes: 

1 The evaluation of the impacts of 
hydroelectric installations on aqui-
fers, with a focus on ᔒᐧᐋᐳᐃ 
(shiiwaapui, saltwater) intrusion in 
freshwater aquifers near ᐧᐄᓂᐹᒄ 
(Wiinipaakw, James Bay): During 
the discussions that led to the de-
velopment of the ᐄᔅᒣᓐ (Îsmen, 
Eastmain) Groundwater Project, 
Chief Cheezo stressed the need to 
provide data and information on the 
hydrogeological processes respon-
sible for the changes in the salinity 
of water at the aqueduct treatment 
plant. In addition, numerous people 
from the community stated that 
the hydrology of the ᐄᓯᒣᓃᐤ ᓰᐲ 
(Îsimenîu-sîpî, Eastmain River) and 
the geomorphology of its shorelines 
underwent major changes since the 
river diversion in 1980. The obser-
vations suggested that the reduced 
flow in the ᐄᓯᒣᓃᐤ ᓰᐲ (Îsimenîu-
sîpî, Eastmain River) caused major 
changes in water quality, sediment-
ation and biodiversity. ᔒᐧᐋᐳᐃ 
(shiiwaapui, saltwater) intrusion in 
freshwater aquifers was therefore 
identified as a priority issue, part of 
a much larger problem. 

2 The evaluation of the quantity and 
quality of groundwater in aquifers 
across the territory: Many of the 
members of the ᐃᔨᔨᐤ ᑲᔦ ᐃᔨᓂᐤ 
ᑎᐯᔨᐦᒋᒉᓯᐤ (Cree Nation of East-
main) raised concerns about safe 
access to drinking water in different 
areas of the land where families 
gather to hunt. The identification of 
shallow unconfined aquifers in ac-
cessible areas thus became a priority 
of the project.

3 The evaluation of hydrological ex-
changes between surface waters 
and aquifers: This priority subject 
was identified for two main reasons. 
First, the information gathered from 
the community members led to the 
conclusion that there is a strong 
connection between surface water 
quality, fish and waterfowl. We pos-
tulated the hypothesis that ground-
water discharge in the streams, riv-
ers and lakes of the study area might 
play a key role in maintaining water 
quality. Second, the study of ground-
water–surface water interactions 
provides a framework for studying 
groundwater in a vast area where 
groundwater wells are sparse. 

4 The evaluation of the hydrological 
functions of peatlands: This priority 
subject was identified mainly be-
cause of the documented role of 
groundwater discharge on the bio-
diversity of peatlands. Since peat-
lands are highly abundant in the 
CNE territory and because these 
environments can be studied using 
remote sensing approaches and 

monitored using manually installed 
shallow wells, they were identified 
as key areas for data acquisition.  

5 The development of approaches to 
consider aquifer protection in land 
management: The definition of pro-
tected areas was identified as a key 
priority by the ᐃᔨᔨᐤ ᑲᔦ ᐃᔨᓂᐤ 
ᑎᐯᔨᐦᒋᒉᓯᐤ (Cree Nation of East-
main). The design of the ᐄᔅᒣᓐ (Îs-
men, Eastmain) Groundwater Pro-
ject was adapted to focus on the 
identification of vulnerable aquifers 
where increased protection is need-
ed.   

For an extensive description of the 
work carried as part of Phase 1 of the 
project, see Dallaire et al. (2019), which 
identifies other key knowledge gaps as 
well.  

3.5. Selected  
examples from 
Phases 2 and 3
During Phase 2, field data were ac-
quired to document groundwater 
quantity and quality in the ᐃᔨᔨᐤ ᑲᔦ 
ᐃᔨᓂᐤ ᑎᐯᔨᐦᒋᒉᓯᐤ (Cree Nation of 
Eastmain) territory (Figure 6). The sites 
identified during the interviews with 
tallymen, along with the five prior-
ity subjects identified during Phase 1, 
guided data acquisition (Phase 2) and 
integration and synthesis (Phase 3). 
Figure 6 reveals the close connection 
between the priority targets identified 
by tallymen and the sites targeted for 
data acquisition during Phase 2. Here, 
we decided to present two examples 
from Phase 2 and Phase 3, in relation 
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with two priority subjects identified 
during Phase 1:

1 the evaluation of the impacts of 
hydroelectric installations on aqui-
fers, with a focus on ᔒᐧᐋᐳᐃ 
(shiiwaapui, saltwater) intrusion in 
freshwater aquifers near ᐧᐄᓂᐹᒄ 
(Wiinipaakw, James Bay); and 

2 the development of approaches to 
consider aquifer protection in land 
management.

The first example was selected be-
cause it allows us to tackle a problem 
directly related to the safe access to 
ᐃᔨᐦᐲ (iyihpii, drinking water) within 
the community. The second example 
was selected because it allows us to 
propose solutions for better protecting 
ᐃᔨᐦᐲ (iyihpii, drinking water) resour-
ces for future generations of the ᐃᔨᔨᐤ 
ᑲᔦ ᐃᔨᓂᐤ ᑎᐯᔨᐦᒋᒉᓯᐤ (Cree Nation 
of Eastmain). 

Figure 6 Key areas identified by tallymen of the ᐃᔨᔨᐤ ᑲᔦ ᐃᔨᓂᐤ ᑎᐯᔨᐦᒋᒉᓯᐤ  
(Cree Nation of Eastmain) and sites where data was collected during Phase 2  

ADCP: Acoustic Doppler Current Profiler 
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3.5.1. Example of the ᔒᐧᐋᐳᐃ 
(shiiwaapui, saltwater) intru-
sion in freshwater aquifers near 
ᐧᐄᓂᐹᒄ (Wiinipaakw, James Bay) 
The problem of ᔒᐧᐋᐳᐃ (shiiwaapui, 
saltwater) intrusion in freshwater aqui-
fers near ᐧᐄᓂᐹᒄ (Wiinipaakw, James 
Bay) is a critical issue since it might 
impact water quality in the ᐃᔨᔨᐤ ᑲᔦ 
ᐃᔨᓂᐤ ᑎᐯᔨᐦᒋᒉᓯᐤ (Cree Nation 
of Eastmain) aqueduct. The problem 
is illustrated in the conceptual model 
shown in Figure 7, which illustrates a 
freshwater river (dark blue) discharging 
into the ocean (pale blue). The figure 
shows some key parameters control-
ling ᔒᐧᐋᐳᐃ (shiiwaapui, saltwater) 
intrusion in aquifers, including (A) 
freshwater discharge from the river, (B) 

hydrological exchanges between the 
river itself and the surrounding aquifer, 
(C) coastal wetlands, (D) groundwater 
abstraction, (E) tides and sea level 
changes, (F) land subsidence and the 
isostatic rebound, and (G) hydrologic-
al exchanges occurring between the 
coastal aquifers and the ocean waters. 
In the ᐄᔅᒣᓐ (Îsmen, Eastmain) setting, 
the reduced flow of the ᐄᓯᒣᓃᐤ ᓰᐲ 
(Îsimenîu-sîpî, Eastmain River) caused 
a reduction in the freshwater plume in 
ᐧᐄᓂᐹᒄ (Wiinipaakw, James Bay) and 
resulted in ᔒᐧᐋᐳᐃ (shiiwaapui, salt-
water) migration within the river itself, 
especially under high tide conditions. 
Such a situation is conceptually repre-
sented in Figure 8, where a river with 
a natural flow regime generates a vast 

freshwater plume in the ocean, whereas 
ᔒᐧᐋᐳᐃ (shiiwaapui, saltwater) is mi-
grating inland in the case of a river with 
reduced discharge. These conditions 
were likely conductive to an increase 
in ᔒᐧᐋᐳᐃ (shiiwaapui, saltwater) 
intrusion within the coastal aquifer, es-
pecially with groundwater abstraction 
from the community well (Figure 7-G). 
Nevertheless, evaluating the impacts of 
the ᐄᓯᒣᓃᐤ ᓰᐲ (Îsimenîu-sîpî, East-
main River) diversion on (shiiwaapui, 
saltwater) intrusion in the coastal aqui-
fer is challenging because the diversion 
occurred in 1980, and the hydraulic 
heads and water quality were not mon-
itored in the coastal aquifer.  

Figure 7 Conceptual representation of a coastal aquifer and parameters influencing ᔒᐧᐋᐳᐃ (shiiwaapui, 
 saltwater) intrusion
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During Phase 2 of the project, differ-
ent actions were taken to document 
the problem of ᔒᐧᐋᐳᐃ (shiiwaapui, 
saltwater) intrusion within the coastal 
aquifer (Figures 7-8). Three ground-
water monitoring wells were installed 
in the granular and bedrock aquifers 
along the shorelines of the ᐄᓯᒣᓃᐤ 
ᓰᐲ (Îsimenîu-sîpî, Eastmain River). 
These monitoring wells were equipped 
with automated data loggers (Solinst 
Levelogger Edge) collecting water pres-
sure and temperature recordings every 
6 h. These wells will be included in the 
provincial Groundwater Monitoring 
Network of the Quebec Ministry of the 
Environment, and the monitoring will 
be operated by people from the ᐃᔨᓂᐤ 
ᑎᐯᔨᐦᒋᒉᓯᐤ (Cree Nation of East-
main). Groundwater samples intended 
for chemical and isotopic analyses were 

collected in the wells in November 
2019, simultaneously with water from 
the ᐄᔅᒣᓐ (Îsmen, Eastmain) water 
treatment plant. Physicochemical par-
ameters (temperature, conductivity, pH, 
redox potential, dissolved oxygen) were 
measured in situ using a YSI 556 MPS 
probe. All samples were collected fol-
lowing the procedures recommended 
by the Centre d’expertise en analyses 
environnementales du Québec (CEAEQ, 
2012; MDDEP, 2011). The analytical 
parameters include major ions (cations 
and anions), alkalinity, dissolved organ-
ic and inorganic carbon, trace elements 
and stables isotopes of the water mol-
ecule (δ2H-δ18O). All chemical analyses 
were carried in a laboratory accredited 
by the CEAEQ to ensure highly accurate 
results. Isotopic analyses were realized 
at the Geotop laboratory (Montreal, 

Canada) using off-axis integrated cav-
ity output spectroscopy (OA-ICOS) with 
a LGR (Los Gatos Research) T-LWIA-
45-EP device. Ultimately, these sam-
ples will allow for the comparison of 
groundwater quality along the shore-
lines with the water pumped in the 
community groundwater well and for 
monitoring the temporal evolution of 
groundwater quantity and quality. Geo-
physical (electrical resistivity) surveys 
were also conducted along transects 
oriented perpendicular to the shore-
line (Figure 9). The resistivity profiles 
(n=4) were realized with the Schlum-
berger, Wenner-Sclumberger and Wen-
ner configurations, using a SYSCAL Pro 
SWITCH 72 from Iris Instruments. These 
profiles were realized to document the 
extent of ᔒᐧᐋᐳᐃ (shiiwaapui, salt-
water) intrusion in the coastal aquifer, 

Figure 8 Conceptual representation of the freshwater plume generated by a river under natural vs reduced 
flow
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based on the hypothesis that the high-
er electrical conductivity of ᔒᐧᐋᐳᐃ 
(shiiwaapui; saltwater) with respect 
to freshwater will cause measurable 
differences in the subsurface electrical 
resistivity of the coastal aquifer, where 
fresh- and salted waters mix. Numeric-
al modelling approaches are currently 
being developed to simulate ground-
water fluxes and saltwater intrusion in 
this aquifer. The working hypothesis is 
that if the simulated groundwater flux-
es can represent the currently observed 
conditions in the aquifer, then simula-

tions can be used to represent the con-
ditions that were prevailing prior to the 
ᐄᓯᒣᓃᐤ ᓰᐲ (Îsimenîu-sîpî, Eastmain 
River) diversion.      

