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ABSTRACT 

First Nations in Canada are in the process of recovering from the fallout of damaging 

colonial policies that have had a lasting impact on the wellbeing of Indigenous societies. 

Business development and governance reform are two pathways from which First 

Nations can increase collective wellbeing, self-sufficiency, and self-determination. In 

both cases, progress is constrained by the existence of the Indian Act – a federal piece 

of imposed and archaic legislation that continues to govern all aspects of life on First 

Nation reserves. The scholarly discussion on the topic has been largely shaped by two 

streams of literature: that of Indigenous entrepreneurship, as well as the Harvard Project 

on American Indian Economic Development. There have been few empirical studies 

attempting to merge these divergent literature streams within a Canadian context. This 

thesis aims to do so, utilizing an Indigenous and community-based methodology to 

encapsulate a rich and dynamic case study narrative, stretching back to precolonial 

times, of the File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council in southern Saskatchewan. This 

emphasis on historical embeddedness provides the necessary context from which to 

more fully understand the political, economic, and social objectives of the 

contemporary tribal council in nation rebuilding. Following the case narrative is a 

discussion on the role of First Nation business development within the process of nation 

rebuilding, which is then concluded with theoretical and policy implications relevant to 

First Nations, researchers, government, and private industry. 

 

Key terms: File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council, Indigenous Entrepreneurship, 

Harvard Project on American Indian Economic Development, Canadian First Nations, 

Iron Alliance, Indigenous methodology, community-based research, nation rebuilding, 

governance, historical embeddedness. 



ii 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I would like to express my gratitude for the generous mentorship of Drs. Bob Kayseas, 

Peter Moroz, and Kathleen McNutt. It has been nothing short of a privilege to work 

with each and every one of them. Their encouragement over the past three years has 

been invaluable in my consistent drive for personal, academic, and professional 

development. I would also like to take this space to recognize Dr. Shauneen Pete: her 

vision, leadership, and dedication have been an inspiring influence. Without such 

mentors, navigating the delicate pathway between academia and Indigeneity would 

have been a much more daunting and challenging task. 

I would also like to acknowledge the staff and leadership, both past and present, 

of the File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council and FHQ Developments Ltd. – particularly 

Edmund Bellegarde, Thomas Benjoe, Richard Missens, and Dr. Jaime Lavallee. I 

would also like to thank Life Speaker Noel Starblanket for his invaluable contribution 

to the outcome of this research project. The present day socioeconomic and political 

landscape of First Nations in Saskatchewan demands visionary leadership and 

transformative change. Conducting research with the tribal council and its development 

corporation in this respect has been nothing short of a great privilege, and I am thankful 

for the knowledge that has been generously shared with me over the course of this 

thesis.  

 Finally, I would like to recognize my family. None of this could have ever been 

realized without their unrelenting love and encouragement. Thank you. 

 

 

 



iii 

 

DEDICATION 

Nihšinê ninanākomāk nimihšomihšipan, nisihsêyipan, šikwa nitinawêmâkanak.  



iv 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

INTRODUCTION ......................................................................................................... 1 

CHAPTER ONE: LITERATURE REVIEW ................................................................. 6 

Indigenous Entrepreneurship...................................................................................................... 6 

Harvard Project on American Indian Economic Development .................................................. 9 

Research Question .................................................................................................................... 16 

CHAPTER TWO: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY .................................................. 18 

CHAPTER THREE: CASE STUDY NARRATIVE: FILE HILLS QU’APPELLE 

TRIBAL COUNCIL .................................................................................................... 24 

Historical Foundation: The Iron Alliance ................................................................................ 24 

The Settlement Period: “Policies of Devastation”.................................................................... 31 

Evolution of the Contemporary Tribal Council........................................................................ 34 

Building a Self-Sufficient Economic Base ............................................................................... 40 

Governance Reform: The Transition Project ........................................................................... 48 

Concluding Thoughts ............................................................................................................... 52 

CHAPTER FOUR: RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS AND LIMITATIONS ............... 57 

Theoretical and Methodological Implications .......................................................................... 57 

Research Limitations ................................................................................................................ 60 

Avenues for Future Research ................................................................................................... 62 

CHAPTER FIVE: POLICY IMPLICATIONS ............................................................ 64 

CONCLUSION ............................................................................................................ 68 

REFERENCES ............................................................................................................ 71 

APPENDIX A: RESEARCH ETHICS BOARD CERTIFICATE OF APPROVAL .. 80 

APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW CONSENT FORM ...................................................... 81 

APPENDIX C: COMMUNITY RESEARCH PARTNERSHIP AGREEMENT ....... 83 
 

 



1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

It is estimated that there are more than 370 million Indigenous people spread 

across 70 countries worldwide. Practicing unique traditions, they retain social, 

cultural, economic and political characteristics that are distinct from those of 

the dominant societies in which they live. Spread across the world from the 

Arctic to the South Pacific, they are the descendants – according to a common 

definition – of those who inhabited a country or a geographical region at the 

time when people of different cultures or ethnic origins arrived. The new 

arrivals later became dominant through conquest, occupation, settlement or 

other means. (United Nations, 2015) 

The Canadian constitution recognizes three broad and distinct groups of Indigenous 

peoples within the country under the umbrella term of “Aboriginal,” those being the 

First Nations, Métis, and Inuit (Davis, 2014). According to the 2016 census, there are 

over 1.67 million people who identify as having an Aboriginal identity in Canada, 

composing roughly 5.1 percent of the overall population. Within this category, First 

Nations represent the largest group at 977,230 people, followed by the Métis at 587,545, 

and finally the Inuit at 65,025 (Statistics Canada, 2017).1 Much like Indigenous peoples 

the world over, Canada’s Aboriginal peoples endured a history of “… colonization, 

subjugation, integration and assimilation by merchants, traders, states and churches 

aimed at diminishing and/or eradicating Indigenous cultures, practices and identities” 

(Colbourne, 2018, p. 96). The imposition of colonial state apparatuses upon Indigenous 

nations within settler colonial states has resulted in devastating consequences: 

contemporary Indigenous peoples from a myriad of regions including Australia, New 

Zealand, the USA, and Canada, face similar social conditions which include low 

standards of living, low educational attainment, high mortality rates, as well as high 

rates of mental health issues, substance abuse, and suicide (Kirmayer, Simpson, & 

Cargo, 2003; Palmater, 2011). It is neither uncommon nor particularly controversial to 

                                                

1 This thesis will be focusing on First Nation communities in Canada, particularly in Saskatchewan. 
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equate these underlying social problems to Third World living conditions, in spite of 

their settings within supposedly developed countries.  

 The Canadian government, through the federal department of Indigenous and 

Northern Affairs Canada, currently recognizes 618 First Nation bands scattered 

throughout the entire breadth of the country (Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada, 

2016). Within the province of Saskatchewan, there are 74 separate First Nation bands 

composed of a diversity of linguistic groups, with current landholdings having largely 

been consolidated with the signing of the Numbered Treaties in the latter parts of the 

19th century (Frideres, 2011). However, these historic treaties were later discovered to 

have been negotiated in bad faith on the part of the colonizing government. The 

subsequent historical relationship of First Nations with the federal government is clear: 

subject to an overarching piece of colonial legislation enacted in 1876 in the form of 

the Indian Act – which effectively stripped away any semblance of self-determination 

and autonomy – Saskatchewan First Nations were forcibly segregated, marginalized, 

and subjected to assimilatory policies (Waldram, Herring, & Young, 2006). Daschuk 

(2013) found that compliance was often guaranteed through a federal policy of 

starvation. The imposition of the settler state’s dominant patriarchal culture upon First 

Nations broke down traditional modes of governance, cultures, practices, languages, 

and ways of life. Continued and deliberate exclusion from the benefits of Western 

settlement over the ensuing century has resulted in a persistent cycle of dependency, 

leaving the majority of contemporary First Nation communities within Saskatchewan 

in a state of poverty, marginalization, and underdevelopment (Frideres, 2011; De 

Leeuw, Greenwood, & Cameron, 2009; Palmater, 2011).  

In spite of these existing institutional barriers, many First Nations in 

Saskatchewan have been adopting entrepreneurial approaches as a means of reclaiming 



3 

 

self-determination. The rapidly expanding role of First Nation economic development 

corporations within the mainstream economy stands as a reflection of this progress 

(Coates & Crowley, 2013; Canadian Council for Aboriginal Business, 2011). In 

particular, the establishment of strategic alliances and joint venture partnerships with 

private sector organizations has provided an avenue for First Nation communities to 

mobilize available resources in the pursuit of social goals outside of the mainstream 

norm of profit maximization, such as the revitalization of traditional identities, 

practices, cultures and languages, the provision of employment, training, and capacity 

development for communities, as well as – more broadly – the pursuit of self-

determination (Anderson, 2007; O’Faircheallaigh, 2010; Orr, 2013; Moroz, Kayseas, 

& Anderson, 2014; Davis, 2014; Peredo, Anderson, Galbraith, Honig, & Dana, 2004). 

This entrepreneurial, endogenous, and community-based approach to development 

allows First Nation organizations to potentially bypass governmental interference and 

pursue these social goals on their own terms.  

Reclaiming sovereignty and self-determination on the part of Indigenous 

peoples has been an area of research under investigation since 1987 by the Harvard 

Project on American Indian Economic Development. The Harvard Project has since 

found that those Indigenous communities that perform well in economic and business 

development initiatives are those which have strong, robust, and endogenous 

governance structures grounded in good governance practices as well as community 

values, cultures, and traditions (Cornell & Kalt, 1992; Cornell & Kalt, 2007; Begay, 

Cornell, Jorgensen, & Kalt, 2007). Such locally-embedded governance structures stand 

in stark contrast to those experienced by the majority of Saskatchewan First Nations, 

regulated as they are by a distant and paternalistic federal bureaucracy that leaves little 

space for localized self-autonomy and self-governance. These federally-imposed 
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governance structures stemming from the Indian Act not only result in a restrictive and 

rigid set of institutions unable to respond effectively to local needs and priorities in a 

timely manner, but also present an image of a colonial bureaucracy unwilling or unable 

to relinquish its jurisdiction over First Nation communities. Perhaps unsurprisingly, 

such a situation has been shown to result in a state of limited and endangered legitimacy 

on the part of First Nation governments from the perspective of their own community 

members (Public Policy Forum, 2018). Related to these issues, utilizing the findings of 

the Harvard Project as a guideline for the restructuring of First Nation community 

governance institutions has the potential of creating revolutionary and systemic social 

change.  

The File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council provides an insightful articulation of 

where this entrepreneurial approach intersects directly with a governance approach.  

Based just outside of Regina, Saskatchewan, the tribal council possesses a corporate 

arm in the form of FHQ Developments Ltd., a community-owned economic 

development corporation (FHQ Developments, 2017). With existing joint ventures 

involving a collection of private sector corporations in a number of diverse industries, 

FHQ Developments stands as a prime example of a First Nations organization 

successfully participating in the mainstream economy in the pursuit of community and 

business development. Furthermore, the tribal council itself is currently undertaking 

ambitious and transformative governance restructuring in the form of the Transition 

Project (E. Bellegarde, personal communication, September 7, 2017; T. Benjoe, 

personal communication, August 15, 2017). Existing streams of literature involving 

Indigenous entrepreneurship have yet to examine the specific role that business 

development plays in the process of First Nations governance reform following the 

tenets of the Harvard Project on American Indian Economic Development. Uncovering 
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the motivations of various key actors, as well as the specific and technical processes 

behind developing such initiatives, will contribute to existing gaps in the literature 

while – at the same time – carrying direct implications relevant to private industry, 

Indigenous communities, policy makers, and researchers alike.  

