Why Treaty Rights are Worth Fighting For

A treaty is a formal agreement between two parties or states that may or may not include the exchange of land. A land claim, as defined by The Canadian Oxford Dictionary, is a legal claim by an aboriginal group concerning the use of an area of land. 

• When the federal government entered into treaties with Canada's aboriginal groups, the signing over of land and resources was interpreted differently by both parties. 

• The treaties date from 1871 to 1921, and are numbered from Treaty One to Treaty 11, except for the Willams and Robinson Treaties. 

• In most cases, native people considered the treaties to be peace agreements. Traditionally, aboriginal nations did not see land as an owned commodity. When they signed ancient treaties, the notion was that aboriginal peoples and the colonists would share the land and its resources. 

• On the other hand, the new European occupants saw treaties as a full trade of land ownership for compensation, such as money, farming equipment and a school on each reserve. 

• The Union of Ontario Indians was formed in 1949 to promote recognition for treaty rights and facilitate aboriginal representation in Parliament. Its roots date back to an 1890 council held for discussions on the Indian Act, and for getting a representative into Parliament. 

• Today the union's members include the Algonquin, Ojibway, Ottawa and Potowatomi. 

• According to the Canadian Press, aboriginal people prefer to be identified by their band, such as Cree or Blackfoot. 

• CP also says the terms "aboriginal peoples" and "First Nations" are preferred over "natives" and "Indians." Aboriginal Peoples is a blanket term for all Indians, Inuit and Métis. "First Nations" doesn't include the Inuit and Métis. 

• Status Indians, who under the Indian Act are tax exempt and labelled as Indians, prefer the term "Indian." Others resent the term because its original use was by European settlers who thought they had landed in India.

• Across Canada, there are 612 bands. In 2002, there were 2,600 reserves in a combined area nearly the size of Vancouver Island. 

• There are 53 aboriginal languages spoken in Canada. The three most prevalent (in order) are: Cree, Inuktitut and Ojibwa.
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Will You Settle Land Claims, Mr. Chretien?

In 1971, a proposed pipeline that would channel oil and gas from the Mackenzie Valley is a contentious issue among Canada's aboriginal people. The Inuit and Dene say extracting resources from land they lay claim to under ancient treaties is unacceptable. The Métis, on the other hand, welcome the project for job creation. 

In this clip from CBC Radio's Our Native Land, host Lloyd Henderson challenges Indian Affairs Minister Jean Chrétien on the issue. 

Our Native Land is a groundbreaking program coming from an aboriginal perspective with native hosts and reporters. 

Henderson asks Chrétien whether he'll settle land claims before construction starts on the pipeline. 

The pipeline would run from the Yukon, extending from Prudhoe Bay to the Mackenzie Delta, and pump crude south for use in Canadian and U.S. markets. In 1971, a proposed pipeline that would channel oil and gas from the Mackenzie Valley is a contentious issue among Canada's aboriginal people. The Inuit and Dene say extracting resources from land they lay claim to under ancient treaties is unacceptable. The Métis, on the other hand, welcome the project for job creation. 

In this clip from CBC Radio's Our Native Land, host Lloyd Henderson challenges Indian Affairs Minister Jean Chrétien on the issue. 

Our Native Land is a groundbreaking program coming from an aboriginal perspective with native hosts and reporters. 

Henderson asks Chrétien whether he'll settle land claims before construction starts on the pipeline. 

The pipeline would run from the Yukon, extending from Prudhoe Bay to the Mackenzie Delta, and pump crude south for use in Canadian and U.S. markets.

In 2004, construction on the pipeline had still not begun, in part as a result of concerns voiced by aboriginal and environmental groups. An inquiry into the Mackenzie Valley pipeline known as the Berger Commission reported in 1977 after nearly three years of investigation. It put a 10-year moratorium on construction because people in the area were so connected to the land. 

. British recognition of native treaty rights began on Oct. 7, 1763 with the Royal Proclamation. The document attested that "several nations or Tribes of Indians should not be molested or disturbed in the Possessions of such Parts of Our Dominions and Territories as, not having been ceded to or purchased by Us, are reserved to them." 

. In 2002, most of the land claims had been settled and Mackenzie Delta Producers Group along with the Mackenzie Valley Aboriginal Pipeline Corp hoped to start construction on a pipeline in four years. 
. Our Native Land aired weekly for 21 years. In an earlier incarnation from 1964-67, it was called Indian Magazine. The show was cancelled in 1985 when CBC Radio decided to increase regional programming. 

