
Welcome to our Annual General Assembly 2013 in the Yukon!
Another year has gone by since the celebrations at our 
Assembly last summer.  And during that time, I have 
once again had the opportunity to visit with so many of 
you in your communities across the country and enjoyed 
rich experiences with your families, elders and children.  
And for that I thank you, kleco, kleco!  

As I travel, one thing is clear: there is no questioning the 
courage and determination of our people.  As I often 
re-call, the very intent of the residential schools over the 
past century was to disconnect and to tear away our 
children from their culture and families … in their words 
to “kill the Indian in the child”.  Yet here we are – very 
much alive – and relentless in our pursuit of reclaiming 
our rightful place in our own territories.  Although many 
First Nations communities face deep challenges and 
struggle for justice, for recognition and for implementa-
tion of our agreements and of Treaty, it is clear to me 
that within our communities, within our homes and within 
our cultures we can and we will thrive as peoples once 
again. 

A lot has happened since we gathered in the territories 
of the Mississaugas a year ago. We saw our issues and 
our peoples thoroughly engaged – we saw this on 
television screens and on the front pages of newspapers 
during one of the longest winters in memory.  Grassroots 
engagement through ‘Idle No More’ as well as other 
movements and expressions including those who also 
proudly proclaim that they have ‘Never Been Idle’,  grew 
into an explosion of activism and pride with thousands 

marching in the streets and round dances 
and drums echoing throughout shopping 
malls. We have supported walkers, 
demonstrators, strikers, teachers and others 
exposing the deep frustration and the needs of 
our communities.

As a result of the determination of our leadership, we have 
pushed for commitments and for progress at every level – 
domestically – both federally and with the provinces, 
judicially and internationally – through advocacy, through 
meetings and through public relations and public educa-
tion.  We have expressed clear priorities to advance our 
rights through treaty implementation and recognition of our 
inherent title.  We have brought focus and urgent attention 
to the matters affecting our children including education 
and care. As well, we have highlighted the fundamental 
need for community safety and security and ending 
violence against women and girls.

While the work is never easy, and the fight continues on 
many fronts, it is important to recognize that the persis-
tence of our leadership has resulted in new recognition, 
new discussion and possibly new opportunity. This 
persistence has led to Governments finally referencing 
Treaty implementation and the Treaty relationship. Our 
Nations are clear and have pressed to see the vision of 
Treaty implemented in the original spirit and intent as 
our collective ancestors had envisioned. Our leadership 
has rolled up their sleeves and continued our work – 
based on a Treaty by Treaty, nation-to-nation approach.
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This was the focus of our National Treaty 
Forum held this past spring – where all gath-
ered not as regions or communities – but as 
Treaty Nations designing their own plans for 
Treaty implementation based on their sover-
eignty, inherent jurisdictions and laws.  As one 
elder remarked “I have been waiting my whole 
life for this discussion”.

Persistent advocacy has also led to recogni-
tion, for the first time, of the need for funda-
mental reforms in key policy areas – most 
importantly comprehensive claims.  First 
Nations have strongly advocated for fundamen-
tal reform based on recognition and implemen-
tation of our inherent rights and title as affirmed 
in section 35 of the Constitution.  Discussions 
are now underway that must result in this 
reform as expeditiously as possible.

Addressing fundamental land rights issues is 
directly linked to addressing poverty and 
unleashing our rightful economic potential 
through First Nation driven and determined 
sustainable economic development.  As set out 
by the Courts and in the United Nations Decla-
ration, the requirement for free, prior and 
informed consent is an established standard 
that must be met through full and earliest 
possible engagement of First Nations in any 
development project.  Governments must come 
to the table to address regulatory barriers as 
well as to affirm approaches and agreements 
with First Nations on resource revenue sharing. 

Perhaps more so than any other issues, we 
have pressed the priority of fairness for our 
children.  Through the Canadian Human Rights 
Tribunal along with the Child and Family Caring 
Society, through forums such as the Council 
of the Federation and with Universities and 
education associations, our demand for 
fairness and our advocacy is having an impact.  
Without a doubt, this hard work must and 
will continue.  We will achieve First Nations 
control of First Nations education and nurture 
and support the success of every one of 
our children.

