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The Assembly of First Nations (AFN) is a national advocacy organization representing 
First Nation citizens in Canada, which includes more than 900,000 people living in 
634 First Nation communities and in cities and towns across the country.  

First Nation leaders (Chiefs) from coast to coast to coast direct the work of AFN through 
resolutions passed at Chiefs Assemblies held at least twice a year.   

The AFN National Executive is made up of the National Chief, 10 Regional Chiefs and the 
chairs of the Elders, Women’s and Youth councils.  Regional Chiefs are elected every three 
years by Chiefs in their regions.  Chiefs, who are elected by the citizens and members of 
their respective communities, elect the National Chief every three years.  

The role of the National Chief and the AFN is to advocate on behalf of First Nations as 
directed by Chiefs-in-Assembly.  This includes facilitation and coordination of national 
and regional discussions and dialogue, advocacy efforts and campaigns, legal and policy 
analysis, communicating with governments, including facilitating relationship building 
between First Nations and the Crown as well as public and private sectors and the general 
public.   

Assembly of First Nations

FIRST  NATIONS
The term “First Nations” refers to one of three distinct groups recognized as “Aboriginal” in the 
Constitution Act of 1982.  The other two distinct groups characterized as “Aboriginal” are the 
Métis and the Inuit. 

There are 634 First Nation communities (also known as reserves) in Canada, with First Nation 
governments.  First Nations are part of unique larger linguistic and cultural groups that vary 
across the country.  In fact, there are over 50 distinct nations and language groups across the 
country.  

First Nations have a unique and special relationship with the Crown and the people of Canada 
as set out in the Royal Proclamation of 1763 and manifested in Treaties, the Constitution Acts 
of 1867 and 1982, Canadian common law and International law and as outlined in the United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.  

This special relationship between First Nations and the Crown is grounded in First Nation 
inherent and Aboriginal rights and title, Treaties and negotiated agreements with a view 
toward peaceful coexistence, mutual respect, recognition and the equitable sharing of lands 
and resources.  Many Treaties, reflected in written documents, wampum and oral understanding, 
were entered into between First Nations and the British Crown (the Government of Canada 
after Confederation) between 1701 and 1923.  Treaty promises and agreements included 
non-interference, protection of hunting and fishing rights, sharing of lands and resources, health 
and education benefits, economic tools and benefits for the duration of the Treaty relationship.
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A Message from National Chief 

Shawn A-in-chut Atleo

Now is an exceptionally exciting and important time for 
First Nations.  Our young people are the fastest growing 
population in the country.  Our nations are building and 
rebuilding and driving forward the change for our peoples 
and in our communities.  More and more we are driving 
economic potential and partnership in our territories while 
ensuring we uphold our sacred responsibilities to our lands and waters.  To achieve 
transformation – there is no question – our peoples must be in the driver’s seat.  

The opportunity created by the recent mobilization and engagement of our peoples 
demands that each and every one of us fully commit to finding ways to move forward 
together, mindful of our diversities, while at the same time united in our assertion of 
our rights and responsibilities and our common care and concern for the people and 
communities, our languages, cultures, families and our children.  

We must all seize this opportunity to achieve the change required for our peoples to truly 
thrive and prosper.  Each of us has a role to play.  We must all be engaged; all voices 
must be heard and respected. 

My role as National Chief, and the job of the Assembly of First Nations is to facilitate, 
coordinate and support actions for positive change led by First Nations, and advocate 
as directed by First Nations.  This includes advancing priorities and achieving concrete 
action in the following areas: treaty implementation and the relationship with the Crown 
and Government of Canada, comprehensive claims reform, resource equity, benefit and 
revenue sharing, safety and security for Indigenous women and families, and an essential 
guarantee of fairness, hope and opportunity for our kids.

First Nations know the solutions because we know our challenges far too well.  No longer 
can our children be denied an education that nurtures and supports their success.  No 
longer can our families be without adequate housing or clean drinking water.  No longer 
can women and children feel unsafe and unsupported.  

The magnitude of the problems is precisely the reason we need to think bigger, not 
smaller.  First Nations need transformative change and this will require new conversations, 
new partnerships and shared action.  Not one individual, group or government created the 
challenges we all face today, but together we can face them head-on and build a better 
future for all of us. 

The solutions – First Nations solutions – are grounded in our cultures, traditions and 
territories, in our teachings and in the vision of all of our ancestors.  It is incumbent upon 
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this generation to ensure no others must live through the mistakes of the past.  It is up to this 
generation to say ‘enough is enough’.  And we have.  