. Radio-Canada had two weekly French-language television shows dedicated to native issues called Matinées autochtones and Nations. 
. The Indian and Northern Affairs department says aboriginal media has grown significantly since the 1970s. In 2004, there were hundreds of local aboriginal radio stations, 11 regional radio networks, newspapers, six television production companies and Television Northern Canada. 

. On July 6, 1968, Prime Minister Pierre Elliott Trudeau appointed Jean Chrétien federal minister of Indian Affairs and Northern Development. Judd Buchanan took over in 1974 when Chrétien moved on to become Treasury Board president.

Loggers Confront Haida Blockade.

"You're breaking the law, and you're stopping us from going to work," says Frank Beban, a logging contractor on British Columbia's Queen Charlotte Islands. After 12 years of failed negotiations, members of the Haida nation blockade the road leading to old-growth forests that Beban and his team have a permit from the provincial ministry to log. 

As seen in this television clip, the Queen Charlotte Islands are the pristine home to some of the world's best remaining stands of cedar, hemlock and Sitka spruce. 

The Haida say irresponsible logging will not only deplete the old-growth forests but will also alter surrounding ecosystems. This includes the salmon fishery upon which the band's lifestyle is based. 

But the Haida are not against all forms of logging in the area. As chief Tom Green explains, "We never ever said we would stop logging, we never once said that. We just want to control logging."

In 1989, four years after this clip, CBC news did a documentary about the increasing number of native protests in Canada. It argued that protests, including the Haida blockade, were responsible for bringing about treaty recognition for Canada's First Nations. 

• The 1985 Haida blockade was responsible for ending what turned into 13 years of failed negotiations, and for saving an old-growth forest. The company was prevented from logging an ancient growth of cedars, hemlocks and Sitkas on Lyell Island. 

• MacMillan Bloedel was one of the logging companies obstructed in the Haida blockade. One of their foresters, Janna Kumi, said there tended to be a knee-jerk response to the logging issue: "There is always the reaction that everything will be destroyed, nothing will grow and everything will wash into the sea. That is just not the reality." 

• In 1988, MacMillan Bloedel engineers stumbled upon a 93-metre tall Sitka spruce now known as the Carmanah Giant. 

• The Giant was hundreds of years old and believed to be the tallest tree in Canada. 

• In 1988, responding to lobbying by environmentalists, MacMillan Bloedel said they would put the tree off-limits, along with any tree over 72 metres high, and 532 hectares containing 239 tall spruces
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Aboriginal Treaty Rights: One Paddle at a Time

In 1988, Hydro-Québec has just signed a $17-billion contract with the New York Power Authority to export electricity. Good incentive for the Quebec premier to start the second phase of the James Bay hydroelectric project. As heard in this CBC Radio clip, Matthew Coon Come gives an impassioned speech and launches a paddle protest against the project, known as Great Whale. The development would flood Cree and Inuit treaty land along the Great Whale River in northern Quebec. 

The Cree leader and fellow paddlers will make their way from Ottawa to New York City in an attempt to quash a $17-billion contract.

In this radio clip, Coon Come compares the aboriginal boat to Noah's Ark. He says it will save a whole ecosystem from "another flood" that will come out of the hydroelectric project.

In 1988, Hydro-Québec signed a 21-year deal with the New York Power Authority to import 1,000 megawatts of electricity. The deal was ratified by New York Governor Mario Cuomo and Quebec Premier Robert Bourassa. 

• Coon Come, along with Canadian and U.S. environmental groups, spearheaded the fight against the Great Whale project. They held meetings with Cuomo and threatened to take the battle to court. 

• After Coon Come met with Cuomo in October 1991, the New York Times published a front page story entitled: "Flooding Quebec to Light New York." 
• Also that year, Cuomo had two studies conducted. One examined the environmental impact of cancelling Great Whale, while the other evaluated other options for New York power. 

• The Great Whale project would divert eight large rivers and impact an ecosystem the size of France. 

