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I.  A BRIEF HISTORY OF ABORIGINAL PEOPLE IN WINNIPEG 

There is no written history of Aboriginal People in Winnipeg, and the standard histories 

of the city barely mention Aboriginal people at all beyond the Métis land allocations in the Red 

River and the subsequent Métis emigration from the settlement (e.g. Artibise, 1975). What 

follows, therefore, is inevitably brief and incomplete but, hopefully, will go a little way towards 

capturing Aboriginal history in the City. 

The earliest human presence in Manitoba dates back about 11,500 years. By that time 

Lake Agassiz had retreated sufficiently in the south to allow the gathering of plants and the 

hunting of large, now extinct, animals such as the mammoth and mastodon.  But the severity of 

the climate and paucity of food discouraged all but temporary visits. Archeological finds suggest 

that it was only much later, some 5,000 to 7,000 years ago, that a more permanent presence was 

established in the region of what is now Winnipeg. By then the bison had become the principal 

source of food and clothing and an important input into shelter. Tools were initially made of 

wood, bone, antler and flint, but by some 2,500 years ago, the snow shoe and toboggan had been 

developed and spear points and other items made from copper, which was brought in from as far 

away as Lake Superior, were being used (Canada/Manitoba, 1993, pp.3-5). 

During the late pre-contact period, from 2,500 to 350 years ago, climatic changes led to 

expansion of the boreal forest and migration into southern Manitoba of people from the upper 

Great Lakes region, who brought with them the birch-bark canoe, the bow and arrow and a stable 

population relying for subsistence on forest resources. They traded for copper goods, shells, flint 

etc with people as far away as the Gulf of Mexico, British Columbia, Wyoming, Minnesota and 

North Dakota. The nature of that trade was, however, quite different from the mercantile 

relations established in the fur trade after European contact. It was based on political and 
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communal considerations and extended out from production based on use. The later fur trade, on 

the other hand, was built on individual, market-exchange with very different implications for 

social relations and the resource base (Rothney, 1975, pp.43-45). Earlier trading contacts led to 

intermarriage with southern women who brought with them knowledge of agriculture. Farming 

was, therefore, well established in the Red River Valley centuries before European contact (Ibid, 

p.7). The main tribes were Atsina, Hidatsa, Blackfoot and Assiniboine (ibid), although all but the 

last moved westward during this period so that by the time of contact, the main tribes were 

Assiniboine and Cree (Ray, 1974, p.12). 

Recent archeological findings at the Forks, where the Red and the Assiniboine rivers 

meet in the very centre of what is now Winnipeg, suggest that regular seasonal trading took place 

at that site dating back at least 3,000 years, and probably coincided with the fall migration of 

bison (Kroker, 1989, p.175).  

During the early years of contact, the Cree and the Assiniboine allied to dominate the 

middleman function in the fur trade, and the Assiniboine clearly felt that the land on which the 

city now stands was theirs, not from a contemporary 'property rights' point of view, but by virtue 

of usage. Thus, in 1737 the Assiniboine chief offered to establish a permanent settlement at the 

forks if La Vérendrye would build a trading post there, claiming it as their 'own proper territory' 

(quoted in Ray, op. cit. p.16). Fort Rouge was duly built but abandoned two years later in favour 

of forts closer to the lakes (Innis, 1977, p.94). But La Vérendrye also reports ten cabins of Cree 

awaiting him with provisions at the forks in September 1738 (Morton, 1967, p.31), suggesting 

that the site was used as a meeting place by both Cree and Assiniboine, and that there was 

recognition, fairly early in the fur trade, of its commercial importance.  

The intensification of competition in the fur trade led to the establishment of trading posts 
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inland, a depletion of the fur resource and a decline in the importance of the middleman function 

of the Cree and Assiniboine. Instead of being trappers and fur traders, they assumed the role of 

provisioners for the trade, with the buffalo hunt assuming increasing importance (Friesen, 1984, 

p.40). In this, they were joined by Métis released from company service, many of whom took up 

residence, seasonal or permanent, along the Red and Assiniboine rivers. A growing demand for 

cheaper provisions and labour, however, prompted the Hudson Bay Company to grant Lord 

Selkirk rights over 116,000 square miles of land, five times the size of Scotland, for a Red River 

Colony. In 1812 a number of Scottish settlers arrived in what is now Winnipeg to establish farms. 

From the beginning, their presence was seen as a threat to the Métis living there, who were 

developing a strong sense of nationalism (Sawchuk, 1978, p.25) and to the North West Company, 

which feared for its provisioning routes. Twice the settlers were driven out by the Métis, in 1815 

and, more violently, in 1816 after the Seven Oaks massacre.  

Little is known about the precise Aboriginal population of Red River at this time, but they 

were likely in a clear majority. We know that in 1813 there were 200 Indian women married to 

Canadian settlers, each with mixed blood progeny (Morton, op. cit. p.49), so these alone would 

have outnumbered the Scottish settlers, without counting other Indian and Métis inhabitants. We 

also know that due to disease and migration, the Cree and Assiniboine had declined in number 

and the recently immigrated Saulteaux were in a majority. It was with Chief Peguis and three 

other chiefs of the Saulteaux, that Selkirk made a treaty in 1817 which extinguished Indian title 

to lands along the Red and Assiniboine rivers (ibid. p.55) and, with the ending of competition 

between the two companies in 1821, the stage was set for growth of the Settlement. Most of the 

early growth came, however, not from immigration, but from the settlement of company 

employees, mainly Métis, laid off as a result of 'rationalisation' of the trade consequent upon 
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amalgamation and, subsequently, from retirees from the company. Thus, after amalgamation, 'the 

development of a predominantly half-breed society went steadily forward in Red River' (ibid, 

p.68). The Métis, of both French and British origin, farmed, hunted the buffalo and provided the 

essential means of transport, now via the york boat, for the fur trade. By 1861, A.K.Isbister, 

himself a Métis academic, was able to write that 'the half castes or mixed race, not only far 

outnumber all the other races in the colony put together, but engross nearly all the more 

important and intellectual offices - furnishing from their great number the sheriff, medical 

officer, the post-master, all the teachers but one, a fair proportion of the magistrates and one of 

the electors and proprietors of the only newspaper in the Hudson's Bay territories...they are at the 

moment the dominant class in the country' (quoted in Morton, op.cit. p.91). 

As Métis traders in the Red River successfully challenged its trade monopoly and as the 

fur resource continued to be depleted, the business and the authority of the Hudson Bay 

Company declined. In 1869 it began negotiating with Canada to extinguish its charter rights, and 

did so without consulting the residents of the settlement. The colony was divided over this move, 

with Canadian settlers, the Indian population and some English speaking Métis (country-born) 

supporting annexation and the French speaking Métis fearing that such a move would threaten 

their land and culture. Louis Riel emerged as the leader of the latter and called conventions of 

representatives of all sections of the community in order to develop a unified response to the 

threats. From this emerged the Provisional Government which was to negotiate with Canada the 

terms of entry into Confederation.  The result was the Manitoba Act, proclaimed in July 1870, 

which established the Province. The Act guaranteed bilingual institutions, denominational 

schools and land rights for Indians and Métis. The unmarried children of Métis families (of all 

origins) were to be granted 1.4 million acres of land, and ownership of river lots was 



6 
 

acknowledged. While the Dominion government retained control over resources, and therefore 

land, and while the Province had much narrower boundaries than requested, the Provincial 

Government accepted the Act. But when Canada sent an expeditionary force to the settlement to 

punish the leadership for the execution of Thomas Scott, who had challenged the authority of the 

Provisional government, Riel fled the Province. Thereafter, many Métis were dispossessed of 

their land by legal and illegal means, with the connivance of the authorities, and are struggling to 

this day for recompense (Sprague, 1980a; 1980b; Sprague and Mailhot, 1985). There was an 

influx of settlers from Ontario which led to growing racism, making the settlement a less 

hospitable place to live. The Métis lost their military superiority and, with the dramatic decline 

of the bison herds, they also lost the buffalo hunt. As a result, many left the Red River and 

moved west. Meanwhile, under Treaty No. 1 the Indians living in the Winnipeg-Portage area had 

ceded 16,700 square miles of land in return for reserve lands of 160 acres per family of five plus 

an additional 25 square miles. All the reserves were specified by location and were to be well 

away from the settlement (Lagasse, 1959, p47).  

The impact of these developments can be seen in the population figures. In 1870, there 

were 11,963 people living in Manitoba, of whom 558 were Indian, 5,757 were french Métis, 

4,083 were english speaking Métis and 1,565 were white (although Sealey [1978] argues that this 

was probably a gross underestimate of Indians and Métis since those leading nomadic lives were 

excluded). Within a decade, the population living within the same boundaries had risen to almost 

66,000, while the combined Indian and Métis population had fallen to 6,767 (Bailey, 1990, p.51). 

Fifteen years later the Métis constituted only 7% of the total population and they were 

outnumbered 5 to 1 by Ontarians (Sawchuk, p.32; Coates and Mcguiness, 1987, p.11). It is not 

known what happened to the Indian population.   
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Thereafter, the history books are relatively silent on the role of Aboriginal people in what 

became, in 1874, Winnipeg. The Indian Act served to confine Indians to reserves and the Métis 

were gradually pushed out of government (Bailey, op. cit. p.63). In order to defend their culture 

and heritage, the remaining Métis formed L'Union Métisse St. Joseph in 1887, but they were not 

strong enough politically to prevent education and language acts in 1890 which withdrew the 

guarantees in the Manitoba Act of the equal status of French and access to denominational 

schools (ibid). It is important to stress that while non-Métis francophones were subsequently 

prepared to accept compromise solutions on these issues, the Métis never were and found 

themselves opposing other francophones in court challenges in 1892, 1909 and 1919 (ibid, p.65).  

It is difficult to tell from census just how large the Aboriginal population was between the 

turn of the century and 1971. The definition of City boundaries changes frequently; in many 

censuses no question is asked about Métis origin (1911, 1921, 1931, 1951 and 1956), and 

sometimes not even Indians are counted e.g 1956. On the whole though, it appears that there 

were remarkably few Aboriginal people living in Winnipeg from 1901 to 1951. In 1901 there 

appear to have been less than a dozen Indians and only about 700 Métis in the City of 42,340. In 

1921 there were 69 Indians counted and by 1951 still only 210 in a city population of 354,000. 

The Métis were invisible. 

In the early 1950's there were already concerns, however, about the living conditions of 

Aboriginal people in the City of Winnipeg. The Provincial Council of Women was especially 

concerned about the sub-standard living conditions of Aboriginal Women and about the fact that 

more than a half of all the inmates of Portage La Prairie Gaol for women were Métis. But the 

Welfare Council of Greater Winnipeg, which held its first Manitoba Indian and Métis Annual 

Conference in 1954, and which was held every year for the next 15 years, concluded that 'it was 
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seriously handicapped in any attempt to help these people, because very little was known about 

them' (Welfare Council of Greater Winnipeg, Annual Report, 1954, p.1). 

That ignorance began to change in 1958 with the first definitive study of the Aboriginal 

population in the Province since the 19th Century. The Status Indian population of Winnipeg was 

estimated at 1,200 or 5.4% of the total of 22,077 Status Indians living in the Province as a whole 

(Lagasse, 1959, pp. 31-37). The Métis population was estimated at 3,500 in Winnipeg or 14.8% 

of the total Métis of 23,579 in the Province as a whole (ibid, pp58-75). The Métis figures were 

felt to be a gross understatement, perhaps by as much as 80%, since they did not include people 

of Métis ancestry who had 'integrated to the point of not being recognised by their neighbours as 

Métis' (ibid, p77), but if they are taken at their face value, Aboriginal people would appear to 

have represented only just over 1% of the City's population.  

Sample surveys revealed that about a third of the Indians interviewed had lived in 

Winnipeg for less than a year, 58% for less than three. The figures for the Métis were 13 and 

20% respectively. As many as 45% of the Métis had lived in Winnipeg for more than 10 years, 

compared with only 16% for the Indians. The single most important reason for coming to the 

City, for both groups, was to find a job and 83% of all men and 55% of all women who said they 

had come for work were actually employed at the time of interview (ibid, p60). Just over 55% of 

all Aboriginal people were employed. A third of all Indians employed and 59% of all Métis had 

been in their job for at least a year, and 11% of Indians and 17% of Métis had been in their job in 

excess of ten years. At the time of interview, only 13% of the Indians questioned were receiving 

social assistance compared with 23% of the Métis, but about a third had received it over the 

previous two years. Then, as now, social assistance rates were considered grossly insufficient. 

The survey found that the educational performance of Aboriginal children was relatively 
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poor and identified a number of factors felt to be responsible, from perceived cultural superiority 

on the part of the dominant society from which teachers were drawn, paternalist views of 

appropriate education for Aboriginal people, poor teachers and facilities, and prominence of 

religious schools with objectives other than education. A further factor was low attendance rates 

which were felt to be explained by a low value placed on education, given the quality and 

pessimism about where it might lead in terms of worthwhile employment, discrimination by 

teachers and other pupils, poor diet, clothing and housing, lack of school supplies and the 

mobility of the head of household  (ibid, p117). 

This report was remarkably enlightened for its time. It recommended that a Community 

Development Program be established by the Province to 'help people of Indian ancestry solve 

their own problems' (ibid, p.5). It argued that efforts should be made to take industry and jobs to 

rural and remote communities, and that systematic training programs be set up for Aboriginal 

people. It recommended far-reaching reform of the educational system and of social assistance.  

It argued for low cost housing and the enforcement of housing standards. It pressed the case for 

the establishment of services to assist people in settling into city life and to help them develop 

relations of mutual respect both within their own community and with those they were most 

likely to come into contact with, and face discrimination from, outside the community, 

employers, landlords, school administrators, police etc. It is, perhaps, no coincidence that the 

first Indian Métis Friendship Centre in Canada was set up in Winnipeg in 1959 to provide social 

services to migrants (Fulham, 1981, p.iii). 

While the Manitoba Indian Brotherhood (MIB) had been established in 1946 (Daugherty, 

1982, although it traced its origins back to 1871, see MIB, 1971), it had focussed almost entirely 

on the needs of its reserve-based members. Thus, almost a quarter century after its creation, 
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while acknowledging 'the fact that a major problem is developing within the City environment' 

(MIB, 1969, p.6), it admitted that 'There is no doubt we need a separate MIB region for 

Winnipeg and area' (MIB, 1970, p.17). But as will be shown, finding an effective means of 

representing Status Indians in Winnipeg remains problematical to this day. For this reason, a 

variety of organisations not affiliated to the MIB or its successor, the Assembly of Manitoba 

Chiefs, have sought to represent Status Indians and others in the City. Thus, in the late 1960's the 

Winnipeg Indian Council was very active (Damas ans Smith, 1975, p.11), to be replaced later by 

the Winnipeg Council of Treaty and Status Indians and the Urban Indian Association, which 

amalgamated to form the Aboriginal Council of Winnipeg in 1990 (Aboriginal Council (?), 

1993). The creation of the Manitoba Indian Women's Association (MIWA) in 1969, was another 

indication that Aboriginal people were beginning to replace well-meaning non-Aboriginal 

support groups in addressing pressing economic and social concerns, but it complained of being 

hampered by lack of finance (MIWA, 1973). The Manitoba Métis Federation was set up at this 

time too (1968), but the importance of having a representative structure in Winnipeg was  

recognised, and the city became one of six regions each of which had a seat on the board 

(Sawchuk, op. cit. p. 48). The prime concern of the Métis was, from the very beginning, that of 

solving the acute housing problems faced by the community in Winnipeg, a problem which grew 

increasingly as population grew. 

Most of the growth in the Aboriginal population in Winnipeg occurred after 1958, and 

that growth has been very rapid. From 1958 to 1979, the number of Status Indians resident in 

Winnipeg rose almost fivefold to about 6,900, while the number of Métis and Non-status Indians 

had risen more than three-fold to 12,900 (Clatworthy, 1983a, p.14). The total Aboriginal 

population in Winnipeg had grown, therefore, at over 7% per annum, to approximately 20,000 or 
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3.6% of the total population. (Once more, these numbers must be taken to be rough orders of 

magnitude only, given definitional problems and differences between the two periods). 

Our knowledge of the living conditions of Aboriginal people in Winnipeg in the early 

1980's is substantial, due mainly to a number of excellent reports by Stewart Clatworthy 

(1981a,b,c, 1983a,b.)  In short he found that migration into the City was proceeding rapidly, 

though more slowly than previously thought. The main reason for migration among males was 

economic and among women, social. Aboriginal families were much younger than average and 

the proportion of single parent families much higher. Unemployment among Aboriginal people 

was found to be more than five times that of others, and employment more irregular.  

Aboriginal household incomes were found to be only a half those of the average urban household 

and most Aboriginal families were found to be dependent on transfers, mostly social assistance 

payments. Aboriginal families were four times more likely than others to suffer a combination of 

shelter poverty, poor housing and overcrowding, and were highly mobile within the City. 

With this short and, inevitably, selective historical background, we now move to consider 

the position and role of Aboriginal people in the Winnipeg economy in the decade of the 1990's. 

 

II.  ABORIGINAL DEMOGRAPHICS IN WINNIPEG 

The 1991 census indicates that there were 44,970 Aboriginal people in Winnipeg. This 

represented 6.9% of the total population of the City and 39% of the total Aboriginal population 

of the province. (Table 1) There were many more Aboriginal females in the City than males, 

some 2,400 or an excess of 11%, and this imbalance was greatest in the over 15 category where 

there were almost 2,800 or 21% more women than men. This demographic imbalance reflects the 

different motivations for migration between men and women, with the latter leaving rural 
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communities not only for better economic and social opportunities that the city appears to offer 

but also, as we have seen, to avoid social problems (Clatworthy, 1981b) including, presumably, 

violence. 

The age composition of the Aboriginal population is quite different from that of the City 

as a whole. First of all, there is a much higher proportion of children in the Aboriginal 

population, with almost 37% being 14 or under compared with only 20% for the City as a whole, 

and 15% being under 4 compared with only 7% in the broader population. Secondly, a 

significantly higher proportion of Aboriginal people are in the young working age category, 

15-24, than is the case in the city as a whole; 20.4% versus 14.7% respectively. And thirdly, there 

is a significantly lower proportion of people over 55 in the Aboriginal community, 4.8% versus 

21.2% in the City at large. These structural characteristics suggest that policy might need to look 

carefully at the educational needs of the community and the special problems Aboriginal youth 

might face in entering the job market. They also suggest that childcare needs are likely to be 

particularly salient in the Aboriginal community. 

