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Introduction

“Indigenous planning” is an emergent paradigm in contempo-
rary planning discourse that aims to reclaim the historic, con-
temporary, and future-oriented planning approaches of 
Indigenous communities across western settler states like 
Canada, the United States, New Zealand, and Australia 
(Jojola 2008; Matunga 2013; Walker, Jojola, and Natcher 
2013). The literature on Indigenous planning is comple-
mented by a larger literature on planning with Indigenous 
communities (e.g., Barry 2012; Berke et al. 2002; Nilsen 
2005; Porter 2010; Sandercock 2004). Combined, this inter-
national scholarship has advanced our understanding of how 
to more effectively support community planning undertaken 
on First Nation1 reserves, Indian reservations (e.g., Guyette 
1996; Jojola 1998; Lane and Hibbard 2005), and in Indigenous 
rural and remote communities (e.g., Duerden, Black, and 
Kuhn 1996; Lane 2006; Procter and Chaulk 2013).

There are more than six hundred First Nations in Canada, 
speaking more than sixty Aboriginal languages. Those self-
identifying as a First Nation person make up nearly 61 percent 
of Canada’s total Aboriginal population and about 2.6 percent 
of the total Canadian population (Statistics Canada 2013a). 
Saskatchewan is a Canadian province with a population of just 
more than one million people, where greater than 10 percent 
self-identified as First Nation (Statistics Canada 2013b). There 
are more than seventy First Nations in Saskatchewan, repre-
sented locally by band councils, regionally by tribal councils 
(that comprise several First Nation bands), provincially by the 
Federation of Saskatchewan Indian Nations, and nationally by 
the Assembly of First Nations.

This article examines a multiyear community planning 
pilot project undertaken from 2006 to 2011 on the principal 
reserves of eleven of those Saskatchewan First Nations. The 
pilot project was an initiative of the federal government’s 
Department of Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development 
Canada (AANDC). The planning consultant team hired by 
AANDC to undertake the pilot project with First Nations and 
their affiliated tribal councils was the Cities and Environment 
Unit, a consultancy arm of the School of Planning at 
Dalhousie University in the city of Halifax, Nova Scotia, 
Canada. By the end of the pilot project, all of the First 
Nations had undergone the process of creating a community 
plan with the consultant team, addressing areas such as hous-
ing and infrastructure, education, health and wellness, cul-
ture and traditions, environment, economic development, 
and governance.

We examine the extent to which the work carried out dur-
ing the pilot project coincides with advances in research on 
planning with Indigenous communities and the emergent 
paradigm of Indigenous planning. Our central argument is 
that the pilot project, on one hand, cultivated the terrain for 
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advancing Indigenous planning by First Nations, but also 
reproduced the colonial imposition of settler planning pro-
cesses, authority, and control. The next section conceptual-
izes planning with First Nations and the emergent paradigm 
of Indigenous planning, building to a point of departure for 
our research. It is followed by a discussion of research meth-
ods. The results are presented and discussed, before conclud-
ing the article with implications for Indigenous planning 
among First Nations.

Planning and Indigenous Nations

Statehood in Canada, the United States, New Zealand, and 
Australia was achieved through dispossession of Indigenous 
lands and cultures, by exterminating them or relocating them 
to reserves (Canada, Australia) or reservations (United 
States), and by social, economic, cultural, and political assim-
ilation (Hibbard, Lane, and Rasmussen 2008). Dispossession 
is not an episode in history, but a continual process reproduc-
ing Indigenous–settler relations. Dispossessed territory is 
reclaimed by First Nations and different territory is reassigned 
by the settler state for new purposes (Porter 2010). 
Dispossession constitutes a “continuous assault on the politi-
cal and cultural autonomy of indigenous peoples” (Lane and 
Hibbard 2005, 172). Claims of sovereignty over land and 
resources is the context upon which competing spatial cul-
tures are juxtaposed (Porter 2010). On one hand, there is a 
spatial culture of disaggregated economic return from private 
property associated with the settler state, and on the other the 
spatial culture of aggregated interrelationship between use 
and stewardship of land, culture, economy, society, and envi-
ronment brought forward to varying degrees in First Nation 
claims. Reserves themselves are colonial spaces and part of 
the settler spatial culture of making “property” out of the land 
not reserved for Indigenous communities (Porter 2010). 
Beyond territorial dispossession, reserves served as places for 
sociocultural experiments (Hibbard 2006) of assimilation to 
agricultural ways of life, the control of movement on and off 
reserve with a pass system, the prohibition of spiritual cere-
monies and culture, and the forced removal of First Nation 
children to residential schools where many underwent physi-
cal, emotional and sexual abuse (Lerat and Ungar 2005; Ray, 
Miller, and Tough 2000).

Indigenous nations expend tremendous effort to be seen 
and heard by settler institutions and publics as a legitimate 
subject, or “figure of sovereignty” (Chakrabarty 2012), with 
their histories, worldviews, protocols, and practices set 
equally alongside Western institutions (e.g., municipal, pro-
vincial, federal governments). Though the sovereignty 
entwined with the right of self-determination continues to 
reside with First Nations, it is silenced through the “perni-
cious ignorance” (Dotson 2011) of settler institutions and 
actors, including planners and the public, and the power and 
privilege built into planning processes, resources, and time 
frames. This ignorance disallows Indigenous worldviews, 

protocols, and practices from being heard and understood by 
mainstream planning and public institutions, sustaining the 
epistemic violence suppressing First Nations as subjects and 
the application of Indigenous self-determining autonomy—
though not its existence by right—vis-à-vis the settler state 
(Spivak 1988).