• Coon Come said the environmental impact was unacceptable: "We're not anti-development. We're just against irresponsible development." 
• On March 27, 1992, Cuomo said he'd cancel the New York Power Authority's contract with Hydro-Québec. 
• Hydro-Québec said it would proceed without the New York contract. 
• The project never reached fruition. Quebec Premier Jacques Parizeau officially announced its cancellation in 1994.
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Alberta’s Enoch Band Sues for Millions

The atrocities have been too many, and without compensation, claims Alberta's Enoch band in 1990. Oil rigs pierce treaty land. Highway 60 was built on their reserve. In 1908, the federal government used "trickery and forgery" to get the Enoch to sign over 2,520 hectares of land. In 1990, Chief Jerome Morin announces a series of lawsuits against the federal government. Morin and his band mean serious business: They are suing for $450 million, plus interest. 

As seen in this CBC Television clip, Morin says his band "will no longer tolerate being treated in a paternalistic, benevolent and self-serving manner

• In 2002, an opinion piece in the aboriginal publication The First Perspective condemned the use of lawyers to fight for treaty rights. Bruce Spence suggested the cost of legal bills outweighed the reward. He wrote: "We could avoid little technicalities, like going through a dozen appearances and paying $75,000 only to find out that a First Nation is not a legal entity and therefore cannot be sued, but a 'band of Indians' can be." 

• Spence also argued money used to negotiate treaties could be better spent on youth and family programs. 
• In 2002, Indian Affairs Minister Robert Nault was involved in 200 cases dealing with band council or treaty issues. He also promoted out-of-court settlements with his plan called the First Nations Governance Act. 

• In 2002, The Globe and Mail reported that a one-year delay in treaty negotiations due to the B.C. treaty referendum cost aboriginal groups $40 million. A spokesperson for the First Nations summit said high-price negotiators still had to be paid. 

• In 2001, aside from treaty privileges and tax exemptions, Ottawa gave native groups $7.6 billion annually.

http://www.cbc.ca/archives/categories/society/native-issues/the-battle-for-aboriginal-treaty-rights/albertas-enoch-band-sues-for-millions.html
Aboriginal Rights: How do we Resolve Land Claims

On Sep. 11, 1995, members of the Kettle and Stony Point band bury Anthony Dudley George. The 38-year-old Chippewa was shot and killed during a confrontation between police and a group of native protesters at Camp Ipperwash. First Nations leader Ovide Mercredi has just attended George's funeral. In this television clip, he speaks to CBC's Hana Gartner about how to resolve land claims. 

Mercredi says the events at Ipperwash and Gustafsen Lake made him realize aboriginal people have to resolve land claim issues differently. "We don't want to walk anymore of those distances up the hills to bury our dead," he explains.

George and other band members claimed the land at Camp Ipperwash, which was first borrowed in 1942 by the Canadian military, is a sacred burial ground. 
. The Gustafsen case spent 10 months in court. A B.C. jury convicted 14 aboriginal people and four non-aboriginal supporters of 60 offences, including weapons possession and mischief of endangering lives. 
. The case heard from 86 witnesses and had 278 submissions of evidence. 

. In a 1998 speech, Ovide Mercredi said he believed making government accountable to treaty rights would mean "an end to the discrimination of our peoples." He pointed to the fact that First Nations have lost their power only in the past 100 years. 
. Mercredi also stated that if treaties rights were recognized, Canada's native people would be a rich, satisfied and educated people. 

. In another speech that year about urban treaty rights, Mercredi said he believed most aboriginal people are ignorant of the details of their treaties. Treaty One, for example, signed in 1871 was made with verbal promises, and had provisions for Winnipeg's native people to be educated. 
. In 2002, of the 700,000 status Indians living in Canada, more than 50 per cent were under 25. The status Indian demographic was also increasing at a rate twice that of the Canadian population. 

. Status Indians gave up land under treaties in exchange for payment and certain privileges. The 60 per cent of status Indians who live on reserves are tax exempt and are eligible for special housing and education grants.
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Aboriginal Treaty Rights: Condoning Violent Protest
"Much has not happened over the past two or three years, in terms of advancing the causes of our people," says Ken Young, legal counsel for the Assembly of Manitoba Chiefs. 

In 1995, a growing frustration emerges among the younger aboriginal generation who would like to see treaty recognition come sooner. Conditions on reserves are substandard and Canada's native people have a higher rate of unemployment. As a result, aboriginal protest has taken on a new and more violent form. 

In 1995, two police officers are shot in an armed stand-off between a rancher and native people at Gustafsen Lake, B.C. The group claims that 44 hectares of the rancher's land is sacred. 

Another violent stand-off ended today at Ipperwash Provincial Park in Ontario. One man was shot and police allege aboriginal protesters engaged in rock-throwing. 