The time is now.  Inaction is not an option.  With the wisdom of the Elders, motivated 
and pushed by the energy of the young people, and supported by existing and new 
partnerships, we can and we must seize this moment to achieve fundamental change 
required for First Nations and all of Canada.  

Our potential is filled with hope and opportunity and frames an urgent call for fairness 
and action to end the injustices of the past.  We will move forward – together – 
strengthened by our common visions and shared history to transform the relationship 
between First Nations and all Canadians based on mutual respect, understanding, 
reconciliation and a better day and brighter future for all of our kids.

Biography
National Chief Shawn A-in-chut Atleo is a Hereditary Chief from the Ahousaht First Nation.  
A-in-chut was first elected in 2009 as National Chief of the Assembly of First Nations.

Advancing a vision of supporting and enabling the success of every First Nation on the 
basis of their rights and responsibilities, National Chief Atleo and the National Executive 
have taken forward a bold plan of action and engagement with all sectors of Canadian 
society.  First Nations from across Canada supported A-in-chut in confirming education 
as a top priority for the Assembly.  Since then, A-in-chut has been a tireless advocate for 
First Nations by spending time in First Nations in every region of the country, with federal, 
provincial and territorial leaders and with national and international audiences.

Previously, A-in-chut served two terms as Regional Chief of the British Columbia Assembly 
of First Nations.  Committed to the principles of working together through inclusion and 
respect, he forged the historic Leadership Accord among First Nation leadership in B.C. in 
2005. 

In 2008, A-in-chut’s commitment to education was recognized in his appointment as 
Chancellor of Vancouver Island University, becoming B.C.’s first Indigenous Chancellor.  
He has been honoured to receive several Honourary Doctorate of Laws degrees from 
universities throughout Canada.  He also received the University of Technology (Sydney) 
Alumni Award for Excellence 2011 in the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences.  In February, 
2012, he was awarded the Queen Elizabeth II Diamond Jubilee Medal for his advocacy 
work on behalf of First Nations across Canada. 

A-in-chut began his career as a facilitator, trainer and entrepreneur working with and for 
First Nations peoples.  He holds a Masters of Education from the University of Technology, 
Sydney, Australia (in partnership with University of British Columbia, University of the 
Western Cape South Africa, and University of Linkoping Sweden). 

A-in-chut is supported by and gains strength from his partner Nancy, and their two adult 
children, Tyson and Tara.  Traditional teachings have guided A-in-chut to serve First 
Nations as a leader, facilitator, mediator, planner and teacher.



5

First Nations Priorities – Acting Now for Change

Treaty Implementation:

Treaties are living agreements that must be fulfilled in order for First Nations to truly thrive 
in this country.  We are all Treaty people with responsibilities and duties that once fulfilled 
will help achieve the original vision of all of our ancestors.  

•  Two-Row Wampum   •  Peace and Friendship Treaties
•  Royal Proclamation, 1763  •  Treaties 1 – 11
•  Modern Agreements

Action on our Rights and Responsibilities:

First Nations have inherent rights and responsibilities that must be recognized and 
respected in order for all of Canada to reach its full potential.  This means supporting First 
Nation governments to make the decisions that impact their futures, achieving acceptable 
consultation and accommodation standards, such as free, prior and informed consent and 
securing resource revenue sharing.  

•  Recognition of Aboriginal Title •  Comprehensive Claims Reform
•  Free, Prior and Informed Consent  •  Revenue Sharing
•  Land Stewardship and Environmental Protection

Achieving Change for Children and Families:

First Nation citizens all over Turtle Island are acting now for change.  As the youngest and 
fastest growing population, First Nations young people are the leaders of today and have 
a tremendous potential to carry forward a better future for all of us.  

•  Fair and Equitable Education
•  Accessible and Supportive Health and Wellness Care
•  Seizing opportunity and potential
•  Supporting and empowering positive actions for change 

Safe and Secure Communities:

Healthy communities are thriving communities – we can no longer have our citizens insecure 
in their homes, without access to healthy homes and clean drinking water; and we can no 
longer have First Nations women and children vulnerable to violence or discrimination.  
Ending violence by addressing root causes and through preventative and support 
mechanisms, we can better ensure safety in our communities.  

•  National Commission of Inquiry on Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women
•  National Action Plan to End Violence 
•  Supports for Indian Residential and Day School Survivors 
•  Stable and predictable policing agreements 
•  Housing and Infrastructure
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FIRST NATIONS PRIORITIES 

Treaty  Implementat ion:
Treaties are living documents – and must be upheld today.  All of our ancestors agreed to 
live together and to share in the wealth of the lands.  Two Row Wampum, agreed to over 
400 years ago by the Haudenosaunee, formed the basis for all of the subsequent treaties 
with the French, English and United States.  It commits to friendship and peace between 
peoples respecting each other’s paths, but moving forward side-by-side in the same 
direction, without interfering with each other. 