The political and cultural project of Indigeneity is chal-
lenging the authority and legitimacy of planning systems, 
where understandably Indigenous communities are often 
skeptical about participating in state-driven planning pro-
cesses based in a legal and governance framework that has a 
long history of marginalizing their interests (Berke et al. 
2002), or that simply operates under another spatial culture 
altogether (Porter 2010). Land-use planning in the 
Nunatsiavut region of Labrador, Canada, following the 2005 
land claim agreement between the Inuit, federal, and provin-
cial governments is illustrative (Procter and Chaulk 2013). A 
Regional Planning Authority of two Inuit and two provincial 
government appointees was struck, mandated to create a 
land-use plan for the entire region within three years, in con-
sultation with its diverse Indigenous communities. It hired a 
registered professional planner to conduct the planning work, 
though he resided in the provincial capital, hundreds of miles 
away from the region. The imposed time frame was unten-
able, human resources were insufficient to engage meaning-
fully with communities across the region, and the ability of a 
single planner living outside the region to surmount the epis-
temological challenges of working in dramatically different 
cultural settings was questionable (see Umemoto 2001).

Two examples of competing spatial cultures in the 
Nunatsiavut land-use planning process are instructive. First, 
the Labrador Inuit consider sea ice to be a continuation of the 
land, providing travel routes and harvesting opportunities, 
and wished to include it in the plan. The settler governments 
did not want it included in the plan, with the federal govern-
ment pointing to its jurisdiction over the ocean and resources 
located there, and the provincial government pointing to its 
authority over land and resources. The power of settler statu-
tory frameworks resulted in the exclusion of sea ice from the 
plan. Second, the Inuit wanted to prioritize planning to “live 
as Inuit,” focusing on connectivity between land, resources, 
culture, and people, while the planner and planning authority 
determined it necessary to operationalize Inuit perspectives 
in ways compatible with provincial government planning 
goals, recasting them as sustainable food supply, tourism 
potential, and opportunities for mineral development (Procter 
and Chaulk 2013, 442). The role of power in cultural transla-
tion seems evident in both examples (Umemoto 2001).

Regardless of how well intentioned and collaborative the 
processes of planning with Indigenous peoples are, the whole 
exercise in spatial governance, planning, and environmental 
management is situated right at the center of colonial dis-
course, backed up by notions of property, economy, law, and 
land-use regulatory instruments that maintain unequal power 
relations between state and Indigenous actors (Fischler 2000; 
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Porter 2007). “Inclusive” planning processes can give settler 
state authorities the satisfying feeling of having found an equi-
table “fix” for past failures of state-driven planning in relation 
to Indigenous lands (Lane 2003; Lane and Williams 2008), 
while circumventing the reality of Indigenous sovereignty and 
self-determination, which require approaches that are signifi-
cantly more autonomously driven and community-based.

Philip Berke et al. (2002, 120) argue that “Indigenous 
nations must develop their own plans and regulations as a fun-
damental right of sovereignty and self-determination and as a 
means to enforce treaty obligations of outside powers.” Janice 
Barry (2012) demonstrates the powerful role actors involved 
in planning processes can play in creating enduring govern-
ment-to-government relationships between First Nations and 
the settler-state. Her work reveals how important it is, how-
ever, to first build institutional structures that permit greater 
balance in the power dynamic between First Nation and set-
tler-state actors (Barry 2012). Given the “practice of silenc-
ing” (Dotson 2011) Indigenous worldviews and approaches by 
settler institutions, it seems urgent to reclaim the institutional 
structures and approaches of Indigenous planning as a parallel 
tradition to western planning (Matunga 2013).

In her examination of community planning with the 
Indigenous Hawaiian community of Papakolea, Karen 
Umemoto (2001) discusses the value of visioning as a first 
step in the planning process, enabling the articulation of the 
community’s values, norms, and cultural practices prior to 
itemizing problems, projects, and design concepts. She also 
discusses how the practice of visioning was something that 
differed from past approaches where planning had been 
done on a sector- or project-specific basis by the settler 
government’s jurisdictional agency or more incrementally 
by traditional Hawaiian communities (Umemoto 2001). 
Planning is a powerful tool for answering fundamental 
community questions such as “What kind of society are we 
trying to build?” or “How do we get there from here?” or 
“How do all these projects fit together?” (Cornell and Kalt 
2007, 9). It can serve as a useful tool for practicing sover-
eignty and strengthening political community and auton-
omy among Indigenous nations. Our research investigates 
the extent to which the roles of First Nation bands or 
regional tribal councils as Indigenous planning institutions 
has changed on account of participating in the AANDC 
community planning pilot project.

Indigenous Planning

The inherent right of self-determination is recognized inter-
nationally in the 2007 United Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples and in a variety of ways in 
Canada (e.g., Royal Proclamation 1763; numerous treaties; 
Section 35 of the Constitution Act 1982), the United States 
(numerous treaties; Indian Self-determination and Education 
Assistance Act 1975), and New Zealand (Treaty of Waitangi 
1840; Treaty of Waitangi Act 1975). Indigenous sovereignty 

and self-determination can be thought of, at their core, as the 
application of a people’s autonomy and capacity to deter-
mine and implement their own fate, which includes control 
over land and resources, terms of social and cultural rela-
tions, and political autonomy (Henderson 2006; Lane and 
Hibbard 2005). Indigenous planning is “at its essence fixed 
to the unchanging goal of Indigenous peoples self-determi-
nation” (Matunga 2013, 29).