In this CBC Radio clip, we hear that most native people don't condone the younger generation's violence, and some young people have even turned against their own leaders.

In 1942, the Canadian military built a base on the Kettle and Stony Point reserve called Camp Ipperwash. The military said the land would later be returned to the Kettle and Stony Point band. In 1993, when negotiations on the issue had failed, members of the band moved onto Camp Ipperwash in an attempt to push out the military. 

• Before the 1995 confrontation, the 800 members of the Kettle and Stony Point band debated whether to occupy the camp. Most of those who engaged in the confrontation were part of a militant splinter group who said they didn't want to wait out a long legal battle. 
• Chippewa protester Anthony Dudley George was shot and killed by police during the confrontation. 

• Following George's shooting, more than 150 band members confronted police blockades and set fire to cars and tires. 
• There were two sides to the Ipperwash story and death of Dudley George. The police said they sent armed squads into Ipperwash after about 24 band members had forced park staff and campers out. Officers said the group threw rocks and shot at them from inside a school bus and car, and that George was shot in returned fire. 

• Contrastingly, the band members maintained they were not carrying weapons and that officers had assaulted one protester and then fired shots at the group. 
• On Dec. 14, 2001, the Globe and Mail published a story that hinted Premier Mike Harris ordered police to march on Ipperwash and, as a result, shares in the responsibility for George's death. 

• Harris went on to file a $15-million libel suit against the Globe, which he offered to drop in April 2002 if the paper apologized and paid for his legal expenses. The Globe said it would publish a clarification saying Harris did not participate in the killing. 
• Harris said if the Globe didn't apologize within a week, he'd continue with the suit. As of 2003, the suit was still ongoing.
• In 2003, the Ontario Premier Dalton McGuinty's government called an inquiry into George's death.

• The armed standoff at the ranch in Gustafsen Lake, B.C. resulted in gunfire between the Defenders of the Shuswap Nation and the RCMP. Two officers were shot in the back but weren't injured because they were wearing bulletproof vests. 
• Rancher Lyle James allowed First Nations to come onto his land annually to hold Sundance rituals. The group said James's ranch was a sacred site. 

• In 1995 someone working on the ranch threatened to hang a native person after the group stayed longer than usual. 
• About 400 heavily-armed RCMP officers were dispatched to the ranch. There was a 45-minute gunfire blitz and six days later the aboriginal group surrendered. 
• You can watch news reports on Gustafsen Lake and Ipperwash.
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Aboriginal Rights: Fishing

In 1996, Mi'kmaq native Donald Marshall Jr. was convicted on three counts of catching and fishing eels out of season. In 1999, after taking his appeal to the Supreme Court of Canada, Marshall won the right to fish year-round, as laid out in his treaty rights. Since the verdict, the Mi'kmaq have begun to fish lobster aggressively says Arthur Bull, Bay of Fundy Inshore Fishermen's Association coordinator. 

In this CBC Radio clip, Bull alleges that aboriginal fisherman who are not treaty Mi'kmaqs have also begun fishing out of season. Bull is concerned because the lobster fishery is one of the only ones not yet depleted in the area. The Supreme Court of Canada ruling condones fishing that produces "a moderate livelihood." To maintain this, Bull suggests the Mi'kmaq employ aboriginal peoples' "traditional values of stewardship" from which non-aboriginal fisherman could also learn.

. After the ruling, non-aboriginal fisherman cut 2,000 Mi'kmaq lobster traps. 


. In a 2002 article for Wind Speaker, Mi'kmaq chief Lloyd Augustine said after the court's decision his community of Burnt Church would decide for themselves what was best for the environment, rather than "produce a moderate livelihood." 

. The Burnt Church plan was to catch a limit of 13,500 kilograms of fish, which would be for food and ceremony rather than for profit. Burnt Church would also reduce traps in autumn when lobster reproduce. 


. The Marshall ruling allowed for year-round hunting and fishing rights, and did not apply to logging quotas. 

. In 1998, Mi'kmaq Joshua Bernard was charged for cutting 23 logs from spruce trees in New Brunswick. The ruling was overturned in a Court of Appeal in August 2003. The court said Bernard had the right to cut and sell logs from Crown trees.

http://www.cbc.ca/archives/categories/society/native-issues/the-battle-for-aboriginal-treaty-rights/overfishing-out-of-season.html
Aboriginal Rights: Democracy Debated

"It's the single-most destructive process I've seen in my lifetime," says Hupacasath Chief Judith Sayers about a controversial B.C. treaty referendum. In 1998, the Nisga'a band became the only aboriginal nation in the province to settle a land claim. The groundbreaking victory, won while Glen Clark was premier, gave the band title to 2,000 square kilometres of Crown land. 

