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Moving Forward in a Time of Restraint: Three Initiatives to Improve
First Nation Well-Being
I.

Introduction

In her final report to Parliament1, retiring Auditor General Sheila Fraser singled out two
“significant challenges” facing the federal government: fiscal pressures and conditions on First
Nation reserves. On the second issue she was “profoundly disappointed” that “…despite
federal action in response to our recommendations over the years, a disproportionate number
of First Nations people still lack the most basic services that other Canadians take for granted.“
She elaborated on her disappointment in the chapter dealing with First Nations conditions as
follows:
It is clear that living conditions are poorer on First Nations reserves than elsewhere in
Canada. Analysis by Indian and Northern Affairs Canada (INAC) supports this view. The
Department has developed a Community Well-Being Index based on a United Nations
measure used to determine the relative living conditions of developing and developed
countries. INAC uses its index to assess the relative progress in living conditions on
reserves. In 2010, INAC reported that the index showed little or no progress in the wellbeing of First Nations communities between 2001 and 2006. Instead, the average wellbeing of those communities continued to rank significantly below that of other Canadian
communities. Conditions on too many reserves are poor and have not improved
significantly2.
In a 2010 publication under the aegis of the Institute On Governance3, I noted that the gap in
the Community Well-Being (CWB) Index over the 1996 – 2006 decade between First Nation
communities and those in the rest of Canada had actually widened, not narrowed:
Year

1996
2001
2006

Average Gap between Communities4
(100 point scale)
17
16
20

1

“2011 June Status Report of the Auditor General of Canada”, http://www.oagbvg.gc.ca/internet/English/parl_oag_201106_04_e_35372.html#hd3e
2
Ibid
3
“The First Nation Governance System: A Brake on Closing the Community Well-Being Gap”, Policy Brief No. 36,
April 2010, www.pattersoncreek.ca/Tools&Resources
4
See http://bit.ly/CWB-IBC accessed April 12, 2010
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Averages of course hardly tell the whole story. For example, the situation in the three Prairie
Provinces is especially disturbing. In Saskatchewan, for example, the gap in the CWB for 2006 is
28 points, roughly 40% larger than the national average.
In a time of restraint that the government now finds itself, the challenge will be how to move
forward on First Nation issues without the ability to afford large new expenditure programs.
The purpose of this paper is to outline three initiatives that might help improve living conditions
on reserves. The first initiative would actually save money and these saving could be redirected to other areas including the remaining two initiatives outlined in this brief.

II.

Correcting A Tax Anomaly and Redirecting the ‘Savings’

Both the federal and provincial governments offer Canadians with low to moderate incomes a
number of benefits administered through the personal income tax system. For the federal
government, there are three such programs5:
 GST/HST tax Credit
 Working Income Tax Benefit and
 Canada Child Tax Benefit, which can also include the Child Disability Benefit and the
National Child Benefit Supplement6.
Provinces have a similar range of tax benefit programs. In Ontario, to take one example, there
are the following7:
 Ontario Sales Tax Credit
 Ontario Sales Tax Transition Benefit
 Ontario Child Benefit
 Ontario Guaranteed Annual Income System
 Ontario Senior Homeowner’s Property Tax Grant
All of these refundable tax benefit programs are a function of income and operate through the
personal income tax system. For those with little or no income, these benefits can be
substantially, totaling over $10,000. The Aboriginal Tax Policy Section within the Department of
Finance prepared a table for the 2009 tax year which demonstrated that a one-earner family of
four in British Columbia with income under $20,000 was eligible for benefits from both levels of
government totaling more than $11,0008.
5