Ted Jojola (1998, 2008) and Hirini Matunga (2000, 2013) 
refer to Indigenous planning as an emergent paradigm in the 
context of contemporary planning, though pointing out that it 
has been practiced by Indigenous communities for hundreds, 
if not thousands, of years prior to the superimposition of the 
settler state apparatus upon Indigenous lands and institu-
tional structures. Jojola (2013) enlists several examples—
Anasazi of Pueblo Bonito, New Mexico; Aztec of Cholula in 
Puebla, Mexico; Cherokee of the Overhill towns and inter-
connected territories in southeastern United States—to illus-
trate the intergenerational connections for centuries between 
community planning and Indigenous kinship, place, and 
worldview. A worldview embodies the relationship between 
people and the natural world created as generations of kin 
live successively, with shared experiences, in the same place 
(Jojola 2008, 2013). Each generation applies the values and 
practices that are necessary to sustain the worldview, con-
necting past practice with a dynamic present, all in the con-
text of planning for the future. To connect past and present 
with future, Jojola (2013) applies a seven-generations model 
of planning, built upon the intergenerational family (i.e., 
great-grandparents, grandparents, parents, oneself, children, 
grandchildren, and great-grandchildren). Indigenous plan-
ning must respond to the ruptures in its continuity caused by 
colonial processes of forced removal from territory, culture, 
and children (Jojola 2013). For this reason, scholars and 
practitioners refer to Indigenous planning as a paradigm 
being “reclaimed” as a parallel tradition to settler planning 
institutions (Walker, Jojola, and Natcher 2013) in response to 
the “violence of colonialism” (Matunga 2013, 3).

Indigenous planning has a strong tradition of resistance 
and commitment to political change in the context of coexist-
ing alongside settler planning systems and the established 
power relations that give them voice while others (e.g., 
Indigenous systems) are silenced. Indigenous planning must 
be positioned as a theory and practice of internalized self-
definition and externalized advocacy (Matunga 2013). For 
Indigenous nations, critical questions include the following:

“Whose future? Who decides what this future should or 
could look like? Who is doing the analysis and making the deci-
sions? Who has the authority, the control, the final decision-
making power? Whose values, ethics, concepts, and knowledge? 
Whose methods and approaches? What frameworks, institu-
tions, and organizations are being used to guide the planning 
processes that most affect Indigenous peoples? Where are 
Indigenous peoples positioned in the construction of that 
future?” (Matunga 2013, 4)
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Processes of Indigenous planning connect people (e.g., 
tribe, nation), place (i.e., land, environment, resources), 
knowledge (i.e., traditional, contemporary), values and 
worldview (e.g., attitudes, beliefs, ethics, principles), with 
decisions (i.e., process, institutions) and practices (e.g., 
application, approaches), to enhance the well-being of the 
community (Matunga 2013, 15). Decision-making pro-
cesses and practices, though variable by community, often 
have common aspects such as striving for consensus, using 
traditional values to evaluate options and expected out-
comes, and recognizing the wisdom of Elders. All of these 
aspects require time and attention to purposeful elocution 
to safeguard trust and cohesion within the community 
(Jojola 2013). Leadership is another critical factor, where 
skill, experience, knowledge, and ancestry serve to main-
tain unity in the community and processes of Indigenous 
planning (Matunga 2013).

Jojola (2013, 465–67) shares three principles to guide 
Indigenous planning. First is that process must follow from 
the Indigenous worldview. Second is that Indigenous voices 
do not require translation, and western planners must stop 
trying to translate Indigenous culture and values through the 
operational logic of settler institutions (recall the earlier 
example from Nunatsiavut). The third principle is that the 
Native self is the essence of Indigenous knowledge, and that 
what may appear from the outside as a natural progression in 
community affairs (e.g., a new style of housing) must be 
assessed through the lens of individual and collective com-
munity desires.

The key characteristics of Indigenous planning are a 
strong commitment to positive political, social, economic 
and environmental change, and the centrality of community, 
kinship and place-based processes and institutional 
arrangements.

It is a form of planning whose roots and traditions are 
grounded in specific Indigenous peoples’ experiences linked 
to specific places, lands, and resources. In other words, 
planning within, for, and by the particular Indigenous 
community for the place they call theirs. Importantly, it isn’t 
just spatial planning by Indigenous peoples, but has a much 
broader scope, focusing on the lives and environments of 
Indigenous peoples. (Matunga 2013, 5)

What does the emergent paradigm of Indigenous planning 
have to teach us about how planning was undertaken during 
the Saskatchewan pilot project and how planning might yet 
be conceived as a way to improve community well-being 
among First Nations?