Through many grassroots efforts, including the 
Tears 4 Justice walkers setting off this summer, 
the unacceptable tragedy of murdered and 

man who stood up for First Nations rights in 
the face of an entire country.  

We honour all of the leaders who have passed 
into the spirit world this year and we’ll look to 
dedicate time to remember all of the leaders 
during our Assembly.  Many of these remark-
able men and women embraced and worked 
for healing and reconciliation at the same time 
as persistently and doggedly fighting for our 
rights. As we remember them, I am also 
reminded of the future that they stood for – a 
brighter tomorrow for our children so that our 
future generations never have to experience 
the disastrous history that so many of us have 
survived and lived through.  

And that is the most exciting part of our work 
together.  Just this past spring, I had the 
pleasure of visiting two schools – the winners 
of an AFN video contest asking First Nations 
students to tell us about their school.  I recall 
my visit to the Moricetown First Nation in British 
Columbia.  Just years ago, the teachers 
described the First Nations students as “phan-
toms within the community” having no success 
in the public school system, and struggling to 
the point that they stopped going altogether. 
However, with the support of leadership, 
educators and families, the community has 
turned things around - completely.  With the 
creation and opening of the “I-Count” School in 
the community – an independent school that 
now embeds First Nations traditions, culture 
and worldview – students now have perfect 
attendance records and are excited about and 
proud of their school.  The transformation has 
been astonishing – I will never forget the hope 
and enthusiasm in their eyes.

I also had the chance to visit the Otter Nelson 
River School in Cross Lake First Nation, 
Manitoba.  What a remarkable experience! As I 
entered the school, I couldn’t help but beam 
with pride as the students demonstrated their 
traditional knowledge, goose calling skills, 
jingle dress dancing and jigging skills – all a 
part of their curriculum.  Once again, our young 
people are leading the way forward and 
breathing life into the embers of our traditional 
ways of life.  

example was a recent visit to Saskatoon that 
included an impromptu visit with the University 
of Saskatchewan Aboriginal Students Centre – 
similarly I have had the great privilege to 
connect with our inspiring post secondary 
students in many post- secondary institutions 
right across the country. 

I also wish to extend my personal thanks to 
members of the 
National Executive.    
Looking forward we 
will continue to work 
understanding that 
AFN’s role is to 
facilitate change 
while always fully 
respecting that it is 
each Treaty Nation 
and every First 
Nation that must 
decide its path forward.  First Nations have the 
solutions and AFN can and must play a central 
role in facilitating the exchange of information, 
supporting every First Nation in their pursuit of 
meaningful change and facilitating access to 
decision-makers and Parliamentarians.

I believe that together, we will continue to move 
forward.  By supporting one another, we will 
achieve the vision of our ancestors and deliver 
on the promise for our children.

Respectfully,

Shawn A-in-chut Atleo
National Chief

I am tremendously proud and inspired by the 
work of our peoples in every region of the 
country every day.  AFN will remain focused on 
its role of national advocacy and will stand with 
our grassroots heroes and champions right 
across the country.

I would like to thank each and every region and 
First Nation who I have had the pleasure and 
honour to visit this year.  Talking, listening and 
supporting one another is vital to all of our 
efforts. I think of time spent at the Driftpile First 
Nation community celebration with Chief Rose 
Laboucan in their new arbour which the 
community erected in under two weeks with 
funds they had raised where we shared songs 
and experiences.  I also recall many events 
attended this year to join in remembrance and 
healing with residential schools survivors from 
the national event in Montreal to community 
events at Williams Lake or Lower Post where 
communities and families are pulling together 
to heal and to move forward.

Standing with our people also means recogniz-
ing the incredible effort made by leadership and 
communities in advancing their own 
approaches and affirming their rights.  Visiting 
Taku River traditional territory reinforced the 
importance of this Supreme Court decision and 
the contributions being made to advance our 
rights. 

Wherever I go, we try to maximize the time to 
connect with as many people as possible.  One 

missing women will remain at the forefront.  
Last summer, together with the Native 
Women’s Association of Canada - Chiefs and 
leaders stood together and joined the pledge to 
end violence – since then we’ve taken the 
pledge to other audiences and challenged all 
governments to end violence through a 
National Commission of Inquiry and commit to 
clear action through a national action plan to 
end violence now.  This advocacy has 
produced results including all Provincial and 
Territorial Premiers officially endorsing the 
pledge as well as an all –party committee in the 
federal Parliament launching a special study on 
ending violence against Indigenous women and 
girls.  The press for action will continue to build 
as we stand with all victims, the families and 
communities in ending violence and creating 
the conditions to build and sustain safety and 
security in every community coast-to-coast-
to-coast. 