The review process of this article made 
us realize that we failed to adequately 
include Cree science in the methodo-
logical approaches used during Phase 
2, despite the fact that the ᔒᐧᐋᐳᐃ 
(shiiwaapui, saltwater) problem identi-
fied during Phase 1 was largely based 
on Cree science. This means that our 
methodology from Phase 2 is strongly 

biased towards approaches that are 
more generally used in Western science.Lesson #4: Cree science and 
Western science must be con-
sidered equally at each step of 
the research—not just at the be-
ginning (when identifying prob-
lems) and at the end (when shar-
ing results) of a project. 

Figure 9 Zoom on the fieldwork conducted in the coastal area during Phase 2 of the project
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It is a “natural” mistake for practition-
ers with a Western science background 
to focus primarily on field and numer-
ical approaches from Western science. 
To address this bias, a new round of 
consultations will be initiated to seek 
ideas and recommendations from Cree 
science. For practitioners with a West-
ern science background, this implies 
“thinking out of the box” in terms of 
data acquisition, which is a challenging 
task because it implies working with-
out the widely used protocols from the 
(Western) scientific literature in hydro-
geology. When conducting this task, it 
will be mandatory to keep lesson #4 in 
mind, as it would be a mistake to use 
Cree science to validate approaches 
from Western science. 

3.5.2. Example of the ground-
water protection approach
Among the different problems studied 
as part of the ᐄᔅᒣᓐ (Îsmen, Eastmain) 
Groundwater Project, groundwater 
protection stands as a priority. There-
fore, an important part of the ongoing 
work focuses on the development of 
approaches for ensuring groundwater 
protection. The available knowledge 
and data from Phase 1 and 2 are in-
terpreted jointly with thematic maps, 
allowing for the representation of top-
ography, bedrock and surface deposits 
geology, surface waters and water-
sheds, vegetation cover, wetlands, and 
aquifers among the CNE territory. The 
approach being developed as part of 
the ᐄᔅᒣᓐ (Îsmen, Eastmain) Ground-
water Project relies on the identification 
of priority criteria for including ground-
water protection in the delineation of 

protected areas (Table 3). Each criterion 
is weighted, and the weighted values 
are added to rank aquifers to identify 
the areas where groundwater protec-
tion is most needed. The results are 
subsequently plotted in a chart where 
different aquifers can be compared to 
help decision makers identify key areas 
where groundwater protection is most 
needed (Figure 10). Six archetypal 
aquifers trends are represented in the 
chart, where criteria are reported on 
the x-axis and the rankings are on the 
y-axis. Aquifers with higher rankings 
should be prioritized for groundwater 
protection. Trend #1 (Figure 10) leads to 
a final ranking of 50. It corresponds to 
aquifers that meet all criteria for water 
protection. The aquifers following this 
trend should be targeted for increased 
environmental protection. Trend #2 
(Figure 10) leads to a final ranking of 
38. It represents aquifers that meet all 
hydrogeological criteria but missing an-
thropic criteria. The aquifers following 
trend #2 likely host a highly valuable 
groundwater resource for future gener-
ations, although they are not currently 
used for drinking water supply. Trend # 
3 (Figure 10) leads to a final ranking 
of 24. The aquifers following this trend 
meet the physical hydrogeological cri-
teria but are likely not associated with 
groundwater dependent ecosystems 
(GDE), and do not meet the geochem-
ical and anthropic criteria. Trend #4 
(Figure 10) leads to a final score of 
27. It corresponds to aquifers that do 
not meet most of the hydrogeological 
criteria but could be associated with 
GDEs and meet geochemical and an-
thropic criteria. Such aquifers are main-

ly important due to their ecosystem 
services and current usage but do not 
represent the most valuable protection 
targets for future generations. Trend #5 
(Figure 10) leads to a final ranking of 
12. It corresponds to aquifers that do 
not meet any of the hydrogeological 
and geochemical criteria but meet all 
anthropic criteria. Such aquifers are 
mainly important due to their current 
usage but do not represent the most 
valuable protection targets for future 
generations. Trend #6 (Figure 10) leads 
to a final ranking of 0. These aquifers 
do not meet any of the hydrogeologic-
al, geochemical and anthropic criteria. 
While these aquifers remain important, 
when compared to other aquifers of 
the region, they do not possess the key 
characteristics to be prioritized for en-
vironmental protection. The method is 
intended to be used as a complement 
to pre-existing approaches, allowing 
for the large-scale mapping of aquifer 
characteristics (Huscroft et al., 2018; 
Condon and Maxwell, 2015) and the 
evaluation of groundwater vulnerability 
(Aller et al., 1987).   
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The aquifer ranking approach described 
is a part of the project that has success-
fully created a bridge between both sci-
ences because the approach relies on 
knowledge and ideas that were shared 
during extensive team discussions: 

Lesson #5: Allowing more time 
for communication is a key to 
creating bridges between Cree 
science and Western science.

The aquifer ranking approach presented 
above was imagined during extensive 
brainstorming sessions with people 
from the research team, the ᐃᔨᓂᐤ 
ᑎᐯᔨᐦᒋᒉᓯᐤ (Cree Nation of East-
main) Band Council and the CNG. The 
discussions were held until a consensus 
was reached among team members. 
The method described in Table 3 and 
illustrated in Figure 10 is now being 
adapted for recommending its applica-
tion in the territory of the CNE with the 

objective of prioritizing groundwater 
protection. This is done in the frame-
work of a larger initiative aimed at de-
lineating protected areas in ᐃᔨᔫᐊᔅᒌ 
(Eeyou Istchee). As of today, the meth-
od is used for comparing selected aqui-
fers and proposing key sectors that 
should be included in protected areas. 
The preliminary results suggest that the 
shallow unconfined granular aquifers 
such as those found along the Sakami 
moraine and vast buried aquifers found 

Criteria Explanation Weight

Aquifer extent 
(hydrogeological criteria)

Larger aquifers are prioritized because they have a greater potential 
for drinking water supply

4

Unsaturated zone thickness 
(hydrogeological criteria)

Aquifers under a shallow unsaturated zone are prioritized owing to 
their higher vulnerability

3

Flow conditions 
(hydrogeological criteria)

Unconfined aquifers are prioritized owing to their higher vulnerability 
and greater potential for drinking water supply using shallow wells

2

Surface geology 
(hydrogeological criteria)

Unconfined granular aquifers are prioritized owing to their greater 
potential for groundwater recharge

3

Potential groundwater dependent 
ecosystems (GDE) 
(hydrogeological criteria)

Aquifers that are spatially associated with discharge zones are priori-
tized because of their greater potential for supporting GDEs

3

Water quality 
(geochemical criteria)

High quality groundwater are prioritized 4

Current water use 
(anthropic criteria)

Currently exploited water sources are prioritized 4

Pre-existing human impacts 
(anthropic criteria)

Aquifers located in pristine areas are prioritized in order to preserve a 
pristine resource for future generations

1

Accessibility 
(anthropic criteria)

Aquifers that are easily accessible are prioritized owing for their 
greater potential for water supply 

1

Table 3 Criteria for prioritizing groundwater protection actions through a comparative approach
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Criteria Explanation Weight

Aquifer extent 
(hydrogeological criteria)

Larger aquifers are prioritized because they have a greater potential 
for drinking water supply

4

Unsaturated zone thickness 
(hydrogeological criteria)

Aquifers under a shallow unsaturated zone are prioritized owing to 
their higher vulnerability

3

Flow conditions 
(hydrogeological criteria)

Unconfined aquifers are prioritized owing to their higher vulnerability 
and greater potential for drinking water supply using shallow wells

2

Surface geology 
(hydrogeological criteria)

Unconfined granular aquifers are prioritized owing to their greater 
potential for groundwater recharge

3

Potential groundwater dependent 
ecosystems (GDE) 
(hydrogeological criteria)

Aquifers that are spatially associated with discharge zones are priori-
tized because of their greater potential for supporting GDEs

3

Water quality 
(geochemical criteria)

High quality groundwater are prioritized 4

Current water use 
(anthropic criteria)

Currently exploited water sources are prioritized 4

Pre-existing human impacts 
(anthropic criteria)

Aquifers located in pristine areas are prioritized in order to preserve a 
pristine resource for future generations

1

Accessibility 
(anthropic criteria)

Aquifers that are easily accessible are prioritized owing for their 
greater potential for water supply 

1

Figure 10 Workflow for establishing hydrogeological criteria for groundwater protection

along river valleys likely represent key 
areas for groundwater protection. Work 
is underway to develop GIS-based cal-
culations intended to apply the priori-
tization method in an automated man-
ner, at the scale of the entire territory. 
The outcomes of these GIS-based cal-
culations will be shared and published 
in 2021, at the end of the project. 
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3.6. The reaction to 
criticism
3.6.1. Understanding the true 
meaning of knowledge
The first version of this article includ-
ed a discussion of knowledge sharing 
in hydrogeology. Our general idea was 
to connect Indigenous and Western 
science. The review process, however, 
made us realize that our approach was 
biased and colonial. Overall, we were 
trying to evaluate how Indigenous sci-
ence could be included into Western 
science rather than presenting both 
sciences as having an equal and dis-
tinct value. Reviewers pointed out that 
our way of discussing knowledge shar-
ing gave the impression that Western 
science is better and could co-opt In-
digenous science. We were admittedly 
oblivious to our biases in our concep-
tualization of knowledge sharing:  

Lesson #6: Knowledge sharing 
should in no way lead to the in-
clusion of one science within the 
other.

This lesson is closely related to overarch-
ing recommendations #1 and #2 and to 
researcher-specific recommendation #4 
from Castleden et al. (2017). In sim-
plified terms, these recommendations 
from Castleden et al. (2017) stress the 
importance of recognizing that West-
ern science is one form of knowledge 
among many others, that it is rooted in 
colonialism and that it has played and 
still plays a role in colonization. In the 
context of the ᐄᔅᒣᓐ (Îsmen, Eastmain) 
Groundwater Project, this means that 

we must focus on sharing knowledge 
and ideas without necessarily trying to 
merge all the knowledge into a single 
scientific perspective. Indigenous and 
Western science are two equal sources 
of knowledge, and knowledge sharing 
must be a way of creating bridges be-
tween them. This also means that the 
new knowledge acquired during the 
project must be shared in parallel to 
contribute to both sciences, without 
systematically trying to merge both. 

3.6.2. The thin line between 
improvement and frustration
The following section expresses the 
personal point of view of Eric Rosa

Many of the lessons discussed here stem 
from the review process conducted on 
the first version of this article. This was 
not a straightforward process, however. 
When I read the comments of the two 
anonymous reviewers, my first reaction 
was to feel frustration and look for 
counter arguments to prove my initial 
point. I saw my way of thinking (West-
ern science) as the ultimate solution to 
understanding hydrogeology. Frankly, it 
was frustrating for me to be told I was 
wrong. Only after much thought did I 
realize that my way of thinking about 
hydrogeological science was biased. I 
obliviously sought to incorporate Cree 
science into the mold of Western sci-
ence, and that is colonial. Nonetheless, 
the introspection and teamwork carried 
out for reworking this manuscript made 
me realize the full potential of improv-
ing my research ethics and contributing 
to hydrological science in a more equit-
able, less colonial, better way:

Lesson #7: Constructive criticism 
must be accepted to improve 
research ethics. It is import-
ant to embrace the discomfort 
that comes with working with 
Indigenous knowledge as a re-
searcher trained in a Western, 
colonial scientific paradigm and 
to recognize how Western ways 
of knowing are shaped by coloni-
alism.

