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4. Indigenous Peoples
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Sheri Longboat

Data, or the facts and statistics that support informed
decision-making, is an essential lever in facilitating a move
past opinion towards policy, action, and truth within
Indigenous communities 1 .Too of ten Indigenous
communities are defined, in policy and opinion, by the
outside “untested”. In her editorial, “Dear Qallunaat (white
people)” Sandra Inutiq (2019) writes “[suicide] ,
homelessness, hunger, mistreatment or discrimination in
health or justice systems are not theories to us” (para. 13).
The importance of data to the lives of First Nations, Métis,
1 The term ‘Indigenous’ is a term used to describe Canada’s original
inhabitants or first peoples, and it has grown in popularity over the last
ten years. This term includes the First Nation, Inuit, and Métis people.
According to standing Canadian legislation (including but not limited to
the Indian Act of 1876 and subsequent amendments) the term Indian
is the correct legal way of Identifying a person of First Nations ancestry
(both status and non-status).
For this chapter, we use the term Indigenous, while at the same time
acknowledging that self-identification is a critical part of Indigenous
identity.

and Inuit people is to rebalance the scale of power to ensure
that Indigenous generated data, along with settler data,
addresses the lived and shared realities of many nations.
Data is vital to set policy and to allocate resources: it serves
as a planning tool, and acts as a road map for future
direction. An authentic nation-to-nation and community
relationship, between Indigenous nations, governments,
and communities in Canada, requires autonomous
Indigenous and non-Indigenous governmental decisions
and community development models. Critical for decisionmaking is access to culturally appropriate data that
emerges from and is recognized by Indigenous
communities. Indigenous peoples are the fastest growing
demographic group in Canada, increasing by 42.5% since
2006, with an estimated 1/3 of First Nations peoples living
on reserves (Statistics Canada, 2017). This has significant
impact on rural planning since many First Nations reserves
are in rural areas or are located in close proximity to rural
settler communities. Data that supports informed
decision-making is key to planning activities both within
Indigenous communities and in the contact zones between
them and non-Indigenous communities.
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Some of the concerns around the difficulty in accessing
data that relates to Indigenous communities includes the
ownership of the data, the nature of that data, and the
absence of certain types of information. Data cannot and
does not exist merely as numbers. In order to understand
the role of data within Indigenous communities, it is
necessary to explore its influence on such issues as
Indigenous health, access to secure water infrastructure,
I ndigenous economic developmen t , and o ther
determinants of Indigenous wellbeing.

water (p. 33,038). In St. Theresa Point, MB, “64.8% of
survey respondents said that they trust their water to be
clean. Not surprisingly, 32.2% of respondents boil their
water before drinking it and 68.2% purchase bottled
water” (O’Gorman & Penner, 2018, p. 33,044). Statistics,
often a powerful influence to policy, lacks the value of the
lived stories that humanize the numbers, however. As one
community member stated, “[people] are desensitized—
because it happens all the time here” (O’Gorman & Penner,
2018, p. 33,045).

Critical to the discussion of data and the importance of
data gaps in Indigenous settings, is the recognition that the
“data ownership, control, access and possession” (First
Nations Information Governance Centre, 2016, p. 139) are
now governed by an agreement (OCAP®: ‘ownership,
control, access, and possession) between First Nations and
non-Indigenous organizations collecting data. This
agreement acknowledges that “First Nations’ information
also has value to non-natives” (p. 140). The agreement is
aimed at data sovereignty: returning the use and control
of data to Indigenous people (Simonds & Christopher, 2013;
Finnegan & Coates, 2016).

Blackstock (2009), McGregor (2010), and Hart (2010)
outline and underscore methods and methodology
regarding different approaches for gathering data. It needs
to be credible, balanced, consultative, emerge from and
involve Indigenous communities (McGregor, 2010) and be
“based in approaches and processes that are parts our
cultures” (Hart, 2010, p. 1).