We stand together and we stand firm in our 
pledge to end violence against our most 
vulnerable once and for all.  We all have a role 
and we all must take responsibility.  Our voices 
are being heard and we will keep up the 
pressure.

Every year, we also pause to reflect on many 
powerful leaders that we have lost recently.  
Just last month, we said good-bye to Bertha 
Commonda of Kitigan Zibi Anishinabe.  A 
mother, grandmother, teacher and an Elder 
who made an incredible contribution to her 
community and at the national level serving as 
National co-chair for the Elders Council of the 
AFN. Bertha was an educator and champion 
for Indigenous languages.  Her work, her voice 
and her wisdom will live on in our hearts and 
minds always.  

We also lost Jim Sinclair this year.  I had the 
honour of standing beside Jim last summer.  
The stories of Jim’s journey through life are 
legendary and his legacy of protecting and 
fighting to see the vision of Treaty implemented 
will never die.  Just recently, we also lost Elijah 
Harper.  I was honoured to join the hundreds 
and hundreds who lined the halls of the 
Manitoba legislature to greet his family, to pay 
respects and visit Elijah one last time – a great 

Finally, I must also mention Wagmatcook First 
Nation and the recent school opening I 
attended with the Mik’maq leadership.  An 
incredible experience as an approach to 
learning founded on our language and culture 
truly comes to life when you spend time with 
these students and their teachers.  Immersed 
in their language in every aspect of the school, 
these children are thriving and the graduation 
rates that exceed all others are a testament to 
what our peoples have been saying for 
decades now – First Nation control of First 
Nation education is the key to success ! 

But our young people aren’t just getting their 
education and succeeding academically – they 
are also raising awareness among Canadians 
about both the challenges and the successes 
of our communities.  There are so many 
examples.  I think of Leo Baskatawang and his 
March 4 Justice as he walked across the 
country with a copy of the Indian Act chained to 
him, the Sachigo walkers from Treaty #9 raising 
funds for education, the Peace and Friendship 
walkers from Listuguj First Nation, the 
Youth4Lake walkers striving to protect our 
waters and rivers, and the Nishiyuu walkers 
who walked more than 1,600 kilometers from 
the James Bay coast to Parliament Hill.  As I 
say quite often, our young people are not the 
leaders of tomorrow.  They are the leaders of 
today.  They are seizing the opportunity and 
they are driving change now.

We are being heard by civil society in this 
country as well.  Many organizations from Free 
the Children, to the YMCA, Tides Canada, 
CODE, Right to Play, Habitat for Humanity, the 
Mike Holmes Foundation, and many others are 
beginning to turn their attention from providing 
aid in Africa and South America towards also 
the third world conditions that exist in Canada’s 
own backyard.  Last fall, right here in the 
Yukon, I joined Chief James Allen as part of 
Habitat for Humanity’s first ever build in a First 
Nation community, Champagne and Aishihik 
First Nations.  The build at Takhini River was 
the first of many to come building on the 
Statement of Partnership signed between AFN 
and Habitat.  As Chief Allen reported last 
winter, it has become a source of pride in the 
community.
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Treaty Nations designing their own plans for 
Treaty implementation based on their sover-
eignty, inherent jurisdictions and laws.  As one 
elder remarked “I have been waiting my whole 
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through First Nation driven and determined 
sustainable economic development.  As set out 
by the Courts and in the United Nations Decla-
ration, the requirement for free, prior and 
informed consent is an established standard 
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survived and lived through.  
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pleasure of visiting two schools – the winners 
of an AFN video contest asking First Nations 
students to tell us about their school.  I recall 
my visit to the Moricetown First Nation in British 
Columbia.  Just years ago, the teachers 
described the First Nations students as “phan-
toms within the community” having no success 
in the public school system, and struggling to 
the point that they stopped going altogether. 
However, with the support of leadership, 
educators and families, the community has 
turned things around - completely.  With the 
creation and opening of the “I-Count” School in 
the community – an independent school that 
now embeds First Nations traditions, culture 
and worldview – students now have perfect 
attendance records and are excited about and 
proud of their school.  The transformation has 
been astonishing – I will never forget the hope 
and enthusiasm in their eyes.

