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Introduction 

Throughout its over forty year history, the Assembly of First Nations (AFN), as the national advocacy organization of 
First Nation governments, has been required to evolve and adapt to the requirements, needs and realities of Indigenous 
Nations throughout Canada.  Most recently, during the 2013 Annual General Assembly, Resolution 20-2013 directed 
consideration of previous recommendations and dialogue on steps needed to align structures and decision-making to 
support and enableNation re-building.    

To further this discussion, this paper outlines questions and considerations for further dialogue among all Nations. The 
Appendix provides more context for this dialogue and summarizes previous studies and key recommendations. 

Constant Evolution and Transformation – Responding to the Changing Needs and Realities of First Nation 
Governments 

Through various studies as well as resolutions and debate by Chiefs-in-Assembly, it is clear that nation re-building is 
critical to moving beyond the restraints placed upon First Nations by colonization and the Indian Act as well as building 
and re-building strong effective governance systems for our future as Indigenous Nations.  The task is to re-create 
participatory systems of government reflective of traditions of respect, inclusion and the centrality of our peoples as 
decision-makers and rights-holders to protect territories and advance First Nation economies along with appropriate fiscal 
relations respectful of treaty and partnership. 

Over a century of the Indian Act, oppression and federal policies have eroded and displaced Nation structures – however 
they still exist. Now we enter a period of reclamation and resurgence that requires dialogue and action.  Work required at 
every level: locally, sub-regionally, regionally and nationally.    

First Nations came together under the banner of the National Indian Brotherhood (NIB) in 1970 to collectively defeat 
federal attempts at assimilation and to support the fulfilment of inherent and Treaty rights.  In the early 1980s, the NIB 
transformed to the AFN to reflect the changing organization of First Nation governments.  Now it may be a critical time to 
re-set this course of action - building on both the work of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP) and AFN 
RENEWAL to support, enable and ensure consistency within the AFN with this critical evolution. 

During the transition from the NIB – after much deliberation – the AFN was to be based on a United Nations model of 
different Nations coming together respectfully to dialogue, strategize and determine points of commonality and mutual 
support to advance Indigenous rights nations.  Based on this understanding, there are other considerations that are relevant 
specific to the role of the Nations represented as well as, in particular, the role of National Chief.  In the case of the United 
Nations, the role of Secretary General is as described below and may offer insight into specific reform that Nations may 
wish to consider within the AFN for the role of National Chief to be appropriate given the full transition to a UN model of 
organization. 
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The Secretary-General was envisioned as a "world moderator". The role is further defined 
as diplomat and advocate.  Responsibilities of the Secretary-General  include that  he shall 
act as the officer "in all meetings of the General Assembly, of the Security Council, of the 
Economic and Social Council and the Trusteeship Council, and shall perform other 
functions as are entrusted to him by these organs" and is responsible for making an annual 
report to the General Assembly as well as notifying the Security Council on matters which 
"in his opinion may threaten the maintenance of international peace and security".  The 
Secretary-General must take careful account of the concerns of Member States and uphold 
the values and moral authority of the United Nations, and speak and act for peace. 

The consequences of further reform reflective of the UN model would see AFN become more of a diplomatic 
presence for First Nations.  Despite very persistent efforts over the past five years to clarify that AFN is strictly 
an advocacy organization and not a rights-holder, there appears to be lack of clarity both internally by First 
Nations and externally by Canadian governments.   

In addition, the National Executive was created reflecting the provincial / territorial boundaries of Canada.  It 
may be important to re-examine this in light of nation re-building and to transform a colonial approach to this 
representation and replace it with representation reflecting the re-emergence of the indigenous nation structures.  
The original notion of the ‘Confederacy of Nations’ which exists within the AFN Charter but has never actually 
been implemented as intended may offer some ideas to consider and advance new forms of representation of the 
Nations.  Here too, the membership was aligned with provincial / territorial boundaries – however this could be 
transformed to relate to representative seats allocated to Nations proportionate to their population.  The current 
Charter allocates representation on the basis of one representative for each region (Nation) plus one 
representative for each 10,000 First Nations’ citizens of that region (or Nation). 