Four years later, Premier Gordon Campbell's new government is taking a more cautious approach. 

British Columbians will vote in an eight-question referendum on the importance of settling treaties. Campbell sees the vote as a democratic right. Liberal MLA Gillian Trumper, a local politician who also supports the referendum, believes it will help speed up treaty negotiations. But native groups find the process "racist," rather than democratic, and have begun forms of protest, as seen in this clip of a CBC Television documentary on the referendum.

The questions and results of the 2002 treaty referendum were as follows: 

1. Private property should not be expropriated for treaty settlements. 84.5 per cent Yes.

2. The terms and conditions of leases and licences should be respected; fair compensation for unavoidable disruption of commercial interests should be ensured. 92.1 per cent Yes. 

3. Hunting, fishing and recreational opportunities on Crown land should be ensured for all British Columbians. 93.1 per cent Yes. 

4. Parks and protected areas should be maintained for the use and benefit of all British Columbians. 94.5 per cent Yes.

5. Province-wide standards of resource management and environmental protection should continue to apply. 93.6 per cent Yes. 

6. Aboriginal self-government should have the characteristics of local government, with powers delegated from Canada and British Columbia. 87.2 per cent Yes. 

7. Treaties should include mechanisms for harmonizing land use planning between Aboriginal governments and neighbouring local governments. 91.7 per cent Yes.

8. The existing tax exemptions for Aboriginal people should be phased out. 90.5 per cent Yes. 

. The government was bound to the results, "in principle," when negotiating further treaties.

. Only 36 per cent of voters responded to the mail-out ballot; two out of three voters declined to participate. This was less than half the number who voted in the most recent provincial election. 

. The B.C. government spent $9-million on the referendum. 

. In 2002, treaty negotiations of 53 B.C. First Nations were underway with the federal and B.C. governments. The number included 111 bands. 

. The top 10 most populous B.C. native nations were (2002): Tsimshian (7,158), Nuu-chah-nulth (6,535), Hul'qumi'nim (5,645), Carrier Sekani (5,363), Gitxsan (5,353), Haida (3,651), Sto:lo (3,527), Squamish (3,150), Wet'suwet'en (2,406) and Heiltsuk (2,406).
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1981 Native People Fight for Constitutional Protection

The long journey to bring home Canada's Constitution has hit a major roadblock. Native and treaty rights have been left out of the new Constitution, and thousands of native people across the country stage demonstrations. Among the demonstrations is giant march on Ottawa's Parliament Hill. As we see in this CBC Television clip, native people are united in their frustration and are resolved to force Ottawa to guarantee their rights.

An even larger demonstration was held on the same day by native people in Alberta. More than 5,000 of them rallied at an Edmonton arena, then marched to the provincial legislature in freezing weather. They were greeted by premier Peter Lougheed, who told them his government fully supported inclusion of native rights in the Constitution.

• In the fall of 1981 there was considerable opposition to Pierre Trudeau's planned Constitutional patriation. Knowlton Nash opened this Nov. 19, 1981 edition of The National with these words: "It's been just an incredible day in Ottawa. Nobody seems happy with the constitutional resolution."
• Critics pointed to two major omissions in the constitutional strategy: aboriginal and treaty rights, and the equality of women.

• Clause 34 of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms, which had recognized a form of Aboriginal and Treaty rights, was not included in the Constitution.
• Both the Progressive Conservatives and the New Democratic Party opposed a Constitution that did not include native and women's rights. The provinces were divided in their support.

• Ottawa moved swiftly to rectify the problem. The federal government and all provincial governments except Quebec reached an agreement on the rights issues, and on Nov. 26, 1981 the House of Commons voted unanimously to recognize existing native and treaty rights and guarantee gender equality in the new Constitution.

• Quebec premier René Lévesque agreed with the principles proposed by the Aboriginal leaders but did not sign the accord based on his earlier opposition to the Constitution Act. "I say without any bitterness we will not sign this accord," he said at the amendment meeting.
• The Constitution was proclaimed on April 17, 1982.