I also had the chance to visit the Otter Nelson 
River School in Cross Lake First Nation, 
Manitoba.  What a remarkable experience! As I 
entered the school, I couldn’t help but beam 
with pride as the students demonstrated their 
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jingle dress dancing and jigging skills – all a 
part of their curriculum.  Once again, our young 
people are leading the way forward and 
breathing life into the embers of our traditional 
ways of life.  
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the conditions to build and sustain safety and 
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pledge to end violence against our most 
vulnerable once and for all.  We all have a role 
and we all must take responsibility.  Our voices 
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Commonda of Kitigan Zibi Anishinabe.  A 
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who made an incredible contribution to her 
community and at the national level serving as 
National co-chair for the Elders Council of the 
AFN. Bertha was an educator and champion 
for Indigenous languages.  Her work, her voice 
and her wisdom will live on in our hearts and 
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truly comes to life when you spend time with 
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aid in Africa and South America towards also 
the third world conditions that exist in Canada’s 
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and Habitat.  As Chief Allen reported last 
winter, it has become a source of pride in the 
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well as to affirm approaches and agreements 
with First Nations on resource revenue sharing. 

Perhaps more so than any other issues, we 
have pressed the priority of fairness for our 
children.  Through the Canadian Human Rights 
Tribunal along with the Child and Family Caring 
Society, through forums such as the Council 
of the Federation and with Universities and 
education associations, our demand for 
fairness and our advocacy is having an impact.  
Without a doubt, this hard work must and 
will continue.  We will achieve First Nations 
control of First Nations education and nurture 
and support the success of every one of 
our children.

Through many grassroots efforts, including the 
Tears 4 Justice walkers setting off this summer, 
the unacceptable tragedy of murdered and 
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man who stood up for First Nations rights in 
the face of an entire country.  

We honour all of the leaders who have passed 
into the spirit world this year and we’ll look to 
dedicate time to remember all of the leaders 
during our Assembly.  Many of these remark-
able men and women embraced and worked 
for healing and reconciliation at the same time 
as persistently and doggedly fighting for our 
rights. As we remember them, I am also 
reminded of the future that they stood for – a 
brighter tomorrow for our children so that our 
future generations never have to experience 
the disastrous history that so many of us have 
survived and lived through.  

And that is the most exciting part of our work 
together.  Just this past spring, I had the 
pleasure of visiting two schools – the winners 
of an AFN video contest asking First Nations 
students to tell us about their school.  I recall 
my visit to the Moricetown First Nation in British 
Columbia.  Just years ago, the teachers 
described the First Nations students as “phan-
toms within the community” having no success 
in the public school system, and struggling to 
the point that they stopped going altogether. 
However, with the support of leadership, 
educators and families, the community has 
turned things around - completely.  With the 
creation and opening of the “I-Count” School in 
the community – an independent school that 
now embeds First Nations traditions, culture 
and worldview – students now have perfect 
attendance records and are excited about and 
proud of their school.  The transformation has 
been astonishing – I will never forget the hope 
and enthusiasm in their eyes.

I also had the chance to visit the Otter Nelson 
River School in Cross Lake First Nation, 
Manitoba.  What a remarkable experience! As I 
entered the school, I couldn’t help but beam 
with pride as the students demonstrated their 
traditional knowledge, goose calling skills, 
jingle dress dancing and jigging skills – all a 
part of their curriculum.  Once again, our young 
people are leading the way forward and 
breathing life into the embers of our traditional 
ways of life.  

example was a recent visit to Saskatoon that 
included an impromptu visit with the University 
of Saskatchewan Aboriginal Students Centre – 
similarly I have had the great privilege to 
connect with our inspiring post secondary 
students in many post- secondary institutions 
right across the country. 

I also wish to extend my personal thanks to 
members of the 
National Executive.    
Looking forward we 
will continue to work 
understanding that 
AFN’s role is to 
facilitate change 
while always fully 
respecting that it is 
each Treaty Nation 
and every First 
Nation that must 
decide its path forward.  First Nations have the 
solutions and AFN can and must play a central 
role in facilitating the exchange of information, 
supporting every First Nation in their pursuit of 
meaningful change and facilitating access to 
decision-makers and Parliamentarians.