Methods

The First Nation community planning pilot project, adminis-
tered in Saskatchewan by AANDC from 2006 to 2011, 
included eleven First Nations broken up into three phases. 
Phase one began in 2006 and involved Shoal Lake Cree 

Nation and George Gordon, Flying Dust, and Kahkewistahaw 
First Nations. Phase two began in 2008 and involved Kinistin 
Saulteaux Nation and Cowessess, Pasqua, and Muskoday 
First Nations. Phase three began in 2009 and included Big 
River First Nation, Lac La Ronge Indian Band, and Standing 
Buffalo Dakota Nation. Beyond the individual First Nation 
bands themselves, tribal councils (regional governance struc-
tures that include several First Nation bands) were involved 
in the planning process and provided assistance and support 
to their member bands.

Semistructured personal interviews were undertaken with 
thirty-six key informants in 2010–2011, chosen specifically 
on account of their role in the pilot project (Table 1).2 
Purposive selection of participants in this fashion was under-
taken to provide the richest set of informed perspectives on 
the community planning pilot project in Saskatchewan. The 
plan champions—a community member chosen by each First 
Nation to lead the process locally, then hired and paid by the 
consultant firm—were the ones who facilitated community 
access for the researchers, given their familiarity with local 
planning participants. In one First Nation, approval of the 
band council was required, and received, before interviewing 
community members. Interviews were conducted at a loca-
tion of each participant’s choosing, typically in her or his 
community. Some were conducted at the joint steering com-
mittee meetings, held by AANDC in Regina or Saskatoon, 
bringing together all those involved in the pilot project peri-
odically to share experiences and provide mutual support and 
advice on the planning process.

Interview questions were open-ended, eliciting the par-
ticipants’ perspectives on the planning process used by the 
consultant team, participation by the people and leadership 
of the First Nation, and strengths, shortfalls and general 
reflections on the planning pilot project. Interviews were 
digitally recorded and transcribed. ATLAS.ti qualitative data 
analysis software was used to facilitate the process of orga-
nizing, coding, and categorizing narrative excerpts to mean-
ingfully represent the results (Dey 1993). Themes were 
developed from interconnections within and across catego-
ries of data (Thomas 2006).

Two researchers reviewed the data categories for emer-
gent themes, providing a means of analytic triangulation 
(Huberman and Miles 1994). Participants were given the 
opportunity to review their interview transcripts and edit 
them if necessary. Draft conclusions were presented at a joint 
steering committee meeting where attendees—whether they 
participated in an interview or not—could comment on 
results. Participation by the researchers in two meetings of 
the pilot project joint steering committee, once at the start of 
the research and once near the end, was an important means 
of building rapport and relational accountability between the 
researchers and the First Nations for the research process 
(Wilson 2008). Taken together, the triangulation, member 
checks, debriefing, and relational accountability strengthen 
the credibility of the analysis.
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From Settler Imposition toward 
Indigenous Planning

This section examines three themes that may move First 
Nations in Saskatchewan toward strengthened Indigenous 
planning processes and outcomes, and away from imposed 
settler planning systems. These are building Indigenous 
futures with a “mandate from the people,” the importance of 
Indigenous authority and leadership, and institutional devel-
opment for Indigenous planning. A mandate from the people 
involves community participation across generations, and 
the creation of a vision and value statements to reenforce the 
local worldview and support decision making in the rest of 
the planning process. Indigenous authority and leadership 
examines some of the weaknesses of the planning process 
used in the Saskatchewan pilot project, where authority over 
process, timelines, and personnel decisions did not reside 
with First Nation leadership, driven instead by AANDC and 
the consultant team. The importance of an engaged chief and 
council in the planning process is raised as a catalyzing force 
for sustained planning and implementation. Under the insti-
tutional development theme, elements needed for Indigenous 
planning to flourish as a parallel tradition to western plan-
ning institutions are explored.

Building Indigenous Futures with a “Mandate 
from the People”

Many of the eleven First Nations participating in the pilot 
project had worked with private consultants in the past to 
undertake sector-specific plans, typically initiated by the fed-
eral government. Participants from band administrations, 
tribal councils, and plan champions spoke of how few of 
these were actually implemented in their communities. They 
indicated that the community planning model used for the 
2006–2011 pilot project by AANDC’s consultant team was 

promising because of the model’s reliance on a high level of 
community participation in the planning process.

Before we’ve had consultants come onto the reserve, do a big 
plan and then leave and then we never hear from them again. 
I think this time around [AANDC] told us that we would be 
involved. . . . The plan had to come from the community. It 
couldn’t come from a consultant and a couple of band staff. 
That never worked in the past. (band administrator 1, 
Aboriginal, male)

Participants spoke highly of the community planning 
model because it was designed to elicit “a mandate from the 
people” (plan champion 2, Aboriginal, female). Driven by 
community engagement, it encouraged residents to learn 
more about their First Nation and to think collectively about 
building its future, a process of internalized self-definition 
that is important for Indigenous planning (Matunga 2013).

The good part about it is I found that the community started 
coming together a little bit. You could see the trend, the shift. 
People that didn’t come out before were suddenly interested 
(plan champion 3, Aboriginal, female).

By participating in the process, community members felt that 
they were able to clearly articulate a mandate for their lead-
ership into the future.

It is the community that made this plan. It wasn’t the chief and 
council. So whether [chief and council] follow it or not, it’s up 
to the community to say, hey, this is what we did, now what 
can you do? (planning working group 1, Aboriginal, female)

Band members found participating in the community vision 
workshop rewarding, and many felt it promoted a renewed 
interest in local civics and pride. The vision statement was 
placed on banners and located in public places where commu-
nity members could view it. Seeing the vision displayed in 

Table 1. Interview Participant Characteristics.