The lesson stated above is especially 
difficult. This is because accepting criti-
cism on subjects such as colonialism 
means admitting that I must change 
certain behaviours that are deeply 
rooted in the ways I conduct research. 
It also implies admitting that, for a long 
time, I have conducted research in good 
faith but in a biased way. On a positive 
note, once the criticism is accepted, the 
breadth of knowledge to explore seems 
greater to me than ever. 
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5. Concluding  
remarks
The goal of this article was to share 
lessons learned through the author-
ship teams’ transformative learning. 
Different ways of knowing exist in 
hydrogeological science, yet it is chal-
lenging to understand how different 
types of knowledge can be used for 
better understanding hydrogeological 
processes. The research conducted as 
part of the ᐄᔅᒣᓐ (Îsmen, Eastmain) 
Groundwater Project can fuel discus-
sion about Cree and Western hydrogeo-
logical science. Seven important lessons 
were learned through the course of the 
project and during the review process 
of this manuscript. Most of the lessons 
are about social behaviour and the 
development of interpersonal skills on 
the part of the Western scientists. These 
lessons pertain to the critical need to 
recognize different ways of knowing in 
hydrogeological science. This is a com-
plex question and researchers must 
realize that the sharing of different 
types of knowledge should not lead to 
the inclusion of one science within the 
other. This means admitting that many 
types of knowledge, including Western 
science, are equal. It also underlies that 
it is imperative to improve equity, di-
versity and inclusion in research teams 
to allow for better sharing knowledge 
during research projects. The lessons 
presented here imply that certain be-
haviors rooted in Western science must 
change. In such a context, it is essential 
for researchers to accept constructive 
criticism for improving research ethics 
on questions related to colonialism. The 
lessons outlined here may seem ob-

vious to practitioners who have experi-
ence in the realization of research pro-
jects where different ways of knowing 
must be considered. For such readers, 
these lessons could serve as a reminder 
that while hydrogeological (among 
other) research is conducted in good 
faith, implicit biases continue to shape 
ideas and practices of knowledge shar-
ing. There is a need to more effectively 
reach out to the scientific community 
with clear examples of what should 
and should not be done to make re-
search more equitable and ethical for 
and with First Nations people. For prac-
titioners with less experience of these 
kinds of research projects, the lessons 
provided in this article will hopefully 
provoke reflection on some of the many 
challenges associated with knowledge 
sharing between cultures, communities, 
and disciplines that have different ways 
of knowing. 
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Interviews with academic researchers – 
Examples of practices and 

collaborations with First Peoples

The Contaminated Rabbit: a research project stemming 
from the concerns of 4 Anishnaabeg communities
Interview with Hugo Asselin on August 27, 2018

Commemorating Flooded Cultural Spaces: Research as a leverage 
for community action
Interview with Justine Gagnon, doctoral student in Geography at Université Laval, and Adélard Benjamin, 
project manager for the Territory and Resources sector, conducted on August 29, 2018

Social participation of elders and intergenerational solidarities or how 
to inform the direct contribution of elders to the well-being of the 
Indigenous communities of Québec
Interview with Chantal Viscogliosi, Professor, École de réadaptation, Université de Sherbrooke
Conducted by Julie Cunningham, postdoctoral fellow at the INRS, September 19, 2018

Using research to help create an Indigenous youth protection 
governance model in Uashat mak Mani-utenam
Interview with Christiane Guay, professor of social work at the Université du Québec en Outaouais and Nadine 
Vollant, director of social services, Uauitshitun Santé et services sociaux d’Uashat mak Mani-Utenam.
Conducted by Julie Cunningham, postdoctoral fellow for the DIALOG Network, October 11, 2018
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introduction

This new section of the Toolbox of Research Principles in an Indigenous Context : Ethics, Respect, Fairness, Reciprocity, Collabor-
ation and Culture offers a series of interviews relating to concrete experiences of knowledge cocreation and mobilization. These 
examples result from the joint work of teams from different Quebec universities bringing together researchers on the one hand 
and Indigenous stakeholders/collaborators on the other. The objective is to retrace the stages of the trajectories pursued by these 
teams in their efforts to create conditions conducive to sharing and reciprocity in terms of Indigenous research. 

INTRODUCTION
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The Contaminated Rabbit:  a research project 
stemming from the concerns 

of 4 Anishnaabeg communities

Interview with Hugo Asselin on August 27,  2018

Hugo Asselin is professor at UQAT since 2007. He held the Canada Research Chair in Aboriginal Forestry from 2008 to 
2018. He is Director of the School of Indigenous Studies since 2016 and holds the Desjardins Chair in Development of Small 
Communities. Over the years, Hugo Asselin has supervised the research projects of more than 45 students, several of which 
having been initiated at the request of Indigenous communities. Here is the story of a few examples of current collaborations 
in research training...

Several of the projects I work on 
stem from the communities. It 
does not mean that I never sub-
mit ideas, but if what I suggest 
does not raise interest, it stops 
there. (Hugo Asselin)

The Starting 
Point
A few years ago, four Anishnaabeg (Al-
gonquin) communities met together to 
submit a grant application within the 
framework of a program administered 
by Health Canada to conduct research 
on the presence of environmental 
contaminants in game hunted on the 
Nitakinan (traditional territory), at the 
heart of which the Horne smelter is es-
tablished. To be eligible for this grant, 
the application had to be submitted by 
Indigenous communities. After a few 
refusals, the communities came to the 
conclusion that not having a collabora-
tion with a recognized researcher from 
the scientific field was detrimental. They 
thus approached Hugo Asselin to ask 
for his support in the process. Professor 
Asselin agreed to help with the project 

which he considered very relevant and 
scientifically sound. His contribution 
was to make sure the text was worded 
to meet the expectations of the evalu-
ation committee, using a vocabulary 
with which they were familiar.

According to the steps in the pro-
cess, following initial evaluation of 
the project, an interview was re-
quired with an ethics committee in 
Ottawa. The communities asked me 
to play this role. After bombarding 
me with questions, the committee 
expressed some hesitations in fund-
ing the project because they were 
concerned that an eventual discov-
ery of high levels of contaminants in 
game would create a climate of fear 
within the communities. I replied 
that the fear already existed, that it 
was precisely this fear that motiv-
ated the community to do research. 
There is nothing more fearful than 
not knowing. (Hugo Asselin)

 

Without precise information about the 
presence or absence of contaminants in 
the meat they ate, hunters and trappers 
were faced with a dilemma: continue 
hunting with a potential risk to their 
health or cease to eat game and there-
fore cut off a significant link to the land, 
which has its advantages from a cultural 
as well as a nutritional perspective.

Concretely, the need was articu-
lated by Anishnaabeg hunters and 
trappers who were worried: Is the 
game we eat contaminated and, if 
so, are the quantities we consume 
harmful? These questions came, in 
part, from wide dissemination of 
recommendations from the Public 
Health Department, who advised 
against eating moose offal because 
of the cadmium levels it may con-
tain. (Hugo Asselin)

Having convinced the ethics review 
board of the relevance of the project 
to the communities, the application 
was finally funded. To see the project 
through to completion, they hired Serge 
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Bordeleau who was well known within 
the Anishnaabeg communities as a re-
search professional. During preparatory 
conversations, Hugo suggested Serge 
could kill two birds with one stone by 
completing the research as a master’s 
student in Biology. With two Bachelor’s 
degrees (one in Biology and the other 
in Cinema), the proposal made a great 
deal of sense; the communities would 
benefit from more robust results be-
cause of the University’s support and 
more qualified staff, and Serge himself 
would have one more diploma to his 
credit in the end.

Research 
process: less 
intrusion, more 
communication
The grant was managed by Timisk-
aming First Nation on behalf of the four 
communities. After having weighed the 
possible options, the research team de-
cided to work with rabbit (snowshoe 
hare) rather than moose, since the lat-
ter option involved more challenges for 
sample collection.

We hired trappers in the four com-
munities and asked them to trap 
rabbit for us. The idea was to collect 
rabbits at different distances from 
the Horne smelter and at different 
angles with respect to dominant 
winds. According to the protocol, 
the trappers were to take samples 
of flesh and liver and send them to 
us for contaminant analysis.

Having decided to proceed in the least intrusive way possible, interviews were con-
ducted by Serge with the help of Amandine Jean, to estimate the quantities of rab-
bits consumed in the communities. For example, to the question: “How often do you 
eat rabbit?”, possible answers included “every day, every week, once a month...” 
and the participants provided an answer for themselves and for each member of the 
household. Using photographs, the participants were also asked to estimate the 

Source: Bordeleau, S., Asselin. H., Mazerolle, M.J. & L. Imbeau. 2016. “Is it still safe to eat traditional food?” Ad-
dressing traditional food safety concerns in aboriginal communities. Science of the Total Environment. Vol 565: 531.
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quantities consumed (ex., leg, offal, 
saddle, or whole rabbit). Other ques-
tions about tobacco use were also 
asked, since tobacco interacts with cer-
tain contaminants such as arsenic.

Source: Image from the video produced by Serge Bor-
deleau. Le lièvre contaminé. https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=-5VXgF2i508. A more extended version 
entitled Le chasseur contaminé is also available at the 
following address: https://vimeo.com/128494808

During the interviews, someone from 
the community always accompanied 
Serge and Amandine because some 
respondents spoke only Anishnaabe-
mowin, and also to gain participants’ 
trust and reassure them on the com-
munity’s support for the project. During 
all these stages, Professor Asselin’s role 
was to ensure the data were rigorous, 
so it could be used by the communities. 
In the event that the conclusion would 
have been that the rabbits were indeed 
contaminated, the results had to be suf-
ficiently robust for the communities to 
rely on them to work with the govern-
ment, so that actions could be taken.

During the project, Serge found that 
the presence of a researcher in the four 
communities to measure contamination 
raised some questions.

Serge decided to put on his film-
maker’s hat and he produced an 
animated short film to explain to 
people what contamination is, how 
it works, and how it is measured. The 
video was circulated within the com-
munities so the topic could be bet-
ter understood and it was very well 
received, especially with the youth. 
The short film even won an award 
at the Université du Québec stu-
dent video contest! (Hugo Asselin)

Source: Image from the video produced by Serge 
Bordeleau. Le lièvre contaminé. https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=-5VXgF2i508

When data collection was finalized, 
Serge did the calculations to determine 
the levels of contaminants in the rabbits 
from each collection area and estimated 
the potential levels of contaminants in 
Anishnaabeg people themselves, based 
on eating habits consigned qualitative-
ly. The goal was to determine if the es-
timated levels exceeded the thresholds 
deemed acceptable by Health Canada 
and other health agencies.

“The best we can tell Indigenous 
people is to eat some, “but not too 
much”. At the same time, we know 
that for the last 50 years, Indigen-
ous people’s health has deterior-
ated. There is an unprecedented 
diabetes and obesity epidemic for 
the exact reason that they aban-
doned traditional food. This good, 
lean meat, full of minerals, was 
replaced by sweet and salty pro-
cessed food from the convenience 
store or the closest fast food outlet. 
“ Translated excerpt from the video 
Le lièvre contaminé contaminé

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-5VXgF2i508
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-5VXgF2i508
https://vimeo.com/128494808
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-5VXgF2i508
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-5VXgF2i508
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Upcoming 
Research!
A new Cree student at UQAT, Éliane 
Grant, recently began a master’s pro-
ject in Eeyou Istchee (Cree territory)  
integrating traditional ecological 
knowledge (TEK) on moose health to 
analyses of cortisol levels (the “stress 
hormone”) in moose hair. This re-
search is cosupervised by Nicole Fen-
ton and Hugo Asselin and is part of a 
larger project aiming to evaluate the 
impacts of mining development on 
biodiversity in Cree territory.

To find out more about Éliane and her 
research project, consult Sophie-Anne 
Miller’s news story at: 
https://ici.radio-canada.ca/
espaces-autochtones/1105870/
eliane-grant- biologiste-nation-
crie-pont-entre-communautes-
autochtones-compagnies-minieres-
waswanipi-nemaska-lithium

Results, on 
several scales
In the end, Serge demonstrated that 
the quantity of rabbits consumed was 
not harmful to the health of the Anish-
naabeg. But over and above the bene-
ficial character of the production of 
reassuring results, that fact that the In-
digenous communities found answers 
to questions they themselves were 
asking, and that they were in control of 
the research process from beginning to 
end, provided them with a very reward-
ing experience.