This thesis is divided into a number of sections. Immediately following the 

introduction is the literature review, which focuses on two related yet distinct streams 

of literature: that of Indigenous entrepreneurship, as well as the Harvard Project on 

American Indian Economic Development. The research methodology then comes next, 

with a heavy emphasis on Indigenous and community-based works that have informed 

the outcome of this thesis.  Following this is the case study of the File Hills Qu’Appelle 

Tribal Council, which itself is divided into five subsections, including: i) the historical 

foundation of the Iron Alliance; ii) the settlement period; iii) evolution of the 

contemporary tribal council; iv) building a self-sufficient economic base; and finally, 

iv) governance reform and the Transition Project. The manuscript then enters into a 

discussion on research and policy implications, where the relevance of the findings 

associated with this work are explored in detail. The theoretical and policy implications 

themselves carry relevance for Indigenous communities, the private sector, academia, 

and government. This is then finalized with the conclusion. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Indigenous Entrepreneurship 

Canada’s league of Aboriginal entrepreneurs is growing in leaps and bounds 

(nine times the rate of Canadian business) in all sectors of the economy. Their 

work encompasses traditional harvesting activities, manufacturing and 

technology… Policy makers, government officials, business leaders and future 

leaders seriously underestimate this level of activity and contribution to 

Canada’s prosperity by Aboriginal entrepreneurs. It makes it difficult to 

cultivate new business partners if the majority of Canadians do not even 

appreciate that Aboriginal peoples are engaged wholeheartedly in a variety of 

economic activities. With the emphasis on the huge challenges facing the health, 

safety and security of Aboriginal peoples, in my opinion it is difficult to switch 

focus. Many must be blinded to our success and our hope for the future. 

(Wuttunee, 2007, p. 20) 

It is now widely acknowledged that many Indigenous peoples across the world are 

utilizing entrepreneurial approaches to combat the range of socioeconomic challenges 

stemming from the fallout of colonialism (Anderson, 1997; Peredo, et al., 2004; 

Anderson, Dana, & Dana, 2006; Kayseas, Schneider, & Goodpipe, 2010; Gordon, 

Kayseas, & Moroz, 2017; Verbos, Henry, & Peredo, 2017). Indeed, First Nations across 

Canada have been experiencing a renaissance of economic growth over the past two 

decades: Indigenous entrepreneurship has been growing at nine times the rate of 

mainstream Canadian business growth, with more than 43,000 self-employed business 

owners recorded in the latest census (Wuttunee, 2007; Canadian Council for Aboriginal 

Business, 2016). The most common approach driving community development within 

First Nations are economic development corporations that, as noted by Coates and 

Crowley (2013), are “Aboriginally-run, community-based, and collectively-owned 

commercial enterprises” (p. 1). It is clear that First Nation businesses have emerged as 

a new force to be reckoned with in the mainstream economy. 

One aspect of this can be seen with First Nations participation in the natural 

resource sector, which stands as a consistently growing phenomenon. Faced with a 
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scarcity of human and financial capital resulting from Canada’s colonial history and the 

institutional conditions ensuing from state hegemony, First Nation communities have 

been increasingly utilizing strategic alliances and joint ventures with market actors to 

access the necessary finances and expertise to move forward in business initiatives 

(Moroz, Kayseas, & Anderson, 2014; Missens, Anderson, & Dana, 2014; Vining & 

Richards, 2016; Gordon, Kayseas, & Moroz, 2017). The increasing recognition of 

Indigenous and inherent rights by states, intergovernmental organizations, and NGOs, 

has been shown to have positive effects on the outcome of business development in 

Indigenous communities (Verbos, Henry, & Peredo, 2017; Kayseas, et al., 2017; 

Anderson, Dana, & Dana, 2006). Direct economic participation on the part of First 

Nation communities allows for the accumulation of the revenue necessary to invest in 

community needs, including infrastructure and educational spending, employment and 

training provisions, the revitalization of traditional, cultural, and language practices, 

institutional development, as well as maximizing social wellbeing and self-

determination in general.  

 First Nations in what is now the province of Saskatchewan have historically 

entered into the Numbered Treaties with the Canadian government in the late 19th 

century: with respect to the 11 member First Nations of the File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal 

Council, these negotiated agreements involved Treaty 4.2 At the same time, the federal 

government developed and implemented the Indian Act in 1876. This piece of 

legislation effectively stripped communities of any semblance of autonomy and self-

determination, upon which First Nations were forcibly segregated, marginalized, and 

subjected to various assimilatory policies (Waldram, Herring, & Young, 2006). The 

                                                

2 It should be noted that only 9 of the member First Nations of the tribal council entered into Treaty 4, 

with the remaining two nations being non-treaty bands. 
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deliberate withholding of promised rations during times of drought on the part of the 

federal government has been described by Daschuk (2013) as a policy of starvation 

utilized to guarantee the compliance of First Nation communities in Saskatchewan. 

Other aspects of this apartheid past can be seen with, for example, the restriction of free 

movement of the First Nation population enshrined within the pass system, the denial 

of access to the mainstream economy outside of the reserve system, and – most 

infamously – the residential school system (Episkenew, 2009). Today, the archaic 

nature of the Indian Act continues to govern all aspects of life on First Nation reserves 

– which includes issues such as land management, band finances, membership codes, 

as well as electoral policies and governance, to name just a few – and has been 

pinpointed as the source of a continuing cycle of dependency and underdevelopment 

that exists within First Nation communities today (Palmater, 2011). First Nations 

themselves have been consistently stating that the Numbered Treaties never involved 

the relinquishment of sovereignty, self-determination, and land ownership (Kayseas, et 

al. 2017). This increasingly recognized narrative threatens the legitimacy of the Indian 

Act’s very existence as an institutional framework regulating life on First Nation 

reserves. 

The Department of Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada (INAC) is the 

federal agency responsible for policies relating to over 600 First Nation communities 

across the country. INAC’s function within First Nation communities in relation to 

entrepreneurship can be described as a paradox: the regulation and enforcement of the 

Indian Act has been criticized heavily for its role in contributing to a cycle of 

dependency and underdevelopment while, at the same time, the department itself is the 

source of a number of federal grants and funding opportunities that promote 

development and business opportunities (Palmater, 2011; Indigenous and Northern 
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Affairs Canada, 2013). Alcantara (2007) has explored the challenges associated with 

land tenure in First Nation reserves, and found that the contents of the Indian Act fail 

to provide an effective and efficient property management regime – which, in turn, 

constrains entrepreneurial development. While INAC has introduced the First Nations 

Land Management Act as an effective solution to this issue (Alcantara, 2007; Alcantara, 

2008), the fact that it can only be implemented over an extended period of time at the 

initiative of a single First Nation community on a case-by-case basis severely restricts 

its overall utility. Gordon, Kayseas, and Moroz (2017) have also explored the concept 

of institutional voids on a First Nation community seeking to undertake a project in 

respect to the potash sector, and found that the Indian Act contains no regulations 

whatsoever regarding potash development. The community had to implement a new set 

of regulations with INAC in the form of the First Nations Commercial and Industrial 

Development Act, which came at a great expense of time and resources. However, this 

too operates solely on a case-by-case basis and cannot easily be implemented across the 

entire breadth of the Canadian state. In order to pursue entrepreneurial opportunities, 

First Nations must often first transform an inadequate institutional environment as 

regulated by INAC before moving forward in developing new ventures.  

Harvard Project on American Indian Economic Development 

The keys to building governing structures that are matched as much as possible 

to today’s Indigenous cultures and that also pass the test of practical 

effectiveness do not lie in academic learning or in some cookbook approach to 

cultural match. Rather, the keys lie in sovereignty: Indigenous control over the 

design of governing systems. Given the nature of today’s governance challenges 

and the fact that most contemporary Native nations are culturally complex, with 

a mixture of backgrounds and experiences, designing such systems may take 

time. A nation will doubtless benefit from the experiences of other peoples, but 

once the right to self-governance is achieved, each nation’s people are the ones 

who are most likely to create systems – traditional or not – that work, not least 

because the systems are their own. (Begay, Cornell, Jorgensen, & Kalt, 2007, p. 

52) 
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The Harvard Project initially began in 1987 as an attempt to shed light on the processes 

of American Indian economic development taking place within the USA. More 

specifically, it sought to “… explain why tribes differ in their economic development 

strategies and in the outcomes of those strategies, and to discover what it takes for self-

determined economic development… to be successful” (Cornell & Kalt, 1992, p. 5). 

The short answer to this question was found in good governance. The project uncovered 

two broad categories of development approaches generally taken by Indigenous nations 

included in the study. The first such approach was deemed as the standard approach, 

and could be described by the following characteristics: i) decision making is short-

term and non-strategic; ii) the Indigenous nation and/or its associated organizations are 

not in control of the development agenda; iii) economic development itself is viewed 

entirely as being restricted in the economic or business sphere; iv) traditional culture 

and practices are deemed as an obstacle to economic development; and finally v) 

political leadership is viewed largely as a distributor of existing resources (Cornell & 

Kalt, 2007). These characteristics are generally associated with unsustainable, non-

strategic, and politicized enterprises reliant on federal funding and direction – as well 

as falling prey to issues such as political interference or outright nepotism – which are 

more often than not doomed to failure. Even if success is encountered in the short term, 

the lack of effective regulating mechanisms originating directly from the Indigenous 

nation – as opposed to the imposition of federal control through an archaic institutional 

environment such as the Indian Act – places such enterprises in constant danger of 

failure in the long term (Cornell & Kalt, 1997; Cornell & Kalt, 2007). In other words, 

when the institutional environment – that being, the rules of the game – are generally 

undefined, archaic, or lacking in legitimacy due to federal control, economic 

development will always stand as a risky and unstable enterprise. 
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 These findings remain easily applicable to the colonial experiences encountered 

with First Nations in Canada, particularly in respect to the pursuit of entrepreneurial 

opportunities within the restrictions of the Indian Act. As an alternative option to 

overcome this continuing cycle of dependency on the federal government, Cornell and 

Kalt (2007) identified the nation-building approach to economic development that 

consists of the following characteristics: i) Indigenous nations assert their own 

sovereignty and control over the decision making powers of their own affairs, including 

business initiatives; ii) in turn, Indigenous nations reinforce this autonomy and practical 

sovereignty with effective governance mechanisms; iii) these governing institutions 

align with the host nation’s political, cultural, and traditional values; iv) decision 

making is strategic and long term; and v) the political leadership assumes the role of 

nation builders and mobilizers. Needless to say, and in relation to the initial research 

question first posed in 1987 as to what enables some Indigenous nations to succeed and 

others not, the primary answered revolved mainly around the concepts of practical 

sovereignty and governance (Cornell & Kalt, 1992; Cornell, 2007). That generally 

translates as meaning that the nation ought to take ownership and control over its own 

governance institutions – as opposed to, for example, relying solely on the Indian Act 

– and then further ensuring that their own governance institutions are strong, effective, 

robust, and culturally aligned with the communities that they were developed to serve.   

 Within a Canadian context, taking ownership of one’s sovereignty remains 

easier said than done. The continued existence of the Indian Act has served to create 

and reinforce a cycle of dependency on the federal government by First Nation 

communities across the country (Palmater, 2011; Alcantara, 2007). The archaic nature 

of this governance structure can be witnessed with such issues as land designation: the 

management of reserve land is a necessary precursor in respect to designating specific 
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parcels of land for commercial or industrial purposes. However, what should be a quick 

designation process remains, under the Indian Act legislation, an ordeal that can stretch 

on for several years at a time (Moroz & Gordon, 2017). Needless to say, this is not an 

environment conducive to business development. To make matters worse, the standard 

Indian Act election cycle is restricted to two years – which is hardly enough time for 

the political leadership of a First Nation to engage in long term planning and 

development regarding land management and the subsequent establishment of business 

initiatives. The continued interference of the federal government since colonial times 

only serves to undermine the legitimacy of this entire system. From this standpoint, the 

assertion of sovereignty through taking ownership of decision making and legislative 

powers increases the legitimacy of First Nation governance structures in the eyes of the 

First Nation community. Furthermore, establishing local governance institutions that 

are effective, strong, robust, and free of federal interference enables First Nations to 

create an institutional environment more capable and efficient than the one currently in 

place (Cornell, 2007). 