Position Number Interviewed Aboriginal Identity Male Female

Plan champion 8 8 0 8
Plan mentor 2 2 0 2
Planning working group 6 6 1 5
Band administration 8 8 2 6
Tribal council 6 4 4 2
AANDC 2 1 2 0
Planning consultant team 7 0 3 4
Totala 39 (36) 29 (26) 12 (12) 27 (24)
First Nations involved in research Flying Dust, Kahkewistahaw, George Gordon, Cowessess, Big River, Kinistin, Muskoday, 

Pasqua, and Standing Buffalo
Tribal councils involved in research Meadow Lake, Yorkton, Touchwood Agency, Saskatoon, File Hills Qu’Appelle, and 

Agency Chiefs

a. Some participants held more than one position (e.g., plan champion in home community and plan mentor in another community) and were recorded in 
both categories because they were interviewed with two separate and discrete interview guides, one for each role. The numbers in parentheses indicate 
the number of people interviewed without double-counting for dual roles.

 at UNIV TORONTO on January 15, 2016jpe.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://jpe.sagepub.com/


6 Journal of Planning Education and Research 

public prompted community members to contribute their time 
to the remaining stages of the planning process.

When we went through the vision statement and the 
community value statement, people just loved working on 
that. They were able to get out all their good feelings about 
what they believed in, what they hoped for, what they dreamed 
for . . . that was when we had at least 200, maybe 250 [people 
attending]. (plan champion 2, Aboriginal, female)

Using the vision and several of the community value state-
ments in the Shoal Lake Cree Nation Community Plan for 
illustrative purposes, like those of many other First Nations in 
the pilot project, connecting the past and present in the context 
of visioning for the future that Jojola (2013) describes in his 
seven-generations planning model appears to be meaningful.

Vision for Shoal Lake Cree Nation:

“Shoal Lake Cree Nation will reconnect the past to the future 
through actions taken today.”

A Selection of Community Value Statements:

“Shoal Lake Cree Nation values and respects the natural 
environment as it is woven in our history and livelihood and 
will provide for future generations.”

“Both traditional and present day education and knowledge 
are essential components of greater self-sufficiency.”

“Language and culture are sources of pride for Shoal Lake 
Cree Nation. Language and culture connect us to the past, 
present and future.”

“The youth and elders are important parts of our community. 
The youth represent the future, while the elders remind us of 
where we came from and who we are.”

(Shoal Lake Cree Nation and Cities and Environment Unit 
2007, 54–55)

The value placed on visioning as an early step in the planning 
process by First Nation participants supports the conclusions 
from Umemoto’s (2001) work with the Indigenous Hawaiian 
community of Papakolea discussed earlier in the article. The 
vision and associated value statements bring the community’s 
values, norms, and cultural priorities forward as a framework to 
use for approaching further stages of community planning, reen-
forcing a local worldview, and relationships across the commu-
nity’s past, present, and future and between generations.

The Importance of Indigenous Authority and 
Leadership

One critical component in the application of Indigenous 
planning principles is that the planning process must follow 

from the Indigenous worldview, under Indigenous authority 
and leadership (Jojola 2013). Communities need to be able to 
discuss, debate, and mediate internally using their own deci-
sion processes in their own time (Matunga 2013). Plan cham-
pions, plan mentors, band administrators, and members of 
the planning working groups expressed frustration regarding 
the timelines set for the pilot project by AANDC and in turn 
by its consultant team, causing several communities to feel 
rushed through the planning process. The eleven First 
Nations in the pilot project did not have control over the 
timelines or the consultant team personnel, such as they 
would have if they were hired by and under the authority of 
the band or tribal council.

At [the First Nation] it was quieter and more culturally the old 
ways. It was a different environment there altogether and they 
don’t move as fast. They don’t go quickly unless they want to, 
so they prefer to sit and it’s not go, go, go. Here you’ll find 
we’ll have a lot of go, go, go, get it done, get it done. There 
they might get it done, but they want it done at their own pace 
and they want it done in a way that is more culturally sensitive. 
. . . That was the first time ever one of our planners from [the 
consultant team] had lost her temper and I think they took it 
personally that [the First Nation] didn’t want to step up faster, 
faster, faster. I think the problem was that they had deadlines 
to meet and because they had deadlines to meet they had the 
whole contract that they had to fulfill and if [the First Nation] 
was going slower in their process, it was harder for [the 
consultant team] to say, well, okay, we can slow down for 
you. (plan mentor 2, Aboriginal, female)

The imposition of time constraints by consultants from 
outside the community presents a recurring challenge in 
the literature (e.g., Jojola 2013). Different understandings 
of time and prioritization of timelines between Indigenous 
communities and outside planning consultants was raised 
as a difficulty by Umemoto (2001) in the Papakolea com-
munity case and by Procter and Chaulk (2013) in their 
case study of the Nunatsiavut planning process in 
Labrador, Canada, both discussed earlier in the article. 
The timeline of the dominant institution—the federal gov-
ernment funding the pilot project and the consultant team 
in Saskatchewan First Nations in this case—can impose 
hardship on the communities (Umemoto 2001). It also 
helps to reproduce the colonial act of rendering First 
Nations invisible or silent as legitimate figures of sover-
eignty (Chakrabarty 2012) with their own community pro-
cesses, protocols, and authority. The imposed timeline to 
deliver an acceptable (to the settler institution) product, 
the community plan document, is prioritized instead.