I believe that together, we will continue to move 
forward.  By supporting one another, we will 
achieve the vision of our ancestors and deliver 
on the promise for our children.

Respectfully,

Shawn A-in-chut Atleo
National Chief

I am tremendously proud and inspired by the 
work of our peoples in every region of the 
country every day.  AFN will remain focused on 
its role of national advocacy and will stand with 
our grassroots heroes and champions right 
across the country.

I would like to thank each and every region and 
First Nation who I have had the pleasure and 
honour to visit this year.  Talking, listening and 
supporting one another is vital to all of our 
efforts. I think of time spent at the Driftpile First 
Nation community celebration with Chief Rose 
Laboucan in their new arbour which the 
community erected in under two weeks with 
funds they had raised where we shared songs 
and experiences.  I also recall many events 
attended this year to join in remembrance and 
healing with residential schools survivors from 
the national event in Montreal to community 
events at Williams Lake or Lower Post where 
communities and families are pulling together 
to heal and to move forward.

Standing with our people also means recogniz-
ing the incredible effort made by leadership and 
communities in advancing their own 
approaches and affirming their rights.  Visiting 
Taku River traditional territory reinforced the 
importance of this Supreme Court decision and 
the contributions being made to advance our 
rights. 

Wherever I go, we try to maximize the time to 
connect with as many people as possible.  One 

missing women will remain at the forefront.  
Last summer, together with the Native 
Women’s Association of Canada - Chiefs and 
leaders stood together and joined the pledge to 
end violence – since then we’ve taken the 
pledge to other audiences and challenged all 
governments to end violence through a 
National Commission of Inquiry and commit to 
clear action through a national action plan to 
end violence now.  This advocacy has 
produced results including all Provincial and 
Territorial Premiers officially endorsing the 
pledge as well as an all –party committee in the 
federal Parliament launching a special study on 
ending violence against Indigenous women and 
girls.  The press for action will continue to build 
as we stand with all victims, the families and 
communities in ending violence and creating 
the conditions to build and sustain safety and 
security in every community coast-to-coast-
to-coast. 

We stand together and we stand firm in our 
pledge to end violence against our most 
vulnerable once and for all.  We all have a role 
and we all must take responsibility.  Our voices 
are being heard and we will keep up the 
pressure.

Every year, we also pause to reflect on many 
powerful leaders that we have lost recently.  
Just last month, we said good-bye to Bertha 
Commonda of Kitigan Zibi Anishinabe.  A 
mother, grandmother, teacher and an Elder 
who made an incredible contribution to her 
community and at the national level serving as 
National co-chair for the Elders Council of the 
AFN. Bertha was an educator and champion 
for Indigenous languages.  Her work, her voice 
and her wisdom will live on in our hearts and 
minds always.  

We also lost Jim Sinclair this year.  I had the 
honour of standing beside Jim last summer.  
The stories of Jim’s journey through life are 
legendary and his legacy of protecting and 
fighting to see the vision of Treaty implemented 
will never die.  Just recently, we also lost Elijah 
Harper.  I was honoured to join the hundreds 
and hundreds who lined the halls of the 
Manitoba legislature to greet his family, to pay 
respects and visit Elijah one last time – a great 

Finally, I must also mention Wagmatcook First 
Nation and the recent school opening I 
attended with the Mik’maq leadership.  An 
incredible experience as an approach to 
learning founded on our language and culture 
truly comes to life when you spend time with 
these students and their teachers.  Immersed 
in their language in every aspect of the school, 
these children are thriving and the graduation 
rates that exceed all others are a testament to 
what our peoples have been saying for 
decades now – First Nation control of First 
Nation education is the key to success ! 

But our young people aren’t just getting their 
education and succeeding academically – they 
are also raising awareness among Canadians 
about both the challenges and the successes 
of our communities.  There are so many 
examples.  I think of Leo Baskatawang and his 
March 4 Justice as he walked across the 
country with a copy of the Indian Act chained to 
him, the Sachigo walkers from Treaty #9 raising 
funds for education, the Peace and Friendship 
walkers from Listuguj First Nation, the 
Youth4Lake walkers striving to protect our 
waters and rivers, and the Nishiyuu walkers 
who walked more than 1,600 kilometers from 
the James Bay coast to Parliament Hill.  As I 
say quite often, our young people are not the 
leaders of tomorrow.  They are the leaders of 
today.  They are seizing the opportunity and 
they are driving change now.