A comparison of the 1991 census figures with those of 1986, suggests that the Aboriginal 

population of Winnipeg has grown at a rate of 9.7% p.a., well in excess of the growth rate of 

Aboriginal people in the Province as a whole, which was 6.3% p.a.. This latter figure is 

indicative of the fact that the 1986 census under-reported the Aboriginal population, since this 

growth rate is well in excess of the feasible maximum natural growth rate. The growth rate of the 

Winnipeg Aboriginal population suggests that migration into the City has continued apace, 

unless we postulate that census errors were heavily loaded in the direction of under-reporting in 

Winnipeg. In fact, the boycotts of the 1986 census were essentially rural in nature, so if anything, 

migration has probably proceeded at a faster pace than suggested by the simple differential 
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growth rates. The net result is that the Aboriginal labour force in Winnipeg doubled over this 

period from just over 10,000 people to just over 20,000, with enormous implications for social 

policy. 

Unfortunately, the Aboriginal Peoples Survey does not allow us to say much about 

migration with any precision. We know that 30% of the Aboriginal community reported that they 

had moved within the previous year. We also know that 44% had moved between 1986 and 1990, 

14% between 1981 and 1985 and 9% before 1981. What we do not know is to what extent the 

post-1981 movements represented migratory moves into Winnipeg or simply moves from one 

part of Winnipeg to another. A small survey of 144 inner-city residents (84% Aboriginal) 

conducted for this study helps throw some light on this. (The survey was conducted in the 

'catchment' area of Neechi Foods and was designed to throw light on th economic circumstances 

of residents, their child care needs and their shopping habits. It was an attempt to ground social 

science research in the real world by designing it in such a way that an Aboriginal community 

development project derived direct benefit). This found a very high rate of mobility within 

Winnipeg, but suggested a much lower, though still high, rate of migration. Thus, on the one 

hand, 54% of Aboriginal people had lived at their current address for less than one year, while on 

the other, 10% had moved to Winnipeg in the past year. While 29% had moved into the city in 

the past five years, 58% of Aboriginal respondents had lived in Winnipeg for over 10 years. This 

suggests that population growth from migration is well in excess of natural growth and that this 

will have serious implications for the employment, housing and service needs of Aboriginal 

people. It also suggests that the Aboriginal population is very transient within Winnipeg. This 

might have implications for the type of economic development strategies that are feasible for the 

community, perhaps making it difficult for neighbourhood-focused strategies, unless they are 
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accompanied by efforts to stabilize the population. 

 

III.  EMPLOYMENT AND INCOMES 

The 1991 Aboriginal Peoples Survey reports that the participation rate of Aboriginal 

people in Winnipeg was 53.9% and the unemployment rate was 27.3%. The participation rate for 

Indians was lower than that for Métis, 51.9% versus 56.2%, while the unemployment rate was 

slightly higher, 29.3% versus 25.7%. For Winnipegers as a whole, the equivalent figures were 

65% and 10%. These figures go a long way in explaining urban Aboriginal poverty in that they 

suggest that 61% of all Aboriginal adults in the City were without work in 1991 (63.3% Indian, 

58.2% Métis). 

Of the 22,475 adults covered by the APS, 6,055 or 26.9% reported earning less than 

$2,000 in 1990, compared with 15% in the Canadian population as a whole. Only just over 20% 

of Aboriginal adults reported total income in excess of $20,000, compared with 43% in the 

population at large. 

The key question to be answered here is why so few urban Aboriginal people are in 

formal employment. This question has been examined in Manitoba by a number of writers 

(Clatworthy, 1981a,b and c., Falconer, 1985 and Hull, 1984, 1991) and their explanations are 

remarkably similar to those advanced elsewhere (Wien, 1986). Low participation rates and high 

unemployment rates are a result of Aboriginal people having much lower levels of education 

than the average in Winnipeg. Thus, three quarters of the Aboriginal population had less than 

Grade 11 education, the minimum level at which education has a significant impact on 

participation and employment rates. Aboriginal people also lack suitable training and have, in the 

past, not been captured by training programs offered by the government. Difficulties of gaining 
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work experience are self-reinforcing, as employers usually demand experience. Many employers 

are prejudiced against hiring Aboriginal people, as stereotyping and racism are widespread. 

Aboriginal people often do not have access to information about available job opportunities and 

are not plugged into networks where such information is readily available. The high frequency of 

single mothers presents special problems too, as child care facilities are hopelessly deficient, 

across the board - not just for Aboriginal children, and the low-skill, low-entry jobs for which the 

majority of mothers might qualify pay wages so low that there is no incentive to leave social 

assistance, however inadequate it might be. Social assistance is at least reasonably predictable 

and allows the mother to spend time with her children; it therefore reduces some risks faced by 

single mothers. After some time living in poverty, however, it becomes increasingly difficult to 

break into the labour market because entrenched lifestyles are very difficult to change. And 

employers tend to look unfavourably at absence from the ‘formal’ labour force. Aboriginal 

culture is not, generally, seen as an obstacle to labour force participation.  With time for 

adjustment and a supporting work environment, preferably one in which other Aboriginal people 

are present, Aboriginal people can and do fit quite readily into new work environments. But time 

and support are often not made available. Finally, Aboriginal people often find themselves 

competing for the same kind of limited job opportunities, which have, in any case, become more 

scarce in recent years as the general unemployment rate has risen.  

The relative absence of Aboriginal businesses also serves to reduce Aboriginal 

employment within the community. This can be explained by the dispossession of the 

community historically and the appropriation of its lands and the rents earned therefrom by 

capital (Loxley, 1981). In recent years Aboriginal people have continued to suffer from lack of 

resources and from a plethora of poorly designed and executed government programs. Their own 
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lack of business experience and skills, combined with a lack of capital, confine most Aboriginal 

businesses to the small business sector in which rates of business mortality are very high anyway 

(Loxley, 1986; Falconer, 1985). Aboriginal values may also militate against acquisitiveness by 

any section of the community, while doing business with the rest of society may be impeded by 

lack of contacts and by racism (Falconer, 1985; Wien, 1986). 

Reflecting the lower participation rates and higher unemployment rates which are the 

outcome of these circumstances, only 56% of Aboriginal adults reported employment income in 

1990 compared with 70% in the population as a whole. Of those with such income, 16% earned 

less than $2,000 and 43% earned less than $10,000 compared with 8% and 29% in the overall 

population, and only 30% earned over $20,000 compared with 51% in Canada generally. 

A major reason for the lower average levels of employment income among Aboriginal 

people is their concentration in relatively low paying unskilled or semi-skilled jobs.  Thus, the 

1986 census indicated that, of the 11,680 Aboriginal people in Winnipeg over the age of 14 who 

had worked in 1985 or 1986, 51% occupied clerical, service or unskilled manual jobs compared 

with 43% of the population generally. Many of these positions are not unionised (Hull, 1991).  

While about 30% of Aboriginal employees occupied skilled, supervisory, professional or 

managerial positions, the rate was 40% for the population generally. Furthermore, there was a 

higher proportion of females in the Aboriginal workforce (50%) than in the workforce generally 

(46%) and apart from being disproportionately represented in clerical and service jobs, there is 

an acknowledged tendency for females to receive less than males even in the same job.  Three 

other possibilities are that Aboriginal people have less experience and have higher turnover rates 

and occupy more part-time positions than the average, but we have no evidence to confirm or 

reject these hypotheses. What we do know from earlier studies is that many Aboriginal people 
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'hold jobs only on a periodic basis' (Falconer, 1985, p.75), that there is no evidence of 'significant 

upward occupational mobility' (Clatworthy, 1983a, p.42), and that length of time in the city did 

not improve the chances of success in the labour market (Clatworthy, 1983b). Each of these 

propositions needs to be reinvestigated, however, in the light of the rapid growth of the 

Aboriginal labour force in recent years and, more importantly, in the light of  what appears to 

be a significant increase in Aboriginal employment since 1986 (see Section XI) .  

Just under a third (31%) of all Aboriginal adults reported reliance on social assistance 

payments in 1990, compared with 6.3% in Winnipeg as a whole (Social Planning Council, 1992), 

and two thirds of these reported that such reliance lasted in excess of six months of the year. 

These rates of dependence on government transfers are extremely low compared with those 

found by Clatworthy (1981a) a decade earlier, which were in the 70-78% range. Clatworthy's 

figures included all types of transfers, but welfare dependence alone was more than double that 

reported in the APS. In our own survey of inner-city households in 1993, 67% of Aboriginal 

respondents reported that welfare was their main source of household income, compared with 

44% for the non-Aboriginal community. Unemployment Insurance was the main source for a 

further 7%.  

The net result is that the incidence of poverty among the Aboriginal population of 

Winnipeg is undoubtedly much higher than the average, but no data exists to verify this. We 

know that the incidence of poverty based on the Statistics Canada Low Income Cut-off Lines 

was approximately 18.9% of families in Winnipeg in 1989 (Social Planning Council, 1992, p6). 

We also know that the risk of poverty is higher among a) single-parent families b) families where 

parents are unemployed c) families where the household head has less than high school 

education and d) families with children who are six years old or younger (ibid, p11). Since the 
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incidence of each of these is higher among Aboriginal people than in the rest of society, it 

follows that Aboriginal poverty is also going to be much higher. Thus, 32% of Aboriginal 

families in Winnipeg are headed by single parent mothers, compared with only 10% on average 

(Native Employment Services, 1989). These, the 'overlooked of the neglected', as Falconer has 

aptly called them, 'are roughly nine times more likely to be poor than urban non-Native two 

parent families' (Falconer, 1990, p.197). This reflects their specific difficulties in gaining access 

to employment due to family responsibilities and the fact that most jobs available, given labour 

market segmentation, their education, experience and time constraints, would likely pay less and 

be less reliable than social assistance, inadequate though it is (Clatworthy, 1981b). The 

proportion of Aboriginal people completing less than grade 9 is 2 to 3 times that for the 

population as a whole, and the average number of children per Aboriginal family is greater than 

that in the rest of society (Social Planning Council, 1989, pp.2-4). Little wonder then, that the 

estimate of the incidence of poverty among Aboriginal families in Winnipeg is in the region of 

60-70%. Reflective of this is the fact that close to 40% of Aboriginal people surveyed in the 

inner-city in 1993 reported drawing upon food banks at some time during the year. 

The Aboriginal community is not, however, accepting of its poverty. Thus, only 13% of 

Aboriginal families report a monthly reliance on food banks, suggesting a discriminating use of 

these facilities. More importantly, the APS reports that well over a half of those without jobs in 

1990/91, and more than double the number formally unemployed, reported looking for work, 

while 18% of adults reported being involved in other activities for which they were paid money.  

Among those looking for work but not finding it, the most frequently cited reasons were that 

there were few or no jobs available (33%) or that their education or experience did not fit the 

jobs available (27%). An additional reason given (18%) was that there was not enough 
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information about jobs which were available.   

These findings by the APS are echoed in our own survey of the in the inner-city. This 

found that 72% of Aboriginal respondents want full-time work and 53% would take part-time 

work.  Only 7% had a steady job (only 4% of Aboriginal women) but 42% expected to obtain 

one. Interestingly enough, the survey found that a higher proportion of Aboriginal people wanted 

work than non-Aboriginal people (66%). A greater proportion of non-Aboriginal residents of the 

inner-city, however, already had employment (38%). This demonstrates that even within the 

poorest neighbourhoods in the city, Aboriginal people fare much worse than others in terms of 

employment and that this has little to do with Aboriginal aspirations. 

The reasons advanced in the survey for difficulty in finding work echoed those in the 

APS with one important difference; lack of child care was given much more weight by 

respondents to our survey, with 26% seeing this as a major obstacle to their finding employment, 

compared with only 4.7% in the APS.  This may reflect the preponderance of women in our 

survey (75%). Over 60% of both female and male respondents reported that they did not have 

any special problems holding jobs or looking for work. 

Not only do Aboriginal residents aspire to paid employment and actively seek it out, they 

also engage in a wide range of economic activities best described as self-employment and direct 

production. Under the heading of self-employment, some 17% of people surveyed in the 

inner-city make arts or crafts in the home for sale or engage in auto or electrical repair, while 

35% provide services for sale, such as home child care, cleaning, carpentry etc. It is also 

apparent from the survey that Aboriginal people spend much more of their labour time producing 

goods for direct consumption (i.e for consumption by them or their families) than they do 

working in either the formal or market-based informal economy, i.e. working for wages or in 
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self-employment. Thus, the average Aboriginal respondent reported spending 83.7 hours per 

week on household work without pay. The biggest absorber of time was child care and 

supervision, followed by cooking, sewing/knitting, house cleaning, dish washing, laundry and 

shopping. 

Neither is the Aboriginal community homogeneous. Some 4% of the population earn over 

$40,000 p.a. and 735 now own their own business. A further 1,370 report that they are 

considering going into business over the next two years (APS), while in the inner-city survey, 

24% report that they have a business idea they are working on. In 1986 there were over 3,300 

Aboriginal people in the City occupying supervisory, semi-professional, professional,and 

managerial positions, and over 47% of these were women.  

A balanced view of the Aboriginal community must recognize, therefore, not just the 

prevalence of poverty, but a desire to secure paid employment, both part-time and full-time, an 

active participation by many in informal sector activities, an unusually heavy workload in terms 

of household labour, contingent upon family size, and a diversified community in which many 

Aboriginal people are employed in reasonably well paying jobs and in business or, at least, have 

aspirations to enter business.  

 

IV. INSTITUTIONAL STRUCTURE AND CAPACITY FOR ECONOMIC 

DEVELOPMENT 

The three principal political organisations for Aboriginal people in Winnipeg are the 

Assembly of Manitoba Chiefs (AMC), the Manitoba Métis Federation (MMF) and the 

Aboriginal Council of Winnipeg (ACW). The first two are province-wide bodies with their 

headquarters in Winnipeg. The MMF has a Winnipeg Region with a Vice-president who sits as 
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one of the seven V-P's who, together with the President, constitute the Board of Directors of the 

MMF. Until 1991, the AMC had no formal representation within its ranks from Status Indians 

living in Winnipeg, but in that year the Winnipeg First Nations Tribal Council was established. 

This aims to press for and to deliver services to off-reserve Indians living in Winnipeg. The 

ACW was established in 1990, a product of the amalgamation of the Winnipeg Council of Treaty 

and Status Indians, which represented Status Indians, and the Urban Indian Association, which 

represented Status Indians, Non-Status Indians and Métis. 

Of these organisations, only the MMF has been able to develop an institutional capacity 

for economic planning and development, backed up with financial resources. The Federation first 

of all established the Manitoba Métis Community Investments Inc. (MMCII) in 1984 to 

undertake economic development initiatives essentially in rural Métis communities. In January 

1991, the MMF received funding from Industry, Science and Technology, Canada, to develop an 

Aboriginal Capital Corporation (ACC). This was established in 1992 with the following 

objectives: 

1. to establish Manitoba's first Métis-owned ACC to provide commercial financial services 

to businesses owned by people eligible to be members of the MMF (Métis and 

Non-Status Indians). 

2. to initially provide loans, loan guarantees, bridge financing and related advisory services 

on a commercial basis and to examine future expansion of such services to include 

venture capital, equity financing, leasing, surety bonding, and/or similar commercial 

financial services as may be desirable. 

3. to establish a self-sufficient financial institution founded on the principles of sound 

portfolio management and cost effective delivery. 
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4. to generally promote viable economic development through the formation and 

maintenance of Manitoba Métis business enterprise, to the extent that such activity is 

consistent with the mandate and policy of the ACC. 

The Louis Riel Capital Corporation, as it is called, is capitalised at $7.6 million with an 

additional $0.6m for start-up and operating costs. It is financed by the Canadian Aboriginal 

Economic Development Strategy of the Department of Industry, Science and Technology (IST). 

It has an annual operating budget of $0.27m, employs three staff, two of whom are Métis, and 

expects to lend between $1 and 2 m p.a. in its earlier years. To date it has advanced $1.5m in a 

range of economic sectors, from agriculture to retail. While none of the loans has so far been 

advanced in Winnipeg, there are no constraints on its ability to lend there except the viability of 

borrowers. 

The MMCII has also established two other Métis ventures of relevance to residents of the 

City of Winnipeg, and important to an overall provincial strategy for Métis economic 

development. These are the Métis Construction Company and an office/warehouse complex. The 

first of these was established in 1990 with a $275,000 capitalization from the Native Economic 

Development Program (NEDP). The company builds and repairs houses, usually under contract 

to the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation, and in the process creates employment for 

Métis people. It operates with a core staff of only two, a General manager and a Secretary, hiring 

workers as contracts permit. Thus, in 1991-92, it undertook work valued at $2.2m and created 

the equivalent of 388 person months of work, 300 of which accrued to Métis people. In 1992-93, 

it did not do as well, reflecting partly the general recession, as well as obstacles in the areas of 

tendering and training to be outlined later, but it undertook work valued at $1.1m and created 

199 person months of work, 141 for Métis people. Most of its projects were in rural centres, but 
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in 1991-92, some 46% of the value of its work and 41% of the jobs it created were in Winnipeg. 

In 1992-93, however, only 7% of its work and 14% of jobs created were in the City. 

The office/warehouse complex at Burrows Avenue cost $1.8m and was financed by the 

NEDP and the Peace Hills Trust. Designed as a profit making project, one aim of the complex 

was to provide warehousing linkages between Winnipeg suppliers and Métis construction and 

other projects. Again, due to the recession, only two thirds of the building is leased so that the 

project is losing about $60,000 a year. The MMF, however, see this as a passive investment 

which will pay off in the long-term through profits and capital appreciation. The building houses 

both the MMCII and the Louis Riel Capital Corporation. 

The MMF, therefore, has a pool of capital, some economic and financial expertise and 

some office, storage and construction capacity. While these resources are minimal and quite 

inadequate for a frontal assault on Métis and Non-Status economic problems, they do constitute a 

base from which to start. The other political organs have no such base. 