This is the basis of the relationship between First Nations and the Crown – and with 
Canadians – and must be our relationship going forward. 

On January 11, 2013 First Nation leaders, the Prime Minister and Cabinet Ministers 
agreed to establish a high level mechanism working process that would establish and 
mandate a process for the implementation of Treaties on a Treaty by Treaty basis, 
between Treaty parties Nation-to-Nation.  This mechanism is the trigger for Treaty 
implementation discussions, not the discussions themselves.  

Such a process would ensure a whole of government approach that does not subvert 
or subject Treaties to expression of federal policies or programs and would provide 
opportunities and a forum for Treaty Nations to engage directly with the state to 
achieve a common understanding of Treaty Implementation.  This would be done with the 
understanding that each Treaty Nation would negotiate implementation on its own terms 
on a Treaty by Treaty basis – and not a ‘one-size-fits-all’ model.  This would also serve to 
elevate Treaty discussions above and beyond Aboriginal Affairs Canada with the intent 
of achieving a Nation-to-Nation dialogue.  Every Treaty Nation will determine how and if 
they wish to proceed with Treaty implementation and be rooted in ceremony and protocol.  

Immediate discussions are continuing with Treaty Nation leaders and Crown 
representatives to move forward to determine a high-level mechanism or working process 
with necessary mandates that is agreeable to all Treaty Parties.

The AFN is not a Treaty rights holder and does not speak for Treaty Nations, holders 
and beneficiaries.  The AFN’s role strictly involves facilitating and supporting the views of 
Treaty holders from all Treaty Nations to further engagement with the Crown.  

What will Treaty implementation mean for First Nations and Canada?

Treaty implementation will advance reconciliation between First Nations and other 
people in Canada.  It will help increase understanding of our shared histories and our 
responsibilities to one another and to the unique relationship we share.  It will better 
provide First Nations with the support, capacity and opportunity to succeed.  
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Act ion on our  Rights  and Responsibi l i t ies: 
First Nations that have not entered into Treaties with the Crown have un-extinguished 
Aboriginal title and other rights.  Most of these First Nations are in B.C. with some in 
Quebec and the Atlantic Region.  It is based upon and grounded in these inherent rights 
that First Nations exercise their authority and governments. 

To address these rights Canada has adopted policies to negotiate settlements, 
including negotiating modern treaties.  These policies are collectively referred to as the 
“comprehensive claims policy” (CCP).  It is the view of many First Nations that fair, just 
and lasting settlements cannot be reached under the CCP.  The way forward is based 
on the Nation-to-Nation relationships between First Nations and the Crown and the full 
implementation of rights and responsibilities in ways that empower and enable First Nation 
governments to drive their own solutions and design their own futures.  Any approach must 
be based on the principles of recognition and reconciliation, rather than extinguishment.  
As a result, Canada must unequivocally reject the doctrines of terra nullius and discovery as 
a basis for engaging First Nations in any forum.

We see a growing movement across the country of First Nations and supportive Canadians 
standing up for First Nation rights and against the approaches that only cause further 
harm on our peoples and communities.  For too long, First Nations have been denied any 
benefits from resource development in our territories.  It is essential that First Nations have 
the capacity and opportunity to be fully engaged in all resource development, satisfying 
the standard of free, prior and informed consent.  Responsible resource development and 
protection of the lands, waters and animals in our territories is a central priority for all 
First Nations.  As Indigenous peoples, we have a responsibility to protect and preserve the 
sacred spaces and species that have been our home for thousands of years.  

The AFN stands in support of the clear recognition of First Nations inherent title and rights, 
and the exercise of their responsibilities to each other and for the protection of their lands, 
and advocates to ensure the full implementation of Treaties and other living agreements, 
commitments and promises, particularly those made at the Crown-First Nations Gathering 
in January 2012 and the meeting between First Nation leaders and the Prime Minister in 
January 2013.  

What will acting on First Nations’ rights and responsibilities mean for First Nations 
and Canada?

Respect and recognition of First Nation rights will help build the foundation for success for 
First Nations and Canada.  With over $650 million in development projects planned in or 
near First Nation territories, rights recognition will also help increase economic certainty 
which is a good thing for First Nations and Canada.  Rights implementation would also 
mean fewer approaches that continue a pattern of lurching crisis to crisis, and create a 
new pattern of sustainable, long-term approaches that work for First Nation peoples and 
communities.  
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Achieving Change for  Famil ies  and Children:
First Nation families are the core and the strength of our communities.  Our children 
are the youngest and fastest growing segment of Canada’s population.  But they face 
constant challenges – in areas of education, health and mental wellness, child welfare and 
economic participation.  In a 2010 study by the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives, 
they outline the persistent and ongoing income inequality between Aboriginal peoples 
which was generally 30% lower than that of median income of non-Aboriginal Canadians.  
At the rate of current change, the authors estimate that it would take 63 years for the gap 
to be bridged.