We are being heard by civil society in this 
country as well.  Many organizations from Free 
the Children, to the YMCA, Tides Canada, 
CODE, Right to Play, Habitat for Humanity, the 
Mike Holmes Foundation, and many others are 
beginning to turn their attention from providing 
aid in Africa and South America towards also 
the third world conditions that exist in Canada’s 
own backyard.  Last fall, right here in the 
Yukon, I joined Chief James Allen as part of 
Habitat for Humanity’s first ever build in a First 
Nation community, Champagne and Aishihik 
First Nations.  The build at Takhini River was 
the first of many to come building on the 
Statement of Partnership signed between AFN 
and Habitat.  As Chief Allen reported last 
winter, it has become a source of pride in the 
community.



Another year has gone by since the celebrations at our 
Assembly last summer.  And during that time, I have 
once again had the opportunity to visit with so many of 
you in your communities across the country and enjoyed 
rich experiences with your families, elders and children.  
And for that I thank you, kleco, kleco!  

As I travel, one thing is clear: there is no questioning the 
courage and determination of our people.  As I often 
re-call, the very intent of the residential schools over the 
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children from their culture and families … in their words 
to “kill the Indian in the child”.  Yet here we are – very 
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our rightful place in our own territories.  Although many 
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struggle for justice, for recognition and for implementa-
tion of our agreements and of Treaty, it is clear to me 
that within our communities, within our homes and within 
our cultures we can and we will thrive as peoples once 
again. 

A lot has happened since we gathered in the territories 
of the Mississaugas a year ago. We saw our issues and 
our peoples thoroughly engaged – we saw this on 
television screens and on the front pages of newspapers 
during one of the longest winters in memory.  Grassroots 
engagement through ‘Idle No More’ as well as other 
movements and expressions including those who also 
proudly proclaim that they have ‘Never Been Idle’,  grew 
into an explosion of activism and pride with thousands 

marching in the streets and round dances 
and drums echoing throughout shopping 
malls. We have supported walkers, 
demonstrators, strikers, teachers and others 
exposing the deep frustration and the needs of 
our communities.

As a result of the determination of our leadership, we have 
pushed for commitments and for progress at every level – 
domestically – both federally and with the provinces, 
judicially and internationally – through advocacy, through 
meetings and through public relations and public educa-
tion.  We have expressed clear priorities to advance our 
rights through treaty implementation and recognition of our 
inherent title.  We have brought focus and urgent attention 
to the matters affecting our children including education 
and care. As well, we have highlighted the fundamental 
need for community safety and security and ending 
violence against women and girls.

While the work is never easy, and the fight continues on 
many fronts, it is important to recognize that the persis-
tence of our leadership has resulted in new recognition, 
new discussion and possibly new opportunity. This 
persistence has led to Governments finally referencing 
Treaty implementation and the Treaty relationship. Our 
Nations are clear and have pressed to see the vision of 
Treaty implemented in the original spirit and intent as 
our collective ancestors had envisioned. Our leadership 
has rolled up their sleeves and continued our work – 
based on a Treaty by Treaty, nation-to-nation approach.

This was the focus of our National Treaty 
Forum held this past spring – where all gath-
ered not as regions or communities – but as 
Treaty Nations designing their own plans for 
Treaty implementation based on their sover-
eignty, inherent jurisdictions and laws.  As one 
elder remarked “I have been waiting my whole 
life for this discussion”.

Persistent advocacy has also led to recogni-
tion, for the first time, of the need for funda-
mental reforms in key policy areas – most 
importantly comprehensive claims.  First 
Nations have strongly advocated for fundamen-
tal reform based on recognition and implemen-
tation of our inherent rights and title as affirmed 
in section 35 of the Constitution.  Discussions 
are now underway that must result in this 
reform as expeditiously as possible.