The Assembly of Manitoba Chiefs has been caught between Federal and Provincial 

off-loading and fiscal cut-backs, and has ostensibly paid heavily for political and constitutional 

differences with these governments. It has no capital corporation, (although there are two First 

Nations Capital Corporations with headquarters in Winnipeg), and has only a tenuous attachment 

to a single position for an Economic Advisor. It has suffered the elimination of its core funding 

from the Province, presumably because it has on several occasions found it necessary to criticize 

Provincial government policy, in such areas as Aboriginal justice, child and family services, 

gambling and access to education by Aboriginal people.  This appears to have cost the AMC 

dearly. At the same time, AMC opposition to Meech Lake, support for the Mohawks at Oka and 

less than enthusiastic support for the National Chief's position on the Charlottetown Accord, did 
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not endear the AMC to the federal conservative government. The federal government first cut 

back and then later abolished its Regional Opportunities Program (ROP), from which the 

Economic Advisor was financed.  The government also attempted to persuade the Chiefs to 

assume responsibility for the ROP, before it was cut, and for the economic development activities 

of Indian Affairs. Furthermore, additional demands are being made on the AMC by the new 

Pathways program and by the Aboriginal Business Development Program, but the Federal 

government has been unwilling to provide the resources to the AMC for these tasks to be 

devolved properly.  

The response of the Chiefs to these developments is to cautiously agree to take on the 

additional tasks provided they can be fitted into the AMC's structure on its terms and provided 

sufficient resources are made available to enable the Chiefs to undertake the functions 

satisfactorily.  In concrete terms, they have proposed the creation of a First Nations Economic 

Development Advisory Council, consisting of representatives of Tribal Councils, unaffiliated 

reserves, urban Indian organisations and women's groups. Assisted by a small technical 

secretariat, the Council would operate at arms length from the AMC and would be responsible 

for developing and advising on economic development policy generally, but including the areas 

proposed for `devolution'. In this way, the Chiefs, as politicians, would retain some distance from 

the technical aspects of development, including the advisory functions being devolved, while at 

the same time the Council would service the broad needs of the community for economic 

development and not merely be a creature of the Federal government. 

The refusal of the various arms of the federal government to countenance making 

available resources to the AMC for this purpose suggests the government is not really interested 

in developing the capacity of the First Nations Indian community to shape their own economic 
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development agenda. Rather, the government has a narrow preoccupation with involving First 

Nations' organisations in its economic programs, but on its terms, and in a purely advisory 

capacity, The Chiefs, for their part, are concerned about being co-opted into structures which 

duplicate their own and over which they have little control, and about being seen by their 

constituencies as being party to decisions which may often be unpopular. The end result is a 

stalemate and the situation remains one in which the Status Indians have no central economic 

development institutions and no source of capital over which they have control.    

The two First Nations' capital corporations were both funded by the Aboriginal Business 

Development Program of the Federal government. The Anishinabe Mazaska Capital Corporation 

has a capital of just under $5 million and is owned by the Southeast Resource Development 

Council and the Dakota Ojibway Tribal Council. It has been in operation since the end of 1992. 

Its head office is located in Winnipeg but it finds that almost all its business is either on reserve 

or in towns adjacent to reserves and has made only one loan in Winnipeg itself. The Tribal 

Wi-Chi-Way-Win Capital Corporation also operates out of Winnipeg and is owned by five tribal 

councils and seven independent First Nations. It opened its doors in October 1993, is funded by 

the ABDP up to about $7 million, and so far has received three applications from eligible 

applicants resident in Winnipeg. 

While most rural and remote bands in Manitoba have access to economic development 

resources through their Tribal Councils and capital corporations, inadequate though these 

resources may be, the situation is more complicated for urban Status Indians. Some individual 

bands and Tribal Councils have provided educational assistance to students living in Winnipeg 

and, on occasion, have also provided financial and technical support for members purchasing or 

repairing homes in Winnipeg or establishing businesses there, but the degree of support for 
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economic development in the City is, inevitably limited, given the pressing problems on 

reserves. The Winnipeg Tribal Council is unique in that it alone among Tribal Councils in the 

Province is not an umbrella organization for First Nations' communities located outside the city. 

Rather, it is attempting to establish itself as a service delivery organisation for off-reserve 

residents, but appears to be having problems gaining recognition both from its projected 

constituency and from the two levels of government which might finance it. It has not been able 

to secure resources for core funding or for service delivery, and it certainly has no institutional 

capacity to promote economic development in Winnipeg. It has the backing of the Assembly of 

Manitoba Chiefs and occasionally picks up small amounts of funds as a sub-contractor to the 

AMC for consultancies or interventions, but it is clearly having difficulty building a credible 

base of support. 

The creation of the Winnipeg Tribal Council reflects the ambiguous position Status 

Indians find themselves in once they leave the reserve. Since the Federal government does not 

accept the principle of portability of treaty rights, and since bands have no incentive to transfer 

funds to urban areas to provide services to migrants, their own funding being hopelessly 

inadequate, urban indians find themselves in a nether land. They have no obvious representation 

and by and large, the AMC has not, until recently, directed its attention to their predicament 

because it does not have the resources to do so. Yet there are some urban Status Indians who 

believe that the tribal council approach is not the way to further their interests and these have 

tended to throw their support behind the Aboriginal Council.   

The Aboriginal Council has the backing of numerous Aboriginal institutions in Winnipeg 

and of some very prominent urban Aboriginal activists, Status, Non-status and Métis alike. Its 

position is that Aboriginal people should have the right to self-determination regardless of their 
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place of residence. In those urban neighbourhoods where Aboriginal people are a majority, they 

might exercise a degree of territorial jurisdiction, otherwise, since urban Aboriginal People have 

no land base, they will have to exercise jurisdiction through the development of self-determining 

institutions. It believes that `status blind' institutions would best serve the interests of urban 

Aboriginal people, to deliver services regardless of legal distinctions between Aboriginal People 

( Aboriginal Council, Discussion Paper, 1992), but at the same time is careful to point out that it 

does not believe in a 'melting pot' approach to urbanisation. Rather, it respects the diversity of the 

different groups and believes in the portability of Treaty rights. 

The Council, too, suffers from a lack of resources receiving only $45,000 in core funding 

from the Province. It has no in-house economic development capacity, but it does have a huge 

volunteer base and close ties with numerous inner-city Aboriginal organisations, and it draws on 

these to lever resources from government agencies for specific development projects. The 

Aboriginal Centre, dealt with later, is a prime example of this type of cooperatively `leveraged' 

project. The Council has recently signed an agreement with the Canadian Services Executive 

Organisation (CESO), for them jointly to advise would-be business people in the community. It 

sits on the Winnipeg Chamber of Commerce and is a member of the University Faculty of 

Management Associates and through these it hopes to promote Aboriginal business development 

and greater access of Aboriginal students to management programs. It is also working on a 

proposal to establish a Community Futures Program in the City. This would be an unusual 

departure for the program which is essentially a rural one, but the Council feels it is justified, not 

least because it would provide assistance to First Nations people from out of province now 

resident in Winnipeg, among others. 

A number of non-urban Tribal Councils have their headquarters physically located in 
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Winnipeg (though legally based on reserves for tax reasons). The largest and most significant of 

these is the Southeast Resource Development Council, Inc., which represents nine bands in south 

eastern Manitoba. This Council owns two extremely profitable buildings, a parking lot and a 

junior hockey team in the city. It also provides significant educational supports in Winnipeg for 

students coming into the city. It has an economic development capacity through its Economic 

Development Division, which employs seven staff, four of whom are Aboriginal, but this focuses 

entirely on community development on the reserves. Southeast has, however, discussed plans to 

set up a fast food outlet in the centre of the city and has, in the past, discussed establishing a 

travel agency and a cheque-cashing facility. The council has a number of economic ventures 

designed to service its reserve members, such as a building supply store, an electrical contractor 

and an airline, but all of these are based outside of Winnipeg. 

Aboriginal women have felt the need for their own political organisations for some years 

now, and with the emphasis they have been putting in recent years on male violence, their 

organisations have become very prominent. In Winnipeg at this time, the main women's bodies 

are the Aboriginal Women's Unity Coalition, the Original Women's Network and the Indigenous 

Women's Collective. None of these has the resources to develop its own economic decision 

making capability but the first two work closely with the Aboriginal Council and all contain 

women with considerable experience in building development projects from the ground up. What 

is clear is that any efforts to strengthen the institutional capacity for Aboriginal organisations to 

formulate economic policies and plans and to implement them, must also involve making 

resources available to women's organisations so that their particular experiences and insights can 

be given full expression, and so that their particular problems and needs can be addressed. 
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V. STRATEGIES OF ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT PROPOSED BY THE 

ABORIGINAL COMMUNITY 

One of the most influential statements on economic development for urban Aboriginal 

people in the Province, dating back to the early 1970's, comes from Stan Fulham (1981).  

Fulham proposed the creation of a Native Economic Development and Employment Council 

(NEDECO) appointed by representatives of both Aboriginal organisations and senior levels of 

government. The purpose of the Council would be to establish a Native Development 

Corporation (NDC) which would operate a number of subsidiary companies, offering them 

financial and administrative services. The NDC would set up a Native Industrial Centre, a 

business complex to house companies. The Council would negotiate contracts with government, 

crown corporations and private business for Corporation subsidiaries to supply goods and 

services employing Aboriginal people.  It would concentrate on labour intensive activities, 

would work with government to set up appropriate training schemes and would maintain an 

inventory of Aboriginal people, their skills and employment experience so as to maximize their 

employment opportunities, both within the Corporation and elsewhere. 

The Native Industrial Centre would house a credit union for staff and businesses, and 

several other personal service enterprises, such as a cafe/restaurant, barbershop, hairdresser, 

shoe-repair shop. By sharing premises, both subsidiaries and other businesses would economize 

on rents (which could be subsidised where justified), heating, maintenance, vehicles etc. and 

would have ready access to managerial expertise and a source of finance. Fulham equates this 

arrangement to share overheads with 'franchising' and sees it as a way for small businesses to 

compete against larger entities. He also advocates the 'setting aside' of government purchasing of 

supplies and services to benefit specifically Aboriginal businesses. While relying heavily on 
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government resources, for purchasing and for training, and while drawing on community input 

for the Council and the Corporation, Fulham sees the aim of his proposal as being, primarily, 'to 

establish and promote a private business sector for Native people' (p74).  He argues that it is in 

the self-interest of big business to assist Aboriginal businesses and the NIC by providing 

sub-contracts and technical assistance, by aiding in quality control and by offering wider 

employment opportunities for Aboriginal people originally trained and employed by the NIC. 

This, and the government 'set-aside' contracts, would allow for Aboriginal 'graduation' into 'high 

tech' industries, but Fulham makes no apology for stressing the importance of labour intensive 

industries as the backbone of the NIC. Housing construction is, quite clearly, seen by Fulham to 

be a major component of the production activity of NIC subsidiaries, and he also envisages the 

establishment of other subsidiaries with linkages to this sector, such as housing repair, rental 

sales and insulation. But, clearly, Fulham also has in mind labour-intensive manufacturing plants 

as he explicitly makes the point that he opposes allowing such industries to relocate to third 

world countries. His argument for this is that he sees the Aboriginal community as occupying 

Canada's own 'third world', one which would be destined to suffer permanent unemployment if 

such industries were to be transferred (p.86). For these 'social' reasons, he believes that 

corporations, churches and other groups ought to be prepared to invest in Aboriginal businesses 

and people, even if this means a lower commercial return than normal. 

Fulham's approach is, therefore, to facilitate the creation of long term jobs and to 

encourage Aboriginal people to settle into them. The provision of housing by the NIC is seen as 

crucial to this strategy, as are child care facilities, appropriate training and a supportive working 

environment.  He poses this strategy in opposition to affirmative action, which he views as a 

'negative approach' (p.75) and, in this respect, Fulham's views are quite at odds with those 
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currently held by Aboriginal groups in the city. Also at odds with contemporary thinking in the 

Aboriginal community is the degree of state supervision of the, quite cumbersome, institutional 

structure which Fulham envisages. 

Some of Fulham's thinking embraces ideas put forward initially in 1969 by the Indian and 

Métis Friendship Centre for a native community in Winnipeg. The proposal was fleshed out in 

some detail between 1972 and 1975 as Neeginan - a Cree expression which can be translated as 

'Our Place' (Damas and Smith, 1975, p. 10). This envisaged the creation of an ethnic quarter in 

Winnipeg for Aboriginal people to serve as a transitional milieu for those moving into the City. It 

would have its own housing, social service and economic facilities and would be run by 

Aboriginal people. It was seen as a more enlightened alternative to a proposal being put forward 

at that time by Kahn-Tineta-Horn of an urban reserve to be located 10 miles outside of Winnipeg 

(Ibid, p.6). Neeginan had the support of the Winnipeg Native Coalition, comprising 21 native 

organisations, and its principal advocates were George Munroe, Director of the Indian Métis 

Friendship Centre and Earl Levin, the Director of City Planning. A 1975 report went into 

considerable architectural detail for the community services centre which would be the focal 

point of the community, housing social service agencies, shops, schools, residential 

accommodation and Aboriginal political organisations. The report also examined alternative 

locations in the inner city.   

The Neeginan proposal was quite thoroughly developed, therefore, and had considerable 

support both inside and outside the community. It never materialised, however, because 

governments were not prepared to fund it and, after much frustration, its proponents simply lost 

steam (Krotz, 1980, p. 60).   

Though formulated over twenty years ago, Fulham's views, and related proposals such as 
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Neeginan, have a remarkable currency.  They find reflection, for instance in the Urban Indian 

Association (UIA) of Manitoba 1987 Economic Strategy for Urban Indians. This envisaged the 

federal government, and specifically, the Department of Indian Affairs, assuming prime 

responsibility for assisting Indian economic development in urban areas.  It also saw the need 

for a separate development strategy for urban Indians who, because they occupy secondary 

labour market positions, are not in a position to benefit from the government's main strategic 

focus on high technology industrialisation. The Urban Indian Association argued, therefore, for 

state supported investment and job creation in the labour intensive manufacturing sector.  Indian 

employment, entrepreneurship and management would be enhanced by the federal government 

'setting aside' a portion of its purchases of supplies for Indian businesses. The Department of 

Indian Affairs would act as contractor with other arms of government, including provincial 

governments, and sub-contract with Indian businesses for a maximum period of seven years with 

each business. The Department would also be called upon to supply financial assistance to Indian 

businesses for market research, management training, legal costs, accounting assistance, 

feasibility studies and business development and would also assist in raising capital. 

The Association recommended the creation of a revolving loan fund by the amalgamation 

of existing federal sources of funding. Principally, however, the Association called for the 

creation of a small business incubator in Winnipeg, the Native Industrial Centre.  Based quite 

explicitly on experience in the USA, the incubator would be financed by the federal government 

and would be the channel for the federal assistance outlined earlier.  The incubator would house 

at least two light industries utilising set-aside contracts and several small businesses in the 

service sector catering to the needs of the Indian community.  It would also provide assistance 

to Indian businesses located elsewhere.  The incubator would be controlled by the Winnipeg 
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Native Development Corporation, itself a creation of the Urban Indian Association, and would 

play a key role in revitalising the core area of the City. 

This proposal contained a number of salient features which are worth stressing.  To 

begin with there is a clear acknowledgement of the responsibility of Indian Affairs for the 

well-being of status indians living off-reserve.  Secondly, there is a recognition that the 

disadvantaged position of urban Indian people can only be rectified with extraordinary state 

assistance.  In particular, and as many large private and non-Indian businesses have discovered 

to their benefit, government purchasing power can provide an enormous stimulus to viability.  

Thirdly, there are benefits to be derived from concentrating under one roof a number of fledgling 

businesses each relying on a single source of finance and expertise.  Fourthly, successful 

economic development for urban Indian people is likely to require blending together community 

initiatives with entrepreneurship and state assistance. Finally, there is a recognition of the 

importance of the spatial dimension of economic development: that opportunities should be 

created where people actually live i.e. in the core area itself.  It is evident that Fulham's earlier 

work inspired much of this approach. A partial explanation for this may be that his son was the 

consultant to the UIA who prepared the document outlining the strategy, but clearly the ideas 

themselves must have a resonance with Aboriginal people for them to remain popular. 

In a policy paper published two years later, the UIA introduced three new concepts to 

reinforce their proposed strategy.  First of all, they explicitly acknowledged the importance of 

the 1986 Federal Employment Equity Act for urban Indians.  Secondly, they emphasised the 

potential economic opportunities for urban Indian businesses to supply goods and services 

consumed by Indian communities in the broader regional (provincial) economy.  Thirdly, they 

called for innovative methods of providing Indian businesses with capital.  They do not specify 
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exactly how this might be achieved, but Treasury Branches, leveraged buy-outs, investment 

bonds and tax-free enterprise zones are all mentioned favourably. 

The UIA proposal foundered largely because the government has refused to accept two of 

its most salient features i.e. federal responsibility for off-reserve Indians and the need for 

extraordinary state assistance.  As a result, neither the Development Corporation nor the Native 

Industrial Centre ever became a reality.  But Fulham's ideas continue to surface.  Thus, the 

centrepiece of An Economic Strategy for The Manitoba Métis Federation, prepared in 1992 by 

Thunderbird Consulting, and endorsed by the MMF, is the proposal for government 'setting 

aside' markets for Métis businesses.  The incubator proposal (or 'franchise' as Fulham would 

have it) also surfaced again in recent years, albeit in modified form, in the proposal to establish 

the Aboriginal Centre of Winnipeg in what used to be the Canadian Pacific Railway Station 

which is located in the heart of the core area. 

The Aboriginal Centre would bring under one roof a variety of Aboriginal organisations 

providing services to the community.  Existing organisations would be encouraged to move 

their offices there.  It would house an Aboriginal Institute which would deliver existing and new 

employment and training related services.  Attempts would also be made to bring in public 

sector agencies providing services to Aboriginal people.  A restaurant and child care facility 

would be set up to cater for those working or being trained in the building.  Finally, there is 

provision for light industrial activities, such as catering, printing and publishing, etc., and for 

conferences in the huge, 146,000 square feet building. 

