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National Chief
A-in-chut Atleo
July 2009 – July 2010

Overview
In a few weeks we will gather at Winnipeg for our 
Annual General Assembly. Before that, it is my great
honour to offer my first annual report to you the Chiefs
and First Nation governments from across Canada. 

You will also receive the Assembly of First Nation 
comprehensive annual report which includes detailed
updates on all of the major issues, a full financial and
organizational report as well as a report on progress
made responding to all specific resolutions and your
mandated direction. In this report, I wanted to take 
the opportunity to briefly reference the broader 
effort and strategy since I was humbled to take 
the role as National Chief in July 2009.

This year has provided me the opportunity to travel
throughout the many diverse Indigenous territories 
of this land. By meeting directly with so many of you, 
my role and that of the National Executive becomes 
so very clear. Indeed, as I said last year, AFN’s job 
is to open doors and then move out of the way. This 
understanding is essential to create the conditions 
so that First Nation governments themselves lead,
shape and confirm solutions that protect and confirm
their rights and interests today and for the future.

The role as a national advocacy organization
given the overwhelming challenges that 
confront our people on a daily basis is an 
enormous task and undertaking. It has meant
working very closely with the National Executive 
to strategically plan and maximize our collective 
efforts. It has taken us to Parliament – appearing 
before dozens of Parliamentary committees bringing
forward the interests and facilitating access for 
First Nation voices to be heard. It has meant building
relationships across governments, federally and 
provincially as well as internationally. It has also 
meant advocacy directly with Canadians, with 
corporations and with organizations to continually 
raise the profile of our issues.

Throughout all of these efforts, the voices of our people
are front and center. Whether the thousands of young
people gathered in Saskatchewan at the 2010 Winter
Games, the leadership carefully debating important 
issues at Assemblies I have attended throughout the
country, the many schools filled with bright faces yet
challenging conditions or when I have had the privilege
to join you in ceremony, I clearly see the imperative for
action and the resilience of our peoples, our rights, 
languages and cultures.
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Accomplishments 2009-2010

To summarize accomplishments this past year, 
the following general headings apply:

1. Strengthening and stabilizing AFN
2. Confirming AFN’s role and focus as an 

advocacy organization
3. Opening doors for First Nations and setting 

proactive agenda with Governments
4. Relationship building and developing alliances 

for support 
5. Increasing dialogue and building consensus

Through these foundational actions, we have also
achieved specific results in 2009-2010 including the 
reversal of Canada’s opposition to the United Nations
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and
growing support for the imperative of investment 
in First Nations education. These results will be 
vigorously pursued setting an agenda for 2010-2011.

1. Strengthening and stabilizing AFN: 

Developing strategic plan and setting 
priorities with National Executive:
Immediately following the election in July 2009, 
I worked very closely with the entire Executive 
Committee to develop a consensus strategic plan 
to organize our work and to set priorities. Through 
meetings in September and October, an agreement 
in principle was achieved on a broad national 
strategy with focused priorities and a plan of 
portfolio responsibilities. We mutually confirmed 
that the role of Regional Chiefs, regional efforts 
and linkages with provincial and Treaty 
organizations must be strengthened. 

The strategic plan and priorities is centered on a 
vision of restoring the rightful place of Indigenous 
governments in Canada and internationally. It is a 
plan grounded in traditions, based on Treaty and 
Rights and is aimed at the confident assertion of 
jurisdiction, responsibility and advancement 
of sustainable economic development. 

The themes of the strategic plan are:
1. Strengthening Families and Communities
2. Exercising and Implementing Rights
3. Advancing Economic and Environment interests
4. Supporting First Nation Governments and 

Nation-building
5. Advocating for Change and strengthening 

our Organizations

Our strategic planning was reported on and reflected 
in the planning and organization of the Special Chiefs
Assembly in 2009, as well as at the National Policy
Forum March 2010 and a special strategic planning
session of the National Executive in April 2010. As with
all planning efforts, this is ongoing work but one that is
creating a stable and effective management process
within the Assembly of First Nations. 

