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responsibilities to other Aboriginal people—Non-Status Indians, Métis, and 

Inuit—were not recognized at all. Over the last several decades, both of 

its own tensions and contradictions.1

What Now? Future Federal Responsibilities 
Towards Aboriginal People Living in Cities

Frances Abele and Katherine Graham

Abstract. For decades, successive federal governments insisted that the 

boundaries, while not recognizing any responsibilities for Non-Status 

other services are still entangled in or complicated by the provisions of the 

situation while identifying four issues for further discussion: (1) political 
self-determination in the cities; (2) problems arising from the cities’ junior 
position in the Canadian federation; (3) the challenge of dealing with 
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other services are still entangled in the provisions of the Indian Act and the 

accumulated policies and practices that are in line with it. Furthermore, the 

situation in the cities has grown more complex. While cities have borne the 

 The main drivers of change in matters of direct concern to Aboriginal 

the political organization and activism of Aboriginal people has brought 

and programs. In this paper, we sketch some of the historical roots of these 

changes and consider their implications for factors that now shape federal 

responsibilities to Aboriginal people in the cities. Because the changes made 

in ensuring consistent treatment for Aboriginal people in cities and easing 

the stresses of current inconsistencies on service providers and on urban 

Aboriginal people. We argue that such a review needs to acknowledge the 

to delivering services for Aboriginal people in cities, and improving public 

awareness and understanding of Canada’s fundamental relationship with 

Aboriginal peoples in the context of our changing urban demographics. 

There is a need for strong federal  leadership in dealing with each of these 

asking a few open questions, in the hope of stimulating further research and 

discussion.2

Starting Points

3 These 

individuals were those persons listed in colonial and then federal records, 
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the federal order of government for certain health and social services that 

are provided at the provincial level for the rest of the Canadian population. 

From the time before Confederation until at least the end of World War II, 

live among the general population.4

5

6

the Second World War.

 At the onset of World War II, there were few Aboriginal people 

living in Canadian cities. Some reserves were close enough to urban centres 

to make contact feasible, but the strictures of Indian Act administration 

inhibited interaction between reserve residents and their neighbours. Most 

Aboriginal people were living in rural areas, either on reserves or on their 

began to change after World War II, when changes to the Indian Act, the 

experience of wartime service, and the introduction of a new approach 

to social welfare provision all made migration to the cities a more viable 

prospect for Aboriginal people as well as other rural Canadians.
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Indian Affairs Branch initiated a program of support and tutelage for Status 

 As we have argued elsewhere,  the federal engagement in municipal 

activism was beginning to bring about changes in the law and in federal 

programming.9

of appropriate recognition of collective Aboriginal rights. The period 

Aboriginal organizations and the federal government, culminating in the 

land rights became political confrontations. The most prominent example 

between the Mohawks and their Montreal neighbours.10

 In 1991, in the aftermath of the armed standoff at Kanesetake and 

11 The sixteen-part 
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with considering a large agenda of outstanding issues in Aboriginal-Canada 

preoccupations at the beginning of the 1990s: treaties, land rights, the 

étis 

and Non-Status rights, and economic development. Item 9 of the mandate, 

mention of urban issues:12 

peoples living on reserve, in native settlements and communities, 

and in rural areas  Issues of concern include, but are 

substance abuse, sub-standard housing, high suicide rates, child 

of socio-economic and service concerns, rather than being seen 

through the prism of rights.

 Chief Justice Dickson could not know that the terms of social 

social provision. At the core of the program review was a restructuring of 

and responsibilities to other orders of government or to non-governmental 

standing cost-shared programs through which the federal government had 

contributed to funding health, education, and social assistance.
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Commission’s major themes of recognition and reconciliation, and to the 

chapter on urban issues, which was based upon a limited research base 

and a well-attended and public round table on urban issues. It emphasized 

receive much attention elsewhere in the report.

13 It is also 

and new roles and relationships involving Aboriginal people in urban areas 

was groundbreaking. It marks the beginning of public discussion of the 

 The 1990s public sector restructuring and restraint measures had a 

major impact on Canadian cities. As federal and provincial governments 

withdrew funding from programs that affected the social and economic 

governments and led, as well, to the development of numerous small non-

governmental organizations for the provision of services. This massive 

change occurred at the same time as the economic base of Canadian cities 

began to change, as the effects of the Canada-US and the North American 

Free Trade Agreements were felt.14

opportunities as well as hardships. The cutbacks and restraints of this 

other hand, a new model of federal funding of Aboriginal social programs 
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emerged, bringing with it greater opportunities for Aboriginal control of 

15 Under the new model, numerous small, 

16 Organizations with longer histories 

operation, a network of contacts, and a cohort of experienced staff.

recognized the inherent right of self-government for the Aboriginal peoples 

of Canada—Indian, Inuit, and Métis people—pursuant to sSection 35 of the 

and Northern Development and the Federal Interlocutor for Métis and Non-

é

cities.

development in Aboriginal affairs. This approach emphasized the concept 

committees blossomed in such areas of service provision as labour force 

development, programs for children, and health promotion initiatives. 

have tended to be urban-dwelling organizational staff and the programs 
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The New Landscape

As the thumbnail historical review above suggests, the 1990s were a pivotal 

The period also drew non-governmental organizations into relationships 

with Aboriginal people and their organizations in the cities. Municipal 

these initiatives. For example, in 1996, two important non-governmental 

Aboriginal relations based on the principles of mutual recognition, respect, 

acting as a clearinghouse to develop a database of agreements and effective 

organization, during its time it worked to address outstanding issues where 

Nations’ partnership-building.