Considerable progress has been made in realizing this plan, which contains many 

elements of the Neeginan proposal, especially the community service centre component, without 

the emphasis on building a separate neighbourhood as such. The building was purchased in 
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December 1992, mainly by means of the CPR taking back a mortgage, and since March 1993, 

several Aboriginal organisations have been moving in. Negotiations are proceeding with 

different levels of government and with private banks for financial assistance for heritage 

restoration and for retrofitting the office space. As a National Historic Site, the Centre qualifies 

for special funding for restoration and maintenance from the federal government, but provincial, 

civic and other forms of federal funding are being pursued too, while a charitable organization 

has been established to accept public donations, needed to lever government grants. To date, at 

least twelve Aboriginal organisations have committed themselves to move into the building.  

Three of these twelve, at least, can be considered narrow `business enterprises': a printer, a credit 

union and an electrical company. Others provide important services to the community, such as 

Native Employment Services, Anishinabe Respect, Native Women's Transition Centre, the 

Original Women's Network and, the two main proponents of the concept, the Ma Mawi Wi Chi 

Itata Centre and the Aboriginal Council of Winnipeg. Many of these have now moved into the 

Centre and are paying rents which are used to maintain the building and help pay the mortgage. 

There is, therefore, a critical mass of institutions and businesses committed to this project 

and, once proper funding is in place, one can expect many others to throw their support behind it.  

This represents a considerable accomplishment for the Aboriginal community of Winnipeg.  

The Aboriginal Centre will undoubtedly become a focal point for the community and will, most 

likely, generate a number of spin-off enterprises attracted by the presence under one roof of so 

many people, service institutions and businesses, both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal alike. It 

should also offer the kind of `incubator' services envisaged by the Urban Indian Association, 

representing a continuity of thinking between the UIA and the Aboriginal Council which 

replaced it.   
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The Centre is not, however, without some potential dangers. First of all, due to its large 

size, it may expose Aboriginal tenants to a degree of risk they do not now carry.  Thus, failure 

to obtain the break-even occupancy level might put pressure on tenants to raise rents and/or 

associated fees.  Secondly, once it is firmly established, the project is likely to be highly 

dependent on state funding for renovation costs and also for rental income.  This is not, of 

course, unusual for Aboriginal institutions, but the centrality of that funding to the ongoing 

commercial viability of the Centre is, perhaps, somewhat unique.  Thirdly, the geographic 

concentration of Aboriginal organisations in one building limits the extent to which they can be 

incorporated into holistic, community development based on 'balanced growth' within 

neighbourhoods.  Finally, the large concentration of Aboriginal institutions, each with a 

different mandate and agenda, will call for a high degree of diplomacy in the handling of 

problems and disagreements among tenants and between tenants and the Centre.  Until recently, 

there were grounds for optimism that the key institutions behind this proposal would be equal to 

this task, as the Aboriginal Centre and Mama Wi are both the product of broad alliances within 

the community. Unfortunately, the board of Mama Wi recently decided to pull the organization 

out of the Centre, ostensibly on the grounds that the building is unsafe because of the presence of 

asbestos-lined pipes.  Since local regulatory agencies have declared the building safe, one has to 

question what the real motivation for the move is, but the net result is a huge hole in the 

operating revenue of the Centre, of some $100,000 per annum (Inner City Voice, January, 1994), 

and the resignation of the Executive Director of Mama Wi, who is also the Chairperson of the 

board of the Centre.  This is a most unfortunate development which must cast a large question 

mark on the viability of the Centre, unless alternative tenants can be found quickly. 

Perhaps the most clearly articulated approach to community economic development for 
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the Aboriginal population of the inner-city of Winnipeg is that put forward by the Neechi Foods 

Community Store in their Its Up To All Of Us guide (February, 1993).  They lay down ten 

community development criteria by which to assess proposed or actual community initiatives.  

The first three of these essentially advocate a `convergence' approach to economic strategy as 

they provide for the use of local goods and services, the production of goods and services in the 

local economy and the reinvestment of profits locally.  The point here is to emphasize the 

potential of the inner-city market to sustain economic livelihoods.  This means that income 

earned in the inner-city should, as far as possible, be spent there, and preferably on goods and 

services which are actually produced there.  This contrasts with the current situation in which 

substantial inner-city income leaks away in expenditures elsewhere in the city on goods and 

services which are not produced in the inner-city.  Neechi believes that both Aboriginal 

residents and non-Aboriginal residents and others earning incomes in the core, have a 

responsibility to ensure that their expenditures benefit the local community.  The idea is to 

spend in such a way that leakages from the inner-city economy are minimised and economic 

linkages within it strengthened.  This would reduce dependence on outside markets and build 

greater community self-reliance. 

The fourth principle is to create long-term employment for inner-city residents, so as to 

reduce dependence on welfare and food banks, enable people to live more socially productive 

lives and to build personal and community esteem. In the process, of course, more income would 

be available for spending in the community. Related to this, the fifth principle calls for the 

training of local residents in skills appropriate for community development. 

The sixth principle or guideline is the encouragement of local decision-making through 

local, cooperative, forms of ownership and control and grassroots participation. The aim would 
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be to strengthen community self-determination as people work together to meet community 

needs. 

Principles seven and eight recognize the importance of community development 

promoting public health and a safe and attractive physical environment.  The ninth principle 

stresses the centrality of achieving greater neighbourhood stability by providing more 

dependable housing, encouraging long-term residency and creating a base for long-term 

community economic development. 

Finally, the whole approach is premised on the safeguarding and enhancement of human 

dignity.  While there is a personal dimension to this, in the form of promoting self-respect, 

much of the emphasis is social, recognising the need to generate community spirit, encourage 

equality among the sexes, and respect for seniors and children.  The Neechi criteria also call for 

the promotion of social dignity regardless of physical or mental differences, national or ethnic 

background and colour or creed.  Above all, community development should promote 

Aboriginal pride. 

This is a very exhaustive and demanding set of criteria by which to evaluate community 

development proposals and, underlying it, is a definite vision of both the process and the goal of 

community economic development. 

The Neechi approach to economic development is not merely an intellectual one, 

however.  Rather, it is rooted in and shaped by practical experience. The ten principles evolved 

during two training programs conducted in the early 1980's for Métis and Indian economic 

development and finance officers. Sponsored by the MMF and the All-Chief's Budget Committee 

of the AMC, but run independently, these programs have produced over 50 well trained 

Aboriginal staff, most of whom are now employed by Aboriginal organisations in the Province. 
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Out of these courses, which combined rigorous classroom work with practical on-the-job 

experience, came a series of community planning meetings in the summer of 1985, run by the 

trainees. Four projects were identified in these meetings as being high on the list of priority 

needs in the community in Winnipeg; a food store, a housing co-op, a commercial daycare and a 

crafts shop, and the trainees proceeded to appraise each, working in conjunction with project 

working groups. All but the last of these has now been implemented, and are loosely 'federated' 

under the umbrella of the Winnipeg Native Family Economic Development (WNFED). 

Neechi Foods Community Store is a workers' co-op operating in the inner-city, the lands 

and buildings of which are owned by WNFED.  The objectives of the co-op are to offer 

Aboriginal people a better selection of food at better prices, to promote community health (which 

it does in a number of ways, e.g. by not selling cigarettes and by subsidising sales of fruit to 

children), to promote Aboriginal pride and employment, to keep money circulating in the 

community, to foster sharing, co-operation and local control and to create capital for new 

projects.  The store employs four full-time and five part-time employees, all but one of whom 

are Aboriginal, and annual sales are now in the region of $0.5 million. 

The housing operation affiliated with WNFED is the Payuk Inter-Tribal Co-op, which has 

a 42 unit apartment block and 5 duplex units. Its aim is to provide a safe and supportive 

environment for Aboriginal women and children. Rents are tied to ability to pay. The Nee Gawn 

Ah Kai Day Care is located in the Payuk building, has space for 30 children and employs six 

people. 

Also associated with WNFED is the Ma Mawi Wi Chi Itata Centre, Canada's first major 

urban Aboriginal child and family support service which now employs 55, largely Aboriginal, 

staff.  This organization was the outcome of efforts by the Winnipeg Coalition on Native Child 
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Welfare, which also worked closely with the Economic Development Training Program, 

underlining the holistic, integrated approach to economic and social reform subscribed to by an 

influential section of the community. It is no accident, therefore, that both WNFED and Mama 

Wi strongly support the recent initiative of the Aboriginal Centre, although WNFED would argue 

that the benefits of the incubator approach can be realized without necessarily concentrating 

Aboriginal entities under the same roof. 

The Neechi approach has clearly influenced the thinking of the Aboriginal Council in its 

formulation of an economic development strategy for Aboriginal people in the City.  It argues 

for `a community economic development planning process geared towards developing a 

convergent, self-reliant local economy based upon community economic development principles: 

maximising income retention, strengthening and promoting economic linkages, and maximising 

community employment.' (Aboriginal Council, 1992).  It argues for the development of 

linkages between the urban Aboriginal community and reserves and rural Métis communities, 

but it would also like to see treaty administration centres established in Winnipeg to meet the 

needs of off-reserve Indians.  The Council puts a major emphasis on the Aboriginalisation of 

the staff and control of the social service delivery system catering to Aboriginal clientele, using 

Pathways training resources to accomplish this.  They see Aboriginalisation as an important 

component of community economic development and extend it to education (with calls for an 

Aboriginal school board and control over all aspects of urban Aboriginal education), health, 

services to women, seniors, youths, and ex-inmates; in short, to all sections of Aboriginal society.  

This `decolonisation' would be based on the principle of participation by all sections of 

Aboriginal society and would be accomplished, ideally, in cooperation with the other political 

organisations. This strategy has, therefore, some unique features, but at root, as a convergence 
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strategy, it is essentially that proposed by Neechi. 

The Council is promoting a number of related initiatives which it considers will have a 

significant impact on the participation of Aboriginal people in the Winnipeg economy.  It is 

advocating an Aboriginal Health and Wellness Centre, to be located in the Aboriginal Centre.  

This would provide a comprehensive range of preventive and curative health services, drawing 

on Aboriginal doctors, traditional healers, outreach workers, counsellors and advocates, and 

using culturally appropriate approaches.  It would address health needs broadly defined, 

including diet, mental health, reproductive health, chemical dependency, AIDS, etc..  In 

addition, the Council has been an important advocate of the two separate Aboriginal schools in 

the City and is looking to them to raise retention and graduation rates, so vital for Aboriginal 

participation in the full range of labour force options.  It has promoted Aboriginal participation 

in the Habitat for Humanity housing projects in the City, negotiating an allocation to the 

community of half the 18 houses built by Habitat in 1993, a seat on Habitat's board and a 

commitment to Aboriginal participation in projects in future.  The Council is also advocating 

that social assistance rental payments be redirected to encourage individual home ownership, and 

is seeking to secure mortgage assistance for this from CMHC. 

The Neechi/WNFED approach to economic development shares some things in common 

with the Fulham/incubator approach.  They both recognize the importance of Aboriginal 

organisations in the process; they both stress the importance of developing linkages and mutually 

supporting economic initiatives, both within Winnipeg and between the City community and 

Aboriginal communities outside; they both recognize the importance of having support services 

available to Aboriginal businesses, and especially of appropriate training; both argue the 

importance of providing decent long-term housing; and both admit the social desirability of 
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non-Aboriginal support for Aboriginal ventures even when more lucrative investment outlets or 

cheaper purchases could be had elsewhere. 

There are, however, crucial differences between these two approaches which need to be 

highlighted.  First of all, the Neechi/WNFED approach is much more clearly grounded in 

grass-roots community activism than is the Fulham model and its variants, and envisages a much 

less significant role for Aboriginal political organisations in the economic development process.  

Secondly, the Neechi/WNFED model attaches a much greater importance to community 

ownership and control than does Fulham, who is more wedded to the promotion of private 

Aboriginal business.  In this respect Neechi/WNFED appear to have strong community support 

for their views.  In a survey of 100 inner-city households conducted for this report, 69% of 

households responded that community ownership of business would be best for the 

neighbourhood and only 7% said private ownership.  Thirdly, the Neechi/WNFED approach is 

a much more holistic one, in which economic development is seen as one aspect, albeit a very 

important one, of healthy communities, in which economic opportunity, health and educational 

development and social and environmental stability go hand in hand.  It is not that Fulham et. 

al. would necessarily disagree with this, but they do not articulate their philosophy in such a 

comprehensive, holistic fashion.  Fourthly, and related, Neechi/WNFED would attach less 

importance to the physical aggregation of economic enterprises under one roof, preferring more 

spatial balance and securing supportive services and economies of scale in other ways.  Finally, 

the Neechi model promotes restoring economic balance and community self-reliance through 

economic restructuring which in some ways challenges the logic of the market economy.  

Fulham's approach, on the other hand, accepts the dominant market on its own terms and seeks 

to break into it with State assistance. 
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The Assembly of Manitoba Chiefs has taken an eclectic approach to economic 

development in Winnipeg.  It is supportive of both the "incubator" concept and of community 

based initiatives of the kind advocated by WNFED.  It also argues for aggressive employment 

equity initiatives in the public sector, and for the opening up of employment opportunities in the 

private sector.  The AMC has been particularly insistent on greater accessibility to mainstream 

employment opportunities and has developed a close working relationship with some large scale 

private employers, such as the banks.  Over the years, the AMC and its forerunners have also 

advocated a much greater Aboriginal presence in those governmental institutions dealing directly 

with Aboriginal people.  This emphasis has paid off, as we shall see, in one or two federal 

departments in Winnipeg having fairly high rates of Aboriginal employees, but the AMC would 

argue that there is a long way yet to go in the federal civil service as whole, and has, in fact taken 

up the matter of the general lack of progress with the Canadian Human Rights Commission.  

The Chiefs of Manitoba have argued also for the creation of funding vehicles to promote 

Indian economic development in the City of Winnipeg, as well as in the reserve communities.  

As early as 1969, the Manitoba Indian Brotherhood argued for the creation of a Manitoba Indian 

Development Inc. which would serve as a development bank to give financial and other supports 

to First Nation economic ventures.  This idea surfaced in somewhat amended form in the 

mid-1980's as the Manitoba Indian Development Association, MIDAS (All-Chiefs' Budget 

Committee, 1984).  Eventually, however, the Chiefs decided to pursue the capital corporation 

approach, with the Tribal Council, or associations of Tribal Councils, as the focal point.  The 

result of this has been the institutional development outlined earlier and a situation in which, 

while new capital corporations are empowered to lend money in Winnipeg, there is no institution 

set up specifically to cater for First Nations' people in the City.  This is being recognised as  a 



44 
 

problem now, as there is insufficient funding to cater for the needs of reserve communities which 

is where the existing capital corporations must first focus their attention.  Thus, consideration is 

being given to how best to rectify this problem.  Had the Winnipeg Tribal Council emerged as a 

viable entity with strong grass-roots support, then this could have been a vehicle for launching a 

new financial institution for First Nations' People in Winnipeg, but this does not appear to be the 

case and an alternative approach will likely be needed. 

The Chiefs' approach to economic development in Winnipeg is eclectic also because they 

call for cooperation with both the private sector and the trade union movement.  They argue that 

First Nations' businesses operating off-reserve, and First Nations' people working off-reserve, 

should be exempted from all forms of taxation.  Furthermore, they argue that the Indians of 

Manitoba are full citizens of the province, entitled to all services and facilities available to 

others.  This is the "citizens plus" approach, which has important implications for federal and 

provincial policy towards Status Indians in urban areas.  In particular, urban Indians would be 

eligible for all services and facilities provided by the Federal Government on-reserve, and would 

also be entitled to access to government programs provided for all others off-reserve.  At the 

present time, urban Indians are denied access to the former and have only very inadequate access 

to the latter.  In June, 1992, therefore, the AMC voted in favour of action to ensure the provision 

of federal expenditures for Status Indians living off-reserve and that such expenditures be placed 

under the control of the First Nations.  The AMC was authorised to take the issue up with the 

Canadian Human Rights Commission and to do whatever is deemed necessary to prevent the 

Federal Government from funding the Province of Manitoba to provide such services. 

The AMC has committed itself to developing a long-term comprehensive, strategic plan 

to build a strong economic base for Manitoba First Nations (Resolution of November, 1990), and 
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envisages building strong economic linkages between urban and rural Indian communities.  

Indeed, they are committed to the principles of maximising the investment and retention of 

wealth in Indian communities "by pursuing the formation of joint investment groups and 

purchasing groups to direct (Indian) expenditures towards businesses owned by and employing 

First Nations citizens". 

Thus, a variety of approaches to economic development in Winnipeg are to be found 

within the Aboriginal community.  The supporters of these different viewpoints co-exist quite 

amicably and even with some degree of cooperation, although some struggles have been waged 

within organisations over the preferred approach.  For instance, in the mid-1980's the MMF 

dropped a community development corporation thrust of its Métis Community Investments in 

favour of a more individual project-based, private enterprise approach.  There is so little 

happening in the field of Aboriginal economic development at this time, relative to the problems 

of Aboriginal need, that there is ample room for eclecticism and disagreement over strategy.  

Such disagreements are strongest when 'outside' resources are ploughed into inner-city 

development without regard for their impact.  The growing interest of non-Aboriginal NGO's in 

CED in the inner-city is a case in point, with Oxfam-Canada attempting to parachute in a worker 

without regard to community feelings on strategies, salary levels, etc and doing so only months 

after firing a local full-time employee who commands respect in the City. The federal 

government's heavy handed approach to Pathways is another such example. 

Were disputes over what is appropriate strategy to become serious, then it is true to say 

that there are no formal mechanisms in place to deal with them.  There are, however, a number 

of informal ways such differences could be aired and Aboriginal groups in Winnipeg are not slow 

to confront each other and discuss disputes.   This does not necessarily ensure a consensual 
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outcome, as the Mama Wi withdrawal from the Aboriginal Centre testifies and, indeed, on some 

of the differences in outlook on strategy specified above, consensus could well be impossible 

.Nonetheless, local groups were, for some time, able to compromise on an appropriate decision 

taking structure for Pathways using purely ad hoc arrangements for dispute settlement.  At this 

time in Winnipeg the most important dispute in the community is an internal fight within the 

board of the MMF, but there is no indication of this negatively affecting the economic 

development operations of the Federation. 

 

VI.  THE ISSUE OF LAND 

Aboriginal people have no land base as such in the City of Winnipeg and there is no 

specific discussion these days of establishing one through an `urban reserve' or other measures.  