Stabilizing AFN through a sustainability review:
At the AGA 2009, a significant deficit was reported to
the Assembly and the AFN was asked to report back
on a remedial action plan to address this situation. 
As part of the effort in the very early days following 
the election, a sustainability review was conducted 
of all operations to assess effectiveness, efficiency 
and appropriateness of our activities and spending 
with regard to our national mandates.

The Annual report provides a full description of these
efforts that have begun to transform the work at AFN.
Operations have been streamlined for efficiencies and
a new team approach has been implemented to 
ensure we maximize resources. 
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I am very pleased with the progress we have 
demonstrated through the successful audit of the 
operations in only one year. We will continue these 
efforts to enhance the operations and ensure that 
funding is managed in a way that fully maximizes the
outcomes to First Nation governments. I am confident
that through this ongoing work, greater cost-savings
and stability will be enabled for the future. 

2. Confirming AFN’s role and focus 
as an advocacy organization

Priority on community meetings and visits: 
It will come as no surprise that the requests and 
invitations to my office number in the hundreds and 
as such, planning and responses requires delicate 
balancing of priorities. I made it very clear from the 
beginning that my priority would be to travel to 
First Nation communities and to meet with 
First Nation leadership.

I also committed to work with each Regional Chief to
arrange visits within their territories. I am pleased to
say that this has meant I have travelled to every region
of the country and had the opportunity to meet with
very many of you directly. Such opportunities enable
the national office to directly support local leadership
and ensures a better understanding of local priorities
and realities within all of our national efforts. 

Focusing and aligning AFN’s operations 
as an ‘advocacy’ organization
We have worked to confirm a clear statement of role for
AFN that directly responds to the Charter and allows
no room for misinterpretation or misrepresentation by
other governments. AFN has a clear role and mandate
as a national advocacy organization and we have 
further described all efforts as requiring the following:
nationally facilitated dialogue, regional coordination
and advancement, all supportive of the imperative 
of local decision-making. 

AFN has also worked hard to fulfill specific mandates
that are provided by resolution. The annual report and
report on resolutions provides the full detail on these
efforts. Throughout the year, there have been many 
occasions where AFN has a specific mandate, and 
we have stood firm on issues of First Nation rights 
and interests through Supreme Court interventions 
and through the complaint we have brought before the
Canadian Human Rights Commission on child welfare.
These are examples where we work to bring together
our best legal minds and arguments to protect and 
to promote First Nation legal interests. 

We are also called upon to join our voice of support 
for specific causes within First Nation communities –
something that is entirely appropriate and important 
for us to do – to support one another. 

We stand in solid support of the First Nations Univer-
sity of Canada and the positive contributions it makes
not only to First Nation communities but to Canada. 

Through meeting directly, I have been
deeply inspired by our young people.
Whether it was at the summer games 
in Saskatchewan – a gathering of over
3500 young people hosted at Onion
Lake First Nation, or the many schools,
such as N’biising Secondary School 
in Ontario or Alaqsite’w Gitpu School 
at Listuguj in Quebec – the young 
people are taking charge of their 
future and fully appreciating their 
language and culture. 

Community visits have helped me to fully appreciate

the full diversity of our Nations. Whether joining 

in ceremony at Tsartlip First Nation and Saanich 

Tribal Council, supporting life skills training at 

Enoch First Nation, or joining Regional Chief

Lonechild at Muskeg Lake First Nation in honouring

and recognizing their veterans – I have seen first

hand the resolve and conviction of our peoples. 
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I appreciated the opportunity to meet with the 
students from the First Nations University of Canada
and together with Regional Chief Lonechild hold 
press conferences to bring focus and attention to this 
matter calling on the government to secure long term
funding for this important institution. The students
themselves came forward eloquently setting out for 
all to hear that First Nation institutions are central 
to our collective success. 