 Another important aspect of institution building within the Harvard Project lies 

with the issue of cultural match. Regulations and legislations relating to the First Nation 

government and organizations stem largely from the federal government’s 

constitutionally enshrined jurisdiction over “Indians and lands reserved for Indians” 

(Stevenson, 2002, p. 237) Over the past 140 years in Saskatchewan, this has largely 

resulted in a set of institutions regulating First Nation governance that are imposed, 

archaic, and subject to regulatory voids as well as issues of legitimacy (Gordon, 

Kayseas, & Moroz, 2017; Public Policy Forum, 2018). It has already been noted that – 

in order to overcome the institutional aspects of this colonial fallout – First Nation 

governments must assert their sovereignty and jurisdiction over their own governance 
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structures (Cornell & Kalt, 2007). However, institutions must not only be endogenous 

and effective, they must also provide a cultural match aligning with the political culture 

and traditional values of their communities (Begay, Cornell, Jorgensen, & Kalt, 2007). 

While this does not necessarily entail recreating an exact replica of governing practices 

that once existed in precolonial times, this historic and cultural background should 

nonetheless be able to provide an inspiration – if not the outright foundation – for the 

development of contemporary governance structures. In the case of the File Hills 

Qu’Appelle Tribal Council, such inspiration is found through the historical background 

of the Iron Alliance – which is discussed in detail through the case narrative. Such an 

approach would not only ensure that contemporary governance institutions are both 

endogenous and effective, but that they are also embedded with a high degree of 

legitimacy from the perspective of their own citizenry – largely through the grounding 

of these institutions in the First Nation’s own political cultural and traditional values as 

opposed to being that of one dictated by the federal government (Begay, Cornell, 

Jorgensen, & Kalt, 2007). 

 Regarding the last characteristics of the nation building approach, the 

importance of decision making and the role of political leadership ought to be 

emphasized. Much of this involves overcoming the cycle of dependency that 

continually governs the relationship between the federal government and the majority 

of Canadian First Nations. This involves a shift in strategic planning from what can be 

funded by the federal government into that of what can be done for the long term benefit 

of the First Nation. Throughout much of the 20th century, federal Indian Agents have 

interfered and dictated the economic direction of many First Nation communities in 

Saskatchewan (Episkenew, 2009). Moving beyond this colonial induced mindset 

involves proactive – as opposed to reactive – planning for community development 
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which takes the long term into consideration (Cornell & Kalt, 2007). From a localized 

perspective, this would entail looking back seven generations into the past to rebuild 

what once existed for the benefit of the next seven generations into the future. Ensuring 

that all aspects of the nation’s development are strategically aligned with a community 

or organizational strategic plan developed in this matter is a necessity. With this in 

mind, the role of political leadership ought to be focused on building the foundation for 

nation building (Cornell & Kalt, 2007). This can be done through depoliticizing the 

management and governance of community organizations and board structures (Begay, 

Cornell, Jorgensen, & Pyror, 2007). A leader ought to make oneself dispensable 

through ensuring the capacity development of community organizations is achieved 

without relying on the participation of elected officials in management, as well as 

enabling long term organizational security without the fear of potential political 

interference and staff turnovers induced by newly elected officials (Grant & Taylor, 

2007; Begay, Cornell, Jorgensen, & Pryor, 2007; Cornell & Jorgensen, 2007). The 

introduction of the cycle of dependency involved the elimination of traditional 

collective governance through the imposed agendas of the federal government. 

Restructuring strategic planning, building local capacity, and eliminating direct 

political management are some methods of ensuring the revival of collective 

governance. 

On a final note, a distinction ought to be made between the nation building 

approach itself and the tools of nation building. While the nation building approach 

involves the five key characteristics outlined and discussed previously, the tools of 

nation building itself are the processes through which these characteristics are formally 

expressed. For example, the development of constitutions by Indigenous nations has 

been described as a key pathway upon which to embark on nation building (Lemont, 
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2006; Kalt, 2007; Kalt, et al., 2008). Authors such as Skari (1992) as well as Flies-

Away, Garrow, and Jorgensen (2007) have emphasized the importance of Indigenous 

judiciary and court systems with which to manage dispute resolutions within nations. 

Redefining the relationship between Indigenous nations and the federal government, as 

well as building social capital with international organizations such as the United 

Nations, have also been noted as expressions of sovereignty on the part of Indigenous 

nations (Hicks, 2007; Kalt, et al., 2008).Land use planning has also been studied as 

another method with which Indigenous nations have asserted the sovereignty and 

management of their own lands (Nissenbaum & Shadle, 1992; Kalt, et al., 2008). Going 

hand-in-hand with land use planning is natural resource management strategies, as seen 

with the policies and regulations created by Indigenous nations to develop and/or 

conserve the natural resources situated on their lands (Krepps, 1992; Kalt, et al. 2008). 

The establishment of depoliticized economic development corporations have also been 

identified as an approach upon which to end the cycle of dependency through the 

creation of revenue and employment opportunities (Cameron, 1992; Grant & Taylor, 

2007; Kalt, et al., 2008). Expanding on this can be the cultivation of widespread citizen 

entrepreneurship to replace the cycle of dependency with one of self-sufficiency 

(Cornell, Jorgensen, Record, & Timeche, 2007). And lastly, taking ownership of the 

public education of Indigenous peoples – all the way from primary school to Indigenous 

post-secondary institutes – has also been identified as another pathway for nation 

building (Kalt, et al., 2008). These various tools of nation building have all been studied 

and identified as effective pathways upon which to embark in the nation building 

process.  
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Research Question 

A review of the literature streams on both Indigenous entrepreneurship and the Harvard 

Project on American Indian Economic Development sheds light on a number of issues. 

In respect to Indigenous entrepreneurship, it is found that the role which 

entrepreneurship plays within Indigenous communities is multifaceted: profit 

maximization is not the sole driver of Indigenous entrepreneurs and business 

organizations, but is found to be merely a means to an end. The end goal, of course, lies 

in community self-sufficiency and social wellbeing, the provision of employment 

opportunities and economic revitalization, the maintenance and retention of language, 

culture, and traditional practices, as well as the overall pursuit of sovereignty and self-

determination. The Harvard Project, on the other hand, lends insights into the 

characteristics and tools of the nation building process being undertaken by many 

Indigenous nations throughout North America. The end goals of these nation building 

processes are shared by those pursued by Indigenous entrepreneurs and business 

organizations, with an added and deep emphasis on the development of governance 

institutions by Indigenous nations.  

However, what is largely missing from the equation is the specific role that 

Indigenous business development plays within the nation building processes. Authors 

such as Cameron (1992), Grant and Taylor (2007), and Kalt, et al. (2008) within the 

Harvard Project literature stream have examined the roles of governance and 

management within economic development corporations without necessarily exploring 

the role that economic development corporations play in establishing new governance 

institutions. Within the literature stream on Indigenous entrepreneurship, authors such 

as Alcantara (2007) have examined the supposed failing of the Harvard Project in 

explaining the importance of property rights and land management, while Colbourne 
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(2017) has vaguely explored the intersections of Indigenous entrepreneurship and the 

Harvard Project. In both cases, these authors have failed to provide any empirical data 

with which to support their arguments. 

 In light of this gap in the literature, this thesis seeks to fill a void in 

understanding the specific role that business development plays within the governance 

restructuring processes of the nation building approach. The underlying objective 

intended to be explored in the formulation of this thesis revolves around the intent to 

intimately explore how the business development initiatives of First Nation community 

organizations are leveraged in the pursuit of nation (re)building and governance 

restructuring, particularly through an examination of the processes presently being 

undertaken by the File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

… Research is highly institutionalized through disciplines and fields of 

knowledge, through communities and interest groups of scholars, and through 

the academy. Research is an integral part of political structures: governments 

fund research directly and indirectly through tertiary education, national science 

organizations, development programmes and policies… Corporations and 

industries fund their own research and sometimes gather data for government. 

These programmes are often global in scope… It seems rather difficult to 

conceive of an articulation of an Indigenous research agenda on such a scale. 

To imagine self-determination, however, is also to imagine a world in which 

Indigenous peoples become active participants, and to prepare for the 

possibilities and challenges that lie ahead. (Smith, 2012, p. 127) 

This thesis is grounded in an Indigenous and community-based research methodology, 

which was deemed necessary to adequately reflect the needs and priorities of the File 

Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal in the development of the research agenda. A literature review 

was conducted centered on the work of pertinent scholars working in the field of 

Indigenous entrepreneurship as well as – and at the request of community 

representatives – on the Harvard Project of American Indian Economic Development. 

In respect to data collection and analysis, the case study method was utilized to develop 

a deep understanding of the contextual aspects of the tribal council, which is especially 

relevant given the uniqueness of the work being undertaken by the organization in 

relation to both business development and governance reform. Loosely structured and 

open ended interviews were utilized as the source of primary data in with which to gain 

insight into this phenomenon as well as – and, again, at the request of community 

representatives – the historical background narrative, specifically regarding oral 

history, relevant to the development of this thesis. 

The Indigenous and community-based approach is the most critical aspect of 

the research design utilized to drive data collection and analysis. This approach is 

informed by the body of work which has brought Indigenous and community-based 
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methodologies to the forefront of academia. This is most strongly exemplified by the 

pioneering work of Linda Tuhiwai Smith in her book Decolonizing Methodologies: 

Research and Indigenous Peoples (2012).3 In the years since, a number of academics 

both in Canada and abroad have been pointing out the deficiencies of the academy and 

its relationship with Indigenous communities, as well as introducing their own research 

methods to overcome these structural barriers (Battiste, 2008; Wilson, 2008; Kovach, 

2009; Hart, 2010; Gaudry, 2011; Chilisa, 2012). In spite of the proliferation of these 

scholarly works, the field of business management research did not experience anything 

similar in terms of an academic contribution towards Indigenous methodologies until 

recently with Schneider and Kayseas (2017). This thesis follows in the footsteps of 

these preceding scholars in an attempt to continue decolonizing the Western approach 

to research with Indigenous communities. 

The extractive nature of Western academic research, together with its 

unbalanced and single-minded value for the merit of scholarly publications, has left 

behind with it a damaging reputation among Indigenous communities the world over. 

Smith (2012) wrote – in what is now a widely recognized quote – that “the term 

‘research’ is inextricably linked to European imperialism and colonialism” (p. 1). To 

date, the vast majority of academic research involving Indigenous communities has 

stemmed from researchers and agendas originating outside of Indigenous communities. 

This remains unsurprising, especially given that Indigenous communities have been 

largely restricted to the margins of the economy and society, and have thus reaped little 

to no benefits in the history of their subjection to academic research. Instead, scholarly 

output has tended to benefit the individualistic and career-driven motives of ivory tower 

                                                

3 The first edition of Smith’s seminal work was published in 1999. 
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academics engaged with Indigenous communities (Gaudry, 2011). Interestingly, this 

detrimental norm has been acknowledged by the Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical 

Conduct for Research Involving Humans (Government of Canada, 2015). The 

imposition of outside research agendas upon Indigenous communities represents a 

continuing narrative of the colonial experience which stubbornly permeates into many 

aspects of Western society, from which academia itself cannot be excluded.  