The trappers hired by the commun-
ities, as well as the translators, 
the people Serge and Amandine 
met with, the representatives of 
the band councils who made deci-
sions, all found satisfaction in the 
process. And we too, as scientific 
collaborators, learned from this 
experience, especially regarding 
the issue of communication. Other 
researchers might have been de-
terred because of what they would 
perceive as a “loss of scientific au-
tonomy” or a risk that the project 
could be stopped without them 
having a word to say. But then, if 
a community decides to put an end 
to a research project, it must be be-
cause something was amiss in the 
way the work was being done. In 
such a case, it is the responsibility 
of researchers to self-evaluate their 
practices. (Hugo Asselin)

As for Serge, he presented his results 
at multiple conferences in Abitibi-Té-
miscamingue and elsewhere. One of 
his take-home messages was that the 
recommendations of the Public Health 
Department for the consumption of 
game should be nuanced to account 
for the realities in the field, the cultural 
context and in particular, the impact of 
such recommendations on the health 
of Indigenous communities, often very 
different from that of recreational hunt-
ers. For now, it is impossible to know if 
these findings were taken into account 
by the official agencies. However, the 
interest of many communities seems 
to have been sparked. As Professor 
Asselin mentions, increasing research 
involving environmental contamination 
in Québec First Nations is ongoing or 
upcoming whereas only a few years 
ago, such work existed only within Inuit 
communities. Let us hope that this fu-
ture research will also conclude that 
the benefits of eating traditional food 
overcome the health risks for Indigen-
ous people in Québec...

https://ici.radio-canada.ca/espaces-autochtones/1105870/eliane-grant-biologiste-nation-crie-pont-
https://ici.radio-canada.ca/espaces-autochtones/1105870/eliane-grant-biologiste-nation-crie-pont-
https://ici.radio-canada.ca/espaces-autochtones/1105870/eliane-grant-biologiste-nation-crie-pont-
https://ici.radio-canada.ca/espaces-autochtones/1105870/eliane-grant-biologiste-nation-crie-pont-
https://ici.radio-canada.ca/espaces-autochtones/1105870/eliane-grant-biologiste-nation-crie-pont-
https://ici.radio-canada.ca/espaces-autochtones/1105870/eliane-grant-biologiste-nation-crie-pont-
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Interview with Justine Gagnon, doctoral student in Geography at 
Université Laval,  and Adélard Benjamin, project manager for the 

Territory and Resources sector, conducted on August 29,  2018

Genesis of 
the project 
“Nitshissituten: 
memory and 
cultural 
continuity of 
Pessamiulnuat 
in flooded 
territories”
In 2013, Justine Gagnon had finished 
her doctoral studies and was working 
with her director, Caroline Desbiens, on 
the completion of the project Tshishipi-
minu: Ilnu occupation of the Peribonka 
River and hydroelectric development, 
a research partnership between Uni-
versité Laval and Pekuakamiulnuatsh 
Takuhikan. One of Justine’s tasks was 
to present the traveling exhibit pro-
duced within the framework of this 
research partnership in other Innu com-
munities. At that time, Justine’s doctoral 
project was not yet defined but she was 
toying with the idea of developing a re-
search project like the one in which she 
was collaborating with Professor Desbi-
ens, to be led this time by the Pessamit 
community.

During the traveling exhibit in Pessamit, 
Justine met Éric Canapé, counselor 
for the Pessamit Band Council and in 
charge of the Territory and Resources 

sector. During this first contact, Éric 
Canapé demonstrated an interest in 
Justine’s ideas; he invited her to develop 
her doctoral project and submit it for-
mally to the Council. Shortly afterwards, 
Justine was in Pessamit to present the 
traveling exhibit. She therefore took 
the opportunity to meet with the Band 
Council and share her intention of col-
laborating with the community.

I made the proposal to document 
cultural spaces that had been 
flooded with the construction of 
the dams. Initially, I had planned to 
consider only the dam on the Mani-
couagan River. To this, the commun-
ity replied that it would be more in-
teresting to document the cultural 
spaces of the three rivers harnessed 
on Nitassinan : the Betsiamites and 
aux Outardes Rivers, as well as the 
Manicouagan River. They were in-
terested in the elders’ knowledge 
of the whole hydrographic network. 
After the presentation, a resolution 
was adopted by the Council stipu-
lating that the community accepts 
the collaboration. (Justine Gagnon)

This resolution marks the beginning of 
an evolving collaboration, entrenched 
in research as well as in showcasing 

Innu cultural heritage and knowledge. 
This was part of the development of a 
series of research collaborations initi-
ated by the team of the Territory and 
Resources sector during the 2000’s, 
with the  notable participation of 
Adélard Benjamin, who exercised the 
functions of counsellor for the Band 
Council from 2000 to 2014.

Parallel to and in support of the 
political representation work, the 
Territory and Resources sector had 
begun collaboration initiatives with 
the universities, more particular-
ly with Université Laval’s Chair of 
Aboriginal Forestry... The goal of 
research collaborations was to in-
tegrate into our practices the tools 
of non-Indigenous society for the 
development of the territory, the 
Nitassinan. Furthermore, we con-
tinued our community consultations 
work with elders to know their vi-
sions, aspirations, and concerns 
relative to territorial development. 
“Two visions” now available to us, 
so to speak, we hoped to make 
progress in the recognition of our 
prerogatives and the relevance of 
our perspectives, especially for re-
source development to be sustain-
able. (Adélard Benjamin)

Commemorating Flooded Cultural Spaces: 
Research as a leverage for community action
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Collection: An 
opportunity 
to learn for 
everyone
During the summer of 2015, Justine re-
turned to Pessamit with the objective of 
conducting a first series of interviews. 
Meanwhile, another research piloted by 
the Mamuitun Tribal Council (MTC) in 
partnership with the Emergency Artich-
itects is ongoing in the community. The 
Kushpitau project, initiated by Robin 
St-Onge and Cimon Picard, both em-
ployees of the MTC, also involved data 
collection in the form of interviews with 
elders. In this context, Éric Canapé sug-
gested to Justine and the MTC team to 
do their interviews together, to avoid 
overly soliciting the elders.

Plans had not been made this way, 
but we chose to follow his sugges-
tion and optimize the time dedi-
cated by the elders to these dis-
cussions. Finally, this worked well; 
our questions were often similar. 
It was an interesting experience; 
many ideas were shared around the 
room! (Justine Gagnon)

 
Following an initial processing of col-
lected data, Justine was back the fol-
lowing year in 2015 to conduct a new 
series of interviews with five key inform-
ants recognized as knowledge-keepers 
in the community. At this time, it was 
to go more in-depth for the themes 
discussed the year before but this time 
with the availability of a new tool to 
propel the research into fertile ground: 
aerial photos of the rivers taken before 
the construction of dams. True, during 
the first phase, the discussions were 
based on maps produced after the con-
struction of the dams and where it was 

impossible to see what the elders were 
talking about. With the photos, the 
islands and portages they talk about 
are easily identifiable.

During a first interview, when the 
elders say: “There was an island 
here”, or here “there was a por-
tage”, it wasn’t easy to see the 
exact location or the scope of what 
they were talking about. (Justine 
Gagnon)

Much like a window on the past, these 
photos really stimulated the discussions 
from both sides. Justine’s collaborators 
who were doing the interviews in Innu, 
including Adélard and Sébastien Picard, 
felt particularly privileged in having ac-
cess to all this knowledge provided by 
the elders.

For us, it was quite interesting be-
cause we learned things that we 
had never heard of about the rivers, 
sites, and portages. It was unbeliev-
able since we could have access to 
stories that the parents and grand-
parents of bearers of knowledge 
told them about events or spaces 
on the territory, and that our parents 
didn’t tell us. (Adélard Benjamin)

One of these stories that generated a 
lot of interest is that of an Innu fort 
built on one of these islands on the Pip-
muakan (which became the Pipmuacan 
reservoir on the Betsiamites River), that 
more particularly served as a protection 
against the Iroquoians. According to 
the elders’ stories, in this Innu fort there 
were many artifacts that were unfortu-
nately submerged forever. Even though 
it is impossible to have access to these 
to learn more about the defence modes 
of the Innu ancestors in a war situation, 
the discovery of this segment of their 
history was a revelation for Adélard and 
Sébastien.

Interview held in collaboration with the members of the Innu Council, members of the Mamuitun Tribal Council and 
the Emergency Architects (photo taken by a member of the Emergency Architects, summer 2015)
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For us, to hear all this segment of 
our history was a surprising discov-
ery. With by brothers and friends, 
we still talk about it today; it’s a 
source of pride. Without a doubt, 
our ancestors were peaceful, but 
they defended themselves and 
they had knowledge about that. 
(Adélard Benjamin)

For Justine who attended these discus-
sions, the experience was formative. 
To see how these links were created 
around the elders’ stories, even without 
being able to understand them, was 
fascinating and encouraged her even 
further in her desire to do more than a 
doctoral thesis with the stories compiled.

Rewrite the 
history of the 
Nitassinan 
hydrographic 
network from 
the Innu 
perspective: the 
Uamashtakan 
project
As the consultations and meetings pro-
gressed in the community and with the 
elders, the research collaborators real-
ized that it was necessary to develop 
a product, an initiative to multiply the 
concrete spin-offs resulting from the up-
date of elders’ knowledge. This is how 
the Uamashtakan project emerged, a 
project to showcase the cultural herit-
age of the Manicouagan River.

With the collaboration of design-
er Géraldine Laurendeau, Adélard 
Benjamin, Sébastien Picard, Éric 
Canapé, and others that have be-
come involved since, we developed 
a project for a lookout point that 
would be built close to the Manic-5 
dam. This name was chosen for 
the project because there was a 
waterfall before the construction 
of the dam. Around this area was 
one of the longest portages of the 
Manicouagan River; Uamashtakan 
means “to make a long contour”. 
Though the waterfall no longer 
exists, a portion of this portage is 
visible in the forest on the other 
side of the river. Two burial places 
are still there. Practically, the look-
out would point to the landscape 
where the past portage started and 
tell the river’s story from the Innu 
perspective, thus facilitating the 
transfer of the knowledge shared 
by the elders. (Justine Gagnon)

 Burial place on the 
Uamashtakan portage site (Photo 
taken by Justine Gagnon, spring 
2016).

 
Panoramic view at the future lookout (Photo taken by Géraldine Laurendeau, spring 2016). 

Portion of the Uamashtakan portage site (Photo taken 
by Justine Gagnon, spring 2016).
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At the current time, the collaborators 
are actively seeking funding to achieve 
this project. During a preliminary 
phase, an exhibition aiming to present 
the Uamashtakan project to the people 
of the community was presented at the 
community centre thanks to the con-
tribution of the DIALOG Network. Ac-
cording to the book of comments at the 
event, the whole community supports 
its achievement.

A project such as the Uamashtakan 
allows the youth to learn and know 
about segments of their own hist-
ory, as well as that of their families 
and communities. They therefore 
become conscious of all the chan-
ges that took place on their territory 
during the last 60 years. For the 
elders who recall times before the 
dams, this is a unique opportunity 
to share the knowledge that they 
alone possess. In general, people 
are surprised by the results of the 
research since it was unthinkable 
to have access to tools such as 
maps of the flooded areas. It’s as if 
the collaboration work with Justin 
contributed to connect us with our 
past. (Adélard Benjamin)

 

Drawing of the future lookout, by Géraldine Laurendeau (2016)

Ideally, this lookout would constitute 
an experience that would be repeated 
for each of the three rivers. This would 
result in a type of network of lookouts 
aiming to showcase Innu knowledge 
and heritage related to the Nitassinan 
rivers, thus rewriting the history of the 
territory.