Addressing fundamental land rights issues is 
directly linked to addressing poverty and 
unleashing our rightful economic potential 
through First Nation driven and determined 
sustainable economic development.  As set out 
by the Courts and in the United Nations Decla-
ration, the requirement for free, prior and 
informed consent is an established standard 
that must be met through full and earliest 
possible engagement of First Nations in any 
development project.  Governments must come 
to the table to address regulatory barriers as 
well as to affirm approaches and agreements 
with First Nations on resource revenue sharing. 

Perhaps more so than any other issues, we 
have pressed the priority of fairness for our 
children.  Through the Canadian Human Rights 
Tribunal along with the Child and Family Caring 
Society, through forums such as the Council 
of the Federation and with Universities and 
education associations, our demand for 
fairness and our advocacy is having an impact.  
Without a doubt, this hard work must and 
will continue.  We will achieve First Nations 
control of First Nations education and nurture 
and support the success of every one of 
our children.

Through many grassroots efforts, including the 
Tears 4 Justice walkers setting off this summer, 
the unacceptable tragedy of murdered and 

man who stood up for First Nations rights in 
the face of an entire country.  

We honour all of the leaders who have passed 
into the spirit world this year and we’ll look to 
dedicate time to remember all of the leaders 
during our Assembly.  Many of these remark-
able men and women embraced and worked 
for healing and reconciliation at the same time 
as persistently and doggedly fighting for our 
rights. As we remember them, I am also 
reminded of the future that they stood for – a 
brighter tomorrow for our children so that our 
future generations never have to experience 
the disastrous history that so many of us have 
survived and lived through.  

And that is the most exciting part of our work 
together.  Just this past spring, I had the 
pleasure of visiting two schools – the winners 
of an AFN video contest asking First Nations 
students to tell us about their school.  I recall 
my visit to the Moricetown First Nation in British 
Columbia.  Just years ago, the teachers 
described the First Nations students as “phan-
toms within the community” having no success 
in the public school system, and struggling to 
the point that they stopped going altogether. 
However, with the support of leadership, 
educators and families, the community has 
turned things around - completely.  With the 
creation and opening of the “I-Count” School in 
the community – an independent school that 
now embeds First Nations traditions, culture 
and worldview – students now have perfect 
attendance records and are excited about and 
proud of their school.  The transformation has 
been astonishing – I will never forget the hope 
and enthusiasm in their eyes.

I also had the chance to visit the Otter Nelson 
River School in Cross Lake First Nation, 
Manitoba.  What a remarkable experience! As I 
entered the school, I couldn’t help but beam 
with pride as the students demonstrated their 
traditional knowledge, goose calling skills, 
jingle dress dancing and jigging skills – all a 
part of their curriculum.  Once again, our young 
people are leading the way forward and 
breathing life into the embers of our traditional 
ways of life.  
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example was a recent visit to Saskatoon that 
included an impromptu visit with the University 
of Saskatchewan Aboriginal Students Centre – 
similarly I have had the great privilege to 
connect with our inspiring post secondary 
students in many post- secondary institutions 
right across the country. 

I also wish to extend my personal thanks to 
members of the 
National Executive.    
Looking forward we 
will continue to work 
understanding that 
AFN’s role is to 
facilitate change 
while always fully 
respecting that it is 
each Treaty Nation 
and every First 
Nation that must 
decide its path forward.  First Nations have the 
solutions and AFN can and must play a central 
role in facilitating the exchange of information, 
supporting every First Nation in their pursuit of 
meaningful change and facilitating access to 
decision-makers and Parliamentarians.

I believe that together, we will continue to move 
forward.  By supporting one another, we will 
achieve the vision of our ancestors and deliver 
on the promise for our children.

Respectfully,

Shawn A-in-chut Atleo
National Chief
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work of our peoples in every region of the 
country every day.  AFN will remain focused on 
its role of national advocacy and will stand with 
our grassroots heroes and champions right 
across the country.

I would like to thank each and every region and 
First Nation who I have had the pleasure and 
honour to visit this year.  Talking, listening and 
supporting one another is vital to all of our 
efforts. I think of time spent at the Driftpile First 
Nation community celebration with Chief Rose 
Laboucan in their new arbour which the 
community erected in under two weeks with 
funds they had raised where we shared songs 
and experiences.  I also recall many events 
attended this year to join in remembrance and 
healing with residential schools survivors from 
the national event in Montreal to community 
events at Williams Lake or Lower Post where 
communities and families are pulling together 
to heal and to move forward.