Source: Service Canada, www.servicecanada.gc.ca/eng/goc/got.credit.shtml
Also available for families with children under 6 years of age is the Universal Child Care Benefit. Eligible recipients
are not required to file a tax return. Benefits are sent automatically if recipients also receive the Canadian Child
Tax Benefit.
7
www.Ontario.ca/taxchange
8
The table is an Annex in the following publication: John Graham and Jodi Bruhn, “In Praise of Taxes: the Link
between Taxation and Good Governance in a First Nation Context”, Institute On Governance, 2008,
www.pattersoncreek.ca/toolsandresources
6
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First Nation members who are eligible for a Section 87 tax exemption under the Indian Act can
still take advantage of these refundable tax benefits. But the anomaly is this: under Section 81
of the Income Tax Act, all income that is tax exempt from another act need not be considered in
the calculation of these refundable benefits. Thus, a status Indian with a large income that is
tax exempt under Section 87 would be eligible to receive the very maximum amount of these
benefits for their family situation9.
The question then becomes how many status Indians are eligible to receive the Section 87 tax
exemption. This issue has been the focus of several notable court cases, some going as far as
the Supreme Court of Canada and comes down to whether the employment income is situated
on reserve. The web site of the Canada Revenue Agency10 (CRA) provides guidance on Section
87 eligibility, which includes the following large classes of individuals, among others:
 Those status Indians living on reserve with income derived from work on reserve (this
would include members of Council, and likely most of the employees of the First
Nation11)
 Those status Indians living off reserve but working for a First Nation, Tribal Council, a
provincial or territorial organization (such as the Federation of Saskatchewan Indian
Nations or the Chiefs of Ontario) or a national organization such as the Assembly of First
Nations.
Thus those eligible for the Section 87 exemption for those status Indians with employment
income number in the tens of thousands, and almost all of these individuals would in turn be
eligible for the maximum amount of the refundable benefits for their family situation. Further,
salary data that the Canadian Taxpayers Federation (CTF) obtained from INAC in 2010 confirms
that the large majority of First Nation politicians receive significant salaries and/or honoraria
that would support full time employment: 634 FN politicians across Canada, according to the
CTF, receive pay greater than the taxable equivalent of $100k; 50 receive pay greater than the
Prime Minister.
The result is very questionable social policy indeed: individual with sizeable incomes receiving
benefits intended for those with no or low incomes.
There is also a further problem with this anomaly and it relates to self-government, a goal
shared by both the federal government and all First Nation organizations. Current federal
policy calls for the phasing out of the Section 87 exemption, once a self-government agreement
is signed. Phasing out the exemption would have the double whammy of eventually eliminating
9

I along with former Institute on Governance colleague, Jodi Bruhn, first described this anomaly in a 2008 paper
referenced in footnote 8.
10
www.cra-arc.gc.ca/brgnls/gdlns-eng.html
11
The large size of First Nation public services can be surprising to many. I have worked with several First Nations
with roughly 700 on reserve members (near the average size of First Nations) having public services numbering
some 100 employees. As measured by per capita expenditures, First Nations have the largest local governments in
the world.
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eligibility for tax refundable benefits, for which the significant decision-makers on a First Nation
community are now eligible to receive. In short, the refundable tax benefits add to the
disincentives for achieving self-government.
The political challenges facing a federal government intent on removing this anomaly would be
immense to say the least. It would require `taking on` every member of the First Nation
political elite and most of their officials. One possible way out would be to adopt one or both
of the following strategies. The first would be to dedicate roughly the amount to be saved by
closing this tax loophole to a First Nation program centered on children or the elderly. A
second approach, not necessarily exclusive of the first, is to undertake a serious effort to ensure
that those status Indians with low to moderate incomes at whom these refundable taxable
benefits are aimed actually receive the benefits. Among other things this would require
systematic efforts to assist these individuals to file tax returns (or perhaps the CRA could adopt
another approach for distributing these benefits without forcing individuals to file tax returns).
I have seen no evidence that such systematic efforts are now in play nor could INAC officials
either at headquarters or in several regions point to any.
One such initiative aimed at improving educational outcomes in First Nation for which these
‘savings’ might be applied is the subject of the next section.

III.