These three large rivers were util-
ized by our parents, our ancestors. 
For us, these rivers, we often re-
peat it, were utilized as highways. 
At one point, in the history of the 
Province of Québec, the Quiet 
Revolution took place, bringing in 
its wake dams on our rivers - high-
ways - sometimes completely tak-
ing away from us our connections 

with the territory, without so much 
as remotely considering our advice 
and perspectives. The Uamash-
takan project is one way among 
others to assert who we are. We 
were here before the dams and be-
fore colonization. And we are still 
her. (Adélard Benjamin)

Since she documents the Innu stories 
related to the flooded territories, the 
collaboration between the Pessamit 
community and Justine encouraged not 
only the transfer of ancestral know-
ledge, but also the work for the defence 
and exercise of the community’s rights 
on Nitassinan.

Drawing of the future lookout, by Géraldine Laurendeau (2016)
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LONG-TERM SPIN-OFFS OF RESEARCH COLLABORATIONS: 
THE PROLIFERATION OF CAPACITIES TO ACT FOR THE 
COMMUNITY’S BENEFIT

Bringing together many people from distinct horizons for a project, when done in a spirit of reciprocity, can constitute an oppor-
tunity for collaborators to foresee new potentialities to meet emerging needs, and even engaging in new training programs to 
better serve the present and the future of the community. Justine and Adélard illustrate this point in the following words:

The Uamashtakan project has sown a seed. The teachings and skills acquired throughout the experience are now led by the 
members of the community. These members will mobilize them to create something else. For example, a new project for a 
boardwalk telling the story of the mouth of the Pessamit River is currently underway. When we observe the route under-
taken and the objectives of this new project, we see similarities with the project. The same willingness to share the stories 
about the territory is present. The Uamashtakan project experience could also encourage people to be trained in different 
specialties related to the enhancement of the heritage. We hope that one day an Innu will become an archeologist. The 
conditions for our wishes to come true are coming together, progressively...
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Social participation of elders and 
intergenerational solidarities or how to inform 

the direct contribution of elders to the well-being 
of the Indigenous communities of Québec

Interview with Chantal Viscogliosi,  Professor, École de réadaptation, 
Université de Sherbrooke

Conducted by Julie Cunningham, postdoctoral fellow at the INRS, 
September 19,  2018

Connecting 
occupational 
therapy and 
working with 
Indigenous 
elders as a 
starting point 
for the research 
project
As a trained occupational therapist, 
Chantal Viscogliosi found herself in 
the field of Indigenous studies as she 
was preparing to pursue a postdoctor-
al degree. During a discussion with a 
colleague, she hears of the existence of 
the École d’études autochtones à l’Uni-
versité du Québec en Abitibi-Témis-
camingue (UQAT). Shortly thereafter, 
she decides to contact the director of 
the school to present her intention of 
undertaking a postdoctoral degree 
under his supervision. While reading 
publications on Indigenous realities, 
Chantal reflects on the definition from 
an original - and useful! - perspective 
that would combine occupational ther-
apy with her interest in working with 
elders to orient her research project. 

Of course, based on a strong experi-
ence established over several years 
with this clientele, she had developed 
a professional practice anchored in the 
development of strategies focussed on 
the use of preserved capacities.

For me, it was obvious that I had 
to work with elders because I had 
always done that, and I have much 
in common with people in this age 
group. I enjoy discussing with elders. 
I enjoy intervening with them and 
working from their strengths. With 
the reading I had done and having 
had discussions with people around 
me, suddenly, something flashed in 
my mind that seemed to me an in-
teresting way of orienting my post-
doctoral degree project.

My idea was: rather than approach-
ing the realities of Indigenous elders 
as services recipients, it would be to 
see how their specific contributions 
are able to respond to the different 
challenges experienced in their re-
spective communities.

A funding 
opportunity and 
time constraints: 
the uncertainties 
of research 
partnerships
Shortly after having been admitted for 
the postdoctoral degree, Chantal and 
her director see that the SSHRC had 
launched a call for proposals for pro-
jects pertaining to synthesis of know-
ledge. The parameters of the project are 
truly relevant to the context of the re-
search project in development and very 
quickly, it is agreed to apply. However, 
with the preoccupation of wanting to 
avoid unnecessary disruption in the 
Indigenous communities, Chantal and 
the co-researchers decide to first of all 
target Indigenous organizations such 
as the FNQLHSSC and the Cree Board 
of Health and Social Services of James 
Bay, to request their advice about the 
initial research question and invite 
them to collaborate.
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I had written a paragraph that I for-
warded to potential partners. The 
objective was to determine with 
them if the project corresponded to 
their priorities or if they would like 
to articulate the question different-
ly. The comments received after my 
contacting them proposed relatively 
minor changes. The original idea 
therefore somewhat remained  the 
same. People found it interesting to 
use the strengths of the elders as a 
foundation. Therefore, they agreed 
to collaborate with us.

As a second step, the idea was to begin 
consultation procedures with a divers-
ity of Indigenous communities, that is, 
without the time constraint due to the 
deadline imposed by the SSHRC and 
ideally after having obtained the con-
firmation of funding acquisition.

A few weeks later, Chantal receives 
confirmation that the application was 
accepted. A new round of discussions 
begins with new Indigenous represent-
ative authorities; the Conseil de la na-
tion huronne-wendat (Wendake), the 
Conseil des Abénakis d’Odanak, the 
Mohawk Council of Kanesatake, the 
Conseil des Atikamekw de Manawan, 
the Conseil de bande de Uashat mak 
Mani-Utenam, the Cree Nation of Chis-
asibi, the Conseil de la Première Nation 
Abitibiwinni de Pikogan, and the Inuit 
village of Kuujjuaq were all contacted 
and invited to collaborate. The  para-
graph previously summarizing the ob-
jectives of the project is then forwarded 
to them while specifying that the re-
search question could be refined and 

revised to better harmonize with the 
realities of each community. In general, 
Chantal’s invitation was transferred to 
those in charge of issues pertaining to 
elders, and whom she would contact 
afterwards to discuss the project ver-
bally more fully, discuss the research 
question proposed on the contribution 
of Indigenous elders to well-being, dis-
cuss the partnership considered for the 
synthesis of knowledge, and answer 
their questions. Chantal proposed to 
the participating communities a meth-
odology honouring Indigenous sources 
and oral tradition. In fact, she proposed 
the inclusion of written, audio, and 
video documents suggested by the 
elders of the different Indigenous na-
tions in Québec. Furthermore, because 
oral tradition is especially important 
among First Nations peoples, the in-
tention of collaborating with the com-
munities provided the elders with the 
opportunity to share experiences that 
are not necessarily included in the writ-
ten, audio, and video documents.

In all participating communities, this 
proposal was enthusiastically wel-
comed by the elders, who were very 
generous at the perspective of sharing 
their knowledge of existing resources 
describing the contribution of Indigen-
ous elders to well-being, as well as nar-
rate experiences they had heard on the 
same topic.

After discussing with the elder repre-
sentatives in each community about 
her desire to offer as a gift, a summary 
of the Indigenous elders’ contribution 
to well-being according to scientif-

ic literature as well as the secondary 
analysis of the data from the Aborig-
inal Peoples Survey (APS, 2012), as 
an introduction to the thematic coffee 
meetings and due to the interest gen-
erated by this proposal, Chantal begins 
these research and analyses. With the 
APS (2012) data, she analyses the rela-
tions between variables for population 
well-being and spending time with an 
elder or while benefitting from the sup-
port of an elder. 

When interlocutors confirmed their in-
terest in participating in the project, a 
date was set for Chantal’s arrival. Dur-
ing her visit, Chantal was to facilitate 
the coffee meetings and set up indi-
vidual meetings, depending on prefer-
ences in each community.

Some places considered the coffee 
meeting formula more interesting 
for sharing and mentioned that 
group discussions are stimulating 
and allow for new ideas to come 
forth. In other communities, after 
the coffee meetings, some partici-
pants wished to continue individ-
ually to further develop certain as-
pects of the elders’ contributions. I 
adapted to the preference of each 
community.

Overall, initial contact and subsequent 
discussions took place between De-
cember 2016 and August 2017. The 
summer period was intensive since the 
final report was to be submitted Sep-
tember 11, 2017. This was quite a feat 
which, in hindsight, leaves the research-
er happy with the work accomplished, 
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but wishing the pace for the work had 
been less intensive to allow for meet-
ings within the communities for which 
the procedure for the establishment for 
partnerships requires more time.

It was necessary to work extremely 
quickly to respect the requirements 
of the funding. I really did all I could, 
considering the circumstances, to 
avoid putting pressure on the com-
munities. But despite this, I would 
have preferred to have more time to 
solicit retroaction, integrate more 
perspectives...

Source: CBHSSJB, 2018.

Coffee meetings: 
a fertile 
ground for the 
circulation of 
ideas
As agreed with the communities, the 
coffee meetings organized in each 
community, except for Pikogan and 
Kuujjuaq, were an opportunity for 
Chantal to explain her procedure and 
the objectives of the research, and to 
solicit from the participants a sharing of 
knowledge and experiences. After shar-
ing the summary of what was found in 
scientific literature on the contribution 
of Indigenous elders to well-being, in 
turn, the elders shared knowledge and 
experiences, and proposed written, 
video, or audio Indigenous sources 
discussing the contributions of elders 
to well-being in their communities. The 
information that emerged from this 
co-development with the elders was 
included in the synthesis of knowledge 
produced subsequently. The elders 
were also encouraged to share their 
knowledge about projects pertaining 
to aspects of elder participation in the 
community which, this time, had not 
yet been documented to date.

Seeing the elders’ desire that these 
experiences undocumented in writ-
ing be included in the synthesis of 
knowledge, in respect of oral trad-
ition, I included them, obviously 
without the claim that the synthesis 
is exhaustive in this area. When I 
came back home, I relaunched the 
search in the search engines to see 
if there was any documentation on 
the subject. And in some cases, my 
search was fruitful!

Those people who participated in the 
coffee meetings were elders for the 
majority, but there were also a few 
political representatives and youth in 
certain cases.

Through this co-development, I 
wished to collect a diversity of 
viewpoints. The small poster an-
nouncing the coffee meetings 
specified that everyone was wel-
come, but in the end, the elders 
were the ones who felt concerned 
the most. They wanted to have 
their strengths documented. But 
they also expressed the concern 
that I come back and for the re-
search to be useful. Yes, this was a 
very important concern and I have 
never forgotten it. Upon completion 
of the synthesis of knowledge, I 
sent an invitation out to everyone 
to go back and share the results 
and consider avenues for action. 
This is how, during a coffee meet-
ing on the sharing of the results, 
the idea of the creation of a toolkit 
on the contribution of Indigenous 
elders to well-being was proposed 
by an elder. The elders proposed 
the production of audio and written 
versions in French and in English, a 
Cree version and a drawn version. 
The latter could subsequently be 
used for intergenerational activities 
with children.
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Treatment 
and analysis 
of data: an 
epistemological 
issue
To proceed with the codification of 
the different types of actions by elders 
and the benefits generated by these 
actions, the team’s researchers, includ-
ing an Indigenous researcher, were in-
spired by the categories of the WHO’s 
International Classification of Func-
tioning, Disability and Health (2001). 
Very quickly, the team agreed to modify 
some categories that were insufficient 
to describe the contributions of the In-
digenous elders.

Hunting, for example, is considered 
a leisure activity according to this 
classification. But for Indigenous 
elders, hunting is not a leisure ac-
tivity! Hunting is grounded in a 
relationship to a very specific terri-
tory according to their worldview... 
It is therefore insulting for most of 
them to be told that the hunting 
they practice corresponds to a “lei-
sure activity”... It is the same thing 
with traditional crafts activities. It 
was therefore necessary to modify 
and enhance categorization to ac-
count for these cultural differences 
as to the meaning of certain prac-
tices within the Indigenous context. 
Would it be necessary to develop a 
completely new one entirely based 

on an array of Indigenous perspec-
tives? Probably. This constitutes a 
limit to our research, and we are 
truly clear on that subject.