• While specific mention of Aboriginal rights were codified in the 1982 Constitution Act, the politicians agreed to leave more specific agreements to the future.
• The Constitution Amendment Proclamation of 1983 was the first amendment to the new Constitution. It secured Aboriginal rights regarding land claim agreements and provided for the equality of Native women. The proclamation also committed provincial and federal governments to include aboriginal representatives in future conferences.

• Section 35 of the 1982 Constitution Act, which "recognized and affirmed" Canada's "existing" aboriginal and treaty rights, has been controversial.
• It was left to the Supreme Court to determine what rights "existed" before 1982, including common law -- rights that were now entrenched or "frozen". In the 1990 R. v. Sparrow case over fishing rights, the court determined the Constitution limits the government's ability to restrict aboriginal rights through legislation.

• Section 35 has been the focal point of many confrontations over hunting and fishing rights and land claims. Mel Smith of the Fraser Institute claims that the section "has been interpreted in an expansive manner far beyond what was ever intended by its framers."
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Alanis Obomsawin the activist
When the St. Francis River became too polluted for swimming, the Quebec town of Pierreville built a pool for its children. But kids from the adjacent Odanak reserve, who also used the river, weren't welcome at the pool. That drove Alanis Obomsawin, a daughter of the reserve who was making a living as a folksinger and hairstylist, to raise funds to build a pool for her people. In this 1966 profile on CBC-TV's Telescope, Obomsawin sings traditional songs, shares her memories of growing up and recalls the insults she endured when her family moved off the reserve

• Alanis Obomsawin went on to become an acclaimed documentary filmmaker. Two filmmakers at the National Film Board had seen this 1966 Telescope profile and invited her to consult on a film they were making about activists. She then directed and wrote her first film for the NFB, the 13-minute 1971 documentary Christmas at Moose Factory. 
• Obomsawin was born in New Hampshire in 1932. When she was six months old her family moved to the Odanak reserve near Sorel, Que. Théophile Panadis, the elderly man seen in this clip, was her mother's cousin and taught her the songs and stories of the Abenaki Nation. At age nine she was uprooted to Trois-Rivieres, Que. Having grown up speaking only the Abenaki language, she had to learn French and, as the only aboriginal child at school, was taunted and beaten regularly.
• As a young woman she learned English and trained as a beautician before moving to Montreal and becoming a folksinger and storyteller. Once she started to work with the NFB, she continued making films with a strong focus on social justice and aboriginal people. Her most acclaimed work was the 1993 documentary Kanehsatake: 270 Years of Resistance, about the 1990 Oka crisis. 
• In 2009 Obomsawin was selected to be honoured with a retrospective of her work and an outstanding achievement award from the Hot Docs documentary film festival in Toronto.
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Filmmaker Alanis Obomsawin: behind Mohawk lines

Flares were burning and helicopters were buzzing overhead, but it was the tranquility of a mother calming her child that struck Alanis Obomsawin most. It was the summer of 1990, and Obomsawin was shooting a documentary behind Mohawk barricades during the standoff at Oka, Que. Three years later, her film, Kanehsatake: 270 Years of Resistance, is receiving near-universal acclaim and winning awards. In this clip from CBC-TV's Midday, Obomsawin says her film tries to get at the heart of why the standoff happened.
Flares were burning and helicopters were buzzing overhead, but it was the tranquility of a mother calming her child that struck Alanis Obomsawin most. It was the summer of 1990, and Obomsawin was shooting a documentary behind Mohawk barricades during the standoff at Oka, Que. Three years later, her film, Kanehsatake: 270 Years of Resistance, is receiving near-universal acclaim and winning awards. In this clip from CBC-TV's Midday, Obomsawin says her film tries to get at the heart of why the standoff happened.

• Produced by the National Film Board, Kanehsatake: 270 Years of Resistance was broadcast on television in the United Kingdom in July 1993. Its North American premiere was in September 1993 at the Toronto Festival of Festivals (now Toronto International Film Festival), and Obomsawin won a $25,000 award for best feature at the festival.

• "I was in my car when the [first] shooting [at Oka] occurred, on my way to another film shoot. I changed directions right away. I was working on something else that I completely dropped and raced to capture the standoff on film. People outside of Canada were shocked when they saw this movie. They couldn't imagine that something like this was taking place here. The only negative reaction came when the film was released in French in Quebec." - Alanis Obomsawin, from the NFB website

• The CBC turned down the opportunity to air the documentary upon its release. In a 1993 article in the Globe and Mail, the broadcaster's executive producer of documentaries, Mark Starowicz, said: "It is incorrect to present the situation as the CBC refusing to run the film. We are absolutely committed to showing it. The only factors that remain are when and in what format." Obomsawin disputed that. "[CBC] refused the film in its present form and demanded a long list of changes, many of which are completely unacceptable," she said. 