Improving Education Outcomes by Adapting Pathways to
Education

Among the many problems facing First Nations is a poor quality education system. The Auditor
General in her 2011 Status Report had this to say about First Nation education:
… the proportion of high school graduates has risen steadily in the general population
across Canada but not among First Nations students living on reserves. Based on census
data from 2001 and 2006, the education gap is widening. The proportion of high school
graduates over the age of 15 is 41 percent among First Nations members living on reserves,
compared with 77 percent for Canadians as a whole. In 2004, we noted that at existing
rates, it would take 28 years for First Nations communities to reach the national average.
More recent trends suggest that the time needed may be still longer.
In making these observations, Ms. Fraser also noted that the federal government had launched
in Budget 2008 a long-term reform initiative for First Nation Education through two proposalbased programs: i) the First Nation Student Success Program, to support First Nation educators
on reserve to improve educational outcomes; and ii) the Education Partnerships Program, to
promote collaboration among First Nations, provinces, the federal government and other
stakeholders.
In addition to these program initiatives, the federal government in collaboration with the
Assembly of First Nations has established a National Panel on First Nation Elementary and
Patterson Creek Consulting
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Secondary Education. One of the three members of this Panel is David Hughes, President and
CEO of Pathways Canada, a not for profit organization delivering education programs in 11
Canadian communities, programs designed to close the academic achievement gap in low
income communities and prepare students for further education and the job market.
According to a Boston Consulting Group Assessment of the Regent Park site in Toronto where
the Pathways Program first began in 2001, the results have been eye-popping12. Consider the
following:




A decline in drop-out rates from 56% to 12%, approximately half of the provincial
average
The rate of students going on to post-secondary education has risen from 20% to 80%
Pathways graduates are staying in their post-secondary programs at a rate far superior
to national averages: for those in universities the attrition rate is 1.7% compared to a
national average of 16%; for those in colleges, the attrition rate is 8.8% compared to a
national average of 25%.

The Boston Consulting Group’s conclusions include the “cumulative lifetime benefit to society
of a student in Pathways (compared to pre-Pathways students) is $600,000 “13. With results
like these the key question is whether Pathways or some variant could be adapted to meet First
Nation needs, especially in remote communities where the needs are greatest. For this we need
to need to discuss the program structure of Pathways to Education in more detail.

Pathways to Education
The remarkable success of the Regent Park initiative gave rise to a new organization in 2005,
Pathways to Education Canada, which began work with other communities in 2006. The
program is now delivered in 11 communities14 by local non-profit agencies with a credible track
record and history. Community buy-in is critical and therefore every new community initiative
begins with research and community engagement by the lead agency. Some of the key
program elements are the following:
 The target group are students from grades 9 to 12 from low income communities
 Each student signs a type of ‘contract’ or participation agreement renewable each
year, which specifies expectations and program requirements
 The program provides students with four main types of supports:
o Academic tutoring: in core subjects by volunteers in a safe environment four
nights a week. Most volunteers are university students and are supervised by
Pathways staff
12

These results are summarized on the Pathways to Education Web site:
www.pathwaystoeducation.ca/results.html
13
Ibid
14
I have been a Pathways volunteer tutor for the past two and a half years in Ottawa under the auspices of the
Pinecrest-Queensway Community Health Centre
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o Mentoring: group mentoring occurs for students in grades 9 and 10, while more
specialized mentoring is provided students in the higher grades. Mentoring
staff recruit and train volunteers, who are usually university students
o Financial support: this consists of funds for transportation to and from school as
well as vouchers for school lunches. In addition each participating student
receives a $1000 bursary for each year in the Pathways program to a maximum
of $4000 for post-secondary education or training
o Advocacy: a Student-Parent Support Worker is assigned to each student. This
worker monitors student progress, advocates for the student when parents are
unable to do so and helps build productive relationships among the student,
parents and teachers.
There is also a follow-up element for those Pathway graduates moving on to postsecondary education
Volunteers are critical to the program’s success. In Regent Park, for example, about
300 volunteers are tutors and mentors for 920 participating students.
The cost per student is approximately $4000 per year - $2200 in program delivery costs
with financial assistance (bursaries, transportation and meals) accounting for the
remaining $1800.
The program has adopted an action-oriented research approach and evaluates its
program elements rigourously
Partnerships with school boards, corporations and universities, among others, are
critical.
Financial support for the initiative is provided by a large number of donors:
governments (Manitoba, Ontario and the federal government), corporations, charities
and many individuals.