Other discussions also touched on the 
way history is treated, whether oral 
or in the documentation produced by 
Indigenous organizations in the syn-
thesis of knowledge. Substantially, 
where in selected scientific literature 
the actions are documented apart from 
the benefits, in the Indigenous sources, 
the benefits were not often explicitly 
mentioned. These discussions allowed 
for the enhancement of the synthesis 
of knowledge by the promotion of In-
digenous knowledge.

During the coffee meetings, the 
elders mentioned that, in the In-
digenous worldview, the learning 
process, the experience related to 
the action, is at least as important 
as the results, if not more. There-
fore, rather than prioritizing respect 
for a scientific methodology, we 
respected this epistemology. We 
therefore included the documen-
tation though it did not comply 
with the predetermined inclusion 
criteria, that is, explicitly mention 
the benefits. Thus, contrary to sci-
entific literature, for Indigenous 
sources, we have included the liter-
ature mentioning actions of elders 
without necessarily always explicit-
ly describing their benefits if they 
weren’t reported by the elders.

The co-development of the synthesis 
of knowledge was achieved thanks to 
the contributions of multiple partners, 
including communities of eight differ-
ent Indigenous nations (Anicinapek,  
Atikamekw, Abenakis, Huron-Wendat, 
Mohawk, Cree, Innu, Inuit). Other organ-
izations also contributed to the develop-
ment of the synthesis of knowledge, in-
cluding the First Nations of Québec and 
Labrador Health and Social Services Com-
mission (FNQLHSSC), the Val-d’Or and 
Sept-Iles Native Friendship Centres, the 
International Network on the Disability 
Creation Process (INDCP), the Canadian 
Medical Association, the Cree Board of 
Health and Social Services of James Bay, 
the Coalition pour le maintien à domi-
cile, the Fédération des centres d’action 
bénévole du Québec, the Community 
Health Representatiave at the Temisk-
aming First Nation Centre, the Réseau de 
recherche et de connaissances relatives 
aux peuples autochtones (DIALOG), the 
Institut du vieillissement et de la partici-
pation sociale.

The toolkit 
and its diverse 
versions: 
knowledge 
mobilization 
tools requested 
by the community
Following a first year of meetings and 
discussions, the second phase of the 
project consisted of the production 
of various tools for the mobilization 
of knowledge, in keeping with the re-
quests expressed by the communities. 
Two scientific articles and three arti-
cles in mainstream newspapers were 
written, one participation in Chisasibi’s 

Cree elders of Chisasibi during a cultural day where 
they share their know-how. Source: CBHSSJB, 2018.
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community radio took place, as well 
as many presentations inviting elders 
who had participated in the project, in-
cluding one at the UQAT in September 
2018.

Furthermore, with financial assistance 
from the DIALOG Network, an elder’s 
suggestion for the development of a 
toolkit was implemented. This toolkit pro-
vides examples of elders’ contributions to 
the well-being of their community.

The toolkit is a sort of repertoire of 
actions undertaken by elders and the 
ensuing benefits of these actions ac-
cording to five categories. The first cat-
egory, the transmission of knowledge, 
refers to actions where the elders are 
authors, conference speakers, or go 
into classrooms to share stories, teach-
ings pertaining to culture, language, 
knowledge. The second category con-
cerns contributions regarding inter-
personal relationships. For example, 
this could be counseling for couples 
in difficulty or for children’s education, 
conflict resolution, etc. The volunteer 
category is quite vast and concerns any 
non remunerated activities in which 
elders are involved. The work cat-
egory is also quite vast. For example, 
it could be work done at the request 
of the Minister of Education to orient 
school textbooks or programs, so they 
converge with the values of the com-
munities. Finally, the community life 
category concerns all the contributions 
at this level: there are actions such as 
the organizations of cultural days or 
events, or social mobilization for the 
protection of the forest, water, or land, 
for example. 

Homepage for the 
toolkit: www.
boaa-iet.org
On the website, reference cards pre-
senting highlights may be consulted: 
which community is involved, what the 
main action is, what benefits result from 
these actions, as well as bibliographical 
references that discuss such contribu-
tions. Although much appreciated by the 
partners, some communities said that 
they preferred an audio version of the 
information gathered. The team there-
fore produced audio capsules of ap-
proximately 20 minutes in French and in 
English. These capsules provide details 
in story format of examples of elders’ 
contributions to community well-being. 
At the request of Cree elders, a Cree au-
dio version was produced. 

Some communities told us that 
the written version wasn’t ideal. 
In collaboration with the Wendake 
community, children and elders 
completed drawings to illustrate 
elders’ contributions. A grant from 
the DIALOG Network currently 
serves to produce this version to be 
published. 

The goal of the toolkit in its version 
through drawing is to showcase elders’ 
contributions through three different 
media and in at least three languages, 
because other Indigenous languages 
could be added. 

Showcasing 
practices: from 
a workshop to 
the project of a 
forum
Following an initial participation in the 
symposium organized by the Institut de 
vieillissement et de participation so-
ciale des ainés du Québec in the fall of 
2017, the project was once again pre-
sented by the team in June 2018, this 
time focussing mainly on the toolkit.

We wanted the presentation to 
be more interactive, in a different 
format than the one I had pro-
posed in the fall. To get the work-
shop started, we therefore decided 
to present audio excerpts of the 
toolkit. Photos provided by the 
FNQLHSSC and the Cree Board of 
Health and Social Services of James 
Bay were projected in a slide show. 
On these photos, we see elders in 
action with the youth. People in the 
room were then invited to reflect 
on the following question: “In your 
different contexts and from your 
perspective, what actions taken by 
elders contribute to well-being?” 
The FNQLHSSC, the CBHSSJB, and 
some researchers and students on 
the team facilitated the sub-groups. 
Secondly, we invited them to con-
sider if, from what they had heard 
in the video excerpts, there were 

http://www.boaa-iet.org
http://www.boaa-iet.org
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any actions that inspired them to 
respond to the challenges in their 
communities. This was also for the 
participants to reflect more globally 
on obstacles to be considered and 
winning strategies for intergenera-
tional solidarities.

The two-hour workshop was a huge 
success. The general conclusion of the 
workshop and that emerged from the 
ensuing plenary session was that this 
type of collective reflection concerning 
the contribution of elders to well-be-
ing was also relevant and inspiring for 
non-Indigenous communities.

People said that there is definitely 
a deficit of intergenerational soli-
darity in communities. And that 
to approach the question from the 
perspective of elders’ contribution 
was very fertile ground to discuss 
collective well-being. Many people 
said that the ideas presented in 
the excerpts from the toolkit would 
be engaged to initiate reflection in 
their respective work circles.

An unexpected result through the real-
ization of the activity was the proposal 
to hold a forum bringing together all 
the participants of the Indigenous com-
munities of Québec.

A representative from the Secrétar-
iat aux affaires autochtones (SAA) 
felt that the format would be worth 
repeating on a larger scale such as 
a provincial forum. 
A few weeks later, a funding oppor-
tunity was launched. With the same 
team, joined by two Indigenous 
elders and a researcher in know-
ledge transfer, we presented a 
proposal for a competition posted 
by the Social Sciences and Human-
ities Research Council of Canada 
(SSHRC) to this effect. The funding 
mainly covered residency expens-
es for people coming to the com-
munities. For this new process, we 
proceeded with the same exercise 
as at the beginning of the research 
project. The communities were con-
tacted again with a formal proposal 
and invited to articulate their ideas 
to enhance the content of the pro-
posal. This time, the answers led to 
adjustments in both substance and 
form. It was interesting to build on 
this request as a group!

Approximately 60 participants from 
eight nations met in Montréal. Even 
though, at the start, the research 
team thought that it would be easier 
to hold an event further north, after 
consultation with representatives from 
different Indigenous nations, Montréal 
was chosen as a gathering place for 
the forum. This forum was a space for 
reflection on how to encourage trans-
mission of knowledge through inter-
generational solidarities, as well as 
research perspectives to be prioritized 
within the perspective of enhancing the 

transmission of Indigenous knowledge 
through intergenerational solidarities. 
It goes without saying that this forum 
was made possible thanks to many col-
laborators including Matthieu Fannière, 
Jimmy Fireman, Naomi Georges, Ray-
mond Gros-Louis, Irene House Bear-
skin, Matthieu-Joffre Lainé, Julie Mar-
tel, Gaëlle Mollen, Nicole O’Bomsawin, 
Angela Phenix, Audrey Pinsonneault, 
and Sarah Vassigh.

How should the utilization of In-
digenous knowledge transferred 
orally be considered when research 
is conducted and in the develop-
ment of strategies for the involve-
ment of elders? This is one example 
of a question that was discussed 
during the forum. Enter into dia-
logue about the aspects of the 
transmission of non written know-
ledge, also reflect on research epis-
temology. These are other aspects 
that were discussed. A position 
statement was developed based on 
key elements that emerged in the 
discussions at this intergeneration-
al forum held on February 6 and 
7, 2019. It was submitted to the 
SSHRC and discussed at the nation-
al gathering in Ottawa, by an elder 
and an Indigenous youth, as well as 
Chantal.

These conclusions 
were the object of 
an article in the 
periodical Vie et 

vieillissement, 
Fall 2018.
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Collectively, the actors involved in the 
forum provided clear recommendations 
for future research projects. More spe-
cifically, this involves showcasing the 
transmission of Indigenous knowledge, 
then applying it in in projects to encour-
age autonomy and active community 
engagement at all phases, ensuring 
the perpetuation of concrete results of 
the projects, as well as creating lasting 
intergenerational relationships.

If what is past is prologue, many un-
expected and inspiring results from this 
forum can be expected!



In
te

rv
ie

w
s w

ith
 a

c
a
d

e
m

ic
 re

se
a
rc

h
e

rs – E
x
a
m

p
le

s o
f p

ra
c
tic

e
s 

a
n

d
 c

o
lla

b
o

ra
tio

n
s w

ith
 F

irst P
e

o
p

le
s

The encounter
In 2006, after having worked five years 
as Director of professional services - So-
cial for the Cree Board of Health and 
Social Services of James Bay, Christiane 
Guay decides to go back to school for 
doctoral studies in applied social sci-
ences at UQO.

After making contact with the coordin-
ator of Uauitshitun Social Services, 
Uashat mak Mani-Utenam Health and 
Social Services Centre, Christiane be-
gins her field research in the summer of 
2009.  During this trip, she meets Na-
dine Vollant for the first time. Nadine, 
who has been working in the field of 
youth protection since 1995, has re-
cently become clinical supervisor for 
Uauitshitun. For both women, it is clear 
that they wanted to collaborate since 
this first discussion. 

The connection naturally happened. 
I felt Christiane had sensitivity, a 
commitment to the cause, and was 
able to listen. A willingness to learn 
to listen and understand. I could 
feel that with her. During my story, I 
was quite generous because of this 
trust inspired by Christiane. I shared 
information that I don’t easily pro-
vide... (Nadine Vollant)

Something clicked. During our 
meeting that lasted two-and-a-half 
hours, Nadine spoke to me about 
one of her dreams: that one day, the 
community would have governance 
over youth protection. To contrib-
ute to the accomplishment of this 
dream undeniably guided my work 
as a researcher. (CG)

The finding that 
sparked this 
collaboration: 
the serious 
inadequacy of 
youth protection 
services for First 
Nations
For Nadine, the interview with Chris-
tiane brought her to put a name on 
certain aspects and questions she had 
had for many years in her daily prac-
tice: the interventions prescribed by the 
youth protection system do not meet 
the needs of the children and families 
of her community. 