• The film eventually aired uncut on the CBC documentary program Witness in January 1994, followed by a panel discussion aimed at offering a different perspective from the film's pro-Mohawk viewpoint. 

• For more on the events at Oka in 1990, see the CBC Digital Archives topic The Oka Crisis
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Georges Erasmus: Our home and native land
Georges Henry Erasmus has a dream: Self-government for the native peoples of Canada. The charismatic native leader has devoted his life to fighting tirelessly for the right of his people to control their own lives and the land they live on. From his early days as the president of the Dene Nation or as the co-chair of the historic Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, Erasmus has never swayed from his vision. It's a dream that has yet to be fully realized.

Georges Erasmus is a proud member of the Dene people. 
From his earliest days, Erasmus's political determination has been shaped by his desire for his people to control their ancestral lands. 
Having grown up in the Northwest Territories in the 1950s, he is motivated by the impoverished plight of native peoples.
On reserves and in cities, alcoholism, violence and poverty prevail. Most depend on welfare to survive.

Erasmus, president of the Dene Nation, stresses the importance of having a proud and sovereign native society to CBC's Mary Lou Finlay. 
Erasmus wants to see native peoples reassert their culture and regain self-rule. He wants to break the cycle of dependence on government handouts, which perpetuates a sense of inadequacy and worthlessness. 
He is joined in the debate by Bill Wilson, vice-president of the Native Council of Canada, and sociology professor John Warner.

It's a view Erasmus has held since he first came to prominence in the early 1970s as a young charismatic leader of the Indian Brotherhood of the Northwest Territories.
The organization would later be renamed the Dene Nation.

Georges Erasmus was born on Aug. 8, 1948 in Fort Rae, N.W.T.
. Erasmus was an outspoken speaker at the Berger Pipeline Inquiry appointed by the federal government in 1974. The Dene and Inuit peoples successfully fought off a proposed pipeline which would have carried oil through the Mackenzie River Valley. The Berger Inquiry gave native peoples a voice to air long-held grievances over land claims. 

. The Dene are native to the North and have lived in the Mackenzie Valley and Barren Grounds of the Northwest Territories for centuries.
. Erasmus was a strong proponent of the 1975 Dene Declaration, a historic document declaring the sovereignty of the Dene Nation.
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Georges Erasmus: Hail the new chief
It's a fight to the bitter end in the race to lead Canada's largest native organization, reports CBC's Neil Ford. Georges Erasmus runs against incumbent David Ahenakew in what becomes a showdown to head the Assembly of First Nations (AFN). 
The two have diametrically opposed ideas about the future of the AFN. 
Erasmus wants to work with the premiers in the constitutional talks and negotiate on behalf of all native peoples. 

Ahenakew wants to cut the provinces out of the talks altogether and doesn't see the value in uniting with the Inuit and the Métis. 

Erasmus, tired of central leadership, vows to distribute power back to the hands of the delegates. Ahenakew disagrees. 

In the end, Erasmus is elected National Chief of the Assembly of First Nations on July 30, 1985. He beats Ahenakew by a narrow margin of 274 to 231 votes.

Georges Erasmus was re-elected National Chief of the Assembly of First Nations in 1988 and served until 1991.


. In 2002, David Ahenakew found himself at the centre of controversy for praising Hitler and the Holocaust to a Saskatoon StarPhoenix reporter. Ahenakew later apologized for his racist remarks and stepped down as the head of the Federation of Saskatchewan Indian Nations senate. Native leaders including Erasmus unanimously denounced Ahenakew's

http://www.cbc.ca/archives/categories/politics/rights-freedoms/georges-erasmus-native-rights-crusader/hail-the-new-chief.html
George Erasmus: No Deal

It could have been a milestone in Canadian history but instead another constitutional conference ends in failure. 
Despite Prime Minister Brian Mulroney's attempts to look for a compromise, premiers and native leaders fail to agree on what exactly native sovereignty entails, reports CBC's Whit Fraser. 
The amendments to the Constitution in 1982 had guaranteed existing rights of Indians, Inuit and Métis without defining those rights. 