 As an alternative to the mainstream method of extractive data collection 

conducted with an individualistic and self-interested agenda foremost in mind, research 

for this project has instead been conducted in partnership with the Indigenous 

organization – namely the File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council – involved in this 

project. Successful collaboration in a mutually-beneficial relationship remains both a 

responsibility and an established priority over the course of this thesis and beyond into 

the future. This is made all the more important given the importance that reciprocity 

holds within Indigenous culture. It should be noted that these are all points as outlined 

both by Wilson (2008) in Research is Ceremony: Indigenous Research Methods as well 

as Schneider and Kayseas (2017) in their book chapter entitled Qualitative Indigenous 

Research.  

The most important aspect of this relationship with the tribal council can be seen 

with the development of a community research partnership agreement.4 The directions 

and priorities of the File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council have been reflected in this 

agreement, particularly through the following responsibilities agreed upon by the 

researcher: i) the collection of oral history regarding the Iron Alliance; ii) committing 

                                                

4 The community research partnership agreement was developed in advance of applying for formal 

ethics approval through the Research Office at the University of Regina. The Research Ethics Board 

Certificate of Approval, together with the associated interview consent form, can be found in the 

appendix. 
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time towards the development of a research policy with the tribal council; and iii) the 

utilization of the Harvard Project on American Indian Economic Development as a 

theoretical framework within the thesis. The importance of oral history regarding the 

pre-colonial political institutions of Indigenous societies in the region cannot be 

understated, particularly given the grounding of today’s governance reform upon the 

values, traditions, and cultures of our ancestors. Furthermore, the eventual development 

of research policies would help build institutional capacity with the File Hills 

Qu’Appelle Tribal Council in respect to undertaking further projects with other 

researchers and academics in the future in a way that is beneficial to the community 

partners. And finally, given that the present governance restructuring of the tribal 

council has been guided by the findings of the Harvard Project on American Indian 

Economic Development, tribal council representatives have asked that I utilize the 

framework as a theoretical basis in this thesis.  

This community-based approach is primarily driven by one core fact: I am an 

Indigenous scholar of Anishinabe, Nehiyaw, and Métis heritage seeking to use the 

output of my work for the betterment of the communities of which I am a part. While 

my own First Nation is not part of the File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council, I 

nonetheless have kinship relations and professional networks grounded within the 

member nations of the tribal council itself. I have worked on projects with the tribal 

council in the past and will continue to do so well into the future. Advancing the agenda 

of the tribal council – and indeed, Indigenous peoples as whole – centered on economic 

prosperity, self-sufficiency, social wellbeing, cultural revitalization, and self-

determination, forms the foundation of my academic and professional career. Thus, 

aligning the research objectives of the proposed thesis with the established priorities of 
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the tribal council is not only a professional goal on my part, but also a personal 

necessity. 

Reinforcing the methodology as informed by the literature on Indigenous and 

community-based research is mainstream academic methodology. The case study 

method, as explained by Yin’s Case Study Research (2009), will be used to develop a 

deep understanding of the processes behind the motivations of Indigenous communities 

and the partnership development strategies utilized between Indigenous and non-

Indigenous corporate actors in the renewable energy sector. The work conducted by the 

tribal council represents a unique case in that it not only involves the pursuit of First 

Nations business development, but also places a heavy emphasis on the restructuring 

of governance institutions along a more traditional and endogenous Indigenous 

foundation. The case study method allows for an effective approach in examining these 

unique circumstances in detail. Data collection involves loosely structured and open 

ended interviews with community elders, political leadership, senior administrative 

staff, and board members. Secondary data, both academic and otherwise, is used to 

reinforce the primary data collected for the study.  

On a final note, the collection of oral history regarding the Iron Alliance plays 

an interesting role within the methodological structure of this thesis. In their Journal of 

Business Venturing article, Forbes and Kirsch (2011) recognized the lack of archival 

and historical source material as a central methodological deficiency within the domain 

of entrepreneurship research. Decker, Mickiewicz, and Estrin expanded on this focus 

in their 2017 conference presentation at the Academy of Management Proceedings, 

identifying the complete lack of historical research on institutions and entrepreneurship 

within existing academic discussions. As such, this method is able to answer calls for 

further historical research by Wadhani (2016), Lipman and Aldrich (2014), and 
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Perchard, et al. (2017), as well as contribute to the emerging discussion in line with 

Decker, Mickiewicz and Estrin (2017) in regards to entrepreneurship and historical 

embeddedness, specifically through the tribal council’s request to conduct the 

collection of primary and secondary data on the historical background of the Iron 

Alliance. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

CASE STUDY NARRATIVE: FILE HILLS QU’APPELLE TRIBAL COUNCIL 

Historical Foundation: The Iron Alliance 

And in that time before the signing of the Treaty, our peoples were sovereign. 

Our nations were independent of each other. They were a proud and fierce 

people and excelled in what they did. And that was the foundation of the Iron 

Nation Alliance… when it came time for prayer, ceremony and spirituality, they 

understood each other equally. It wasn’t just a war alliance or a political 

alliance. It was a very deep and strong spiritual alliance. (N. Starblanket, 

personal communication, September 13, 2017) 

By the late 1700s, the Plains Cree, Assiniboine, and Plains Ojibwa5 of the northern 

Great Plains were thoroughly unified in a political and military alliance situated across 

a vast expanse of land stretching through Saskatchewan, Manitoba, Montana, and North 

Dakota (Innes, 2013; Vrooman, 2012; Albers, 1996). This alliance included a large 

number of Métis families, as well (Innes, 2013; Vrooman, 2012). These various groups 

built their relationships on a foundation of ceremony and extensive ties of kinship 

networks (N. Starblanket, personal communication, September 13, 2017; Innes, 2013). 

They shared a common set of enemies, and resultantly fought and died together in battle 

over a period of centuries (Stonechild, 2002). They were commonly described as the 

middle men in the fur trade with the Hudson’s Bay Company and other First Nations 

(Vrooman, 2014). Due to their control over the land in which the majority of HBC 

trading posts were located, surrounding First Nation peoples often had to trade with the 

member nations of this alliance instead of directly with the Hudson’s Bay Company 

(Stonechild & Waiser, 1997). Unsurprisingly, these allies were able to leverage their 

commercial advantages as middle men in the fur trade to not only increase their own 

wealth and living standards, but also to pursue military and territorial expansion at the 

expense of their enemies (Stonechild, 2002).  A number of contemporary scholars have 

                                                

5 They are called the Nehiyaw, Nakoda, and Anishinabe in their own languages, respectively. 
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referred to these allied peoples as the Iron Alliance in reference to the fur trade 

monopoly of iron goods that they held and aggressively defended (Vrooman, 2014; 

Innes, 2013; Stonechild, 2002; Stonechild & Waiser, 1997).6 

 The primary social and political unit dominating life within these allied First 

Nations was the band (Innes, 2013; Carter, 1990; Milloy, 1988; Mandelbaum, 1979). 

Bands on the northern prairies were loosely organized, fluid, and highly mobile, with 

the community membership being able to easily join or leave at will. The numerous 

bands of the Iron Alliance were linked together through extensive kinship networks 

(Innes, 2013). The size of any particular band, which could range from 30 to 300 tipis, 

depended primarily on kinship ties as well as the prestige of the community’s chief.  

While “… the band as an institution was stable, the membership, specific territory, 

leadership, and the number of bands fluctuated” (Milloy, 1998, p. 73). Bands tended to 

group together during large scale hunting expeditions or for ceremonial purposes, as 

well as for collective defence in periods of military crises. If a particular family 

disagreed with the overall strategic direction of the band or sought relief from some 

other form of internal pressure, they could easily leave and join another. Ambitious and 

successful warriors also had the option of attempting to form their own bands as chief 

(Milloy, 1988). 

 The bands themselves were often multicultural in composition, with the various 

member groups of the alliance living together (McNab, 2017; Innes, 2013; Vrooman, 

2012; McLeod, 2000; Albers, 1996). Interestingly, many scholars have utilized the 

“tribe” as a unit of analysis, leading to many independent works focusing solely on the 

Plains Cree alone, or else the Plains Ojibwa, or the Assiniboine (DeMallie & Miller, 

                                                

6 Blair Stonechild was the first scholar to introduce the term Iron Alliance into the literature. He had 

previously heard of it from elders in the Kamsack area of southern Saskatchewan. 
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2001; Darnell, 2001; Peers, 1994; Milloy, 1988). Even when scholars such as Milloy 

(1998) acknowledge the multicultural composition of a number of bands on the 

northern prairies, they still restrict any subsequent terminology to one specific ethnic 

group – in Milloy’s case being the Plains Cree (Innes, 2013). Innes (2013) and Albers 

(1996) are critical of this approach, instead placing emphasis on the multicultural and 

ethnically hybrid nature of the individual bands as opposed to one overarching tribal 

ethnicity. Albers (1996) and Sharrock (1974) both note that, in one particular case and 

on a limited basis, this hybrid nature of disparate ethnic groups living together even 

went so far as to result in an ethnogenesis: the emergence of a number of mixed Cree-

Assiniboine bands as a new ethnic group speaking a mixed language between Cree and 

Assiniboine. These peoples were called the Nehiyopwat. While this is an extreme case, 

Innes (2013) and Vrooman (2012) nonetheless acknowledge this and, together with the 

research of McNab (2017) and McLeod (2000), find that many contemporary First 

Nation communities in southern Saskatchewan have diverse roots that predate the 

colonial period and are inclusive of all member nations of the Iron Alliance, including 

the Plains Cree, Assiniboine, Cree-Assiniboine, Plains Ojibwa, and Métis. McLeod 

(2000) notes that the re-emergence of traditional identity within Saskatchewan First 

Nations today, which tend to involve individuals identifying as being of one ethnic 

heritage alone, masks the historical complexities of the past. Indeed, these divergent 

roots amongst today’s First Nations in Saskatchewan are the legacy of the multicultural 

bands that once dominated the region as the Iron Alliance, tied together as they were in 

ceremony and kinship (N. Starblanket, personal interview, September 13, 2017).  

Leadership of a band rested mainly with the chief, whose primary function was 

to inspire confidence and consensus in collective decision making through the power 

of persuasion (Carter, 1990). Chiefs were known for their high levels of prestige, which 
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could be gained by holding famous accomplishments performed in battle, having 

superb oratory skills, excellent hunting practices, and/or reverence as a medicine man. 

They were also required to be wealthy and generous (Innes, 2013; Carter, 1990; Milloy, 

1988; Mandelbaum, 1979). While success in battle, commerce, or hunting contributed 

to an individual’s personal wealth accruement, both prestige and respect in the 

community was gained through the direct redistribution of wealth amongst the poor and 

needy. Chiefs were expected to be the most generous of all at community feasts and 

ceremonial gift-giving (Carter, 1990). This normative expectation of generosity on the 

part of successful individuals, especially in respect to chiefs, led to an entrenched 

system of social welfare and wealth redistribution amongst the people. The freedom of 

movement available to community members to go from one band to another, if so 

desired, also contributed to an “… enforced code of acceptable behaviour on the 

leadership, and made leaders seek consensus as the basis for decision making” (Milloy, 

1988). While democracy as it is known in the contemporary Western world was non-

existent on the precolonial Saskatchewan plains, ensuring community consensus and 

shared prosperity were pre-requisites for collective decision making within the 

community – which made the chief’s prestige, contingent as it was on persuasion, 

accomplishments, and generosity, all that much more important in navigating 

community consensus and decision making. 