Indigenous planning principles place the authority, con-
trol, and final decision-making power with First Nations for 
administrative decisions involving planning personnel and 
their accountability to the community (Matunga 2013). In 
the Saskatchewan pilot project, however, the planning con-
sultant team entered into individual contracts with plan 
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mentors without involving the band or tribal councils. 
Participants found this inappropriate and felt that contract-
ing and hiring should have gone through the First Nation 
administration. It serves as another example of where 
Indigenous authority and leadership was circumvented, 
thereby limiting the pilot project’s potential to support 
Indigenous planning as a means for rebuilding local gover-
nance processes (Jojola 2008).

I was employed by [the consultant team]. . . . I don’t 
believe that I should have been employed by them because 
I believe I should have been employed by my band. That 
way, they could retain supervision over me and I could 
retain direction from my nation. (plan mentor 2, Aboriginal, 
female)

And when I saw that, I said, what? What are you trying to do? 
Bypass the authorities of these people? Bypass the tribal 
council? Bypass the chief and council by going directly to . . . 
an individual? That is not the way we do business here. (tribal 
council representative 5, Aboriginal, male)

All plan champions and most members of the planning 
working groups spoke of the importance to the success of the 
planning process of having support and leadership from the 
First Nation band chief and council. Those communities that 
had it found it invaluable. Those that did not have it spoke of 
how the absence of visible and engaged leadership hindered 
the planning process with the wider community. Leadership—
and the qualities embodied in community leaders—is a criti-
cal factor in maintaining community cohesion and united 
purpose in Indigenous planning (Matunga 2013). Having 
strong support from chief and council meant that plan cham-
pions did not feel as though they were standing alone trying 
to generate momentum for implementing projects from the 
community plan.

Some of it comes from leadership. In the past few months, I 
felt that we have the direction and the delegation to go ahead 
and get it done. So I feel that in the next two years, or in the 
next five. . . . I think that we’re going to see a lot of stuff 
happening out here that’s positive. (plan champion 2, 
Aboriginal, female)

Plan champions and planning working group members in 
several communities explained that they did not receive 
enough support from their band chief and council. Their 
absence from planning workshops and meetings had a nega-
tive impact on the community’s perception of the importance 
of participation in the planning process.3

Somehow they [chief and council] were at arm’s length. 
They didn’t want to come to any of our meetings, didn’t want 
input into our meetings because they felt it was an unrelated 
project . . . and any time I reported to them they said, yeah 
you’re doing a good job, and I’m thinking, how do you 
know? (plan champion 3, Aboriginal, female)

Institutional Development for Indigenous Planning

For Indigenous planning to function as a parallel tradition 
(Matunga 2000, 2013) to Western planning institutions, it is 
important to understand what strong Indigenous planning 
institutional structures would look like (Barry 2012). While 
it is beyond the scope of this article to propose definitive 
contours for Indigenous planning structures on First Nations, 
participant perspectives point to some possible elements. 
The value of a planning staff, for example, was commonly 
raised by participants.

The leadership support it, but pretty much it’s been me 
pushing it. I kind of feel sometimes it’s my job to remind 
them that we have a community plan. . . . I’d like to see more 
support because one person can’t do it all. (plan champion 8, 
Aboriginal, female)

I think we’re going to try and continue using it [the 
community plan] as long as . . . we have somebody on staff 
that’s going to be here to remind us about our plan. (band 
administrator 1, Aboriginal, male)

Community authority and control is central to Indigenous 
planning, setting the terms for processes of public engage-
ment through to the exercise of leadership by chief and coun-
cil (Jojola 2008, 2013). Plan implementation and the 
sustainability of community planning may be difficult with-
out having planning personnel to embed it within the pro-
cesses of administrative and political decision making. 
Planning is a tool for articulating political autonomy and 
important for practical sovereignty and self-determination 
that might begin to balance power relations between 
Indigenous and settler institutions (Porter 2007). Whether 
planning personnel would be hired by individual First Nation 
bands or by their regional tribal councils that encompass sev-
eral bands is something to be determined in each instance by 
the authorities themselves (Berke et al. 2002; Jojola 1998).

Tribal council representatives, band administrators, and 
the planning consultant team agreed that when there was 
turnover in plan champions and members of the planning 
working group in a community, they were reminded of the 
importance of trying to create a robust institutional capacity 
for planning practice.

In some cases, we had a change in the community [plan] 
champion and there was a break and a lull there. I spent some 
time with [the new plan champion] just to get a comfort 
zone. I think she was lost not having gone through the first 
part [of the planning process]. (tribal council representative 
6, non-Aboriginal, male)

It’s very important that you have many people involved in 
developing and implementing the plan. This ensures there is 
that knowledge and awareness of the plan to carry it through, 
and the momentum to carry it over changeovers in 
administration, in governance, and in the staff involved in 
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the planning project. So if you lose your plan champion or 
some members of your planning working group everything 
doesn’t fall apart. It’s not dependent on one or two people. 
(planning consultant team 5, non-Aboriginal, female)

The role of the plan mentor—where a plan champion 
from a community involved in an earlier phase of the pilot 
project served as mentor to the plan champion of a later 
phase community—was considered valuable by participants. 
This suggests that it would be valuable to build and share 
expertise in order to cultivate Indigenous planning processes 
and practices among a network of First Nations, building a 
robust parallel institutional framework that would help bal-
ance power dynamics between First Nation and settler insti-
tutions (Barry 2012) when bridging Indigenous and settler 
traditions (Matunga 2013).