 In the same spirit of partnership and collaboration, the federal 

socio-economic needs of Aboriginal people in urban centres.  Funding 

institutions in cities, and to develop partnerships that will better align 

federal, other government and non-governmental programs to respond to 
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 Federal attention was drawn to circumstances in Canadian cities, as 

engaged in supporting economic competitiveness, to replace crumbling 

public infrastructure, and to deal with immigrant settlement and integration, 

government’s willingness to now deal with Aboriginal organizations on an 

important urban issue. Across Canada, designated Aboriginal organizations 

were funded to provide housing supports for homeless Aboriginal people. 

Their plans and priorities were to be developed with knowledge of broader 

in urban areas: affordable housing, transit/transportation, and sustainable 

related to urban Aboriginal peoples, recommending better coordination of 

Force encouraged co-operation between urban reserves and surrounding 

areas, attention to Métis and Non-Status urban Aboriginal peoples, and 

 Not all of these recommendations were acted upon although, as we 

change of government and a global recession. New spending on social 

19

Conservative response to the global recession—a massive infrastructure 

program. There is no indication of federal interest in tackling outstanding 

jurisdictional and governance questions, and no sign of an expansive 

approach to social, education or health spending. Yet, as we shall argue in 
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Challenges for the Next Decade

the federal approach to Aboriginal people living in Canadian cities. Nor 

has there ever been a full public discussion of urban needs and the realities 

of Aboriginal life there. Urban Aboriginal issues have appeared on the 

would be helpful. To stimulate thinking in that direction, we offer four 

outstanding issues.

1. Is political self-determination less relevant than economic self-

determination for urban residents?

issues of the relationship between all Aboriginal peoples and the Crown. The 

be seen as the culmination of several decades’ political activism, dialogue, 

guide to the future, at least in urban matters.

 In line with the nation-to-nation approach, the Commission offered 

three possible models for institutional development in cities that would 
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Should the focus be on urban economic well-being, for the Aboriginal 

about the conditions for important changes in the situation of Aboriginal 

people who live there. This has implications for the federal government. 

people in cities, as well as on their rights.

project-based contract funding that provides little or no overhead to engage 

making related to urban Aboriginal governance and the provision of services 

can this circumstance be ameliorated?

Since the 1990s, cooperation and partnership have been the signature 

initiatives, such as the federal government’s decision to engage in tripartite 

agreements with provinces and municipalities in Winnipeg and Vancouver, 
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of the population has had an important effect on the ethnic character of major 

profound impact upon Canadian cities. The major destination cities for new 

are now home to adult immigrant populations whose knowledge of the 

for education of the general population in Canadian cities about Aboriginal 

Manitoba and Saskatchewan, for example, now teach about treaties. 

populations?

of the urban Aboriginal population and recent immigrants: for example, 

needs deserve common opportunities and services, but the fundamental 

of Aboriginal rights.

of the Aboriginal population that no longer have constitutional salience?

There would seem to be a need here for careful development of a new 

approach. The Indian Act, and associated jurisdictional problems with it, 
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differential treatment of First Nations, Métis, and Inuit who live in cities. 

Some First Nations, and all Métis and Inuit, have never been subject to 

treaties mean that there will be Aboriginal people living in Canadian cities 

who do not have Indian Act status, but who do have responsibilities and 

this for the future federal role? What principles should govern the federal 

approach? Again, this would seem to speak to issues of rights. In federal 

manner but sometimes with real approaches that are equitable in recognition 

Act with different and less oppressive legislation to give force and form to 

institutional actors and to give guidance to government departments about 

or to section 35 that address rights and obligations of all parties with regard 

to the urban population.

 For Canadian cities, and for Aboriginal people living in them, the 

1990s were a pivotal decade that, in retrospect, contained the seeds of the 

require careful consideration of these new times, and the imagination and 

that this brief article will be seen as the beginning of the conversation that 

awaits us all.

Acknowledgments

2010.



Future Rederal Responsibilities Towards Aboriginal People 175

(Endnotes)

1. White and Bruhn 2010 provide a good overview of some important 

changes and current issues. See, in particular, Tomiak in this volume. On 

context to this discussion, see Green 2005.

2. 

is to explain certain items that we believe should be on the agenda for 

example, a preoccupation with the link between conceptions of the state 

to compare approaches and to consider implications for the issues we raise 

here. 

3. 

bringing all existing records together.

4.    For an extended historical explanation and discussion of impacts in 

5.   Individuals could give up their Indian registration in order to escape the 

6. 
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to retain existing land holdings and were guaranteed a 1.4-million acre land 

in turn, led through economic hardship and fraud to the loss of most Métis 

to banks and speculators, while the Métis themselves were dispersed across 

northwestern Canada and south into the United States. A small number 

of Métis achieved a land base in northern Alberta. See Bell 1999. For an 

period.

  Abele and Graham forthcoming.

9.   This discussion is focused on the federal role, but it is important to 

recognize that, during the same period, provincial governments began to 

10. 

11. 

12. 

13. 

critical view, see Andersen and Denis 2003.
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14. 

15.   On the implications of this model for Aboriginal citizenship, see Walker 

2006.

16. 

  The Métis Nation Framework Agreement was signed with the federal 

government in 2005, and aimed to address this and other longstanding issues, 

Federation, the Métis Nation of Saskatchewan, the Métis Nation of Alberta, 

in the Framework Agreement of urban residents, despite the fact that 65 

percent of Metis live in cities.

for Aboriginal self-determination. We do not have the space here to consider 

19. 
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