3. Opening doors for First Nations and 
setting proactive agenda with Governments

Relationship building with Parliamentarians
AFN’s national efforts have included several new 
approaches to building relationships with all Parliamen-
tarians across party lines. In December 2009, AFN
hosted a special reception for Parliamentarians and
First Nation Government leaders. This successful event
has been followed by ongoing communication with 
Parliamentarians on key issues. In addition, we piloted
a very successful training session offered to First 
Nation governments on Parliamentary relations. 

This training was followed by the first ever National 
Advocacy Day – First Nations Day on the Hill on 
June 10, 2010. This was a day where teams of the 
National Executive and First Nations leaders and 
technicians from across the country were supported by
AFN officials, provided fact sheets and background
analyses and had meetings arranged with Members of
Parliament from all parties, Senators, media and public
sector unions. All leaders of the three Opposition 
Parties joined us in meetings and several members 
of Parliament issued press releases and statements 

in the House in support of our issues. This first effort
was a great success and plans are already underway
for a much larger effort in the Fall to align with the 
resumption of Parliament. 

Relationship building with Federal Cabinet 
and pursuing proactive agenda
While placing a priority of meeting with First Nation
governments, I have also ensured regular meetings
with all key Federal Ministers to ensure that our issues
are reflected and brought forward consistently with the
Federal government. Many of the mandates provided
require thoughtful engagement and planning with 
Federal Ministers to set a pro-active as opposed to 
reactive agenda for First Nation governments. We have
used these opportunities to bring forward First Nation
issues and interests and to open doors for First Nation 
governments to advance their issues directly.

As a result of resolutions and the strategic plan 
confirmed through the National Executive, we are 
able to strategically engage with Parliament and set a
clear agenda. We have done this through the Federal 
pre-budget process, and through meetings in advance
of key federal milestones such as the Speech from the
Throne and other Parliamentary hearings. I personally
have made eight separate appearances before 
Parliamentary committees and Regional Chiefs have
made several additional appearances on issues includ-
ing education, citizenship, and residential schools. 

We’ve been called to join leaders to champion

their rights to restore and rebuild the community

and land as in the Maliseet of Quebec. I have 

traveled both to remote regions in Quebec, 

Manitoba and Ontario as well as visited with

Huron Wendake Council, the Iroquois Confederacy

and been hosted by Northlands, Pinaymootang,

Skownan First Nations among many, many more. 
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Relationship building across the federal 
Government with senior officials
Beyond Parliamentarians, we also know that 
our advocacy efforts require creating a deeper 
understanding among key senior officials of our 
issues, perspectives and interests. Policy decisions that
often hamper our efforts can and must be challenged.
As a result, I have also met with the most senior civil
servants, including the Clerk of the Privy Council to 
engage in a broader discussion on federal First Nation
policy. In addition, we have continued important work
with Sheila Fraser, Canada’s Auditor General as 
she continues to point out the ways in which First 
Nation programming and administration must be
strengthened and further supported. 

AFN also arranged a special meeting inviting all 
federal Deputy Ministers where we were able to 
set out our priorities reflecting your resolution and 
mandate. These meetings have been very well 
attended and I believe make an important contribution
over the long term to setting federal policy on a new
course. These larger meetings have been followed 
by regular and ongoing contact with key DMs to 
develop support for longer term strategies. 

As a result of these efforts, we are beginning to 
see some specific outcomes and achievements. 
One example is the establishment of an ADM task
force on First Nation education that draws in officials
from across the Government of Canada to consider
ways in which support for First Nation education 
can be strengthened and to provide 
concrete recommendations. 

Relationship building with provincial governments
– supporting regional efforts and challenging all
Provinces to fulfill commitments 
As you know, the Council of Federation (the annual
meeting of Premiers) has been continuingly re-iterating
its commitment to work with First Nations since the
Kelowna agreement in 2006. However, there has 
been little progress on specific commitments by 
the provincial governments. 