There is, however, some interest in the general idea of rural First Nations taking urban land in 

settlement of outstanding land claims and the recent developments in Saskatchewan have 

provoked further interest in this idea and the possibility of urban land being granted `reserve' 

status.  At the moment, there are four First Nations negotiating separately with the Federal 

Government and 22 First Nations working together for Treaty Land Entitlement through the 

Treaty and Aboriginal Rights (TAR) group.  These negotiations are at different stages, with the 

TAR group's being in a relatively preliminary stage.  Parallel negotiations between the Federal 

and Provincial Governments for land allocation are also taking place but there is as yet no 

indication of where the Province stands on the issue of urban land allocations. 

The land issue is crucial to the Métis population who are actively pressing the claim that 

their entitlement to land under the 1870 Manitoba Act was never realized. Between 1977 and 

1979, a Manitoba Métis Land Commission compiled research which showed that sections 31 and 
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32 of that Act were not honoured. These sections provided, respectively, for 1,400,000 acres of 

land to be allocated for the benefit of the families of `half-breeds' and for Métis heads of families 

residing on river lots to have ownership of their lots. The legal and political claim of the Métis is 

that they were deprived, by government complicity and negligence, of approximately 2.5m acres 

of land to which they were entitled. Efforts to have this claim dealt with through political 

negotiation were unsuccessful and so, in 1981, the MMF initiated a court challenge against the 

Provincial and Federal governments. In February 1990, the Supreme Court of Canada affirmed 

the right of the Métis to seek a declaration that Canada and Manitoba had, by unconstitutional 

means, undermined the rights intended to be conferred on them by the Manitoba Act. This case is 

still active but the MMF is attempting to resolve the issue, once again, through political 

negotiations.  

During the recent constitutional discussions, unofficial promises were made to the MMF, 

which gave strong support to the Federal government's position, that they would receive $4 

billion over the next generation or so to establish land-based facilities for Métis People. These 

promises disappeared with the defeat of the government's position in the referendum. It is, 

however, symptomatic of the confidence of the Métis leadership in Manitoba in its influence 

with both levels of government that, not only has Parliament recognize Louis Riel's role in the 

founding of Manitoba and in the development of Confederation, something that was 

inconceivable only a few years ago, and not only has the former President of the MMF been 

appointed Lieutenant Governor of the Province, but the MMF are now seeking to enter into a 

Comprehensive Land Claims Framework Agreement, with both levels of government. The basis 

of the agreement, as proposed, is that Métis People were entitled to but deprived of their lands, 

that they were recognised in the 1982 Constitution as Aboriginal People, that Canada believes 
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there should be a settlement of Métis claims and that, under the Charlottetown Accord, both the 

Provincial and Federal governments declared their belief in Métis self-government. On this basis 

the MMF are seeking an agreement which would provide for tripartite negotiations on a list of 19 

issues, the foremost of which is land, but which would also cover resources, environmental 

issues, compensation and economic development. It is in this sense that the agreement sought is 

considered `comprehensive', and not because the claim has the same legal status as the 

comprehensive land claims of First Nations.  

The Métis are not necessarily seeking the return of lands taken from them, which would 

include much of down-town Winnipeg, and it is proposed that the agreement provide for 

compensation to take the form of `land, resources, monetary compensation, the administrative 

and program costs of management regimes and Métis government'. Clearly, the economic 

development prospects of the Métis community in Manitoba would be influenced significantly 

by the outcome of such negotiations. To this point, however, the Province has taken the view that 

it will not negotiate while the court case is still active. 

It is to be noted that the MMF is already signatory to a Tripartite Agreement with the 

Provincial and Federal Governments on Negotiations for Self-Government. This provides for 

negotiations on the devolution of responsibilities to Métis organisations, on services and 

programs to be provided, and on financing. Five areas have been identified for negotiations and 

economic development is one of these. A technical group has been appointed to advise on 

devolution of authority in this area, on appropriate institutions, on fiscal and human resources 

devoted to development and on the identification of development programs and policies relevant 

to the Métis. 
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VII.  EMPLOYMENT EQUITY 

All three levels of government have introduced Employment Equity programs.  The 

City of Winnipeg introduced its Equal Opportunity Program in 1979 which was renamed the 

Employment Equity Program in July 1991.  The object of the program is 'to ensure that 

recruitment,selection and promotion....is carried out in a non-discriminatory manner'.  Provision 

is made to 'correct past disparities by removing both physical and systemic barriers and initiating 

special measures' (City of Winnipeg, June, 1992).  Four target groups are identified; Aboriginal 

People, Women, People with Disabilities and Visible Minorities.  This program has had some 

success in raising the number of Aboriginal people hired by the City, although lack of records for 

the 1980's prevents precise assessment of progress.  By the end of 1992, the number of 

Aboriginal employees had risen to 195, or to 2.0% of civic employees.  In both 1990 and 1991, 

3% of all new hirings were Aboriginal people, rising to 4.6% in 1992 (ibid).  While this 

represents progress of sorts, there are a number of problems revealed by employment equity data.  

First of all, Aboriginal people remain grossly under-represented in the civic work force relative 

to their share of the urban workforce (about 5% in 1986).  Secondly, they remain even more 

under-represented relative to their population share (6.9% in the City, 10.6% in the Province in 

1991) and their share of people of working age (6.0-6.5% ?), reflecting their lower than average 

degree of labour force participation.  Thirdly, they occupy a disproportionate share of 

temporary, seasonal and casual jobs.  Such jobs accounted for almost one third of 

Aboriginal-held jobs in the City in 1992, compared with 17% for 'caucasian' employees.  

Fourthly, their employment is disproportionately concentrated in labouring and clerical jobs as 

opposed to technical and skilled jobs, which are higher paying and more prestigious.  Thus, in 

1992, 63% of jobs held by Aboriginal people were in these low paying categories compared with 
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only 52% for 'caucasians'. Fifthly, the proportion of Aboriginal people hired is much lower than 

the proportion of Aboriginal people actually applying for vacancies, 6.6% versus 3% in 1991, the 

last year for which figures are available.   Sixthly, the total number of civic employees has 

actually been falling in recent years, by 3.3% or by over 300 people since 1990, and  new 

hirings have fallen from almost 10% of total employment in 1990 to only 5.5% in 1992 (Ibid).  

These trends put clear limits on the extent to which employment equity can open up spaces for 

Aboriginal people, and are not likely to be reversed in the foreseeable future.  Finally, it should 

be noted that Aboriginal women constitute only 18% of the total number of Aboriginal people 

employed by the City, 46% of them occupy non-permanent positions and 77% are in clerical or 

labouring positions.  Thus, while the employment situation of Aboriginal men is abysmal, that 

of Aboriginal women is even worse.  The only positive sign here is that the number of 

Aboriginal women on staff has risen by 52% since 1990, but even now only 35 are employed. 

What is, perhaps, most alarming, is that, notwithstanding the existence of the program, 

the total number of Aboriginal  people employed actually fell in 1991, from  153 to 144, 

causing some to wonder whether the 1992 progress can be considered permanent.  Also in 

1991, only 8 out of 29 departments submitted employment equity plans.  These numbers caused 

a public outcry, best captured in the scathing brief on the subject to the City's Executive Policy 

Committee by the Social Planning Council of Winnipeg (January 13, 1993).  It was probably 

this adverse publicity which has led to all departments filing plans for 1993.   

We conclude, therefore, that while the City has made some progress in hiring Aboriginal 

people, that progress leaves a good deal to be desired and especially so for Aboriginal women. 

Data for Aboriginal employment in the City Of Winnipeg at other levels of government 

are not readily forthcoming.  The Province publishes only province-wide data.  These show 
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that the number of Aboriginal employees has risen by just under a third between March 1987 and 

September 1993, to 911, representing 5.57% of the Provincial civil service.  When casual and 

seasonal employees of the Departments of Highways and Natural Resources are excluded, 

however, the number falls sharply to 584 or to 4.25% of total employees.  Furthermore, the total 

number of permanent Aboriginal employees actually fell in 1993, by 56.  That the proportion of 

Aboriginal employees is now higher than it was in 1991 is due entirely to shrinkage in the 

Provincial civil service by some 16%.  The ultimate target of the government is for Aboriginal 

people to reach 10% of the civil service.  Data for April to September 1993 show that 

Aboriginal applications were 4.9% of the total received for 232 appointments filled by 

competition.  There were 24 Aboriginal people appointed or 10.3% of the total.  No data is 

available, however, on the distribution of Aboriginal employees by gender, rank or for Winnipeg 

"per se".  Two thirds of the Aboriginal people employed on a permanent basis are, however, 

employed by the Departments of Justice, Health and Family Services, and the bulk of these are 

likely to be working outside of Winnipeg. 

The Provincial Government established an Aboriginal Advisory Council in 1990 to 

advise the Civil Service Commission on ways to increase the representation of Aboriginal people 

in the Civil Service.  The first measure taken by the Council was the preparation of an 

Aboriginal Needs Assessment Survey, which contains useful insights into the problems faced by 

actual and would-be Aboriginal civil servants.  The Survey documented a number of success 

stories but concluded that racism and discrimination, at both a personal and a systemic level, 

exist in the Civil Service and serve to reduce the number of Aboriginal recruits, to keep those 

recruited at very junior levels (51% were found to be in the administrative support category), and 

to encourage a very high turnover of Aboriginal employees (Aboriginal Advisory Committee 
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(sic), June 1991).   The report argued that Aboriginal people experience racism which has 

many manifestations, `discrimination, prejudice, bias, and favouritism...Corporate Culture..lack 

of support and recognition, alienation in the workplace, negative attitudes and stereotypes...an 

"old boys' network"..(and a lack of) positive role models of Aboriginal People in genuine 

authoritative positions' (pp9-10).  Respondents complained about exclusion from employment 

or promotion because of differing cultural values operating especially in selection and interview 

processes.  A majority felt that favouritism and the old-boys' club worked to their disadvantage, 

and many complained about lack of management support for training and opportunities to 

advance their skills.  Lack of Aboriginal representation in management positions was felt to be 

a major problem helping perpetuate discrimination.   

The report drew a number of lessons, worthy of consideration by all employers, from the 

experience of Aboriginal `success stories' in the Provincial Civil Service.  These are that 

Aboriginal employees are most successful when they enter a supportive work environment, are 

given the opportunity to serve in an acting position, have a training and development plan 

tailored to their needs, are given recognition of their skill and abilities, work alongside a 

supportive manager and are included in decision-taking.  There was an overwhelming majority 

in favour of the creation of an Aboriginal support network within the Civil Service. 

The four specific recommendations of the Council, based on the Survey, were 1) that 

more Aboriginal People should be hired into management positions 2) that there should be an 

educational program on racism for civil servants, as well as a mandatory Aboriginal Awareness 

Program and a mechanism to combat racism 3) that support should be given for local and 

regional meetings of Aboriginal employees in order to build up an Aboriginal  network  and 4) 

that a meaningful career package should be developed to give Aboriginal employees a fair break.  
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This would include acting status, secondment, bridging opportunities, mentoring, career paths, 

role modelling and educational leave and meaningful training (ibid, pp18-25).  While some 

progress has been made in terms of drawing up a resource directory to facilitate networking, and 

while the proportion of new recruits who are Aboriginal is relatively high, there seems to be 

quite a lot of frustration in the community about the rate of progress being made in implementing 

these recommendations. 

The Federal government also does not publish separate data on its employment equity 

operations for the City of Winnipeg, but it provided figures specially for this project.  These 

show that Aboriginal people occupy 252 jobs out of a total of 7,595 located in Winnipeg as of 

March 31, 1993.  This represents 3.3% of the total.  Almost a half of the positions occupied by 

Aboriginal people are located in the Departments of Indian Affairs (49), EIC (41) and National 

Health and Welfare (31). These represent 23.4, 5.3 and 10.9%, respectively, of total jobs in these 

Departments.  Aboriginal people are, however, grossly under-represented in other large 

departments, such as Agriculture, Revenue Canada, National Defence Taxation and Transport.  

These employ a total of 4123 people but only 60 Aboriginal people, or only 1.45% of the total.  

As many as 17 other units with operations in Winnipeg, employing 330 people, have no 

Aboriginal employees whatsoever.  Of the total number of Aboriginal people in Federal 

employment in Winnipeg, 62% are female.  Forty per cent of all Aboriginal employees are in 

the clerical category and a further 10% are employed in secretarial or administrative positions.  

Aboriginal people are, however, represented at senior levels, with 50, or about 20% of their total 

employment, serving as Program Managers. 

The federal government publishes figures for the operations of companies registered 

federally and subject, therefore, to employment equity reporting, but does so only for the 
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province as a whole.  A total of 44 companies are required to report, but are under no obligation 

to meet hiring targets.  Most of these are in the banking and transport and communications 

sectors, but mining, grain and nuclear energy are also represented.  In 1991, Aboriginal people 

represented only 1.9% of the workforce of these companies, but 4.84% of the hirings.  The total 

employed were 583, 358 or 61% of whom were male.  The railways accounted for 41% of all 

the Aboriginal male employees and the banks for 47% of all the women.  Almost all companies 

employed a significantly lower proportion of Aboriginal people than their representation in the 

labour force and the average salary paid Aboriginal employees, at between $24,500 and 32,000, 

was 14-23% lower than the average paid in the industry.  The reason for this was the 

concentration of Aboriginal people in lower skilled jobs, 43% of men being in clerical, 

semi-skilled and unskilled positions and 64% of women being in clerical positions.  The 

employment of Aboriginal people is also a relatively recent phenomenon for several employers, 

so that their experience would be less than that of the rest of the workforce. 

The Assembly of Manitoba Chiefs has made employment equity one of its top priorities 

and has filed complaints of systemic discrimination with the Canadian Human Rights 

Commission against 17 corporations and 34 federal government departments.  This has led to 

some success with corporations, several of which have adopted employment equity programs 

which include cross-cultural training and attitudinal change components.  It feels it has had less 

success with the federal government as Treasury Board has interceded on behalf of Departments, 

claiming that it alone has responsibility for employment equity.  While it has offered to sign a 

master settlement, its proposal would leave the AMC with no recourse in the event of 

non-compliance, other than refiling with the Human Rights Commission.  The Assembly is not 

happy with this proposal and points out that it has absolutely no resources with which to press 
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for more progress on employment equity (AMC, September, 1993, pp22-23).  If it had, it would 

also pursue more aggressively, the relatively poor record of both the Province and the City. 

In short, therefore, the Province appears to have made most progress in hiring Aboriginal 

People, followed by the Federal government, the City and then federally regulated corporations.  

The record of all levels of government in hiring Aboriginal people is, however, still woefully 

inadequate and Aboriginal organisations have been vocal and active in bringing this to public 

attention.  Recommendations to rectify this situation are to be found later in the report.  

Clearly, also, the private sector as a whole must assume greater responsibility for hiring 

Aboriginal people.  In both sectors, the cooperation of the trade union movement will be needed 

if employment equity measures are to succeed.  All too often, employers bring in such 

programs without the full participation of unions and without, therefore, amending collective 

agreements to allow for exceptions to be made to standard seniority clauses which protect 

existing employees.  But unless such exceptions can be negotiated, Aboriginal people will find 

it difficult to rise with any speed above entry point positions.  In Winnipeg, the union 

representing most civic employees is on record as having itself promoted employment equity 

programs and advocated their inclusion in collective agreements (Hull, 1991, p.92).  Ultimately, 

however, successful employment equity programs will require further political pressure from the 

Aboriginal community itself as well as a state policy environment which is both supportive and 

enabling.  It is acknowledged, however, that the strategy of employment equity is more difficult 

to implement in a context of general down-sizing by all levels of government and in a 

recessionary business climate.   

Outside of employment equity, government policy to increase Aboriginal participation in 

the economy of Winnipeg has consisted of a combination of business support programs and 
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training programs.  It is to a consideration of these that we now turn. 

 

VIII.  THE CORE AREA INITIATIVE 

  The most significant policy intervention in the City of Winnipeg in the recent past was 

the Winnipeg Core Area Initiative.  All three levels of government shared equally in providing 

funding to improve the `economic, social and physical conditions' of the core, where the majority 

of Winnipeg's Aboriginal people reside.  The first phase of the Initiative was 1981-86 and the 

total direct funding involved was $96 million; the second was 1986-91 and the cost $100 million.  

Since many projects `leveraged' funds from elsewhere, the impact of the Initiative was much 

greater than these figures indicate and it dominated urban policy during its lifetime. 

The rationale for the WCAI was that the population of the inner-city had been falling 

steadily since the Second World War, but especially since the early 1970's; that migrating 

Aboriginal families had increasingly taken up residence there; that there was a high proportion of 

single parent families remaining in the core and that the incidence of unemployment and poverty 

was exceptionally high, especially among Aboriginal people.  Average incomes in the core were 

32% lower than in the rest of the city in 1978 (Winnipeg Core Area Policy Committee, June, 

1981).  The unemployment rate in the core was 11.4% compared with 6.9% for the rest of the 

city, while that among Aboriginal people was 27.8% (Clatworthy, 1987, p12).  The physical 

infrastructure was also decaying with some 12,000 housing units in dire need of repair. Though 

aimed at all who live in the core, a major concern of the agreement was, clearly, to improve the 

lot of Aboriginal people living there. 

In the first agreement, $4.4m went to administration, evaluation and information (Sector 

3); $11.0 to industrial development and small business assistance and $35.4m to large scale 
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physical redevelopment of the city (Sector 2); $12.9m to housing, $14.7m to employment and 

affirmative action and $16.5m to various community initiatives (Sector 1).  In the second 

agreement, $4.0m went to administration etc (Sector 3), $8.4m to industrial and entrepreneurial 

support and $49m to large scale redevelopment (now transposed as Sector 1), $10.5m to housing, 

$12m to employment and training and $16.2m to neighbourhood and community development 

(now transposed as Sector 2).  It was the Sector 2 category of program funding in WCAI 2 and 

Sector 1 in WCAI 1 that had most relevance for Aboriginal people.  