While plan mentors themselves valued the experience of 
being a resource person to another community and building 
relationships across First Nations, they also explained how 
the role added considerably to their already heavy workload 
as plan champions in their home communities.

But the stress, well, not stress, but the workload of being a 
community [plan] champion at home is hard enough without 
placing additional responsibility of [a plan mentor] and 
making sure that the other community is going along fine. 
There were a few engagement sessions that I’d missed . . . 
and I really, really felt bad about that. (plan mentor 1, 
Aboriginal, female)

The temporary and part-time nature of the plan champion 
and plan mentor roles was a barrier to carrying on the func-
tion of community planning. Once the pilot project ended, 
these contract positions of the community-based personnel 
hired to assist the consultant team with the planning process 
through to the production of the community plan ended. 
Short-term government funding for insecure short-term posi-
tions may be a systemic constraint to planning on First 
Nations, much as in other Indigenous communities interna-
tionally (see Porter 2010, chapter six, for an Australian 
example). Planning expertise to guide implementation, 
updating, and the work normally carried out in other jurisdic-
tions (e.g., municipalities) by staff planners is something 
band and tribal councils may wish to consider for the future.

The First Nation has no one who will be responsible to make 
sure the plan is continued. Once the funding is over the plan 
champion’s work is done. No one to update it. The likely 
outcome after the funding is cut is the planning will stop. 
(tribal council representative 4, Aboriginal, female)

Band administrators, tribal council representatives, and 
plan champions expressed another reason why building per-
manence into a band or tribal council planning staff might be 
important. The community plan produced by the consultant 
team for each of the eleven pilot project First Nations should 

be updated periodically. Perhaps more important is the conti-
nuity of the planning process itself over time, working toward 
community goals through processes that bridge generations 
and reproduce the Indigenous worldview (Jojola 2013).

It’s a good plan the way it is, but it would be nice to be able 
to add onto it, you know? We’re not going to achieve every 
idea that’s in that plan because that’s going to take a long 
time. That’s going to take a number of years but there are 
other ideas or projects that did not make it into the plan 
because these are ideas that are springing up today. (plan 
champion 8, Aboriginal, female)

Participation in AANDC’s First Nation community plan-
ning pilot project led to a notable increase in communication 
between First Nations around the province. Periodic joint 
steering committee meetings organized by AANDC, involv-
ing all the First Nation personnel involved in the project 
(e.g., plan champions, mentors, band administrators), 
brought people together to share experiences, challenges, 
and successes from each community’s planning process and 
develop collegial relations that would have the potential to 
endure into the future if fostered.

We have meetings called joint steering committees and we all 
got together and shared information and it was really good. 
We got some really good stuff from the other communities 
(planning working group 1, Aboriginal, female).

Communication between First Nations in the pilot project 
also led to knowledge-sharing with First Nations outside of 
the pilot project by plan champions and members of planning 
working groups. Tribal council officials were approached by 
other First Nation bands inquiring about undertaking a com-
munity planning process.

I’ve had other people from other First Nations in the 
surrounding area or even further away and they’ve said: hey, 
this is nice! How can we get one of these plans? Where did 
you get this done? . . . We want to know how you got this 
community plan. How do we get there? What are the steps to 
take? (plan champion 8, Aboriginal, female)

My goal has been, from the tribal council perspective, to 
have each one of our six First Nations complete a plan. 
We’ve got [one First Nation] that will be sort of the lead 
model, and [a second First Nation] that has completed 
various steps, and then we have [a third First Nation], but 
three more to go. (tribal council representative 6, non-
Aboriginal, male)

Though the community planning pilot project ended after 
its five-year time frame it seems to have cultivated interest in 
the potential for Indigenous planning. An unanswered ques-
tion posed by Hibbard, Lane, and Rasmussen (2008, 146) 
about community planning on reservations remains, namely, 
“how to make sure such potentialities become systemic, rather 
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than episodic.” If First Nations wish to create new, or enhance 
already existing, community planning frameworks and institu-
tional approaches that meet with their community expecta-
tions for authority, values, and methods, then the federal 
government should see its role as supporting band and tribal 
councils in this endeavor (Berke et al. 2002; Cornell and Kalt 
2007). This may go some way toward supporting the continu-
ing development by First Nations of Indigenous planning in 
the future (Jojola 2008, 2013; Matunga 2013; Porter 2010).

Conclusion

The community planning pilot project on eleven Saskatchewan 
First Nations was administered by a consultant team using 
processes and timelines directed by the federal government 
(AANDC). The consultant team was selected and contracted 
by AANDC and the team then hired a plan champion and plan 
mentors from among members of the participating First 
Nations to assist in carrying out the planning process. Simply 
on the basis of where authority and control resided, one would 
conclude that the pilot project was not designed to coincide 
with the principles and practices of the Indigenous planning 
paradigm put forth by Jojola (1998, 2008, 2013) and Matunga 
(2000, 2013). Yet the pilot project did cultivate the terrain for 
First Nations to move away from settler-imposed planning 
frameworks (which the pilot project was) toward Indigenous 
planning. This might seem like a contradictory statement; 
however, the project created the opportunity for First Nation 
community members to appreciate the value of community 
visioning for their future. It also affirmed the importance of 
Indigenous authority and leadership in planning, partially as a 
result of community resistance to the pilot project’s imposition 
of western processes and time frames. The pilot project also 
shed some light on possibilities for institutional development 
that might advance Indigenous planning as a powerful parallel 
tradition to settler planning systems.