Could something as multi-faceted as Pathways be adapted to a set of First Nation communities?
Indeed in Winnipeg, the target community has a large Aboriginal population and the lead
agency, the Community Education Development Association, is in the process of adapting
Pathways to better fit its Aboriginal population. For a remote community, however, the
challenges are even greater – how could the program develop the core of volunteers, many of
whom are university students, who appear to be essential to Pathways success? Perhaps the
answer lies in utilizing distance education approaches. One promising model is already welldeveloped – the Kahn Academy.

Kahn Academy
While an analyst at a hedge fund in Boston, Salman Kahn began tutoring his cousins living in
New Orleans using a series of 10 minute videos which he published on YouTube. From this
inauspicious beginning, he now heads a not for profit corporation, Kahn Academy15, which has
some 2200 videos on its web site and an ambitious corporate goal of “changing education for
15

http://www.kahnacademy.org
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the better by providing a free world-class education to anyone anywhere”. Some 1 million
students visit his site monthly and he has attracted the financial support of the Bill and Melinda
Gates Foundation.
Gates views this initiative as “a glimpse of the future of education”. Here are the principal
elements of the Kahn approach, about which Gates is so excited:
 The site’s freely available 2200 videos are approximately 10 minutes in length, created
especially to viewed on computer and cover mathematics from kindergarten to grade
12, sciences (biology, chemistry, physics) and some humanities (history, finance). Work
continues in other areas e.g. logic, computer sciences.
 Accompanying each video is a series of randomly generated exercises designed for the
student to apply what he or she has learned in the video presentation. The idea is that
once a student can get ten of these exercises in a row correct he or she is ready for the
next video. With each exercise come hints on how to do them should the student get
stuck or the option of listening to the video again.
 Supporting these videos and exercises is software that provides a massive amount of
data on a student’s progress, data that can be viewed by the student or by a parent,
teacher or tutor. Among other things, the reports from this software provide
information on where and when the student has been spending his or her time (videos,
exercises), the time taken on each exercise, progress in moving through the videos and
exercises and most importantly where the student is experiencing difficulties.
 Finally there is a system for providing motivation and feedback to the student through,
for example, the awarding of badges for obtaining certain levels of proficiency.
According to Kahn, his approach humanizes education by getting away from a ‘one size fits all’
paradigm of education in the classroom. Students can work at their own pace and review past
videos when they forget a concept, all on their own time and without embarrassment. Further,
the reporting system allows for teacher intervention at strategic moments – just when the
student appears to be stuck. And importantly, the teacher (or volunteer tutor) doesn’t have to
be in the same geographic location as the student. As Kahn notes, what he is trying to create is
a “global one room class room”, where tutors in the United States, say, could be helping
students in Calcutta.
While the above description hardly gives justice to the Kahn approach (I would urge interested
readers to visit the Kahn Academy web site), what is important for this policy brief is the
potential of applying the Pathways to Education approach to remote communities because the
crucial volunteer tutoring component can now reside in another geographic location. It is
interesting that the Kahn Academy is now working closely with the Los Altos School District in
California to apply his methodology to fifth and seventh graders. Perhaps a similar experiment
is worthy of emulation in one of Canada’s First Nations.
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IV.