The Confederacy of Nations was originally envisioned as the governing body between assemblies of the First 
Nations-in-Assembly, with authority to review and enforce decisions and directions of the First Nations-in-
Assembly, to interpret resolutions, decisions and directions of the First Nations-in-Assembly and to ensure that 
the Secretariat and Executive Committee (including the National Chief) conform to, and implement, the 
decisions and directions of the First Nations-in-Assembly. 
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Preliminary dialogue has identified key questions to consider: 

1. Membership of Nations – the AFN is currently composed of First Nations – through membership 
constituted by the 633 Indian Act bands.  RCAP Report recommended the 80-100 First Nations who 
existed at time of contact and who signed the Treaties form ‘nations’ and effort required to re-constitute.   

2. Role of Executive / Confederacy of Nations – Within the reform of NIB to AFN, careful consideration 
was given to establish a ‘Confederacy’ – could this vehicle now be re-structured to ensure that ‘Nations’ 
are effectively represented within AFN as opposed to provincial / territorial boundaries?  

3. Role of National Chief – According to a UN model, each Nation represents themselves and the National 
Chief becomes more like the Secretary General of the UN and acts when there is consensus of the 
Nations.   

4. Selection and role of National Chief and National Executive – are there opportunities to consider 
transformation – more inclusive voting practices and/or more traditional processes and ensure these align 
with Nation re-building? 

5. Resolutions – In a UN model, all National resolutions first originate within the Nations and/or require 
specific ratification by the Nations.  Resolution processes should also be re-considered to reflect the intent 
of consensus decision as well as considering resources required to implement and timeframes.  An 
alternative to Resolutions could involve debating and coming to agreement on “Statements” or 
“Declarations”.   

6. Resources is a critical issue – it is past time to consider furthering the current efforts of establishing 
sustainability and independence beyond Government funding.  Options such as the organization being 
funded by member Nations (as we see within National Congress of American Indians and other 
organizations) as well as external sources through the private and charitable sectors must be thoroughly 
considered and resolved.  

Immediate steps: 

It is up to all First Nations leaders and citizens to move this dialogue forward.  Some immediate steps that can 
take place include: 

 All Nations gathering, caucusing and sitting as ‘Nations’ within Assemblies 
 Consideration of ‘citizens forums’ to promote / enable inclusion 
 Consideration of Nation-to-Nation protocols and understandings between Nations and with the AFN 
 Consideration of each question within Nations and reporting of each Nation to the AFN Annual General 

Assembly in July 2014 
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APPENDIX  

SUMMARY OF PREVIOUS STUDY AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Understanding Nation-building 

Many diverse efforts among Nations and Treaty groups are currently underway across the country.  Each has 
unique characteristics and each may demand different responses from the AFN in order to ensure relevancy 
and clarity with respect to roles and responsibilities. 

The overall intent of nation-building is to restore strong, self-determining, self-governing and self-reliant First 
Nations. Such restoration may occur at community, Nation, Treaty, confederacy and other levels. It may 
involve negotiations with other First Nation and Canadian governments and entering into agreements, such as 
Treaties or self-government arrangements, or ensuring their proper implementation. 

Nation building is driven by the process of decolonization.  Decolonization itself is a complex process taking 
place within Nations, communities, families and at the level of the individual.  One aspect of decolonization 
involves the shedding of imposed systems of government and administration, including the Band form of 
government and administration established by the Indian Act.  It involves the restoration of rights, Treaty 
relationships and self-government.  From a social and economic perspective, nation building may require a 
reversal of social and economic patterns and relationships that took root during colonization and assimilation 
and through the dispossession of First Nations from their traditional lands and resources.  

The Royal Commission on Aboriginal People (RCAP) 1996 identified nation re-building and affirmation as 
critical element of progress in Crown-First Nation relationships.  RCAP suggested that all First Nations 
undergo a process of determining nation re-building strategies and options including considering options of 
public government, First Nation government models or community-of interest models. 