The long-held dream of enshrining self-determination for native peoples in the Constitution remains unfulfilled. 
At the end of the conference, the National Chief of the Assembly of First Nations, Georges Erasmus, addresses the first ministers and Prime Minister Mulroney. 
Backed by a historical reunion of Indians, Inuit and Metis, Erasmus graciously thanks the prime minister but can't hide his disappointment.

• In 1982, the Canadian Constitution recognized the Inuit, Indians and Métis as the three groups descending from the original inhabitants of North America.
• The Assembly of First Nations represents over 630 First Nations communities in Canada.

http://www.cbc.ca/archives/categories/politics/rights-freedoms/georges-erasmus-native-rights-crusader/no-deal.html
George Erasmus: Deal with us Now

It's one of his most famous speeches. 
Georges Erasmus has just been re-elected National Chief of the Assembly of First Nations after finishing an initial three-year term. At the gathering in Edmonton he calls for action on native land claims, self-government and constitutional questions. 
The issues are not new but what is new is the frustration and anger in Erasmus's speech. He warns the federal government to get serious about native rights or suffer the consequences. 

"Canada, if you do not deal with this generation of leaders and seek peaceful solutions, then we cannot promise that you are going to like the kind of violent political action that we can just about guarantee the next generation is going to bring to you." 
When CBC's Peter Downie asks about Erasmus's newfound rage, he says it's due to the amazing frustration he feels at the government's inactions in dealing with native issues.

• Georges Erasmus's words would prove prophetic. In the summer of 1990, the Oka Crisis catapulted native land rights into the international spotlight. It would be one of the most violent confrontations between native peoples and the government in modern Canadian history. The crisis was sparked by the proposed expansion of a golf course on Mohawk burial ground. The 78-day standoff resulted in the fatal shooting of police constable Marcel Lemay

http://www.cbc.ca/archives/categories/politics/rights-freedoms/georges-erasmus-native-rights-crusader/deal-with-us-now-or-suffer-the-consequences.html
George Erasmus: RCAP

It's 4,000 pages long and has 400 recommendations that come with a $58 million price tag. The Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples finally releases its long-awaited report after more than five years of hearings and studies. The historical report calls on Canada to embark on a new era of relations with native peoples. As detailed in this series of CBC Radio reports, a key recommendation is native self-government.

The Commission recommends the creation of the House of First Peoples that would take its place alongside the House of Commons and the Senate. The report also suggests a 20-year time frame to make amends. The report comes under immediate scrutiny. Government critics say the recommendations are unrealistic and too costly. Georges Erasmus, the co-chair of the commission, warns that ignoring the report may lead to further violence. "If once more people's hopes have been dashed and that if this was all for nothing then. people will resort to other things."

The report was the result of 178 days of public hearings, 96 community visits and consultations with dozens of experts. 
. The crux of the report was summarized as follows: "The main policy direction, pursued for more than 150 years, first by colonial then by Canadian governments, has been wrong."

http://www.cbc.ca/archives/categories/politics/rights-freedoms/georges-erasmus-native-rights-crusader/righting-100-years-of-wrong.html
George Erasmus: a native view of Canada’s future

On a cool March night, a crowd of 800 has gathered at a Vancouver hotel to hear Georges Erasmus talk about his vision of Canada. Erasmus is the 2002 keynote speaker for the 3rd Annual LaFontaine-Baldwin Symposium. The lecture was established by philosopher John Ralston Saul to ponder the future of Canada's democracy. In his speech, Erasmus addresses the need for a new relationship between native and non-native peoples of Canada. He says it is needed and necessary. 

Erasmus believes Canada can be a real leader in native issues and urges Canadians to make a difference. He concludes his lecture by saying he is hopeful that native rights will be fully recognized -- if not in his lifetime then during his son's life. The man who has dedicated his entire life fighting for native rights remains undeterred in his vision.

• The LaFontaine-Baldwin Symposium was established in 1999 to encourage debate around the future of Canada's civic culture and to honour 19th century political reformers Louis-Hippolyte LaFontaine and Robert Baldwin. 

• Erasmus was appointed to the Order of Canada, first as a Member in 1987, then as an Officer in 1999. 

• Erasmus is currently (2002) the president of the Aboriginal Healing Foundation. The organization aids those coping with the legacy of physical and sexual abuse suffered at residential schools. He currently resides in Yellowknife.
http://www.cbc.ca/archives/categories/politics/rights-freedoms/georges-erasmus-native-rights-crusader/the-future-begins-now.html
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