I was concerned because, from a 
human point of view, I could very 
well see that our interventions were 
harmful to the families. My indigna-
tion was confirmed by my readings 
in that area. Authors such as Cindy 
Blackstock contributed to the con-
struction of my thinking regarding 
what was amiss with youth protec-
tion here. (NV)

Interview with CHRISTIANE GUAY, professor of social Work 
at the Université du Québec en Outaouais 

and NADINE VOLLANT, director of social services,  
Uauitshitun Santé et services sociaux d’Uashat mak Mani-Utenam.

Conducted by Julie Cunningham, postdoctoral fellow 
for the DIALOG Network, October 11,  2018

Using research to help create an 
Indigenous youth protection governance 

model in Uashat mak Mani-utenam
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She recalls that this finding became 
more obvious in the aftermath of the 
work done with the legislative reform 
of the Youth Protection Act (YPA) which 
led to the adoption of amendments to 
the YPA in the fall of 2007. Moreover, 
most First Nations organizations an-
ticipated that the prescribed changes 
would not be to the advantage of First 
Nations families.

Section 91.1, YPA
91.1. If the tribunal orders that a child be entrusted to an alternative living environment under subparagraph e, e.1 or j of the 
first paragraph of section 91, the total period for which the child is so entrusted may not exceed, depending on the child’s age 
at the time the order is made,
12 months if the child is under two years of age;
18 months if the child is two to five years of age;
24 months if the child is six years of age or over.

[Duration of other measures.] To determine how long the child is to be entrusted, the tribunal must, if it concerns the same 
situation, take into account the duration of any measure entrusting the child to an alternative living environment included in 
an agreement on the voluntary measures referred to in subparagraph e, e.1 or j of the first paragraph of section 54. It must also 
take into account the duration of any measure entrusting the child to an alternative living environment it previously ordered 
under the first paragraph.  It may also take into account any prior period when the child was entrusted to an alternative living 
environment under this Act.

[Continuity of care.] If the security or development of the child is still in danger at the expiry of the periods specified in the 
first paragraph, the tribunal must make an order aimed at ensuring continuity of care, stable relationships and stable living 
conditions corresponding to the child’s needs and age on a permanent basis.

[Return to family on the short term.] However, the tribunal may disregard the periods specified in the first paragraph if it is 
expected that the child will be returned to his family in the short term, if the interest of the child requires it or for serious 
reasons, such as failure to provide the services agreed upon.

[Continuity of care.] At any time during a period specified in the first paragraph, if the security or development of the child 
is still in danger, the tribunal may make an order aimed at ensuring continuity of care, stable relationships and stable living 
conditions corresponding to the child’s needs and age on a permanent basis.

During the course of my reading, I came upon the Dumais Report [The Protec-
tion of Children, a Better Sharing of the Responsibility], published in February 
2004. The Dumais Report is the expert report providing direction for the legisla-
tive amendments of 2007. In this report, among other elements, much attention 
is on the importance of the bonding in children’s development. To protect this 
bond, recommendations were made for the implementation of measures such as 
the maximum placement period. Upon reading it, it seemed obvious to me that 
the implementation of such recommendations would create problems for First 
Nations after. I therefore called the AFNQL to tell them that, as a worker in the 
field, I felt that the recommendations would affect us negatively and something 
had to be done. Why? Because as a field worker, we saw that parents needed 
time to recover and granting priority to children’s life plans would entail num-
erous placements until the children reach the age of majority which, in many 
cases, is undesirable, for both children and parents. I am able to understand 
since my mother attended residential schools. Therefore, I quite understand the 
situation in which our children and our children’s children find themselves, hav-
ing inherited all of this. (NV)
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As the preceding text box indicates, for 
each age group, an upper limit is set 
for the duration of placement. When 
this period has expired and the par-
ents have still not complied with the 
requirements imposed on them, the 
Director of Youth Protection must refer 
the case to the court in order to deter-
mine the appropriate life plan for the 
child in placement. In these situations, 
life plans include placement with a sig-
nificant person, placement in a foster 
family, an institution, tutorship, adop-
tion, and the youth’s autonomy.

I was disturbed by the establish-
ment of this regime. I knew that if 
this model was applied, many par-
ents whom I was monitoring were 
at risk of forever losing custody of 
their children. Previously, the pro-
cess allowed for greater flexibility 
for parents and the possibility of re-
turning to one’s family was very real. 
When Christiane came to Uashat 
mak Mani-Utenam, we were start-
ing to see the scope of the effects 
brought on by this change. (NV)

Nadine was also especially outraged 
with the conditions imposed by the 
State for allowing First Nations com-
munities to avail themselves of Sec-
tion 37.5 of the Youth Protection Act, 
which allows for the implementation 
of a specific child protection regime 
within First Nations communities. The 
first condition to invoke Section 37. 5 is 
that the community provide front-line 
services. At the time, most First Nations 
communities in Québec did not have 
such services because the federal pro-
grams did not fund them. 

The imposition of such a criterion 
was unfair to the extent where, in 
Québec the front line has been in 
existence for years.  So, they did 
what they usually do, that is, im-
pose criteria that make absolutely 
no sense to the communities. In re-
ality, for the communities, the first 
contact for front-line services was 
youth protection. In other words, 
for a large number of communities, 
there is no social services infra-
structure specific to First Nations 
children apart from youth protec-
tion. In fact, this was demonstrated 
by a report produced by the Com-
mission des droits de la personne 
et de la jeunesse on the services 
infrastructure in Pikogan during the 
hearings of the Viens Commission. 
For example, the report specifies 
that to have access to a psycholo-
gist, one had to report their child to 
the DYP, which is nothing more and 
nothing less than an aberration. 
(CG)

Nadine Vollant, at the Commission Viens. Source: Radio- 
Canada/ Émilie Rivard-Boudreau. Online: https://ici.
radio-canada.ca/nouvelle/1062688/un-juriste-innu-
propose-la-mise-en-place-dun-systeme-juridique-au-
tochtone-au-quebec 

Nadine recalls that when Christiane 
came to Uashat mak Mani-Utenam for 
her doctoral field work in 2009, Nadine 
herself was still in a learning situation 
with respect to her practice, and there-
fore had not yet developed the critical 
approach she has today.

In all humility, I recognize that I 
was “a good little Indian”. I did the 
things I was told to do. I wanted to 
become an expert in my practice. 
I wanted to know the legislative 
framework in all its details; for me, 
it was the only way of being able to 
change things. There are very few 
First Nations experts in the area 
of youth protection. And for an 
Indigenous person, it is even more 
challenging to work in youth pro-
tection because we interact with the 
families daily. Not all workers are 
able to live well in these conditions. 
Few workers stay long enough to 
become experts in this area. It is a 
challenge, and even more so with 
the reference framework that be-
came extremely complex over the 
past 20 years. It has grown from 
250 pages in the 1990’s, to 950 to-
day, including the regulations. It is 
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difficult to master, to say the least. 
Right now, I feel like I’m between a 
rock and a hard place. My authority 
is conferred upon me by the DYP. It 
is quite an exercise to have to vindi-
cate substantive changes within the 
system that hires you. (NV)

For Nadine, becoming an expert in her 
practice was both the best way to sup-
port her community as best she could in 
a system that did not meet their needs, 
as well as one of the milestones that 
would help her fulfil her dream.

This is what I have consistently 
tried to do over the last ten years. 
But then again, you need credibil-
ity, structured thinking skills, and a 
good understanding of the practice. 
Because it goes without saying that 
our families criticize the framework 
but unfortunately, they don’t have 
the knowledge of it to be credible. 
Sometimes they don’t understand 
they are being wronged. (NV)

This is therefore the context in which 
the research partnership with Chris-
tiane fits in. 

After the 
doctorate, three 
research projects 
The year following Christiane’s field 
work, all her energy is dedicated to 
writing. Eventually, the discussion 
arose about the project of establishing 
governance of youth protection in the 
community.

One of the elements that had come 
out of my thesis is that non-Indigen-
ous people showed a lack of know-
ledge of Innu (and Indigenous in 
general) intervention methods and 
cultural practices, as well as mis-
trust. It seemed to us that a first step 
within this context was to showcase 
and raise awareness about certain 
cultural practices. (CG)

Christiane became professor of social 
work at the Université du Québec en 
Outaouais in 2010 and, in collabora-
tion with Sébastien Grammond, law 
professor at the University of Ottawa, 
applied for a SSHRC grant to conduct 
research on Innu educational practices. 
 

The first research project following 
Christiane’s thesis was borne out of 
these concerns [...]. The idea was to 
document and showcase how Innu 
parents care for their children. We 
had to be able to have our parents’ 
practices acknowledged because 
they were deemed by intervenors 
to be bad parents. But they have a 
different way of educating their chil-
dren. But that, we had to prove. (NV)

Parallel to this, they also filed an applica-
tion with the FRQSC. This time, the pur-
pose was to develop another aspect of 
the thesis: territory as a way of healing 
and intervening. The idea was to study 
current initiatives and practices, always 
from a biographical approach. The re-
sults for both applications were positive. 
The following year, the recipient of the 
grant from the major research partner-
ship État et cultures juridiques autoch-

tones : un droit en quête de légitimité 
approached Christiane and Sébastien 
Grammond, asking them to lead an-
other project on customary adoption, a 
little known practice at the time. 

This practice had not been formally 
identified at the start as a research 
topic but emerged over time and 
with financing opportunities. (CG)

Doing research 
together: 
review of 
methodological 
and ethical 
processes
From the beginning of the work on 
educational practices, the research ac-
tivities were led by a research commit-
tee. Today, this committee is composed 
of Nadine, the social services coordin-
ator, an Innu collaborator, researchers 
involved in specific projects, a profes-
sional and a research assistant. 

During the first three years of the pro-
jects, the partnership evolved without 
Nadine’s participation who, during this 
period, was on maternity leave. Marie-
Andrée Michel then played an import-
ant role in the different projects. She 
organizes the research fields; she is 
there to establish contacts, coordinate 
the validation processes for the stories.  
Distance and travel expenses meant 
that research partners had to take ad-
vantage of the new technologies to en-
sure dialogue and continuous transfer 
of information. 
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Sept-Îles is quite far from Gatineau... 
4 to 5 hours by plane or 13 hours on 
the road. So, I don’t go to the com-
munity regularly. I went to the com-
munity for large data collections, that 
is, about twice a year, accompanied 
by students. And we must remember 
that there was a lot of material to 
be written due to the simultaneous 
deployment of the three projects. 
But we maintained regular contact 
by videoconference. (CG)

In compliance with the guidelines pro-
vided by the community, expressed very 
clearly by the political representatives, 
the ethics for this research is based on 
the principle of reciprocity.

The only criteria that we have in the 
community is simple: if we give, we 
need to know why and that it gives 
us something back. Research must 
make sense for us and allow us to 
benefit from it. In general, First Na-
tions people are generous people. 
But it is important to ensure that 
people not abuse of this generosity 
and that reciprocity is at the core 
of the discussions. It is very much 
within this spirit that the research 
partnership was built. (NV)

Over time, it became obvious that the 
research partnership supported the 
interests of the community and there 
would be something back in return 
for the data collected. The relationship 
resulted in the creation of written ma-
terials allowing the community to be 
understood and deemed credible. 

In the eyes of our interlocutors, what is not written doesn’t exist. In other words, 
though our knowledge is one of the richest in the world, if it is transmitted oral-
ly, it does not have the required credibility. Let us put our knowledge to writing 
to make it understandable and therefore be able to practice it and transfer it. 
This is the reflection we developed with Christiane and she has always sup-
ported us toward this objective. What I retain is that the research was designed 
based on our concerns, which was not always the case with other people who 
came in our community to do research. With the experience we have on hand 
right now with respect to research collaboration, a bond was created between 
research and the community, which facilitated knowledge sharing; knowledge 
must flow between both sides. I understand the necessity of protecting know-
ledge, but I don’t know if this posture is beneficial in the long term. We are able 
to document our knowledge, and have it recognized; why deprive ourselves of 
the benefits this recognition could bring? (NV)
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In 2018, all the projects were officially finalized. Most of the articles and reports published in relation to these are available 
online.