Collectively, we all must work with and support First Nations to ensure support and 
opportunity for First Nations youth, families and communities.  Through education and skills 
training, we have an opportunity to overcome the attempts of the residential school system 
to destroy our cultures and languages and strengthen our communities into the future.

First Nations have long advocated for the development and implementation of 
comprehensive education systems under full First Nation jurisdiction that support quality 
lifelong learning grounded in First Nations’ languages, cultures, traditions, values, and 
worldviews.

This is our time to use education as our tool to retain and maintain the strength of First 
Nations languages, history, teachings and values while facilitating better understanding 
between First Nations and the rest of Canadian society.  Each and every First Nations 
parent and child deserves to have a school in their community that they can be proud of, 
that fully respects their language and culture and provides a safe and supportive place to 
learn.

Families and communities must be fully supported in fulfilling their roles in securing 
success and opportunity for their children.  The rebuilding of families and communities 
will promote First Nations participation in strong and sustainable economies locally and 
nationally.  

As of 2010, it is estimated that there are as many as 27,000 First Nation children in state 
care.  This figure includes children in First Nation agencies and provincial agencies, both 
on and off reserve and, of whom almost 8,700 are in the care of First Nations Child and 
Family Service agencies.  This number is three times the number of children that were in 
Residential Schools at the height of their operation.

In 2013, Statistics Canada confirmed that almost half of all children in the child welfare 
system are Aboriginal.  A staggering over-representation that must change.  This is our 
time to empower our fast-growing youth population in ways that will ensure a future of 
opportunity, success and prosperity.  The voices of our youth must be heard, understood 
and included.

What is the change First Nations and all Canadians need to see?
The vision of First Nations is not dissimilar from other people in Canada.  First Nations 
want safe and healthy communities for our children and families to learn, grow and thrive.  
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This means fair and equitable opportunities for all in a number of areas that will lead to 
lasting change – education being the starting point for all success. 

Investing in skills training and education for First Nations has the potential to contribute 
$400 billion to Canada’s economy by 2026.

Safe  and Secure  Communit ies:
There is far too much violence against and among Indigenous peoples in Canada.  
Indigenous women and girls are five times more likely to experience violence than any 
other population.  The number of missing and murdered Indigenous women increases every 
year and there are over 600 unresolved cases.  Almost a quarter of federal inmates are 
Indigenous and they are treated far more punitively by police services and courts in all 
jurisdictions.  

First Nation Police Services have clearly demonstrated a proactive and preventative 
approach and far greater success in reducing crime in our communities.  However, they 
continue to lack status as essential services, with funding allocated on a discretionary 
basis and, as such, at risk of reduction in the face of other federal priorities.  This puts our 
communities and citizens at continued risk.

First Nations require greater control and authority in resolving conflict matters within their 
communities and for their citizens who live elsewhere.  These approaches would move 
away from current injustices brought against our peoples to our own systems of justice 
reflective of our values, philosophies, customs, and traditions. 

First Nation leaders from across Canada have made ending violence a national priority 
and many took a personal pledge to “live violence free and to personally work to achieve 
safety and security for all Indigenous citizens – women and men, boys and girls”.  They 
have called for a National Public Commission of Inquiry on Violence Against Indigenous 
Women and Girls, including special focus on missing and murdered Indigenous women, 
and the broader factors that lead to increased vulnerability among Indigenous peoples.  
As well, First Nation leadership have called for a National Action Plan to End Violence 
Against Indigenous Women and Girls, to provide direction for all governments and citizens 
to take the action needed to prevent this situation continuing into the future.

To this end, the AFN and the Native Women’s Association of Canada jointly held a 
National Forum on Community Safety and Ending Violence in April 2013.  Steps continue 
towards building an inclusive and collaborative National Action Plan to End Violence.

What will safe and secure communities mean for First Nations and Canadians?
Improving safety and security for First Nation citizens will reduce the terrible personal and 
social tolls violence – and in its most extreme forms death – take on individuals, families 
and communities.  Supporting First Nation police services and the development of justice 
systems will be powerful tools towards reconciliation between First Nations and Canada.  
Given the costs of incarceration are around $110,000 per person per year, reductions in 
this amount through preventative justice systems and investments in education will ensure 
greater prosperity overall.
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