Utilizing the Diaspora of First Nation Communities

For the proposed initiatives described above to become viable, a critical ingredient is a number
of volunteers to complement paid staff. But where would these volunteers come from,
especially for remote communities where capacity is an ongoing issue? For example, in her
2011 Status Report, the Auditor General noted that there were “structural impediments” to
improving living conditions in First Nation communities, impediments that needed to be
addressed before any substantial progress can be made. One of these impediments was a lack
of capacity in many small First Nations. She put her argument this way:
Many of these First Nations are small, consisting of communities that often have fewer
than 500 residents. There are more than 600 First Nations across Canada. Many of them
are hampered by the lack of expertise to meet the administrative requirements for
delivering key programs within their reserves. They often do not have the benefit of
school boards, health boards, or other regional bodies to support the First Nations as
they provide services to community members16.
One resource that might be tapped to fill this capacity void is the growing diaspora of talented
First Nation individuals who are pursuing careers away from their home communities. One
indicator of this growing talent base is the financial support provided to some 25,000 First
Nation individuals and Inuit a year to pursue post-secondary schooling.
Many countries, Canada among them, have significant diasporas abroad and have made efforts
to tap into this important resource, primarily for economic development purposes. Here are
some examples:





Scotland has created a powerful network of citizens abroad called GlobalScot 17. More
than a 1000 Scots give “freely of their time and expertise to assist with business deals,
leverage finance and establish contacts”
Australia has a global network called Advance18 forging connections with one million
Australians around the globe
At least four other countries – Mexico, Chile, Singapore and New Zealand all have built
vibrant networks
India has a full-fledged Ministry of Overseas Indian Affairs to manage the country’s
substantial diaspora. Among other things it has an awards program to recognize and
connect with their most successful people abroad19

16

Auditor General of Canada, op. cit. In making this argument about a lack of capacity, the Auditor
General was echoing many other studies that have come to the same conclusion including the Royal
Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (vol. 2, P.166). See also John Graham, “The First Nation Governance
System: A Brake on Closing the Community Well-being Gap”, op. cit.
17
18

http://www.globalscot.com
http://www.advance.org
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Connect2Canada20 is a virtual network of some 48,000 individuals in the United States
and operates as a way to exchange news and ideas and as a knowledge base for major
issues in the United States and Canada. It is supported by the Government of Canada.
The Digital Moose Lounge21 is a network of Canadians living in California’s Silicon Valley,
the objective of which is to facilitate business relationships between Canadian individual
and companies locally and in Canada
C10022 is comprised of Canadians including start-up CEOs, executives in high tech
corporations and venture investors. The goal of C100 is to support Canadian technology
entrepreneurship and investment.

Using some of these examples as models and with some modest government financial support,
it might be feasible for some First Nations to develop their own networks of members living in
other parts of Canada to provide some volunteer support in needed areas. The two initiatives
proposed in this paper – assisting First Nation individuals to take advantage of the benefits
available through the tax system and providing tutoring help to students – could be targets of a
campaign to make better use of the diasporas of First Nation communities. But there are
obviously other areas as well such as economic development that could use skills and
experience available off reserve.

Conclusion
The coming years would appear to be difficult ones for governments as they face the prospect
of reining in deficits in a time of slow economic growth. Consequently innovation is called for if
Canada’s worst off communities are to make progress. This paper has provided a few modest
ideas to spark further thinking in this important area of Canadian social policy.

19

In a recent and extensive article on the Canadian diaspora, The Globe and Mail called for the appointment of “…a
parliamentary secretary to oversee an office dedicated to engaging with these Canadian citizens who live in Hong
Kong, the United States, the United Kingdom and elsewhere. Through outreach and public diplomacy, this office
could foster greater business, education and cultural ties with Canadians who live abroad.” June 27, 2011, A9. The
underlying premise of this recommendation was that Canada should view its expatriate population of some 2.8
million people as a “strategic asset – and not a liability”.
20
http://www.connect2canada.com
21
http://www.digitalmoose lounge.com
22
http://www.thec100.org
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