The evaluation of the Employment and Affirmative Action component of the first 

agreement documents quite carefully its impact on the Aboriginal community (Clatworthy, 

1987).  The main part of this component was a Training and Employment Agency, which 

accounted for a budgeted $10m, and which had a mandate to support training initiatives for core 

area residents, and especially special needs residents, which would lead to permanent 

employment.  Under this program, 1,317 people were enrolled in training programs and over 

70% were expected to graduate.  By March 1987, 716 people had graduated, 339 had dropped 

out and 260 remained in training.  Of those who had graduated, 517 had been placed in 

employment, 47% in the private sector.  Nearly 42% of all placements were Aboriginal, 25% 

were single parent and 26% were youths.  A survey of graduates showed that their 

unemployment rate had fallen from 83% before training to 12.5% after; that their total incomes 

had risen, on average, by two thirds and earned income had tripled, while dependence on 

government transfers had declined by 80% in cash terms (ibid, p41).   While no new jobs were 

created by this program, inner city residents, including Aboriginal people, gained opportunities 

to work which they would otherwise not have had.  The cost of training each graduate was, 

however, almost $31,000.   
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Two other parts of this component trained nurses and social workers, again with great 

success.  Of the 93 people trained, over a half were Aboriginal.  By March 1987, 41 people 

had been placed in employment and about one half were Aboriginal.   

While the evaluation found that this component had, by and large, met its objectives, it 

also found that there was a failure to integrate the training component of the WCAI with its other 

job creation components (p21).  Furthermore, the impact on the unemployment rate in the core 

was negligible (p70). 

An evaluation of the Economic Stimulus programs (Sector 2) of the first agreement, 

totalling some $17m, found that a total of 1,455 non-construction jobs were created.  Of these, 

794 jobs were created by the Small Business Assistance program, but only 1.5% of placements 

under the program consisted of Aboriginal people, leading the evaluation to conclude that `The 

program failed relative to this critical element of affirmative action and economic stimulus' 

(Epstein Associates Inc 1987, p51).  The Industrial Development Program of the WCAI 1 also 

had little relevance to Aboriginal people and, indeed, complaints were received when 

administrators tried to influence businesses to recruit affirmative action employees (ibid, p48). 

Although, these initiatives did not reduce the overall unemployment rate in the Core, it 

has been argued, that "conditions would have been significantly worse in the absence of the 

CAI" (Working Margins, 1991 p. 36).  For Aboriginal people in the Core there was, in fact, a 

large rise in the unemployment rate between 1981 and 1986 from 27.7% to 31.5%, but without 

the Initiative, one could argue that the rate in 1986 would have been in the 37.5% to 40% range.  

Yet to do so would be to ignore the impact of the Initiative itself had on the labour force 

participation rates of Aboriginal people, encouraging people to participate through job creation 

and the promise of employment.  When this is allowed for, the effect on the unemployment rate 
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is neutralised.  The CAI raised labour supply by more than it did demand in absolute terms and, 

at the lower range of the employment creation estimate, it did so also in relative terms thereby 

raising the unemployment rate.  The agreement was more successful in raising labour supply, 

therefore, than it was demand. 

Nonetheless, the CAI did raise participation rates which is an accomplishment and it did 

create a significant number of jobs relative to the 1981 base of employment (14%) and 

unemployment (36%).  What overwhelmed any job creation success it had and what made the 

1981 base so irrelevant, was the huge (67%) increase in the Aboriginal labour force in the core 

between 1981-1986 (for which the CAI was, of course, partially responsible).  At one level, the 

initiative was successful yet, given the demographic trends it was not equal to the task of 

stabilising leave alone reducing the Aboriginal unemployment rate.  

Data on employment creation appears to be a little more comprehensive for the second 

agreement.  A total of 1,968 jobs not directly connected to CAI construction projects were 

created by all components of the agreement, 887 in Sector 1 and 1063 in Sector 2, but 

information is available on only 912 of the people placed. Of these, 298 or one third, were 

Aboriginal.  Most of the jobs, 72%, were in the private sector and 28% of the total were in 

manufacturing, 15% in finance and 10% in construction.  Two thirds of the jobs paid under 

$20,000 p.a. which, according to the evaluation, suggests that most were to entry level or lower 

level positions and the distribution of incomes of those placed was, in fact, similar to that in the 

core generally (Working Margins, 1991 p. 20) It is to be emphasised, however, that 60% of the 

jobs paid more than $15,000 a year, or much more than the average Aboriginal worker would 

earn in Winnipeg.  Regrettably, the data available does not show where on the earnings scale 

Aboriginal people were placed, so there is the possibility that most were concentrated in the 
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group earning less than $15,000 p.a. 

A total of 2,241 individuals benefited from training programs, almost all under Sector 2 

programs.  Of the over $8m spent on training, $5.5m went on Occupational Training involving 

737 training `slots' and $1.5m on more basic Job Preparation (language, literacy, job finding 

skills etc.) involving 1836 `slots'.  The training of Aboriginal residents of the core was given a 

high priority and accounted for $2.5m or over 30% of total training funds (Evaluation Program, 

August, 1992) and about a half the number of Aboriginal people unemployed in 1986 received 

training during the five year period (Working Margins, 1991 pp. 26-27). Aboriginal people 

represented 43% of all trainees and 37% of all graduates, suggesting a somewhat higher drop-out 

rate than the average.  Nonetheless, of the 672 trainees placed into employment, 247 or 37% 

were Aboriginal.  In contrast to the first agreement, training and affirmative action were not 

only aimed at the private sector, NGO's and other sections of government, but were firmly 

integrated into Core Area Initiative projects themselves.  The average cost for graduates placed 

in employment was $14,394, under a half that of the first agreement, if the figures are 

comparable. 

A major problem with CAI placements, however, appears to be a high turnover rate.  A 

survey of employers, in all sectors including the public, found that only 41% of those placed 

were still working with their original employers. Turnover was especially high in manufacturing 

and construction (Working Margins, 1991 p. 23).  It is not known, however, whether an initial 

placement was left for opportunities elsewhere. 

It is revealing that, while the bulk of employment creation in Sector 1 programs came 

from the industrial Development sub-program, no data were kept on how many of these went to 

core area residents, leave alone Aboriginal people.  It is known that in the Entrepreneurial 
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Support sub-program, which provided training and assistance in setting up small businesses, 19% 

of the 101 participants were Aboriginal.  We do not know, however, how many of these were 

successful in establishing their businesses or even what type of business they were interested in 

pursuing.  It appears, therefore, that Sector 1 and related initiatives, accounting for 57% of all 

funding, provided little if any benefit to the Aboriginal population of the core.  Most of this 

money went into financing high profile real estate and property development transactions such as 

the Forks project, the Portage Place and related developments and the Exchange District 

improvement.  The largest of these was expenditures relating to the Forks, over $20m.  Not 

only have Aboriginal people derived little benefit from this, they have also opposed the 

development as a desecration of an age-old Aboriginal meeting place and burial site. 

One explanation for the poor employment results for Aboriginal people of Sector 1 

spending is that there was a shift of emphasis between WCAI 1 and WCAI 2.  The first placed 

an explicit emphasis on creating employment to Core Area residents while the second subsumed 

job creation under a general objective of economic development (Working Margins Consulting 

Group, 1991 p. 7). 

The overall assessment of the impact of WCAI II on employment creation would be 

similar, but less favourable in relative terms, to that of WCAI I.  About the same number of jobs 

were created but the Aboriginal labour force continued to grow significantly in the 1986-91 

period.  The Initiative itself also raised labour supply by more than it did demand.  A more 

pointed intervention in Sector 1 programs might have yielded significantly different results for 

Aboriginal people. 

 Apart from training and job creation, the WCAI was important to Aboriginal people for 

the funds it provided for improvements of housing and community infrastructure.   
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A total of $12.9m was earmarked for housing under the first agreement, and $10.5m 

under the second.  The first upgraded over 6,000 houses and helped build in the region of 500 

new houses.  Most assistance was to individual home owners, but $2.0m was put into non-profit 

housing (Winnipeg Core Area Initiative, 1987).  The second added 327 units to the housing 

stock and renovated just over 1,000 or 5% of the core's total housing stock.  Many more houses 

were inspected and their owners forced to undertake repairs.  An internal evaluation of the 

program concluded, however, that `the collective effects of the Agreement's housing program 

with respect to stabilising the area's population base and neighbourhood cannot be accurately 

assessed at this time' (The Evaluation Program, 1992, p94). 

Under the heading of Neighbourhood and Community Development, WCAI 2 provided 

over 300 grants totalling more than $14m to community facilities and services.  These were 

taken advantage of by most agencies operating in the core area.  It is difficult to isolate the 

benefits derived by the Aboriginal community from these expenditures as many of them catered 

to core area residents in general.  But some projects were specifically aimed at the Aboriginal 

community and Aboriginal organisations received $1.8m for a whole variety of projects.  The 

largest of these were the $216,000 received by Ma Mawi Wi Chi Itata Centre's New Directions 

Project to promote self-identity and self-esteem among Aboriginal youth; $161,000 for the 

Manitoba Association for Native Languages for an inner city native languages promotion project; 

$236,000 for the Native Women's Transition Centre for a new facility and programming; $98,000 

for background studies related to the Aboriginal Centre; $201,000 to Neechi Foods Community 

Store for the purchase and development of the business.  

While the Neighbourhood and Community Development component of the WCAI was, 

together with the training component, the most relevant one for Aboriginal people (and it must be 
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stressed that the benefits to Aboriginal people extended well beyond the $1.8m directed to their 

organisations), very little funding was aimed at community economic development `per se'.  

Indeed, of the $14m assigned to this envelope, only $667,000 was earmarked for economic 

development projects in the community; $98,000 of this was for feasibility studies of the 

Aboriginal Centre and $135,000 was for training programs ($93,000 for the PAMS Construction 

Co-op and $43,000 to One Earth Co-op).  A further $93,000 was set aside for a CEDA 

community economic development officer and only the balance of $341,000 was actually 

invested in community ventures, of which there were only three in total.  Most of this, 

$201,000, went to Neechi Foods, $107,000 went into a greenhouse project for the mentally 

handicapped and $33,000 into a co-operative laundromat.  This failure to more aggressively 

promote community economic development, with longer term implications for employment and 

community self-respect, is the most glaring weakness in the WCAI, and it is one felt very acutely 

by residents of the core area. 

Indeed, we have a very clear idea of what the community, including the Aboriginal 

community, of the core area actually felt about the WCAI because in 1990 a Community Inquiry 

into Inner City Revitalisation was held.  The ten member board, with 4 Aboriginal members, 

was a voluntary one which held hearings and received briefs for two months.  It was sponsored 

by the Urban Futures Circle of the Inter-Agency Group, itself set up by the Social Planning 

Council with assistance from the Initiative to assist networking and coordination among inner 

city based human service agencies.  What prompted the Inquiry was the impending expiry of 

the WCAI 2 and the anticipation of future government initiatives in the city.  What the Inquiry 

found was that inner city residents and groups recognised the value and accomplishments of the 

tripartite initiative, had benefited greatly from it and wished it to continue, but with certain 
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improvements in direction and focus (Community Inquiry Board, 1990, p4). 

The Inquiry found that residents wanted a much greater role in planning and 

decision-taking, a much greater emphasis on promoting ownership, self-help and 

self-determination and a much greater focus of capital expenditures on housing, infrastructure 

and community facilities (as opposed to the grandiose town planning gestures). Concern was 

expressed that many innovative programs and services would disappear along with the WCAI 

and that no provision had been made for their long-term funding. This was related to the critique 

of the WCAI for its lack of emphasis on community economic development, one which we have 

argued is valid. Without such development, the core area would not be able to build the financial 

base of the community and make it less dependent on state funding in the longer run. The Inquiry 

called for a closer link between education and economic development and a greater commitment 

to affirmative action hiring by companies benefitting from government finance. 

The Inquiry had a series of specific recommendations to involve Aboriginal people more 

in the development of the core, by granting them access to more resources, by drawing more on 

their expertise and by involving them more in decision-taking in essentially non-Aboriginal 

bodies active in the core.  It called for the drawing up of an economic development strategy for 

the inner-city by the Aboriginal community in conjunction with the WCAI and governments.  It 

also supported the idea that priority should be given to Aboriginal business development and 

diversification, generally, and to the establishment of the Aboriginal Centre, specifically.  There 

was support for easily accessible loans for small and micro businesses and for earmarking a 

portion of available funds for community groups to undertake development initiatives. There 

should be greater community control over Aboriginal education and training and more emphasis 

put on training Aboriginal women. 
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It was apparent from submissions to the Inquiry that improving both the quality of 

housing and Aboriginal access to the ownership of housing are considered crucial to stabilising 

the core. A variety of financing schemes were proposed including sweat equity, rent-to-own, 

deferred mortgage loans and even the redirection of social assistance funds for rents. There was 

strong support for cooperative and non-profit housing and for using housing to encourage 

community based economic development through worker cooperatives for building and 

renovation. 

What emerges from the Inquiry report, and what is clearly evident in recent community 

initiatives, is a very clear recognition of the problems facing inner city residents and a strong 

desire to rectify them.  This is not a community given over to fatalism or one trapped, 

irrevocably, into some `culture of poverty'. On the contrary, it is a community with an impressive 

depth of leadership which has shown resolve and creativity in building institutions to serve the 

needs of Aboriginal people.  It is a community full of ideas and energy but one also starved of 

resources and one which meets severe institutional obstacles when it attempts to give concrete 

substance to its creative ideas.  What better example of these difficulties is there than the refusal 

of the three levels of government to continue with Phase III of the Core Area Initiative, 

notwithstanding the generally strong, albeit critical, community support for Phases I and II. 

 

IX.  BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMS 

The main federal programs to encourage business development in the Aboriginal 

community of Winnipeg have been the Native Economic Development Program and, more 

recently, the Aboriginal Business Development Program.  Between 1984 and 1989, the NEDP 

funded 31 projects in the City for a total of $9.7 million. Almost 60% of the total advanced went 
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to one organization, the Manitoba Indian Agricultural Program (MIAP) which, though based in 

Winnipeg, operated outside of the City in support of Indian farmers.  A further 20% was 

advanced to the Manitoba Métis Community Investments Inc., the bulk of whose operations are, 

again, likely to be outside the City.  A further three grants to Tribal Councils for feasibility 

studies of capital corporations, totalling $0.4 million can also be classified as benefitting 

communities outside of Winnipeg.  Thus, those activities of the NEDP which were focussed 

exclusively on Winnipeg amounted to only 20 transactions totalling $1.8 million.  These were 

allocated across a wide range of small businesses, covering a grocery store, meat and fish 

distribution, electrical contracting, media productions, and purchase of a building.  The bulk of 

the Program's operations can be said, therefore, to have been focussed on Aboriginal institution 

building, though largely for operations outside of Winnipeg.   

Since 1989, the Aboriginal Business Development Program, now the Aboriginal 

Economic Programs, has funded 137 projects totalling $18.9 million in the City of Winnipeg. 

Yet, again, the vast bulk of the finance, $16.4 million or 87%, has been funnelled into capital 

corporations with only a peripheral involvement in the City. The balance was split between 

funding for 57 Métis business entities totalling $1.0 million, 39 Status Indian totalling $0.9 

million, 21 non-Status totalling $0.38 million and 7 "multiple" applicants totalling $0.36 million. 

The average size of assistance per transaction for non-capital corporations was, therefore, quite 

small, at $21,290, or, about double that per client since most applicants were involved in more 

than one transaction. 

A number of concerns have been raised by Aboriginal people about the operations of the 

ABDP.  To begin with, a minimum equity contribution of 10% of the cost of the project is 

required, while in practice, something closer to 20% is often demanded, but many would-be 
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applicants cannot find this.  Aboriginal Capital Corporations also have a minimum 10% equity 

rquirement.  Secondly, there are often long delays in processing applications for assistance.  In 

Winnipeg, 10 out of 26 recipients of assistance interviewed for the CAEDS Aboriginal 

Assessment Project, reported waiting 27 weeks or longer from the date of first submission to the 

date of receiving financial assistance.  While this kind of delay could be justified in the 

assessment of Aboriginal Capital Corporation applications, since these entities are complex and 

the sponsors often have little background experience, there is much less justification for such 

delays on ordinary project submissions.  They reflect partly an under staffing of the ABDP and 

perhaps an excess caution on the part of staff.  They may also reflect a lack of experience of 

clients in putting together proposals, though many clients do complain about the lack of clarity of 

the criteria and objectives of the ABDP, the quality of assistance received and the responsiveness 

of ABDP staff (CAEDS Assessment Aboriginal Committee, 1993, ppV-32-33).  If valid, these 

problems would surely delay the processing of applications.  

 Thirdly, the ABDP has failed to collect certain types of data which Aboriginal 

organisations feel ought to be collected routinely.  Thus, the AMC have been unable to ascertain 

from the Minister responsible how much was spent by the Program on consultants' fees.  

Moreover, the Chiefs were not given data they requested on how many Aboriginal people are 

employed by the enterprises supported by the ABDP in Manitoba.  Instead, they were given 

only total employment created or maintained.  Yet, data on the Program's impact on Aboriginal 

employment for the whole of Canada were made available in a consultant's report commissioned 

by IST Canada (Goss Gilroy Inc., 1993), so it may simply be that the Department has been 

selective in the information it is prepared to release to Aboriginal groups.  Underlying the 

request of the AMC, of course, is a concern about the effectiveness of the ABDP in creating 
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employment for Aboriginal people, and a failure to produce the relevant data simply reinforced 

these concerns.  In fact, data in the consultant's study do lend credence to the concerns of the 

AMC in that they show that fully 30% of jobs supported by ABDP in active firms are held by 

people who are not Aboriginal, and in urban areas, this proportion rises to 41% (Ibid, p28. 

Author's calculation).  To the extent that enterprises receiving assistance were jointly owned by 

both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal businesspeople, then one might reasonably expect a 

relatively high degree of non-Aboriginal participation in the labour force, although some would 

still see this as questionable as a development strategy, but less than 18% of the companies were 

in this position.  This suggests that the ABDP needs to look more carefully into the employment 

creation aspect of the businesses they support and develop strategies to maximize Aboriginal 

labour force participation. The first step along that road would be to maintain appropriate data 

and make it available to Aboriginal groups when requested.  

While the average cost per job created or maintained, at $34,000  at the national level, 

appears, however, to be  very reasonable, it suggests that a total of $135 million would be 

needed to provide employment for Aboriginal people in Winnipeg currently unemployed, using 

this particular approach.   

Finally, there is a belief, held widely throughout Canada as well as in Winnipeg, that the 

ABDP is not compatible with Aboriginal values, though the Assessment Project did not spell out 

what the concrete manifestations of this might be.  For some Aboriginal residents of Winnipeg, 

the concern here would relate to the lack of community owned ventures supported by the ABDP, 

while for others the problem might be seen as excessive outside intervention in Aboriginal 

development projects.  The former might be addressed by a change of development strategy by 

the ABDP, while the latter would necessitate the replacement of the Program by Aboriginal 
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financed and controlled development agencies. 