There is great variation in how Aboriginal people see themselves as peoples and as nations. The Indian 
Act and associated government policies have had a significant and, in our view, detrimental impact on 
their consciousness as nations. The act has caused the breakup of Indian nations and the diffusion of their 
power. Consequently, some people identify their Indian Act band as a nation and refer to them as First 
Nations or nations. Others identify the nation on the basis of a broader traditional affiliation, for 
example, Cree, Mohawk, Gitksan, Kwakwa ka’wakw and Dene. Some First Nations refer to themselves as 
treaty nations because they have made treaties with the Crown. Among the Aboriginal nations of Canada, 
factors that will influence the organization of Aboriginal nation governments include: 
• historical treaty and other relations,   
• cultural characteristics,   
• social organization,   
• economic situation,   
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• political culture, philosophy and traditions of political organization,   
• geographic features,   
• territorial size and existing land base,   
• degree of contiguity in territory,   
• population size and concentration or distribution of population, and   
• existing provincial and territorial boundaries. 

 
AFN RENEWAL 2005 was a dedicated fully consultative multi-year effort to address the full range of structural 
considerations facing AFN.  AFN RENEWAL called on AFN to be respected by all levels of Government, 
rooted in our languages and cultures, representative of the diverse Nations and responsive to emerging needs 
and interests of all First Nations as they assert their rights and jurisdiction.  Nation-building and de-colonization 
of AFN was a key consideration raised throughout hearings and reflected in the final report.   

“…  First Nations in Canada are either preparing for, or are engaged in, the nation-building process. In 
the past twenty years, many First Nations in Canada have used the opportunity created by an evolving 
constitutional, legal and political environment to advance their aspirations for self-determination, self-
government and Treaty-making. At no time in our contemporary history of relations with Canada have 
the circumstances been so ripe for broad-based nation-building, or rebuilding. As a result, many First 
Nations find themselves in a very different place now than when the AFN was first created and question 
the ability of the AFN to keep up with them. 

As is widely acknowledged, First Nations are richly diverse with respect to their traditions, customs, 
languages, religion and beliefs, governing structures and practices and economies. There are differences 
in the types of relationships First Nations have with the Crown and the instruments, such as Treaties, that 
frame these relationships. They have different priorities and aspirations for the future and follow a 
variety of paths to achieve their goals. Nation-building accommodates and provides for the expression of 
such diversity. 

Nation-building is a process. It has political, cultural, social and economic aspects. At the broadest level, 
nation-building means First Nations move through a continuum toward a restored form of First Nation 
political, social and economic organization. Though they may be modified for the modern world, restored 
forms of organization are primarily based on the diverse systems, relationships and practices that existed 
prior to the imposition of colonial and assimilationist legislation and policy.  

A key component of AFN RENEWAL Commission’s vision of a renewed AFN was that it will be able to 
respond to the aspirations of First Nations, as they find themselves at different places in the nation-building 
continuum.  At present, many First Nations are well-advanced in their nation-building efforts. Many are actively 
exercising their right of self-government and self-determination, and are leaving the Indian Act and its legacy far 
behind.  Many are moving towards a position of economic self-reliance, including through modern Treaties, 
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resource-sharing arrangements and business development.  In other instances, First Nations are so overwhelmed 
with day-to-day social and economic crises, and with coping politically with the Indian Act and the 
administrative requirements of Band governance and administration, that they simply cannot begin the work of 
restoration of their inherent authorities and nation building. 

Some First Nations are focusing their efforts first on individual and community healing, on the recovery of 
culture and language, and on community development, rather than on attempting to address the issues of 
jurisdiction, authority, and the broader aspects of nation building.  Nonetheless, the vast majority of First 
Nations want to engage in nation building and to move away from the Indian Act. But lack of capacity and 
resources to support their efforts, coupled with a restrictive legislative, policy and fiscal environment create 
significant obstacles.  

Despite these realities, it can be reasonably anticipated that, in coming decades, more First Nations will move 
away from administration under the Indian Act, toward self-government, Treaty implementation and a renewed 
status as independent, sovereign Nations within Canada.  In this way they will be moving through the nation-
building continuum, joining those who have already been able to restore self-reliance, self-determination and 
self-government.  They will do so at a pace that is comfortable to them and through means that are appropriate 
to their individual preferences and circumstances.  

AFN RENEWAL recommended that AFN must respond to and support all First Nations as they move through 
the nation-building continuum.  As more First Nations realize their status as sovereign nations with Treaty and 
constitutional relationships, the AFN too must evolve.  According to AFN Renewal, the Commission 
recommended that AFN continually renew itself in response to the gradual progression of First Nations through 
the nation-building continuum and the establishment of a "critical mass" of self-reliant, self-governing Nations.  

 