At my first meeting of the Council of Federation in 
August 2009, we brought forward a recommendation
that the Council ensure follow-up and progress on 

such commitments and that we begin to push forward
on the outcomes required on some of the key Kelowna
issues. The Premiers supported this challenge and
mandated their Ministers of Aboriginal Affairs to estab-
lish a process to discuss specific strategies supporting
key issues of education, economic development and 

Chief Oren Lyon commenting on the AFN and 

international Indigenous leadership addressing 

the UN General Assembly Hall in April 2010 said

“We came to the United Nations in 1977 and we

were not even allowed to cross the street let alone 

enter the building, but look at us today -not bad”.

In all regions, I have had the opportunity
to respect and celebrate Treaty and 
its importance – whether in Treaty 3 
territory, the gala celebration of 
Treaty 5, the Assembly of Treaty Chiefs 
meetings in Alberta, gatherings of
Treaties 1-11 or the recent celebration
of the 10th anniversary of the Nisga’a
Treaty, the Treaty relationship is 
strong and confident. 
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violence against women. We have used this important
process and dialogue to press the Provincial and 
Territorial governments to set targets and to make 
tangible commitments to invest in First Nation issues
and we have also advocated strongly for their support
for the Federal Government convening a First Ministers 
meeting to address more broadly First Nation – 
Crown relations, the implementation of Treaty and 
the government-to government relationships. 

Meetings with all Ministers of Aboriginal Affairs have
been convened twice – in October 2009 and again in
April 2010 – I was pleased to attend these meetings
and to be joined by many of my colleagues on the 
National Executive. We are now working towards 
a much strengthened meeting and report to the 
Council of Federation upcoming August 2010. 

4. Reaching out to build alliances 
and understanding

Confirming role and presence 
in international forum 
Our efforts and interests transcend the borders of
Canada. As Indigenous governments with international
Treaty and rights responsibilities, it is important that we
advocate our issues on the international stage as well.
There have been important opportunities in this regard.
First, through the climate change talks in Copenhagen-
we played an important role in bringing forward the 
importance of the Indigenous voice and the Rights 
of Indigenous Peoples in facing this global crisis.

Of course, this past February, the Four Host Nations –
the Squamish, Musqueam, Lil'wat and the Tsleil-
Waututh- welcomed the world to their territories with
the Vancouver 2010 Winter Olympics. We congratulate
the Four Host Nations and the example of partnership,
respect and recognition as heads of state. AFN was
pleased to host a national day at the pavilion where we
hosted people from around the world and shared our
stories, our truths about Treaty and Rights and our
struggle as Indigenous Peoples. 

We have continued work with the Organization of
American States as well as through significant inter-
ventions at the United Nations Permanent Forum on 
Indigenous Peoples. In April 2010, I participated on a
special panel on North America dealing with lands and
governance matters. This was an important opportunity
to affirm our Treaties and Rights, our government to
government relationship with Canada and to highlight
significant areas requiring attention and improvement. 

I have also been provided the opportunity to meet 
with ambassadors from Embassies such as Israel, 
Bolivia as well as every member of the European
Union. These have been tremendous opportunities 
to share our realities and opportunities to build 
positive trade relationships. 

Reaching out to the education community and 
education institutions as key allies and having clear
responsibility on our key priority of education
On matters of priority, it is important to extend our
reach and our message to all segments of Canadian
society. In particular, on education we have compelled
and encouraged Universities and colleges to act in
support of our students. I have had the opportunity 
to deliver remarks to the annual meeting of University
Presidents, the annual meeting of the Canadian 
Teachers Federation as well as with other education
and student associations 

Reaching out to corporate Canada
Fully understanding the power and importance of
Canada’s economic leaders, we have engaged directly
with corporate Canada. Through key presentations to
Toronto Board of Trade and the Vancouver Board of
Trade, both in January 2010, I was able to directly take
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forward First Nation economic rights and interests 
including investment and partnership with First Nation
governments. These presentations were followed by 
a well timed presentation to the Canadian Club in 
Ottawa in February 2010 preceding the Federal 
budget and Speech from the Throne. 