Community planning has the potential to serve as a key 
tool for the practice of First Nation self-determination. It can 
help communities switch out of the reactive mode that has 
become common on account of “the imposition of countless 
federal programs and projects” (Jojola 2013, 466) that are 
sector-specific but with little outlook on a coherent commu-
nity future deriving from the Indigenous worldview and 
bridging generations. Institutional development at the band 
or tribal council level for connecting people, place, knowl-
edge, values, and worldview with planning processes and 
practices is important for internalized self-definition (Jojola 
2013; Matunga 2013). Institutional development will also 
strengthen government-to-government relations with settler 
communities (e.g., local, provincial, federal governments) 
by rebalancing power relations (Barry 2012), countering 
epistemic violence that silences Indigenous nations as legiti-
mate figures of sovereignty (Chakrabarty 2012; Dotson 
2011; Spivak 1988), and reclaiming the epistemological 

ground where Indigenous voices require no translation 
(Jojola 2013). While the results of our research shed light on 
some aspects of institutional development that might lead to 
a strengthened practice of Indigenous planning, further 
research is required into institutional development for 
Indigenous planning. It would be too simplistic to argue that 
a community should hire a planner to work in the band office. 
Though this may indeed be a component, it may also be the 
case that Indigenous planning takes on a less structured and 
bureaucratic format, instead driven by the community as a 
deliberative process, and carried forward by leaders to exter-
nal stakeholders when needed.

In instances where the institutionalized planning capacity 
in First Nations is underdeveloped, it not only limits their 
internal pathways to community well-being, but also their 
ability to work at other scales with settler communities. As 
Matunga (2013, 17) explains:

The notion of “place” must also be conceptualized against 
the colonial backdrop of misappropriation. “Their place” 
applies not just to what little might remain in the communities’ 
legal title but also contested territory, lands, waters, and 
resources stolen or excised during the colonial era. Therefore 
the spatial parameters of Indigenous planning go potentially 
as far out as the boundaries of traditional pre-contact territory.

In future forays into community planning on First Nations, 
rather than imposing the terms of a planning process, its con-
sultants, timelines, and approaches, the federal government 
could invest resources in the recalibration of institutional 
power relations supporting First Nation engagement in 
Indigenous planning, including their own future-seeking inter-
nally and in the context of their positions in regional, provin-
cial, and federal relationships. This would be the kind of senior 
government investment that would assist First Nations to 
develop the institutional structures needed to engage in long-
term collaborative planning with other jurisdictions atop a bet-
ter balanced surface of power relations (Barry 2012).
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Notes

1. The term First Nation refers to individuals and communi-
ties that currently possess Indian status under the Indian Act 
of 1985. Our research focuses on First Nation people—par-
ticularly in relation to their reserve communities—and does 
not focus explicitly on the broader Aboriginal population of 
Canada. Aboriginal peoples refers to the descendants of the 
original inhabitants of Canada. It is the legal term used in the 
Constitution Act of 1982 to refer to First Nation, Métis, and 
Inuit peoples. The term Indigenous peoples is used in this arti-
cle as well, encompassing descendants of the original inhabit-
ants of settler countries around the world (e.g., New Zealand, 
Australia, United States), including Aboriginal peoples in 
Canada. In the 2011 National Household Survey 1,400,685 
people self-identified as Aboriginal, making up 4.3 percent of 
the Canadian population.

2. These participants can be grouped into eight different types of 
roles: Plan champion—Lead organizer of the planning process 
in each First Nation and a member of the First Nation who 
convened the planning working group made up of First Nation 
community members. The plan champion led the community 
engagement in partnership with the consultant team. Planning 
working group—The group worked with the plan champion 
during the planning process to complete and advocate for 
implementation of the community plan in each First Nation. 
Plan mentor—Each First Nation had a plan mentor, a person 
who was the plan champion in a community in an earlier phase 
of the pilot project. Plan mentors provided guidance to the plan 
champions in phase two or three communities. Band adminis-
trator—A member of the First Nation’s band administration 
involved with the community planning process, whether a 
staff member or an elected member of the band council. Tribal 
council—Tribal council officials worked with the plan cham-
pions and band administrations throughout the pilot project, 
helping support the planning process and bringing together 
perspectives from the experiences of several First Nations 
undergoing community planning processes within the same 
overarching tribal council. Planning consultant team—The 
consultant team, which worked across all eleven First Nations 
participating in the pilot project. AANDC— The two manag-
ers from the AANDC Saskatchewan Region office involved in 
administering and funding the pilot project.

3. While this article uses a clear dichotomy of settler and 
Indigenous communities to make its argument, one must 
appreciate that intragroup tensions exist, and interests vary 
(e.g., see Umemoto and Igarashi 2009). Kinship ties, strati-
fication by class and professional occupations, those who 
principally reside on- or off-reserve, all have the potential to 
structure intragroup dynamics that we are not able to explore 
fully in this article.
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