Data availability, access, and use play critical roles for
Indigenous health as it relates to Indigenous food
sovereignty. Data can guide Indigenous decision-making
(Royal Commision on Aboriginal People, 1996; Robidoux
& Mason, 2017; Coté, 2018) and move food systems from
the corporatization imposed through a network of
non-community actors to one closer to the community’s
desires. For example, data gathered by the Nishnawbe
Aski Nation (NAN) 2 indicate that “Aboriginal food
insecurity is 6 times higher than the national average and
representing(s) the highest documented food insecurity
rate for any aboriginal population in a developed country”
(Kiitigaan Aski Food Distribution Research, 2016, p. 59).
This information assists the NAN to move forward on food
related issues. Data gathered reflecting food cost and
levels of food insecurity (Thompson, Kamal, Alam, &
Wiebe, 2012; Kamal, Linklater, Thompson, Dipple, &
Ithinto Mechisowin Committee, 2015), when combined
with statistics reflecting Indigenous Health Determinants
can provide important suggestions for more focused
research and action. For example, Turin et al. (2016)
discovered that eight of the ten Northern Alberta
Indigenous people would develop type 2 diabetes in their
lifetimes (Turin et al., 2016).
O’Gorman and Penner (2018) uncovered the socioeconomic cost of poor access to secure water infrastructure.
They report statistical “relationships between water
infrastructure and health status…[that indicate]… a 5–7%
lower likelihood of reporting good self-rated health and a
4% higher probability of reporting a health condition or
stomach problem” in those communities without running
2 The political organization representing 39 First Nations communities
in Northern Ontario
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The data gap extends to its perception by those from the
outside. Often data gathered in Indigenous settings is
considered valid from an outside perspective however
“gathering data from an Indigenous person does not
necessarily indicate that Indigenous knowledge has been
gathered.” (Simonds & Christopher, 2013, p. 2,185).
In the summer of 2016, the Cree Nation Government’s
(CNG) Department of Commerce and Industry (DCI)
undertook a project to be grounded in data and supportive
of the CNG’s desire to secure full participation of the two
sub-sections of the James Bay Nor thern Quebec
Agreement sections 28.10.3 and 28.10.4 (The James Bay
and Northern Quebec Agreement (JBNQA), n.d., p. 319;
Inutiq, 2019). These sections require Canadian and Québec
Governments to take reasonable measures to establish
Cree priority with respect to employment and contracts
created for projects initiated in Eeyou/Eenou Istchee.3 The
DCI estimated a leakage rate of 70% of the revenue from
these contracts ending up outside of the territory.
Under the direction of Andy Baribeau and a team of
f acili t a tor s , a p rojec t was ini tia ted to ga ther
Cree-recognized data. The process involved in-community
consultations with the goal of building a framework for a
trade and commerce agreement. Over the summer, the
facilitation team travelled to eight out of ten Cree
Communities, consulted with 18 Cree Entities and
Economic Development Corporations, 7 of the 10 Chiefs
and Councils, met with large and small entrepreneurs’
groups across Eeyou/Eenou Istchee, and solicited
participation from numerous Cree beneficiaries through an
online survey.
The data gathered was used to create a report to guide
policy development, create awareness amongst the Cree
population, and serve as a guide and way forward for the
CNG and Eeyouch and Eenouch. It was made available to
3 The Cree Name for the James Bay Territory.
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all beneficiaries of the Cree nations. Data reflected in Table
1 (below), demonstrates the directions and desires of those
beneficiaries.
Accepting, as Blackstock (2009) asserts, the importance of
Indigenous-informed data in decision-making is but one

aspect of facilitating the empowerment of Indigenous
governments. Redressing the gap between the Western
perception of the static nature of data and the Indigenous
understanding that data needs to inform and support
Indigenous decision-making in a living way, would be great
recognition of Sandra Inutiq’s words.

Table 1- Results from the Online Questionnaire: Regarding the Cree Commerce and Trade agreement (Department of
Commerce and Industry of the Cree Nation Goverment, 2016, p. 27)
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