Members from Bay Street took the initiative to call 
on the federal government to prioritize education 
for First Nations. These CEO’s recognize the value 
and importance of ensuring that First Nation youth
have access to a fulsome education.

Reaching out to philanthropic community 
We have also begun to challenge the many founda-
tions and charities in this country. We have found that
less that one per cent of their money is invested within
First Nations. This is simply unacceptable when we
know that our communities face the most pressing 
social and economic disparities of any group within
Canada. Through directly linking foundations with 
First Nation governments and programming, 
important partnerships can and will emerge. 

Establishing an improved relationship with media
The media also plays an important role in shaping
Canadian public opinion. Too often and for too long, 
the First Nation story has not been told and when it 
is - fundamental mistakes are made. This is why, in 
addition to responding to national media requests, 
we have set out to meet with all major media outlets
and their editorial boards to build their awareness 
and to set out issues and approaches that should 
be covered - telling First Nation stories from our 
perspective and with our words. We continue to 
enhance our relationships with First Nation media.

5.Increasing dialogue and 
building consensus

Finally, we have looked for opportunities to 
fundamentally improve and enhance dialogue 
among First Nation governments. 

Through changes in our agendas to enhance 
opportunity for caucus and dialogue, through 
ensuring information is available prior to meetings 
and enabling deliberation on resolutions in advance 
of our Assemblies, we are taking deliberate 
steps forward. 

There is much more to do and I will welcome your 
suggestions to steadfastly improve our preparations
and the outcomes of our Assemblies, to strengthen 
our collective communication interests and needs 
and ultimately to strengthen and to enable support 
for one another. 

Particular issues such as the deplorable
and completely unacceptable tragedy of
missing and murdered women have risen to
national prominence and demand attention
and support. Through the March for Justice,
the largest demonstration in east-side 
Vancouver to bring attention to the over 
500 missing/murdered First Nations women
in Canada, together with my colleague 
Regional Chief Wilson-Raybould, BC and
other First Nation leadership, we are work-
ing to demand focus, attention and support. 
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Looking Ahead to 2010/11

Looking ahead to 2010/11, I look forward 
to your mandate and direction. 

We will continue efforts begun this first year to 
broaden our reach and deepen our message. 
Using the United Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples as a framework 
of minimal standards we will advance a work 
plan of action needed. 

We will continue our efforts under the mandate of the
National Year of Action with specific strategies and 
targets. Through your direction, we will advance a
Treaty strategy to support Treaty nations to implement
all aspects of the Treaty relationship. We will look for
specific outcomes on education including language 

immersion and protection, the reform of the 
comprehensive claims policy, strengthening health 
governance, and clearly asserting our jurisdiction 
and interests in regard to the current legislative 
agenda before Parliament. 

Carrying forward the strategic plan, we will continue 
to seek opportunities to engage broadly recognizing
the important role of Elders and veterans, youth and
women as well as looking to build an urban strategy.
We will also continue to emphasize the need for 
healing among our people through the full implementa-
tion of the Apology to survivors of residential schools.
We will raise the profile of infrastructure and housing
problems facing our communities and press for 
sustainable solutions and partnerships. We will also
look to advance our economic and energy interests
through a major national Summit planned for next
spring. Climate change and environmental concerns
will become increasingly important and we will 
ensure our Nations are included in building solutions.

These issues will help frame our agenda based 
on your deliberations and your direction. It has been
my honour and privilege to serve you this year and 
I look forward to our continued work together. 

Through Chiefs Assemblies including the 

Council of Yukon First Nations, the Dene 

leadership Assembly, Atlantic Policy Congress, 

the All Ontario Chiefs conferences, the Federation

of Saskatchewan Indian Nations, the Assembly of

First Nations in BC regional meetings and many

more in every region, I have listened carefully to

the deliberation of First Nation governments and

leaders and taken this message forward. 