The elder Noel Starblanket also notes the importance of traditional societies that 

influenced aspects of governance within First Nation bands (N. Starblanket, personal 

communication, September 13, 2017). The most obvious of which could be seen with 

the warrior society, also referred to by the Plains Cree as the Worthy Young Men 

Society (Milloy, 1988; Carter, 1990; Mandelbaum, 1979). Warfare was the primary 

method in which young men gained status and prestige within communities, and 
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accomplishments in battle were measured not by bloodshed but instead through 

displays of bravery. The bravest deed, for example, was in playing the role of a peace 

maker with enemy nations. As this entailed riding alone and unarmed into enemy 

territory at the direct risk of one’s own life, beginning the dialogue for peaceful relations 

was placed among the greatest of accomplishments (Milloy, 1988). The okihcitawak, 

usually translated from Cree as meaning “warriors,” did not have violent connotations 

or definitions within the band structure – they were instead regarded as those who were 

required to perform honourable roles in society, particularly through using their abilities 

and wealth to provide for the community elders, poor families, or hungry orphans 

(Carter, 1990; Mandelbaum, 1979). The importance of the Clan System and the 

Midewiwin Society in the case of the Plains Ojibwa families, or the Clown Society in 

the case of Assiniboine families, as social structures regulating human behaviour within 

the bands is also noteworthy (Peers, 1994; DeMallie & Miller, 2001). Noel Starblanket 

(personal communication, September 13, 2017) himself primarily discussed the 

importance of women in the bands, as they were the ones who “… took care of the 

elders, they took care of the warriors, they took care of other women, they took care of 

children, young adults. They were a very influential group, and that’s basically how we 

were governed.” Women’s councils played a pivotal role in the decision making and 

collective governance of the bands amongst the Iron Alliance. Sylvia McAdam (2015) 

shares this same perspective and goes on to state that assimilatory policies imposed 

upon First Nations “… undermines Nehiyaw women’s authority and jurisdiction over 

the citizenship of their people” (p. 34). The role of women’s councils and women’s 

tribunals – which played important functions in advising the community leadership – 

remains one issue among many that have been overlooked by mainstream 

anthropologists and historians.  
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Within Saskatchewan, the member nations of the Iron Alliance were loosely 

divided into two large groups: the upstream peoples and the downstream peoples 

(Carter, 1990). The former was located along the North Saskatchewan River whilst the 

latter occupied south eastern Saskatchewan. Each grouping was then subdivided into a 

large number of separate bands. The ancestral bands of the member nations of what is 

today’s File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council were composed of the downstream 

peoples, a mixed assortment of Plains Cree, Assiniboine, Plains Ojibwa, Métis, and the 

new Cree-Assiniboine ethnicity (Innes, 2013; Carter, 1990). After the signing of the 

treaties, these allied nations would be supplemented by a few small bands of Dakota 

and Lakota peoples from south of the American border, refugees fearing retribution 

after their devastating victory over the American 7th Cavalry at the Battle of the Little 

Big Horn in 1876 (Stonechild & Waiser, 1997). Noel Starblanket (personal 

communication, September 13, 2017) explains that even after the treaties were signed, 

the Dakota and Lakota peoples were welcomed into ceremonial and kinship networks 

with the local communities. They have, as a result, been accepted as allied peoples 

sharing kinship with the contemporary First Nations of the Iron Alliance in 

Saskatchewan. 

The nations of the Iron Alliance were proud peoples, aggressively sovereign in 

their collective actions and staunchly based on a self-sufficient and commercial 

economy. The buffalo was the main source of sustenance, augmented by other sources 

of wild game, foraging, and agriculture (Carter, 1990; Milloy, 1988). They were 

conscious of their role as middle men in the fur trade, cultivating their trade monopoly 

by establishing and maintaining good relations with the Hudson’s Bay Company that 

was often cemented with kinship networks created through marriage (Innes, 2013; 

Vrooman, 2012; Carter, 1990). They were able to leverage this network in the provision 
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of wealth for their communities. First Nations unaffiliated with their alliance were 

prevented from trading directly with the HBC Company by force of arms (Stonechild, 

2002; Miloy, 1988). Additionally, the nations of the Iron Alliance used their trading 

networks to gain access to advanced weaponry – such as firearms – that allowed for 

widespread military and territorial expansion. However, this was not to last: in the mid-

19th century, the Hudson’s Bay Company would expand its network of trading posts 

beyond the territories of the allied nations, slowly undercutting their monopoly. The 

First Nations were also, in addition, faced with a steadily decreasing supply of buffalo 

as the last herds dwindled close to extinction (Milloy, 1988). This increasingly scarce 

availability of resources led to protracted violence with their enemies that would 

culminate with the Battle of Belly River in 1870 between the Iron Alliance and the 

Blackfoot Confederacy, where hundreds of warriors lost their lives (Innes, 2013). Peace 

was established between the two groups shortly afterwards. In spite of these losses, the 

allied nations remained strong, resilient, and proud. Stonechild (2002) states that “… at 

the time of annexation in 1870, Canada was faced with a well-armed and territorially 

aggressive First Nations alliance which was firmly in control of its land” (p. 21). With 

full knowledge of the financial expenses and bloodshed associated with engaging in 

warfare with First Nations, as demonstrated by the American experience south of the 

border, Canada instead chose to enter into treaty relationships with Saskatchewan’s 

Indigenous peoples. 

 The majority of First Nations in southern Saskatchewan entered into the treaty 

relationship with Canada in the forms of Treaty 4 and Treaty 6. Negotiations often 

lasted days, and there were several moments of tension. One particular issue of note 

was the exclusion of many Métis communities, as reflected in the words of one 

Indigenous chief – called The Gambler – at the negotiations for Treaty 4: “Now when 
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you have come here, you see sitting out there a mixture of Half-breeds, Crees, Saulteaux 

[Plains Ojibwa], and Stonies [Assiniboine], all are one, and you were slow in taking 

the hand of the Half-breed” (Innes, 2013, p. 65). All of the nations listed above were 

regarded as being united together in negotiating the treaties for the future of their 

peoples. While many of the Métis were living in First Nation bands, having descendants 

reflected in a number of contemporary First Nation communities, many of the Métis 

were nonetheless excluded – a point of contention that would later erupt into open 

warfare in the Northwest Resistance of 1885 (Innes, 2013; Stonechild & Waiser, 1997). 

And while many beneficial provisions were negotiated in the treaties on the part of First 

Nations, the federal government would largely turn their back on the spirit and intent 

of these negotiations. What followed would be decades of assimilatory and apartheid 

policies enforced by threats of starvation that would undermine the sovereignty, self-

sufficiency, and the very cultural and traditional identity of the First Nations that were 

once united in the Iron Alliance. 

The Settlement Period: “Policies of Devastation”7 

Even though the policies that followed the signing of the Numbered Treaties, in 

time, affected all those people designated Indians, the colonial regime was more 

stringent in the way that it imposed its policies on some Indian nations while 

imposing them less stringently on others… the Treaty Indians, especially those 

on the prairies, encountered a level of oppression that other Indians did not… 

These policies served to place Treaty Indians on the margins of the new 

Canadian society by treating them as it they were dependent children or 

mentally incompetent. (Episkenew, 2009, p. 34-35) 

From a Treaty perspective, the development and subsequent implementation of the 

Indian Act in 1876 could be described as negotiations made in bad faith on the part of 

the Canadian federal government. It was a piece of legislation that effectively stripped 

communities of any semblance of self-government and self-determination, neither of 

                                                

7 The title of this subheading is taken from the second chapter of Episkenew’s book entitled Taking 

Back our Spirits: Indigenous Literature, Public Policy, and Healing (2009, p.20). 
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which were rights that were given up with the signing of the Treaties. The aftermath of 

the Indian Act’s implementation witnessed the forced segregation, marginalization, and 

the subjection to numerous assimilatory policies on the part of First Nations (Waldram, 

Herring, & Young, 2006). This is particularly true in the case of First Nations located 

in the prairie provinces of Western Canada, as noted by Buckley (1992): “… the treaty 

nations and their member bands share a particular history in association with the 

Canadian government, including a degree of control that was not imposed in the eastern 

provinces or in British Columbia” (p. 5). It was in the western prairies where the 

hammer of colonialism came down the hardest, resulting in damaging and lasting 

effects of intergenerational trauma, social dysfunction, and underdevelopment that 

continue to reverberate today. 

 The methods through which the federal government moved to accomplish its 

goals could easily be described as extreme. Daschuk (2013) reveals a policy of 

starvation – made possible through the near extinction of the buffalo – that was utilized 

by the federal government in an attempt to guarantee the compliance of First Nation 

communities to the new regime. Dissatisfaction over land recognition on the part of the 

Métis in the south branch Saskatchewan settlements, together with some of their First 

Nation allies, would ultimately erupt into open warfare in 1885. In the Northwest 

Resistance of 1885, it was clearly demonstrated that the territory’s new colonial 

government was not unwilling to initiate the deployment of military units to supress 

armed Indigenous resistance – even in spite of the continued loyalty of the vast majority 

of First Nation communities in the region to the spirit of the Numbered Treaties 

(Stonechild & Waiser, 1997). In the aftermath of the conflict, the ensuing fate of eight 

First Nations men for their participation in the armed conflict sent a chilling message 

to their peoples: they were sentenced to be publicly executed by hanging in what is 
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today known as Canada’s largest mass execution, and subsequently died together while 

singing their death songs.8 While the men were not from the ancestral bands of the 

contemporary File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council, these events nonetheless unveil the 

ruthless nature of the colonial regime to which the region’s Indigenous peoples were 

newly subjected. 

It would not be controversial to describe the following decades as being a period 

of apartheid and oppression on the Canadian prairies. The policies implemented by the 

federal government are proven to have profound and long lasting economic 

consequences. The pass system, for example, set about tight restrictions on the free 

movement of First Nations, who were not allowed to leave their reserves without the 

approval of the local Indian Agent (Episkenew, 2009). This carried with it serious 

economic implications: once members of a vibrant commercial economy, the First 

Nations on the prairies were barred from accessing the market of the mainstream 

economy. This hindrance on the part of the Indian Agents – many of whom were often 

corrupt – would serve to create long term disincentives to entrepreneurial and 

commercial pursuits, directly contributing to the creation of an intergenerational cycle 

of dependency. One example of this is in respect to agricultural output, whereby First 

Nation farmers were often denied access to the market to sell goods and acquire modern 

farming technology, effectively undermining and disincentivizing otherwise successful 

efforts at agricultural self-sufficiency (Carter, 1990). Today’s levels of 

underdevelopment witnessed in the majority of Canadian First Nations are, in part, due 

to this long period of apartheid governance. 

                                                

8 The names of these men were Wandering Spirit, Miserable Man, Bad Arrow, Round The Sky, Iron 

Body, Little Bear, Itka, and Man Without Blood. For a full written account of the events surrounding 

the execution, see Stonechild and Waiser (1997). 
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Furthermore, the colonial government made concerted efforts at attacking 

Indigenous cultures in an attempt at widespread assimilation. Ceremonial gatherings 

and practices, such as the Sun Dance, were outlawed (Episkenew, 2009). Together with 

the implementation of the residential school system, these policies aimed to disrupt the 

Indigenous connection to traditional lands, cultures, and spiritualties – which has been 

today recognized as genocide according to definitions set forth by the United Nations. 

As a product of colonial society, the Indian Act itself has also been exposed for its sexist 

policies, favouring the status of men over the agency of women (McAdam, 2015). 

While the federal government’s pursuit of assimilation proved to be elusive over the 

next century, it did nonetheless succeed in eroding the traditional lifestyles, self-

sufficiency, and sovereignty of First Nation communities throughout the prairies. 

Unsurprisingly, Palmater (2011) describes the present circumstances of poverty, 

underdevelopment, and dependency witnessed in contemporary communities as being 

the direct result of the Indian Act and related policies imposed by the federal 

government in Ottawa. 

Evolution of the Contemporary Tribal Council 

For thousands of years, we relied on the buffalo for everything. We used the 

animal to feed, clothe and shelter ourselves and the people. The File Hills 

Qu’Appelle Tribal Council chose the buffalo as the central figure [of our 

organizational logo] because it’s an animal that represents strength and survival. 