For more information
• Guay, C., Grammond, S., and Delisle-l’Heureux, C. (2018). La famille élargie incontournable chez les Innus, Service social, 

64(1), 101-116.

• Guay, C., et C. Delisle – L’Heureux (accepted). Le territoire, source de guérison : récits d’expérience des Innus d’Uashat mak 
Mani-Utenam, Recherches amérindiennes au Québec.

•  Grammond, S., and C. Guay (2018). L’interaction entre droit innu et droit québécois de l’adoption, dans G. Otis (dir), Revue 
générale de droit, 48(1). 

• Guay, C. (2017). Le savoir autochtone dans tous ses états : regard sur la pratique singulière des intervenants sociaux innus 
d’Uashat mak Mani-Utenam. Les Presses de l’Université du Québec.

• Grammond, S., and C. Guay (2017). Understanding Innu Normativity In Matters Of Customary “Adoption” And Custody, 
First Peoples Child and Family Review, 12(1), 12-33. http://journals.sfu.ca/fpcfr/index.php/FPCFR/article/view/324/270

• Grammond, S., and C. Guay (2016). Comprendre la normativité innue en matière d’« adoption » et de garde coutumière. 
McGill Law Journal, 61(4), 885-906.

•   Guay, C. (2015). Les familles autochtones : des réalités sociohistoriques et contemporaines aux pratiques éducatives sin-
gulières. Intervention, (141), 12-27.  https://revueintervention.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/intervention_141_2._fa-
milles_autochtones_des_realites_sociohistoriques_c_guay.pdf

http://journals.sfu.ca/fpcfr/index.php/FPCFR/article/view/324/270
https://revueintervention.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/intervention_141_2._familles_autochtones_des_realites_sociohistoriques_c_guay.pdf
https://revueintervention.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/intervention_141_2._familles_autochtones_des_realites_sociohistoriques_c_guay.pdf
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In addition to the research projects, 
the partners contributed to the recent 
reforms of child protection legislation 
and the amendments to the Civil Code 
regarding adoption, based on the vi-
sion and values of community mem-
bers. For Nadine, it is obvious that if the 
argument for these changes was solid, 
it is because it was based on the stud-
ies and the development of parenting 
practices and customary guardianship, 
and on listening carefully to local per-
spectives.

This is the documentation that al-
lowed our community to be at the 
forefront of these issues; without it, 
we would probably not have been 
able to play the role that we did. 
The fundamental quality of the re-
searchers collaborating with us is 
to have a good listening ear. One 
of our political representatives who 
is quite qualified to understand the 
issues read one of the papers pro-
duced by the researchers. Her re-
action was to say, “My goodness! 
This is us!” For her, it was absolute-
ly amazing to recognize herself. To 
read something that represents us, 
our vision, our culture, our values, 
our realities. Amazed to see that we 
can use written words to describe a 
practice that, for them, can only be 
experienced. For them, they experi-
ence it. (NV)

Ultimately, the amendments to the Civil 
Code concerning adoption led to the 
implementation of a committee whose 
mandate was to provide the Uashat 
mak Mani-utenam community with a 
policy on customary adoption in order 
to establish a competent authority.

The working group’s functioning 
was simple: Sébastien and I wrote 
the policy; we then submitted the 
document to the committee mem-
bers who read it and proposed 
changes. And this is how the policy 
was built, with many discussions 
back and forth. I remember what 
an elder said during one of these 
meetings: “How do you manage to 
so faithfully describe the practice?” 
I replied: “I’ve been listening to you 
for many years.” From the begin-
ning, my work has been based on 
biographical stories. The research 
methods I use allow for the precise 
understanding of the meaning of 
the words and practices. It is not 
something innate. Years of listen-
ing have enabled this. What also 
helped us as non-Indigenous re-
searchers was to work on three pro-
jects at the same time. People don’t 
shorten their stories. Life does not 
follow categories. Therefore, each 
discussion is a source of informa-
tion helping to understand relevant 
elements. (CG)

Moving toward 
governance of 
youth protection
In 2016, Christiane is again ap-
proached to develop a new research 
project within the framework of an-
other major partnership entitled Accès 
au droit et à la justice (ADAJ). Because 
of this proposal, Christiane approaches 
Nadine with the idea that this oppor-
tunity could lead to phase 2 of their 
research collaboration, that is, a pro-
ject for the implementation of an Innu 
youth protection regime in the Uashat 
mak Mani-Utenam community. 

Over the past two years, we com-
pleted the reports, we worked 
on a family policy for which work 
is still ongoing, and we will now 
work with the support committee 
on the development of the youth 
protection governance project. The 
data collected in the preceding 
projects; the practices documented 
and showcased, the principles and 
values at the core of these will be 
the foundations of this governance 
model. (CG)

Furthermore, another research project 
undertaken in 2018 will contribute to 
the work on the governance project. 
This time, the research partnership will 
study the trajectories of Innu youth in 
youth protection (a potential sample 
of about 300 youth) by engaging in 
a mixed research method that is both 
quantitative and qualitative. 



T
O

O
L

B
O

X
 O

F
 R

E
S

E
A

R
C

H
 P

R
IN

C
IP

L
E

S
 I

N
 A

N
 A

B
O

R
IG

IN
A

L
 C

O
N

T
E

X
T

This project is the result of a specif-
ic request from Nadine. The idea 
was to study and eventually dem-
onstrate that, despite placements, 
the delays imposed and the obli-
gation to place youth in permanent 
life plans, many of them run away 
and end up going back to their 
community on their own or after 
a judicial decision toward the age 
of 15. Successfully demonstrating 
a convergence of trajectories based 
on an adequate sampling would be 
a strong argument for allowing the 
community to develop alternative 
proposals to what is imposed by the 
YPA and have those accepted. (CG)

Moreover, this research project is 
compatible with the orientations of 
the amendments to the YPA (Bill 99), 
adopted on October 4, 2017 (see text-
box for more details). In the aftermath 
of the consultations to prepare for the 
adoption of these amendments, Uashat 
mak Mani-Utenam social services de-
veloped an “identity” program for 
children in foster care. Anchored in the 
perspectives shared by the youth, this 
program encourages the transfer of In-
digenous knowledge through practices 
at the heart of the community’s culture. 

Youth tell us they want to learn the 
language, know the culture, bead-
ing, the ceremonies, the practises 
on the land. We were so concerned 
about the behavioural or learning 
difficulties of youth that we com-
pletely missed a fundamental need 
they express: to experience their 
culture. We are currently in an ex-
perimental phase of this program. 
And the culture and knowledge 
transfer, we are not the experts for 
this, the members are. We must 
therefore work closely with the 
bearers of culture to define object-
ives and means of reaching out to 
them in a way that is relevant to 
them. (NV)

Since the second phase of the research 
partnership was launched, the directors 
of the project communicate even more 
regularly than before. In fact, they work 
actively in the development of a work 
plan to be submitted to the new com-
mittee members during the month of 
November 2018.

The support committee we are 
about to launch will include par-
ents, youth, representatives from 
the school sector, elected officials 

in charge of the social services and 
elders portfolio. Representativity 
will be extended if we compare the 
composition of this new committee 
with that of our former working 
committees. (CG) 
 
It is very important for those who 
have less knowledge of the prac-
tice, such as professionals, elders, 
members of the community and 
those involved in our work because 
of their legal training, to know 
what we have achieved and under-
stand the direction we are taking. 
We always present the process, the 
stages we are at. This allows us to 
clearly explain what each meeting 
will be about, what themes will be 
discussed with them, etc. Then, the 
meetings are more of a discussion 
forum where people express them-
selves. This is the way we work as a 
committee. (NV)

Bill 99 was adopted on October 3, 2017. From the First Nations’ perspectives, two 
additions seem to be favorable. Section 3 now specifies that in the case of a child 
who is a member of a First Nations community, the preservation of their cultural 
identity is considered when determining the child’s best interest. As for Section 
4, it specifies that a decision made for a child who is a member of a First Nations 
community must tend to entrust this child to a substitute environment able to 
preserve their cultural identity. 
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Training for 
workers on 
cultural safety 
currently under 
development
To better meet the needs on the field, 
Nadine and her team are currently de-
veloping training on cultural safety. 

Very few training sessions are cur-
rently offered in the communities. 
It is utopian to think that a one-
day training session dedicated to 
both the historical aspect and the 
alternatives for intervention would 
have concrete impacts in the work-
ers’ practices. From my perspective, 
training offered in two phases is re-
quired to better equip practitioners: 
therefore, one in health, another in 
social services, and finally, one in 
youth protection. (NV)

Moreover, this training will include two 
other experiential days during which cul-
ture will be at the core of the teaching. 

This could be in the form of meal 
preparation, ceremonies. The idea 
is that people absorb tangible ex-
periences and develop human rela-
tions. That they realize the wealth 
of knowledge First Nations Peoples 
possess. That they learn how things 
were done in the past at Uashat 
mak Mani-Utenam. That they learn 
our local history. (NV)

It also means being informed by the 
work of the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission.

The TRC, even if it was deployed na-
tionally, is very little known. I read 
the report. From my perspective, it 
is impossible to remain indifferent in 
reading these stories. These stories 
must be made known and they will 
be within the framework of training 
on cultural safety that we are cur-
rently constructing. (NV)

For those in charge of the social ser-
vices portfolio, skills development in 
cultural safety for the practitioners is a 
huge challenge. 

There is no mistaking it: interven-
tions without sensitivity and know-
ledge of context are dangerous for 
our families. It is absolutely funda-
mental that workers be able to de-
code the messages. And the role of 
First Nations managers in the cur-
rent context is to tell workers to re-
view their interpretations and valid-
ate with the families rather than 
infer things according to irrelevant 
models. Training therefore aims at 
increasing the number of people 
capable of understanding parents 
and families to eliminate any aber-
rations. (NV)

When all the research projects will have 
been finalized, an enhancement phase 
for this training is planned accounting 
for the results obtained.

In conclusion...
At the core of the research partnership 
reside very clear purposes: change the 
way things are done at all levels and 
be heard with the interlocutors who 
understand the world on the basis of 
principles and values that are very dif-
ferent from those of the Innu and the 
First Nations in general. 

The research permitted us to docu-
ment the aspects more globally 
and proceed to the practise of in-
tegrating all this knowledge into a 
system. Despite this openness pro-
vided for by the law (Section 37.5), 
the fact remains that we are not 
masters in our own home. This flex-
ibility provided by the State is very 
compartmentalized; I know this, 
I experience it every day. From my 
perspective, all the research done 
in my community has the potential 
of enhancing current and future 
initiatives of First Nations in youth 
protection. One day we will write a 
book on youth protection in a First 
Nations context. (NV)

(French only)  
Accès au droit et à la justice
https://chantier14adaj.openum.ca/

 

https://chantier14adaj.openum.ca/


Nadine Vollant 
is one of the recipients of the Hommage award for the 40th anniversary of the Char-
ter of Human Rights and Freedoms - an honour received in 2015.
http://40ansdelacharte.org/ambassadeur-fr-79-Nadine_Vollant (French only)

© Commission des droits de la personne et des droits de la jeunesse

© Commission des droits de la personne et des droits de la jeunesse

In 2017, Christiane Guay and Sébastien Grammond are the 
recipients of the Rights and Freedoms award granted by the Commission des 
droits de la personne et des droits de la jeunesse, for their contribution “to the 
development of knowledge of First Nations governance in youth protection, an 
area that is still not well documented among French-speaking First Nations since 
close to ten years.”
https://www.cdpdj.qc.ca/en/our-services/activities-and-services/rights-and-free-
doms-award-recipients
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