The Federal Business Development Bank has a branch in Winnipeg, but its lending to 

Aboriginal businesses in the Province is almost entirely, if not entirely, to those located outside 

of Winnipeg.  The main reason for this, it feels, is a lack of demand.  It has organised, 

however, a Management Seminar Program for Aboriginal Businesswomen whose businesses are 

located in the City of Winnipeg.  It sought to register 25 businesswomen but could find only 19 

willing to attend.  Each participant was entitled to twenty hours of business counselling but, ten 

months later, the FBDB has been unable to deliver most of this counselling because of business 

turnover or turnover of directors of the businesses involved. 

The Provincial Government operates a number of business support programs to which 

urban Aboriginal people are entitled to apply, but it does not maintain separate data on 

Aboriginal applicants or recipients. We are not in a position, therefore, to specify the order of 

magnitude of such assistance, but the general feeling is that it is not likely to be significant. The 

provincial funding body with most contact with the Aboriginal population of Manitoba is the 

Communities Economic Development Fund, but this lends only in remote communities, and not 

in Winnipeg. 

SEED Winnipeg is a small development loan scheme for micro businesses and is 

operated by a volunteer board.  It advances start-up capital in the form of loans up to $10,000 to 

economically disadvantaged people, who are usually unemployed or on welfare.  Special 

consideration is given to Aboriginal people, members of visible minority communities, people 

with disabilities, ex-offenders or inner-city residents.  Borrowers typically cannot meet the 

requirements of mainstream institutions for collateral and require training in business planning 

and management.  All would-be applicants must first attend a three hour orientation session.  
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SEED provides experienced mentors to assist borrowers.  It has no capital funding of its own, 

but draws on up to $100,000 from each of two inner-city credit unions which have earmarked 

these funds specifically for this purpose and which work with SEED in evaluating applications.  

Operating funds are provided by The Community Education Development Association (CEDA), 

the Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) and various charitable organisations.  Mentors are 

drawn from the Mennonite Economic Development Associates (MEDA).  These various 

organisations, the Aboriginal community and the Provincial Government are all represented on 

either the board or the advisory committee to the board.  While SEED is a relatively small 

institution, it is important as a model and it underscores the point made by members of the 

Aboriginal community that there is indeed, a scarcity of start-up capital for small businesses.  

Its average loan size, and credit cost per job, is under $5,000, or only 15% that of the ABDP.  

The mentor dimension of SEED is also something which has proven invaluable to clients and 

could usefully be emulated elsewhere.  Finally, SEED has been successful in negotiating the 

continuation of social assistance payments during the initial period of business activity, thereby 

reducing pressure on the borrowers until break-even is achieved. 

 

X.  TRAINING PROGRAMS 

Much of the focus of training activities in Winnipeg in the recent past has centred on the 

Core Area Initiative, discussed above.  In addition to those training initiatives, however, there 

are other Federal and Provincial programs worthy of mention and some very active and 

successful Aboriginal employment and training agencies. 

Currently, the Federal government is concentrating much of its training efforts for 

Aboriginal people in the Pathways To Success Program.  The aim is to secure Aboriginal advice 
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into programming through the creation of Local, Regional and National Management Boards, 

`while respecting EIC's management responsibilities and accountability to parliament' (EIC, 

1991, p.15).  A second objective is to achieve greater Aboriginal control of training delivery.   

It is important to recognize, however, that Pathways deals only with so-called `project-based ' 

training, and not with `individual based options', such as direct purchasing of training, 

individually subsidised jobs, Community Futures or Outreach which, together, accounted for 

almost 43% of the $17.9 million spent on training in the Province by EIC in 1990-91, the year 

before Pathways was introduced.  

The Pathways Program has been very controversial in Manitoba, and to this day, over 

three years after its launching, the local and provincial boards have not been created.  The main 

issue has been one of governance but, more recently, questions have been raised about the total 

of training dollars and its geographic distribution. 

  Principally, both the Assembly of Manitoba Chiefs and the Manitoba Métis Federation 

did not agree with the government that the various levels of boards should be `status blind' and 

single purpose.. Instead, they argued that `labour market training capacities must be developed as 

an integral function of Aboriginal government institutions' (AMC internal paper to Chiefs, 

October 1, 1991).  Since the Métis and the First Nations would need discrete labour force 

training capacities under self-government arrangements, there ought to be separate Pathways 

boards for Métis and First Nations People.  The EIC position was considered `an affront to the 

political integrity and representative mandate' of the MMF and AMC (MMF Annual Assembly, 

August 1-3, 1991, Resolution #5).  Furthermore,  both organisations believe that the training 

function must be integrated with such closely related fields as education and economic 

development and with their institutional structures, existing or planned, set up to handle these 
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functions.  They do not believe, therefore, that the boards should be single purpose.   

The two organisations refused to cooperate with the federal model and proposed instead 

that the allocation of all Pathways dollars be decided upon by Métis and First  Nation boards 

only, and that there be seven of the first and sixteen of the latter throughout the province.  They 

recognised, however, that Winnipeg presented special problems and agreed to cooperate to find a 

solution.  Initially, the federal response was extremely hostile and the Minister gave the AMC 

and MMF two months to accept a status blind arrangement or face the prospect of boards set up 

by the government comprising representatives of non-political service agencies (AMC internal 

memo, July 12, 1991).  The organisations refused to budge and the Minister, on more sober 

reflection, did not follow through on his threat.  This dispute paralysed the Pathways Program 

for months and only in September 1993 did the federal government agree to accept the 

AMC/MMF proposal, but with modifications.  This would have seen two local management 

boards for Winnipeg, a First Nations one and a Métis one, but they would meet jointly with EIC 

representatives six times per year to take decisions on issues affecting the Aboriginal labour 

force in the City.  At these meetings they would receive advice on priorities from a status-blind 

sub-committee composed of representatives of various status-blind service delivery agencies in 

the City (AMC/MMF, April 1992).  Similar committees would be established to advise joint 

meetings of all local boards in the Province.   

This agreement was short-lived, however, because in November 1993 the AMC withdrew 

from it when the Chiefs directed the Executive to negotiate an improved agreement on labour 

market training with the new federal government.  The reason for this was, ostensibly, 

dissatisfaction with the proposed level of funding provincially for Pathways ($10 million) and 

with the split of training resources between Winnipeg and the rural areas, as the agreement froze 



73 
 

both at what they had been in 1990. 

Understandably, there is some dissatisfaction within the Aboriginal community of 

Winnipeg about the delays in implementing the Pathways proposal.  Those individuals and 

agencies supporting the notion of status-blind institutions for the City were, understandably, not 

happy with the opposition of the AMC and MMF to status-blind boards, and accepted the 

proposal for a subordinate status-blind sub-committee only grudgingly because they felt this 

would enhance the flow of training dollars to Aboriginal training agencies and would enhance, 

albeit marginally, the degree of Aboriginal input into decision taking in this area.  The MMF is, 

at this point, also unhappy with the position taken by the AMC. 

The consequence of these disagreements, however, does not appear to have been a 

reduced flow of training dollars either in the province as a whole or in Winnipeg. for the EIC has 

been administering the Pathways program without Aboriginal input at funding levels which 

appear to be higher than they were in 1990.  Thus, the total Pathways dollars expended in 

budget years 1992 and 1993 were $11.7 million and $13.7 million respectively.  The total 

expended in Winnipeg also increased over this period, from $2.9 million to $3.6 million, but 

remained roughly constant as a share of the total and, at about 26%, significantly below the 

proportion of Aboriginal People in the Province living in Winnipeg (39%).  Over 90% of the 

expenditures in the City are ascribed by EIC to the Winnipeg Status-Blind Committee and almost 

all the balance to the Winnipeg Region MMF.   In 1992, only 4 out of 26 training grants went 

to Aboriginal training agencies, accounting for about 17% of total Pathways funding in 

Winnipeg.  In 1993, the number had risen to 8 out of 42, accounting for just over 30% of total 

funding.  Aboriginal organisations would like to see a greater share of Pathways dollars 

channelled through Aboriginal training and employment agencies, and see continuing control by 
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EIC as an obstacle to this. 

There are several Aboriginal agencies offering training and employment counselling in 

Winnipeg; the largest and the most longstanding being the Native Employment Services of 

Winnipeg Inc., and the Anishinabe R.E.S.P.E.C.T. Inc. The NES is an employment agency which 

was set up, originally in 1973 as Manitoba Pathfinders Inc., by the MMF, becoming NES in 

1983. It is run by an Aboriginal board and and caters to all Aboriginal groups. It offers individual 

and group counselling to identify the marketable skills of clients and any barriers to employment 

they might face.  For each client, an individual plan of action is prepared for obtaining training 

or employment. This is accompanied by career counselling, resume writing assistance, interview 

practice and job search advice and assistance, even to the level of what to wear and where to buy 

appropriate work clothes.  Since almost a half of all clients have less than a year's work 

experience, and many of them have only recently come into the City from small rural 

communities, and have inadequate educational preparation (39% with grade 9 or less), most have 

a very inadequate knowledge of the requirements of the workplace.  Employment counselling 

and preparation are, therefore, vital. But the NES recognizes that these alone are not enough and 

must be combined with good quality training programs and the cooperation of employers. Over 

the recent years, NES has developed a number of innovative training programs which have had a 

very high success rate in placing Aboriginal people into employment. Under the Core Area 

Initiative it developed courses for Aboriginal women in promoting self-awareness and native 

culture, in intermediate typing and word processing.  These lasted for two years and were held 

on the weekends and in the evenings. More recently, NES also ran a clerical skills upgrading 

course for ten Aboriginal women on social assistance, financed by the Community Based 

Employability Project of the Provincial Department of Family Services. After completing work 
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placements in January 1993, all ten successfully obtained employment. 

The NES stresses the need for employers to be involved in training programs as much as 

possible, preferably in their design and delivery, but if not then certainly in offering work 

experience to trainees. In 1993 they designed and offered a Bank Teller Training Program in 

partnership with the Bank of Montreal and the Canadian Jobs Strategy of the EIC.  This 

consisted of 12 weeks of classroom skill upgrading and 10 weeks on the job experience with the 

Bank of Montreal. As of July 1993, all 12 trainees were offered a minimum of 20 hours per week 

employment with the bank with the possibility of competing for more hours and for full-time 

positions as the opportunity arose.   

The NES employs an Executive Director, six and a half counselling staff and three 

administrative support staff.  Its staff complement has not increased since its inception although 

the number of actual and potential clients has grown enormously. Between 1986 and 1991, it 

registered an average of 980 new clients per year, re-registered 800, and placed 600 in 

employment.  It placed 470 into training or educational programs, assisted 250 with career 

exploration and helped 428 with interview technique and resume writing.  Two thirds of its 

current 1700 clients are Status Indians and 26% are Métis.  Women constitute 43% of the 

clientele and social assistance recipients 45%.   

NES's funding is only year to year which places staff in a very insecure position, and 

increases have not kept pace with the cost of living.  Real salaries have, therefore, been falling, 

and NES has not had the resources to put in place its own staff development program for the 

medium/long term. The net result has been a tendency for staff to move on as soon as they have 

experience and can command a higher salary elsewhere.  This is unfortunate because staff are 

committed to the work and would develop career plans within NES if funding were secure, 
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salaries competitive, advancement possible and the future reasonably predictable.  The move to 

training programs in itself does not help this problem because funding is obtained only on a 

project to project basis.  Apart from perpetuating staff insecurity, this also means that premises 

and equipment rented for specific training projects must be returned as each project expires and 

re-leased as new projects are approved. This plays havoc with continuity. 

The NES has attempted to adjust its program to the changing needs of the Aboriginal 

clientele and the marketplace.  In the late 1980's it recognised the need for an agency to give 

support to efforts at all levels of government to promote employment equity.  It was, in any 

case, being approached for assistance by employers in finding suitable recruits but had 

inadequate resources to respond properly.  Furthermore, NES recognised that if employment 

equity were to be implemented effectively, then a good deal of work must go into preparing 

employees on the one hand, and in ensuring, on the other, that employers themselves were 

prepared in terms of offering a supportive work environment.  No resources were made 

available by the different levels of government for this task, although the work load of NES has 

unquestionably increased in support of employment equity enquiries. 

The NES also has a number of other proposals to meet what it sees as important 

employment needs of the Aboriginal community.  It recognises that training programs for 

Aboriginal people need to be coordinated.  At the moment this is not done.  Other programs, to 

which NES often refers clients, are not always as careful as they should be in exploring 

appropriate career paths before enrolling trainees.  Furthermore, there is no monitoring of 

trainees to ensure the progressive development of skills or the movement into employment.  

This can lead to duplication or redundancy of training.  It has also determined that there is a 

need for an Aboriginal job finding club, for confidence building workshops, for special programs 
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to encourage youth employment, and for employment preparation workshops for professionals.  

All of these are needed urgently, but all would require resources currently not available to NES. 

The Executive Director of NES has studied the files of the agency and performed 

statistical analyses to determine what factors explain the success of clients in securing 

employment.  The results, which could have relevance to urban Aboriginal people generally 

throughout Canada, show that the prospects of securing employment rise dramatically with the 

education of the client (grade 12 and above), with training, with access to counselling, with the 

number of job referrals, and with possession of such basics as a telephone and driver's license. 

The ultimate ambition of the NES board is to have the agency become more autonomous 

under Aboriginal self-government arrangements and, as they see it, to become less of an 

extension of EIC.  Ultimately, they foresee the emergence of an Aboriginal college or university 

in Winnipeg, along the lines of the Gabriel Dumont or Federated Indian Colleges of 

Saskatchewan, in which Aboriginal training initiatives would be combined under one roof.  A 

proposal along these lines was developed in 1990, after a two day conference in winnipeg.  The 

Kiskinomawin Centre, as it was called, was intended to `plan and design, deliver and administer 

education, training and retraining' (Draft Prospectus, 1990, p4), but it never took off for lack of 

funding and a government reluctance to devolve as much responsibility to Aboriginal 

organisations as the concept entailed.  Pending the realization of some such institutional 

transformation, the NES Board see the delays in establishing an Aboriginal input into the 

Pathways program as being regrettable, as they believe  that it slows down the flow of money 

(notwithstanding the data above), impedes creative training initiatives and perpetuates an 

excessive degree of EIC influence in Aboriginal training. 

Anishinabe R.E.S.P.E.C.T. (Rewarding Employment Skills Program Engaging 
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Communal Tradition) has been operating now for thirteen years, and works closely with NES, 

taking referrals from it.  It offers pre-employment counselling and training for 26 weeks, fifteen 

of which are spent in job placements.   The program emphasises life skills and upgrading of 

basic education.  Each participant must bring along a close family member for support and this, 

together with a very strong emphasis on native spirituality and regular monitoring and follow up 

of clients, are said to explain its high success rates (85%) in placing participants in employment 

or further education.  Though originally established jointly by the Aboriginal community and 

the Christian Reform Church, and with a heavy emphasis on Christianity, RESPECT recently 

broke with the Church, in recognition of the resurgence of Aboriginal spirituality.  Its board and 

six staff are all Aboriginal, representing all sections of Aboriginal society, and it caters for 

between 80 and 110 participants per year, all from Winnipeg.  If resources were available, it 

could easily triple its current enrollment.  Its finances come mainly from EIC, under the 

Pathways Program, but about 15% of its $0.6 million budget comes from the Provincial 

Education and Training Department. 

RESPECT has identified three groups of Aboriginal people whose training and 

employment needs should be given greater priority.  They are first, ex-offenders, secondly, 

single parent women and thirdly, Aboriginal youth.  Existing programs are grossly inadequate 

for all of these.  There are currently no practical programs for ex-offenders beyond half-way 

houses which RESPECT considers to be little more than holding centres.  RESPECT aims to 

introduce a rehabilitation program, drawing on family support, training and employment 

assistance, and the existing skills of ex-inmates and will seek funding for this from EIC and the 

United Way.  It would also like to develop appropriate programs for single parent Aboriginal 

women, encompassing training, childcare support, life skills, employment placement and 
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mentoring.  Finally, RESPECT is deeply concerned about the growing problem of youth 

unemployment and marginalisation.  Like NES, it sees the completion of high school education 

as being a key to changing this situation, and is appalled at recent measures by the Provincial 

Government to withdraw social assistance for students returning to complete high school.  As 

the Executive Director of RESPECT puts it, `Davis Inlet is here right in the City".  He feels that 

unless something is done quickly, much of the urban youth will be lost to the community for the 

future.  Consistent with RESPECT's general approach, he feels that spiritual and cultural factors 

will be the key in appealing to Aboriginal youth to complete their education and put their lives 

back on track, but it will also take resources and a commitment from governments to support the 

efforts of agencies like RESPECT. 

There are two other Aboriginal organisations in Winnipeg offering training and 

employment assistance. The Anishinaabe Oway-Ishi focuses on the training and placing of 

Aboriginal youth. Over a thirty week period the agency provides both off-site training, in Native 

Studies, academic upgrading, life skills and career identification and preparation, and on-site 

training consisting of supervised work experience and advice to those wishing to further their 

education or skills. In 1993 a total of 42 Aboriginal people passed through its program, funded 

by grants from Pathways totalling almost $300,000. The Original Women's Network has also 

received Pathways funding in 1993 to train 16 Aboriginal women, at a cost of almost $200,000. 

At the Provincial level, there are several training programs which can, theoretically, be 

accessed by Aboriginal People in Winnipeg, but the most enduring and effective are the Access 

Program and the New Careers Program. The Access Program is an affirmative action program to 

provide entry to post-secondary institutions to people previously excluded on the grounds of 

finance, geography, academic barriers or language. It has both a Northern Programs component 
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and a Southern Programs component. The main programs are Education and Social Work at the 

Winnipeg Education Centre, all disciplines Bachelor degrees and Doctor of Medicine at the 

University of Manitoba, Nursing, Electrical/Electronic Engineering Technology and all other 

certificate and diploma programs at the Red River Community College. Support takes the form 

of non-repayable bursary and benefits, counselling, academic advising, and the custom design of 

curriculum and course loads. In 1993/94, total funding for the whole Access Program is 

estimated at $9.4 million with over 500 training places and approximately 125 graduates per 

year. Funding for the program had been as high as $13 million, but in 1989/90 the Federal 

Government withdrew its contribution, of approximately 30% of total funding, and the Province 

has been scaling down the program as a result. A 12 to 16% cut in financial year 1993/94 was 

occasioned by Federal Government refusal to honour a 1990 agreement to pick up the bill for 

Status Indian students. The reduction in funding, however, has been accomplished by reducing 

the size of bursaries so it has not yet had any significant impact on student intake or graduate 

numbers. 