The calf featured within the larger adult figure symbolizes the energy and the 

spirit of our youth. The hooves that circle the buffalo represent the eleven First 

Nations that make up the FHQ Tribal Council and our internal focus of standing 

together in solidarity. (File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council, 2016) 

The File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council (FHQTC) is based out of Fort Qu’Appelle in 

southern Saskatchewan. It is composed of eleven member First Nations located largely 

in the File Hills and Qu’Appelle Valley, representing citizens consisting of Plains Cree, 

Assiniboine, Cree-Assiniboine, Plains Ojibwa, Lakota, and Dakota peoples (File Hills 

Qu’Appelle Tribal Council, 2016). The First Nation communities have a collective 
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population of over 15,000 citizens (FHQ Developments, 2018). These communities are 

the direct descendants of some of the First Nation bands collectively referred to as the 

downstream peoples, and were stalwart allies sharing kinship networks within the Iron 

Alliance.9 FHQTC itself is driven to: i) “protect, implement and enforce inherent Treaty 

rights”; ii) “promote self-determination”; iii) “assist in the development of productive 

and safe communities”; iv) “provide technical and advisory services”; and v) “address 

the common interests of First Nations in an equitable and professional manner while 

respecting the priorities of culture” (File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council, 2016). The 

Tribal Council Program of Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada, on the other hand, 

states that the “purpose of this program is to provide funding to Tribal Councils to 

enable them to provide advisory services to their First Nation members and also to… 

deliver programs and services, subject to the agreement of the First Nation members” 

(Kayseas, 2001). There is some misalignment in the strategic orientation set forth by 

the Tribal Council itself and the federal department of INAC, which carries with it an 

insightful background.  

In the 1880s, the First Nation bands along the Qu’Appelle Valley in southern 

Saskatchewan came together and formed the Allied Bands. This was done in an attempt 

to maintain Indigenous sovereignty and nationhood within the context of the 

assimilatory and apartheid regime being imposed by the federal government in Ottawa 

at the time. The Allied Bands, in resistance to these top down policy measures, sought 

to pressure the Queen into fulfilling the obligations as stipulated within Treaty 4 (File 

Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council, 2016). At the same time, Elder Noel Starblanket 

                                                

9 It should be noted that the Lakota and Dakota peoples in the region are the descendants of refugees 

fearing retribution following their devastating victory at the Little Big Horn in 1876. While many 

would eventually return down south, a minority was given reserve land in Saskatchewan and would 

settle here permanently. Elder Noel Starblanket (personal communication, September 13, 2017) 

describes how they have since been accepted by the local nations through intermarriage and ceremony. 
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recounts how ceremonial gatherings continued to occur in the region over the early 

1900s (personal communication, September 13, 2017). These events were taking place 

at a time when such ceremonial occasions were outlawed within the Indian Act 

(Episkenew, 2009). Carter (1990) describes how the Indigenous leadership in the 

Qu’Appelle Valley would continually lobby the federal government for the fulfilment 

of treaty obligations, such as the provision of much needed farming equipment and – 

interestingly – for an Indigenous-controlled educational institution that would provide 

community-based bureaucrats to supplant the federal Indian Agents. Stories of 

resistance during this time era are common and go to show that First Nations in southern 

Saskatchewan were not passive victims of the colonial regime, but instead agency-

driven actors mobilizing to resist against the overarching system of oppression. 

 In 1959, these Allied Bands would then collaborate with wider First Nation 

groups, particularly with the Saskatchewan Association of Indians. The result of this 

collaboration was the birth of what is today known as the Federation of Sovereign 

Indigenous Nations (FSIN). The FSIN itself represents the interests of the 74 First 

Nations in Saskatchewan and is “committed to honour the spirit and intent of the 

Treaties, as well as the promotion, protection and implementation of the Treaty 

promises that were made more than a century ago” (Federation of Sovereign Indigenous 

Nations, 2018). The organization has paved the way for the creation of a number of 

Indigenous institutions in the province that have successfully served and advanced the 

interests and wellbeing of its member First Nations, including but not limited to the 

Saskatchewan Indian Gaming Authority and the First Nations University of Canada. Its 

commissions and secretariats provide advocacy in a number of areas that range from 

health and social development, lands and resources, justice, education and training, 

treaty governance, economic and community development, and so on (Federation of 
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Sovereign Indigenous Nations, 2018). Needless to say, the FSIN has doubtless left a 

sizeable footprint in the public dialogue and policies affecting Saskatchewan First 

Nations today. 

  Following the theme of Indigenous-led advocacy in promoting and advancing 

the rights of First Nations in Saskatchewan, the leadership of sixteen bands in the 

Touchwood Hills, File Hills, and Qu’Appelle Valley would converge into the 

Touchwood File Hills Qu’Appelle District Chiefs Council in 1983 (File Hills 

Qu’Appelle Tribal Council, 2016). Included within these ranks are the nations that had 

once formed the Allied Bands in the 1880s. The District Chiefs Council was formed 

more specifically to consult Indigenous leadership on policies and program issues. They 

would then reform into a non-profit corporation, moving into the administration of 

program and service delivery to its member nations in the form of the Touchwood File 

Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council (File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council, 2018). This 

was part of the wave of devolution of program management and administration being 

undertaken by INAC at the time. Today’s Tribal Chief Edmund Bellegarde explained 

that “… when the program and policy devolution process was happening, it was… 

promised by the federal government to First Nations leadership that this was the path 

to self-government” (E. Bellegarde, personal communication, September 7, 2017). The 

emergence of the District Chiefs Council into a non-profit corporation followed the 

stipulations of the newly-formed Tribal Council Program implemented by INAC, 

requiring that Tribal Councils be structured along these lines to be eligible for federal 

funding with which to deliver services and programs to their member First Nations 

(Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada, 2017). The member First Nations have since 

reorganized and separated into two distinct tribal councils in 1999: the Touchwood 
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Agency Tribal Council and the File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council (File Hills 

Qu’Appelle Tribal Council, 2016).  

FHQTC has continued the theme of political advocacy by incorporating the 

protection and implementation of treaty rights and sovereignty into its organizational 

mission (File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council, 2015). This remains interesting given 

that INAC’s Tribal Council Program stipulates that federal funding is to be used solely 

for program and service delivery, and not for political advocacy (Kayseas, 2001). This 

political advocacy has led to tensions in recent years under the Harper government, 

when a portion of federal funding to the tribal council was sharply cut partly in response 

to this issue (Assembly of First Nations, 2013). Understandably, the experience has 

contributed to the emergence of the contemporary Transition Project, outlined further 

on in the case narrative, which is a process aiming to minimize the cycle of dependency 

on federal funds. It seems clear that the ability of the political leadership to advocate on 

behalf of First Nations against the federal government remains an endangered approach 

when the funding of many Indigenous institutions themselves is dependent on federal 

transfers. 

Today, FHQTC directly administers a number of entities which receive funding 

through the tribal council. A number of these include: i) the All Nations Healing 

Hospital; ii) Regina Treaty/Status Indian Services; iii) Silver Sage Housing 

Corporation; iv) Leading Thunderbird Lodge; v) Wichihik Iskewewak Safe House; and 

vi) the Qu’Appelle Haven Safe Shelter. These entities were created prior to the 1999 

tribal council separation and, as a result, the organizations continue have the input of 

the Touchwood Agency Tribal Council through representation on their board 

governance structures (File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council, 2016). An important note 

to make here is that these various organizations have objectives relating to advancing 
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the health and wellbeing of their member communities at large, in many cases utilizing 

approaches grounded in traditional and cultural practices, values, and norms. In fact, 

this has been so successful that the All Nations Healing Hospital – as a specific example 

– has been consistently given exemplary status by Accreditation Canada, an 

independent and not-for-profit organization that “… sets national standards to ensure 

health facilities are meeting the needs of health quality” (Benjoe, 2015). Fewer than 

five percent of hospitals across Canada meet this high rating. It is easily the best 

qualified hospital in Saskatchewan and ranks among the leading hospitals in all of 

Canada (E. Bellegarde, personal communication, September 7, 2017).  

There are also a number of entities that have been created in more recent years. 

Given that these organizations have been largely established in the time since the tribal 

council separation, the financial administration and – in particular – the governance of 

these entities lies solely with FHQTC. This includes: i) FHQ Developments; ii) 

Keeseechiwan Holdings; iii) FHQ Casino Holdings; iv) FHQ eCommerce; v) KPK; v) 

Child Care Licensing; and vi) Living Sky CDC (File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council, 

2016). The Living Sky Casino is a $35M enterprise, employing over 200 staff, located 

in the city of Swift Current in southern Saskatchewan. It is a joint enterprise between 

the File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council, Nekaneet First Nation, and the Saskatchewan 

Indian Gaming Authority (Living Sky Casino, 2018). FHQ Developments Ltd. stands 

as another tribal council enterprise, a business development organization established to 

promote community development through the creation of industry partnerships and the 

provision of employment opportunities (FHQ Developments Ltd., 2016). FHQ 

eCommerce, on the other hand, is a more recent foray into the online industry of gaming 

and the facilitation of transactions across online operators and organizations (E. 

Bellegarde, personal communication, May 29, 2018). The interesting aspect of these 
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recent organizations established by the FHQTC can be seen by their business 

characteristics as the provision of successful economic drivers for community 

development and wellbeing. This is the stepping stone through which FHQTC has been 

moving forward into the future. 

Building a Self-Sufficient Economic Base 

The companies were set up to be a part of the means to alleviating some of the 

community challenges and pressures. We’re dealing with social pathologies 

within our communities. And that’s dealing with healthcare, infant mortality, 

youth challenges, youth at risk, gangs, youth suicides, elder healthcare, elder 

care, all those things that we have to deal with. So development corporations 

weren’t set up to say, we’re going to get into business: let’s go get into business, 

let’s make money, and let’s create wealth. They were set up as a means to try 

and alleviate some of these other things, and so we are a means to an end… 

economic development is a part of self-determination and self-governance. (R. 

Missens, personal communication, May 24, 2018) 

FHQ Developments was formed in 2010 by the eleven member First Nations of the File 

Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council (FHQ Developments, 2018). For taxation and liability 

purposes, it is structured as a limited liability partnership whereby First Nation 

organizations are able to take advantage of certain tax exemptions if operated on reserve 

land (E. Bellegarde, personal communication, May 29, 2018). The limited partners 

themselves are the eleven member First Nations as well as the tribal council itself, with 

FHQ Developments standing as the general partner (R. Missens, personal 

communication, May 24, 2018; FHQ Developments, 2018). It is an organization 

designed to generate own-source revenue for the tribal council, and its mission 

statement is “to contribute to the long-term economic independence of our partners by 

investing in profitable business ventures and by advancing community development 

strategies in a manner consistent with First Nation values” (FHQ Developments, 2018; 

T. Benjoe, personal communication, August 15, 2017). The corporation is able to 

advance on these grounds in three primary approaches: partnership development with 
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private industry, community development services, and the provision of employment 

opportunities.   

 A number of partnerships with private industry have been created since the 

initial inception of FHQ Developments in 2010 (T. Benjoe, personal communication, 

August 15, 2017). The most significant of which can be seen with the establishment of 

Great Plains Contracting, a joint venture between FHQ Developments (50%), Points 

Athabasca (17%), and Graham Construction (33%). Great Plains Contracting is active 

primarily in the mining sector, and as a general contractor provides a number of services 

which include earthworks and civil construction, piping construction, concrete 

installation and repairs, scaffolding, painting, and other related services (FHQ 

Developments, 2018). The corporation also has a partnership with the Home Inn and 

Suites Hotel in Swift Current, in which FHQ Developments has a 21% equity share. 