Standing with our people also means recogniz-
ing the incredible effort made by leadership and 
communities in advancing their own 
approaches and affirming their rights.  Visiting 
Taku River traditional territory reinforced the 
importance of this Supreme Court decision and 
the contributions being made to advance our 
rights. 

Wherever I go, we try to maximize the time to 
connect with as many people as possible.  One 

missing women will remain at the forefront.  
Last summer, together with the Native 
Women’s Association of Canada - Chiefs and 
leaders stood together and joined the pledge to 
end violence – since then we’ve taken the 
pledge to other audiences and challenged all 
governments to end violence through a 
National Commission of Inquiry and commit to 
clear action through a national action plan to 
end violence now.  This advocacy has 
produced results including all Provincial and 
Territorial Premiers officially endorsing the 
pledge as well as an all –party committee in the 
federal Parliament launching a special study on 
ending violence against Indigenous women and 
girls.  The press for action will continue to build 
as we stand with all victims, the families and 
communities in ending violence and creating 
the conditions to build and sustain safety and 
security in every community coast-to-coast-
to-coast. 

We stand together and we stand firm in our 
pledge to end violence against our most 
vulnerable once and for all.  We all have a role 
and we all must take responsibility.  Our voices 
are being heard and we will keep up the 
pressure.

Every year, we also pause to reflect on many 
powerful leaders that we have lost recently.  
Just last month, we said good-bye to Bertha 
Commonda of Kitigan Zibi Anishinabe.  A 
mother, grandmother, teacher and an Elder 
who made an incredible contribution to her 
community and at the national level serving as 
National co-chair for the Elders Council of the 
AFN. Bertha was an educator and champion 
for Indigenous languages.  Her work, her voice 
and her wisdom will live on in our hearts and 
minds always.  

We also lost Jim Sinclair this year.  I had the 
honour of standing beside Jim last summer.  
The stories of Jim’s journey through life are 
legendary and his legacy of protecting and 
fighting to see the vision of Treaty implemented 
will never die.  Just recently, we also lost Elijah 
Harper.  I was honoured to join the hundreds 
and hundreds who lined the halls of the 
Manitoba legislature to greet his family, to pay 
respects and visit Elijah one last time – a great 

Finally, I must also mention Wagmatcook First 
Nation and the recent school opening I 
attended with the Mik’maq leadership.  An 
incredible experience as an approach to 
learning founded on our language and culture 
truly comes to life when you spend time with 
these students and their teachers.  Immersed 
in their language in every aspect of the school, 
these children are thriving and the graduation 
rates that exceed all others are a testament to 
what our peoples have been saying for 
decades now – First Nation control of First 
Nation education is the key to success ! 

But our young people aren’t just getting their 
education and succeeding academically – they 
are also raising awareness among Canadians 
about both the challenges and the successes 
of our communities.  There are so many 
examples.  I think of Leo Baskatawang and his 
March 4 Justice as he walked across the 
country with a copy of the Indian Act chained to 
him, the Sachigo walkers from Treaty #9 raising 
funds for education, the Peace and Friendship 
walkers from Listuguj First Nation, the 
Youth4Lake walkers striving to protect our 
waters and rivers, and the Nishiyuu walkers 
who walked more than 1,600 kilometers from 
the James Bay coast to Parliament Hill.  As I 
say quite often, our young people are not the 
leaders of tomorrow.  They are the leaders of 
today.  They are seizing the opportunity and 
they are driving change now.

We are being heard by civil society in this 
country as well.  Many organizations from Free 
the Children, to the YMCA, Tides Canada, 
CODE, Right to Play, Habitat for Humanity, the 
Mike Holmes Foundation, and many others are 
beginning to turn their attention from providing 
aid in Africa and South America towards also 
the third world conditions that exist in Canada’s 
own backyard.  Last fall, right here in the 
Yukon, I joined Chief James Allen as part of 
Habitat for Humanity’s first ever build in a First 
Nation community, Champagne and Aishihik 
First Nations.  The build at Takhini River was 
the first of many to come building on the 
Statement of Partnership signed between AFN 
and Habitat.  As Chief Allen reported last 
winter, it has become a source of pride in the 
community.