The participation of Aboriginal People in the Access Program is approximately 75% of 

the total intake, taking Northern and Southern Programs together.  The program is popular in 

the Aboriginal community but is currently under review by the Province. There is some concern 

that bursaries may not be going to the most needy students but, instead to an Aboriginal elite.  

The principle of access was strongly endorsed by the recent University Education Review 

Commission (1994, p49) which pointed out, however, that greater efforts need to be made to 

eradicate the underlying problems in the educational system which give rise to their need. The 

Commission also endorsed the view of the AMC that universities need to undertake internal 

reforms to make them more inclusive of Aboriginal People, including hiring more Aboriginal 
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staff (there are only 7 out of 1300 academic staff and 37 out of 500 support staff at the University 

of Manitoba), and providing appropriate facilities and course offerings. In order to meet the 

demands of Aboriginal People for more input into decision taking in the field of education, the 

Commission recommended the creation of a First Nations Post-Secondary Education Authority 

which would cater to the needs of the whole Aboriginal Community (and would require, 

therefore, a more inclusive name!). 

The New Careers Program was established in 1970 as an anti-poverty initiative to 

provide `alternative, non-institutional and accredited post-secondary education and training' for 

designated groups (Von Stein and Associates, 1992, p.65). These groups are defined as 

unemployed, underemployed or unskilled adults.  In practice, two-thirds of all participants are 

Aboriginal.  Training programs completed since 1989 were aimed at those working with 

victims of sexual abuse, with the elderly, in day cares, social service administration and 

transport.  On-going programs include training retail managers, child and family service 

workers, recreation personnel, child and youth care workers and financial planners.  Most 

recently, New Careers has offered courses for First Nations' Economic Development Officers 

(with the South East Resource Development Council), for Native Business Interns (with the 

Canadian Council for Native Business), and for property managers (with the MMF).   

Programs can be very short term, a matter of weeks, or as long as two years in duration.  In 

1992 there were 284 trainees. About 57% would be in `southern' programs, the ones of most 

relevance to urban Aboriginal People.  

Like the Access Program, New Careers has been cut back quite drastically in recent 

years, losing about 20% of its budget in 1993/94.  To some degree this reflects a shift in 

demand away from the 'counselling' emphasis, as clients filled their needs or found other 
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priorities.  It also reflects a recessionary business climate in which it is more difficult to 

negotiate contracts with the private sector and a tighter fiscal situation.  Many observers feel, 

however, that it reflects, above all, an ideological dislike for New Careers by the Conservative 

government, which is seen to be systematically dismantling the program.  It is ironic, therefore, 

that the two training initiatives of the Provincial Government which are geared quite pointedly to 

the needs of Aboriginal People, and which have substantial support in the community, have both 

been cut back severely in the recent past. 

 

XI.  WHAT HAVE THESE INITIATIVES ACCOMPLISHED? 

Until the 1991 census data is processed, it is not possible to say precisely what the above 

initiatives, by Aboriginal organisations and by governments, have accomplished, but if one is 

prepared to make some heroic assumptions, some general trends can be read into the admittedly 

imperfect data.  Thus, there are some indications that Aboriginal employment in the City 

increased significantly between 1986 and 1991. The 1986 census suggested that some 11,680 

Aboriginal people in Winnipeg had worked in 1985/6, while the Aboriginal Peoples' Survey put 

the figure for 1990/91 at 13,080, an increase of 12%.  But this is a very broad definition of 

employment which is not equivalent to that used by Statistics Canada in its indicators of labour 

force activity. On this more narrow definition, the 1986 Census data suggests that 7,974 

Aboriginal people were employed in 1986 (calculated from Census data contained in Social 

Planning Council, 1989). While equivalent data from the 1991 Census is not yet available, data 

from the APS are, and show employment at 8,820, but the APS covers only those people who 

declared themselves to be Aboriginal (34,005), a much lower figure than estimated by the Census 

which is based on ethnicity (44,970).  We can extrapolate the equivalent employment figure for 
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1991 by combining the population data of the 1991 census with the employment data of the 

Aboriginal Peoples' Survey,  Thus, the Census records 28,430 Aboriginal people over 14 years 

of age.  If we estimate those of ages less than 15 and over 65 at approximately 1,400, those of 

working age would have been approximately 27,000.  Applying the participation rate (53.9) and 

the unemployment rate (27.3) found in the APS, we can estimate the total number of Aboriginal 

People employed at 10,580, or an increase of 32.7% over those employed in 1986. 

Even this may understate Aboriginal employment because those classified as Aboriginal 

in the census who are not included in the APS are likely to be more integrated into mainstream 

society and may have higher participation rates and lower unemployment rates than those in the 

APS.  If we allow for this by assuming that they have the same participation and unemployment 

rates as the average in Winnipeg as a whole, estimate their number employed using these 

assumptions and add them to the figure for Aboriginal employees found in the APS, then the 

total employment of Aboriginal people in Winnipeg in 1991 can be estimated at 12,161 which is 

an increase of 52.5% over 1986.  There may, however, be other problems with these numbers 

and with their comparability with those of 1986, so that some of this increase might reflect not 

new employment but simply the capturing in the data of people not previously described as 

Aboriginal.  One should be extremely cautious, therefore, about these findings.   

If these numbers are anywhere near to being accurate, they paint an encouraging picture 

of Aboriginal employment growth in the city.  Between 1986 and 1991, the total number of 

people employed in Winnipeg rose by only 1.7%.  This means that the proportion of those 

employed who were Aboriginal people rose from about 2.7% in 1986 to between 3.5% and 4.0% 

in 1991.  This increase undoubtedly owes something to the initiatives described above, but how 

much is impossible to tell.  Yet, at the same time, because the Aboriginal labour force itself 
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doubled, the number of unemployed Aboriginal people has also risen, from 2,197 to at least 

3,700 and possibly to 4,000, or by a staggering 68 to 82% over the same period, in spite of the 

numerous economic development, employment equity and training initiatives.  One can only 

speculate how bad the situation might have been without such programs.  The numbers suggest 

then, that the growth of the Aboriginal labour force in Winnipeg is so rapid that a whole new 

scale of intervention is required if the unemployment rate and the total number of unemployed in 

the Aboriginal community are to be reduced.  This will mean building on what appears to have 

been successful in the past, and modifying or replacing initiatives which have had less success.   

It may also suggest that government initiatives are not equal to the task of coping with the rapid 

growth of the Aboriginal labour force, and that the time is ripe for an entirely new approach to 

Aboriginal economic development drawing, as much as possible, on the strategies proposed by 

Aboriginal people themselves.   

 We believe these conclusions to be relatively robust even in light of the data difficulties 

mentioned, but a definitive statement must, of course, await further processing of the census 

results. 

 

XII.  RECOMMENDATIONS 

A number of proposals to strengthen institutions seem to fall out logically from the 

above.  To begin with, the main representative Aboriginal organisations in Winnipeg need 

resources to build up an economic development planning, policy and advisory capacity.  If 

self-government is to have any meaning at all, then the Federal and Provincial governments must 

be prepared to transfer not just responsibilities to Aboriginal organisations but also the resources 

to enable them carry out their new tasks efficiently.  Such strengthening of economic capacity 
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should apply as much to the organisations of Aboriginal Women, where they express a desire for 

it, as to the three main political bodies or their technical arms.  The main purpose of these staff 

would be to work with the local community to promote and support economic development 

initiatives and to ensure a coherent approach to economic development. 

There is also a pressing need for a pool of capital controlled by and used to the benefit of 

the Aboriginal community. The MMF already has an institution in place and perhaps all that is 

needed there is additional funds earmarked specifically for urban Métis.  Status and non-status 

Indians have no such institutional structure.  Theoretically, the mandates of Tribal Council 

capital corporations do extend to Winnipeg but, institutionally, this is an unwieldy way of 

addressing the capital needs of City residents which, if resorted to extensively, might face 

opposition from the constituent bands.  At a minimum, the capitalisation of these corporations 

would need to be raised significantly.  Extending their activities would not, in any case, address 

the needs of non-Status Indians and Status Indians who see themselves as strictly urban residents.  

There does seem to be a case, therefore, for the creation of at least one new capital corporation 

with representation from the different communities or, if that cannot be agreed upon, one 

institution for First Nations People and one which would be status blind, to complement any 

urban activities of the existing capital corporations. The main point is that there is a lacuna in the 

City which needs to be filled quickly. 

This pool of capital would be available to promote and support all forms of initiative in 

the community, be it small scale business or community development initiatives.  Lack of 

funding for the latter is particularly acute, and yet the Aboriginal community in Winnipeg has a 

strong preference for community ventures. 

There are no shortages of ideas in the Aboriginal community, at the level both of strategic 
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approaches to economic development and of specific projects.  There is, however, a need for 

resources to be made available at the neighbourhood level to enable people to develop and 

realize their ideas.  Education for community economic development is currently conducted 

essentially on a voluntary basis, with the notable exception of the efforts of the Community 

Education Development Association (CEDA), which operates on a tight and vulnerable budget.  

It is to be hoped that the new Winnipeg Initiative will rectify the deficiencies of the former Core 

Area Initiatives and involve the Aboriginal community more fully in the development process. 

One essential ingredient for this would be funding for community development education; 

another would be more explicit encouragement and funding of community development projects.  

One without the other is unlikely to work for, as Neechi/WNFED have pointed out, inner city 

development projects must rely for their long term viability on a commitment from local 

residents and those earning their incomes in the inner city to help retain local incomes in the 

local community.  The Neechi/WNFED approach also requires the local community to consider 

the development potential of all activities taking place in the community, from house building to 

medical services, and even to food banks.  Such an approach is quite alien to the way 

governments and those working and\or living in the inner city tend to think and behave (Rothney, 

1992).  To transform current patterns would require a good deal of community activism and the 

availability of resources to work out in detail how alternatives might be developed. 

Some of these resources ought to be channelled into training programs for community 

economic development officers, specifically for the inner city. There is a model on which to 

build, namely the All-Chiefs and Métis training programs of the mid 1980's. These officers could 

be sponsored and later hired by the economic arms of the Aboriginal institutions, revamped 

according to the first recommendation, and/or they could be attached to CEDA or directly to 
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neighbourhood organisations. The absence of this capacity in the City is particularly striking. 

The incubator model needs to be put to the test on a somewhat smaller scale, with a less 

complicated building and with a stronger production emphasis than the current experiment in the 

Aboriginal Centre.  Negotiations with all three levels of government for set-aside contracts 

ought to be part of such a test.  Meanwhile, the Aboriginal Centre ought to receive support from 

governments not only to reduce its reliance on debt financing for heritage restoration, retrofitting 

and safety upgrading, but also to strengthen its rental revenue base.  This latter could best be 

accomplished by channelling more Pathways and other training dollars to the Aboriginal training 

institutions currently housed in the Centre which have a good track record.  This would enable 

them to expand the space they rent and help the Centre achieve financial stability. 

On the question of land, it is recommended that the claims of the Métis be addressed 

quickly.  They are well-researched and serious and ought to be dealt with seriously and 

promptly.  It is also recommended that, where Bands express an interest, the Federal and 

provincial governments should support the idea of urban land being made available in settlement 

of outstanding claims and that such land be given reserve status. 

More attention needs to be given to stabilising the urban Aboriginal population. This 

is important not only in building a sense of geographic community, but also for improving the 

educational accomplishments of Aboriginal children. More quality housing at affordable prices is 

needed and should be attainable. This may mean diverting the housing component of social 

assistance into innovative housing schemes, be they privately or co-operatively owned, for the 

Aboriginal community and others. It may mean giving greater weight to sweat equity in 

calculating down payments for CMHC loans. However it is accomplished, it ought to be possible 

to increase or improve the housing stock in ways which involve little or no net drain on 
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government resources. 

Economic development initiatives by the Aboriginal community must be complemented 

by bolder and more systematic efforts at employment equity and affirmative action.  At all 

three levels of government, employment equity programs are encountering serious problems.  

The number of Aboriginal recruits is too low, their turnover is too high, they are concentrated in 

junior and impermanent positions, and they tend to be ghetto-ised in certain occupations or 

departments.  There must be a systematic support mechanism put in place to enable Aboriginal 

people to adjust to new work situations, such as a mentoring or advisory network.  Those in 

responsibility must be held accountable for failing to hire, train and retain Aboriginal staff.  

Training programs must be carefully tailored to need and be designed to permit promotion, and 

Aboriginal people must be given greater opportunity to work their way into positions through an 

acting capacity, bridging opportunities and educational leaves.  Governments must provide 

more education on racism and Aboriginal awareness and more actively combat racism.  Trade 

unions must more openly embrace the need for employment equity, hire Aboriginal people 

themselves in greater numbers and be prepared to help educate their other members in issues of 

racism and employment equity.  Some steps have been taken in this direction but more needs to 

be done.  Aboriginal organisations need to keep up the pressure on governments, trade unions 

and the private sector to make the labour force more representative.  If significant progress is 

not made in the immediate future, the Aboriginal community should press for legislative changes 

to make employment equity targets mandatory and to sanction non-compliance. 

Our preference is for Aboriginal capital corporations, with boards which are 

representative in terms both of gender and age, to ultimately replace funding agencies of the 

Federal and Provincial governments to which Aboriginal people apply directly.  Pending this, 
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the ABDP must offer more support to Aboriginal applicants in the drawing up of business plans 

and funding requests and in the months following receipt of assistance.  Its turn-around time in 

dealing with applications must be improved significantly and it must give job creation for 

Aboriginal people a higher priority than it appears to have in the past.  Some of the dollars 

spent by the ABDP would be put to much more effective use as core funding for SEED 

Winnipeg, although the amounts needed are minuscule. 

There is some urgency for the Aboriginal community to resolve differences surrounding 

the Pathways Program. Such a resolution would not necessarily increase the flow of training 

dollars to Winnipeg, although it might, but it would give the community a greater say in the 

spending of training dollars and is likely to channel more resources through Aboriginal 

organisations, which have a very good track record in this area. Aboriginal training institutions 

which have proven themselves should be guaranteed core funding over a number of years and in 

sufficient amounts to allow them to develop their own staff development and career enhancement 

programs. Training programs need to be carefully geared to job openings and, where possible, 

provide on-the-job experience which would be accompanied by mentoring, other support 

systems and the monitoring of progress and problems. They should be an integral component of 

employment equity programs and should also help build the capacity of Aboriginal organisations 

to assume greater responsibilities under self-government. Proposals by Aboriginal training 

organisations to expand training for youth, women, young professionals and ex-inmates all 

appear reasonable and serve to emphasize the scope of the task ahead.  It also seems reasonable 

that the many varied efforts at training be coordinated to avoid duplication and redundancy. 

Recommending an appropriate way of achieving this should be a prime task of the new Pathways 

structure, once it is established. Whether or not coordination would lead to the creation of a 



90 
 

central training institution would also have to be determined by the community. 

It is recognised, however, that addressing the poverty of families headed by single 

mothers will require action on a number of different fronts at once. Clatworthy's three-pronged 

approach still has relevance (Clatworthy, 1981b). This combines longer-term occupational 

training programs with increased access to stable relatively high paying jobs, facilitated by a 

relaxation of the barriers to participation in the labour force. The principal barrier is, of course, 

adequate childcare facilities and separate recommendations have been submitted to address this 

problem (Loxley, 1993). It is also worth repeating that the state ought to 'recognize the 

productive work of parenting' (Falconer, 1990, p.205) and adjust transfer payments so that they 

provide a decent 'wage' to those who chose to stay at home and care for their children. Finally, as 

the movement to self-government proceeds, it is vital that Aboriginal institutions be fully 

representative, of single parent women, of women generally, and of all age groups, including 

youth and the elderly, so that the particular economic concerns of these groups will not be 

overlooked or given insufficient weight, and so that the community can draw to the fullest on 

their talents and experience. 

As far as Provincial government training programs are concerned, the Aboriginal 

community is unhappy with recent cut-backs to the Access program and to New Careers.  

Federal funding for Access ought to be restored and the Province should reconsider its funding 

priorities and expand these programs. Both levels of government could link some aspects of the 

programs more explicitly to their own employment equity goals and to the needs of Aboriginal 

self-government, but the programs have a much wider rationale than this.  The Provincial 

government should also reinstate social assistance payments for youth returning to school to 

complete their education. 



91 
 

The Liberal Federal government has promised a new Winnipeg Agreement.  Even 

though it is likely to extend geographically beyond the core, the recommendations of the 

Community Inquiry into Inner City Revitalisation would still be relevant in guiding both the 

process and the design of the Agreement.  The inner city community should be given a role in 

planning the program, which should have a much greater emphasis on community economic 

development, housing, community infrastructure, women's needs, education and training.    

It cannot be over emphasized that employment equity, training and economic initiatives 

generally, would have a far greater chance of success, and meet with much more cooperation 

from society at large, if the economy as a whole were expanding and if the unemployment rate 

was falling.  As of early 1994, the signs of economic recovery are there but it appears to be a 

fragile recovery at best and one which is having little impact on the unemployment rate, which 

has now reached 12% in Winnipeg.  It is imperative that economic policy at all levels of 

government put job creation high on the economic and political agenda if the above 

recommendations are to have any noticeable and lasting impact on the well-being of the 

Aboriginal population of Winnipeg. 

Ultimately, however, it will be the extent to which the Aboriginal community can be 

mobilised to draw on its inner strengths and abilities which will determine the pace of Aboriginal 

development in Winnipeg. State resources will have an important role to play but Aboriginal 

pride and determination to be self-reliant in the long term will be more important. It is for this 

reason that the holistic approach of Neechi/WNFED, with its emphasis on using available 

resources as fully as possible to meet the needs of the community, and its recognition that one 

cannot separate economic development from social and cultural development, appears to offer 

the most coherent way forward for Aboriginal economic development in the City of Winnipeg. 
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