They have since been able to leverage their existing partnership with the First Nations 

Power Authority – of which FHQ Developments is a founding partner – to have solar 

arrays installed on to the hotel itself (FHQ Developments, 2018).  FHQ Developments 

further has existing partnerships with CanElson Drilling in the oil and gas sector, a joint 

venture in the form of FHQ Mechanical with Reliable Group and CMS Mechanicals in 

the metal fabrication industry, a partnership with COMCOR in health, safety, and 

security services, as well as Outland Camps in remote camp catering and related 

services for large-scale development projects, and finally a joint venture in the form of 

FHQ-RCS Resource Services with Boreal Land to provide integrated project 

management to large industrial firms in the oil and gas, mining, and water sectors (FHQ 

Developments, 2018). 

 The other approaches taken by FHQ Developments in the pursuit of its mission 

lie in the provision of both employment opportunities as well as community 
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development services (T. Benjoe, August 15, 2017). FHQ Developments is also able to 

leverage their existing partnerships, as well as other tribal council entities, in the pursuit 

of employment creation and training for the citizens of the 11 member First Nations 

(FHQ Developments, 2018). The corporation offers services for its citizens in 

overcoming barriers to employment, matching potential employees with suitable 

employers, improving access to health services such as counselling and addictions 

treatment, providing access to skills and employment training, as well as promoting 

retention, cultural awareness, and inclusiveness services to workplaces. They also 

provide services for industry through readily available potential employees, assistance 

in corporate and employment training, cultural and awareness training, assistance in 

recruitment strategies within First Nation communities, and so on (FHQ Developments, 

2018). Such a range of services intent on providing an easier pathway between 

employers and First Nation employees have been made available through the creation 

of a partnership in 2014 between FHQ Developments and the Government of 

Saskatchewan. Finally, the corporation also provides a range of community 

development services for First Nations which include but are not limited to: providing 

support in “… the creation of economic development corporations, joint ventures, 

corporate governance models, and industry partnerships” as well as assisting in the 

development community planning or land use planning, relationship building, and so 

on (FHQ Developments, 2018). These community development initiatives are overseen 

by community economic development committee, a subcommittee of the board of 

directors (R. Missens, personal communication, May 24, 2018). 

 Practicing good governance principles in the management and governance of 

the organization and its various joint venture entities has been a priority for the board 

and senior management at FHQ Developments (T. Benjoe, personal communication, 
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August 15, 2017; R. Missens, personal communication, May 24, 2018). This point is 

made all that much more important given that the tribal council itself already has a 

history of one failed venture in the past. This unfortunate incident was largely the result 

of political interference in the board governance (T. Benjoe, personal communication, 

August 15, 2017). One of the directors on the board of FHQ Developments explains 

that, as an organization owned by First Nation communities, the contemporary 

corporation always faces pressure from its limited partner for dividend payouts (R. 

Missens, personal communication, May 24, 2018). This is hardly surprising given the 

on-the-ground realities that First Nation communities face in terms of chronic federal 

underfunding of its public institutions and the social pathologies of its citizens 

stemming from the colonial fallout. However, and unlike the past organization, FHQ 

Developments currently boasts a largely depoliticized board structure, with its members 

coming from a diverse array of backgrounds which include former CEOs, commercial 

bankers, together with legal, engineering, and academic backgrounds (T. Benjoe, 

personal communication, August 15, 2017). The board itself is also divided into three 

subcommittees: the product and investment committee, the governance committee, and 

the community economic development committee. While there are two chiefs 

represented on the board itself, they alone cannot determine the direction and control 

of the organization (T. Benjoe, personal communication, August 15, 2017). And finally, 

there is a policy that was put into place at the beginning of the development corporation, 

specifically stating that dividend payouts will not occur until the 20th year of operations, 

or else until the corporation has accrued $20M in capital assets (R. Missens, personal 

communication, May 24, 2018). Such a structure helps ensure the maintenance of an 

environment conducive to long-term business growth and sustainability on the part of 

the corporation. 
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 While the board of directors itself is largely depoliticized, there are – as 

mentioned – two rotating seats reserved for chiefs of the eleven member First Nations 

of the tribal council as well as the position of chair itself, which is occupied by the 

Tribal Chief of FHQTC (T. Benjoe, personal communication, August 15, 2017). By 

themselves, these political representatives alone cannot determine the direction and 

oversight of the organization. Their positions on the board, however, can be viewed as 

something of a necessity given the reality of the development corporation’s ownership 

structure – the limited partners, of course, being FHQTC and the eleven member First 

Nations of the tribal council. The eleven member First Nations are Indian Act bands, 

largely regulated by governance institutions stemming primarily from the Indian Act. 

Perhaps one day, these member First Nations of the tribal council will be able to reclaim 

the self-governance of their own affairs free from federal interference. Thomas Benjoe 

(personal communication, August 15, 2017) certainly mentions that the governance of 

the development corporation is designed to be robust and flexible, able to adapt to 

changing conditions and best practices. In the meantime, the limited partners of the 

corporation remain constrained by federal regulation which, in turn, restricts the 

capacity development of the individual First Nation communities – hence the existence 

of political representation. Nonetheless, there are opportunities in every situation, and 

these close political ties mean that the corporation itself can leverage the political 

capital of First Nation leadership to pressure private industry actors to more effectively 

consult and accommodate First Nation communities – which then creates further 

business opportunities for FHQ Developments (T. Benjoe, personal communication, 

August 15, 2017).  

 The strategic orientation in promoting business growth within FHQ 

Developments has changed over the years since its conception. It began initially by 
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starting with the “low hanging fruit,” primarily through bids in the extractive industries 

that are susceptible to periodic upturns and downturns in the market cycle (T. Benjoe, 

personal communications, August 15, 2017). While such an approach served its 

purpose in generating revenues during the initial phases of the development 

corporation, it was nonetheless deemed unreliable over the long-term. The corporation 

has since began expanding into other industries that have the potential for employment 

creation and stable long-term revenues, including areas such as security, food services, 

janitorial contracts, and so on (T. Benjoe, personal communication, August 15, 2017). 

Joint ventures are established with stable and reliable companies, with an understanding 

that the private industry partner cannot go and partner with another First Nation 

company in the area. While ensuring that profits are one of the primary benchmarks for 

success in the organization, ensuring that business initiatives result in increased 

opportunities and livelihoods – and thus, furthering the health and wellbeing – of Fist 

Nation communities is work for which the corporation is certainly proud of (T. Benjoe, 

personal communication, August 15, 2017).  

 However, FHQ Developments is not the only entity of the tribal council that has 

been created in the realm of economic and business development. The Living Sky 

Casino was opened for business in 2008 and is currently a $35M enterprise, employing 

over 200 staff, located in the city of Swift Current in southern Saskatchewan. It is a 

joint enterprise between the File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council, Nekaneet First 

Nation, and the Saskatchewan Indian Gaming Authority (Living Sky Casino, 2018). 

The Saskatchewan Indian Gaming Authority was created in 1995 as a non-profit entity 

of the Federation of Sovereign Indigenous Nations, and is responsible for the daily 

management and operation of First Nation casinos in Saskatchewan. 50 percent of the 

profits are sent to the First Nations Trust, 25 percent to regional non-profit community 
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development corporations – which distribute their share of the profits to First Nation 

and non-First Nation community organizations – and an additional 25 percent is 

deposited into the Province of Saskatchewan’s general revenue fund (SIGA, 2018). The 

First Nations Trust sends yearly amounts to the 74 individual First Nations in 

Saskatchewan. As an economic driver in employment creation and wealth redistribution 

to all First Nations in Saskatchewan, First Nation casinos remain notably important to 

the regional economy. Furthermore, the Saskatchewan Indian Gaming Authority stands 

as one of the best-governed public institutions in the province (E. Bellegarde, personal 

communication, September 7, 2017). 

 FHQ eCommerce is the most recent entity created by the File Hills Qu’Appelle 

Tribal Council. It is an attempted foray into the online industry of gaming and the 

facilitation of transactions across online operators and organizations (E. Bellegarde, 

personal communication, May 29, 2018). However, FHQ eCommerce remains in the 

developmental stage, and has yet to be exerted as an economic force within the tribal 

council. It is envisioned as a potential revenue generating force in much the same way 

as Living Sky Casino. Its ownership structure is along the same lines as that of FHQ 

Developments: a limited partnership with twelve limited partners in the form of the 

eleven member First Nations of the tribal council, as well as FHQTC itself. FHQ 

eCommerce is the general partner (E. Bellegarde, personal communication, May 29, 

2018). Unlike other tribal council business entities that are restricted to the regional 

economy, FHQ eCommerce carries much potential through the opportunity of directly 

tapping into a global market of online gaming and transaction facilitation. The barriers 

to market entry, however, are rather extensive: it is an industry that is primarily beset 

by large market actors and additionally carries with it notable legal restrictions in 

Canada given the criminal code’s restrictions on online gambling (E. Bellegarde, 
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personal communication, May 29, 2018). Inspiration has been taken from the First 

Nations in Kahnawake Mohawk Territory in Quebec, where they were able to assert 

jurisdiction in their own lands through establishing gaming regulations, licensing 

authorities, and their own gaming entities – co-hosting some of their websites in 

partnership with other jurisdictions elsewhere in the world where online gaming is a 

legal enterprise (E. Bellegarde, personal communication, May 29, 2018). Seven out of 

the eleven member First Nations of FHQTC were able to work together in enacting a 

set of regulations to allow this to occur on First Nation reserve land, and the initiative 

was regarded not just as a business opportunity in itself but also – and just as 

importantly, if not more so – as an opportunity to assert Indigenous rights and 

regulatory jurisdiction. The development of Saskatchewan data centres was pursued, as 

well as relationship building with representatives from the Isle of Mann in Great 

Britain, a small self-governing jurisdiction where online gaming is legal. The goal is to 

set up a for-profit entity with the capacity and regulated jurisdiction to provide 

transaction services to website operators on a global scale in the online gaming industry 

(E. Bellegarde, personal communication, May 29, 2018). Needless to say, successfully 

infiltrating into an online and global market has the potential to result in lucrative 

revenue generation for the tribal council and its member nations. 

 The most recent entities created by the File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council in 

the past number of years have been primarily focused in the business and economic 

realms. This is not a coincidence. Practicing sovereignty and self-determination as First 

Nations in contemporary Canadian society remains a challenge given the colonial 

fallout of Canadian history. Many contemporary legal structures and policies, such as 

the Indian Act, are vestiges left from this colonial era which have been pinpointed as 

the source for the continuing state of underdevelopment witnessed in First Nations 
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across the country (Palmater, 2011). However, creating new and self-determined 

governance structures to move beyond the present state of affairs is not an easy process, 

which is certainly not aided by the tight resource constraints faced by First Nation 

governments. Sovereignty requires economic self-sufficiency, hence the reason why 

the File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council has been making these conscious strides 

forward in business development initiatives. 

Governance Reform: The Transition Project 

It’s the foundation. It’s the cornerstone of building economies. It’s the 

cornerstone of building educational capacity, and educational achievement and 

attainment amongst citizens. It’s building healthier outcomes and a healthier 

population. It’s the cornerstone to having more effective community 

infrastructure. It’s going to mean that we can reclaim and reawaken some of the 

spiritual context of our identity and our governance systems, our traditions. And 

create that awareness, the education, and in some cases, reunite our population 

to our history and our identity. And from there, it’s going to strengthen our 

positioning on the Treaty relationship, on advancing our inherent rights, our 

self-determination, and our capacity. (E. Bellegarde, personal communication, 

September 7, 2017) 

The File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council is in a period of transition in respect to 

governance restructuring. It is currently incorporated as a non-profit entity, and 

possesses a strong governance structure to manage and administer program and service 

delivery to its eleven member First Nations. For these purposes, it is a successful 

organization – following benchmarks established for non-profit organizations – that 

continues to maintain status as a low-risk recipient for federal funding as per INAC’s 

Tribal Council Program (E. Bellegarde, personal communication, September 7, 2017). 

However, its mandate as an Indigenous organization extends beyond program and 

service delivery: the promotion and protection of treaty and Indigenous rights are 

included within its overall mission (File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council, 2016). Past 

experiences with the federal government in recent years, however, have revealed the 

fragility of this pursuit. Political advocacy on the part of tribal councils in respect to 
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treaty and Indigenous rights is not something that is included within the funding 

formula of INAC’s Tribal Council Program (Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada, 

2013; Kayseas, 2001). Resultantly, being on the receiving end of federal funding cuts 

made partly in response to this political advocacy is not unheard of, and has been an 

experience in recent years (Assembly of First Nations, 2013). These actions have been 

labelled as an assault on Indigenous organizations for being vocal critics in respect to 

Canada’s Indigenous-related policies. It has been made an established goal by the 

leadership at FHQTC, therefore, to reform the tribal council into two separate 

structures: i) a tribal council centred on program and service delivery, funded by the 

federal government through INAC’s Tribal Council Program; and ii) an Iron Nations 

Confederacy governance structure centred on political advocacy in the protection, 

promotion, and implementation of treaty and Indigenous rights, funded solely through 

own-source revenues generated from the tribal council’s business and economic entities 

(E. Bellegarde, personal communication, September 7, 2018; File Hills Qu’Appelle 

Tribal Council, 2016).  

 The structures of tribal councils as they are today have been subject to criticism. 

The establishment of contemporary tribal council into that of non-profit organizations, 

in order to satisfy an imposed benchmark from which to gain access to federal funding, 

can be viewed as being done in exchange for an erosion of institutional legitimacy and 

independence (Ladner, 2006). In reference to program and service delivery, Tribal 

Chief Bellegarde noted this challenge, stating “… They’re always looking through their 

Western lens. And when bureaucrats in Ottawa or in Regina are making policy 

decisions or programming dollar allocations, it’s always through their lens. It’s never 

from our side” (personal communication, September 7, 2017). The evolution of tribal 

councils into that of non-profit organizations in the 1980s represented a dynamic shift: 
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these organizations became primarily concerned with program and service delivery, 

and less with political advocacy. These program and service delivery aspects were part 

of the devolution of program management and administrative responsibilities from the 

federal government. Much like the band councils of local First Nation governments, 

many view them as creations of the federal government (Ladner, 2006). With 

administrative authority vested in the hands of INAC, Western benchmarks are utilized 

to determine funding arrangements that lack Indigenous input – with Indigenous 

decision making powers only available in how these funding amounts are spent as 

opposed to how they are devised (E. Bellegarde, September 7, 2017). Past experiences 

of funding cuts have only shown how vulnerable contemporary tribal councils are to 

the whim of the federal government in Ottawa (Assembly of First Nations, 2013). 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, they have been criticized as lacking the status of organizations 

deriving authority from First Nation government and, resultantly, carry with them 

endangered levels of legitimacy amongst the communities for which they have been 

built to serve (Ladner, 2006: Public Policy Forum, 2018). 

 In light of this context, the governance reform being undertaken by the tribal 

council in the form of the Transition Project can be more easily understood. As 

explained earlier, successive generations of First Nation political leadership in the 

region have always maintained an agenda revolving around the advocacy, protection, 

and implementation of treaty and Indigenous rights since the signing of the Numbered 

Treaties in the late 19th century. The Transition Project involves reigniting the spirit of 

this legacy through the establishment of an Iron Nations Confederacy governance 

structure operating on own-source revenues (File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council, 

2016). This would allow for the tribal council organization to revive this generational 

pattern of rights-based advocacy while, at the same time, providing a launching pad to 
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reunite its citizens with their precolonial histories and governance institutions in a wave 

of attempted social transformation (E. Bellegarde, personal communication, September 

7, 2017). The latter point, in particular, is to be achieved through the incorporation of 

traditional and precolonial governance practices into the formal institutions of the new 

structure of the tribal council. The tribal council’s Iron Nations Confederacy is the one 

side of the organization facing institutional transformation, with the regular tribal 

council ultimately facing separation from this structure in order to better align with 

INAC’s Tribal Council Policy regarding services and program delivery. In this way, 

the overall FHQTC organization will be able to continue providing the federal-funded 

services and programs associated with contemporary tribal councils through one branch 

of its structure while, at the same time, pursuing rights-based advocacy that 

incorporates institutional and social transformation through the other branch of its 

structure, namely that of the Iron Nations Confederacy as funded by own-source 

revenue streams. 

 It should be noted that this particular institutional pathway has been inspired, 

on the part of senior political and administrative leadership within the tribal council, by 

the tenets of the Harvard Project of American Indian Economic Development (E. 

Bellegarde, personal communication, September 7, 2017). The contemporary tribal 

council as it exists today, while well governed along Western measures and benchmarks 

established for non-profit organizations, nonetheless lacks formal grounding in 

traditional and cultural norms of governance. This lack of cultural match, using the 

terminology from the Harvard Project, results in an unstable level of community 

legitimacy. Incorporate traditional governance would not only ground the organization 

more steeply as an Indigenous institution of governance, but would also extend better 

the concept of collective governance, as well. These aspects would then serve to 
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promote higher levels of community legitimacy on the part of the tribal council amongst 

its own member nations. The bands of the Iron Alliance were governed along collective 

models, whereby traditional societies in addition to chiefs and councils partook in 

collective community decision making. The Iron Nations Confederacy structure being 

pursued by the tribal council is not only intended to be economically self-sufficient, but 

also aims to incorporate aspects of traditional governance including the incorporation 

of, for example, a Women’s Council and an Elder’s (also called Life Speakers) Council. 

In these ways, the tribal council is attempting to revive the spirit and memory of the 

Iron Alliance through the creation of a hybrid structure, incorporating traditional 

governance practices with contemporary tribal council institutions, to mobilize its 

institutions, nations, and citizens in the pursuit of its wider socioeconomic goals.  

Concluding Thoughts 

It speaks to the sovereignty and the governance of these nations who are 

asserting their own abilities to make treaties as nations. That’s coming back, but 

the way I look at it is it can’t come back without understanding the past, where 

our people have come from. And if we understand that, we will begin anew on 

this Iron Nations Alliance. Essentially, that’s what I know about the Iron 

Nations Alliance, and there are others who will have been told as well, from 

their knowledge keepers, about this alliance. But what I understand, what I 

know, what I remember from what I have been told, this is what I know about 

this. And they’re starting to make it happen again, so I’m very pleased about 

that. (N. Starblanket, personal communication, September 13, 2017) 

The case study narration of the File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council outlines the 

experience of the organization’s citizens over a period of two centuries, covering a vast 

array of changing times and conditions. The purpose of this extensive narration serves 

to display how the contemporary FHQTC is embedded within the dynamic histories 

and institutions of the surrounding region. This historical embeddedness unveils a 

deeper understanding of the social, economic, and political context being faced by the 

tribal council organization and its member nations, as well as to more fully encapsulate 

a rich and dynamic portrait from which to view its overall strategic objectives in light 
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of this background. The First Nations of the tribal council underwent several periods of 

transition over this long period of time, beginning with: i) a precolonial period of 

political sovereignty and economic self-sufficiency; ii) an era of apartheid and 

oppression during early Canadian settlement; iii) the evolution of the tribal council from 

an organization of political advocacy into one largely of program and service delivery; 

and finally iv) the contemporary push for institutional and social transformation being 

witnessed in the form of the Transition Project. While the latter stages of these time 

eras are marked largely by the colonial experience and the imposition of foreign 

structures of governance onto First Nation communities and organizations, it is 

nonetheless worth nothing that there are several themes and commonalities that extend 

over the entire course of this narration.  

 One of the more important aspects of this can be seen with the continuous 

assertion of sovereignty and nationhood, together with the conduct of political 

advocacy. The historical narration of the precolonial period reveals a strong, extensive, 

and multinational coalition in the form of the Iron Alliance. It was a sovereign political 

and military union that was able to leverage its strength, influence, and commercial 

networks to pursue the best interests of its citizens. While the sovereign nature and 

traditional ways of life associated with the member nations of this alliance were 

undermined and eroded in the early colonial period, the political leadership of 

Saskatchewan First Nations were nonetheless consistent in advocating for the rights 

and wellbeing of their nations from the 1880s onwards. With the devolution of program 

and service delivery to the contemporary tribal council in the 1980s, the continued 

adherence to political advocacy stood in defiance of the Tribal Council Program upheld 

by what is now called the department of Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada. 

However, the delivery of programming and services to its member nations nonetheless 
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began taking up the majority of organizational capacity on the part of the tribal council. 

Today, the theme of political advocacy can now be seen with the emerging Transition 

Project – an act of institutional and social transformation rooted in the traditional 

governance structures of the Iron Alliance. This, in itself, stands as a strong statement 

of sovereignty, nationhood, and self-determination. 

 Another important theme that needs highlighting is that of economic self-

sufficiency and commercial livelihood. The nations of the Iron Alliance were self-

sufficient peoples, which can be regarded as being one of the precursors necessary for 

exercising sovereignty. They lived off the land, reliant largely on the buffalo herds, but 

also engaging in other forms of hunting and gathering – as well as small scale 

agriculture. They were a highly commercial society, militantly monopolizing the fur 

trade as middlemen between the HBC Company and other surrounding First Nations. 

Utilizing this commercial monopoly as leverage, the allied nations were able to 

successfully pursue collective wealth accruement as well as military and territorial 

expansion. The colonial period brought all of this to an end, disrupting traditional 

livelihoods and creating a persistent cycle of dependency that exists today – which has 

ultimately served to undermine not only self-sufficiency but also, by extension, the 

ability to exercise sovereignty and self-determination. However, just as the ancestral 

nations were able to leverage their commercial pursuits in the pursuit of wider 

socioeconomic and political objectives, so too is the contemporary tribal council 

engaged in this endeavour: the recent establishment of community enterprises in the 

realm of business development stands as a means to an end, an effective launching pad 

to drive governance reform and social wellbeing. This goal of institutional and social 

transformation is rooted in the model of governance and self-sufficiency displayed by 

the Iron Alliance. From this perspective, business development is also another 
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statement of sovereignty, nationhood, and self-determination on the part of the tribal 

council. 

 Finally, the social wellbeing of the citizens that make up the nations of the tribal 

council is another matter of critical importance. Entrenched systems of social welfare 

existed as institutions governing the behaviour of individuals within the bands of the 

historic Iron Alliance. Senior leadership and successful warriors were expected to be 

wealthy. However, what dictated prestige and respect within these bands was not 

wealth, but the expectation to engage in the direct redistribution of wealth among poorer 

members of society; in this way, personal wealth accruement through trade, warfare, 

hunting, and other practices translated into an overall increase in community living 

standards. It would not be particularly controversial to describe the living standards of 

the majority of today’s First Nations in Canada as being that of third world conditions. 

This profound level of underdevelopment is the direct result of the colonial experience. 

Overcoming these circumstances is one of the end goals for engaging in business 

development and governance reform. Driving for social transformation involves not 

only creating livelihoods and wealth, but also reclaiming the spirit and culture of the 

precolonial alliance. Collective governance, cultural connectedness, the reclamation of 

histories, spiritualities, and traditional land use are all factors that have been shown to 

increase overall Indigenous health and wellbeing (Kirmayer, Simpson, & Cargo, 2003; 

Calma, 2007; Batten & Stanford, 2012; Giovannini, 2014). Indeed, pursuing the 

wellbeing of individuals and communities in the aftermath of the colonial experience is 

one of the key factors witnessed in contemporary nation rebuilding. And just as the 

nations of the Iron Alliance pursued the wellbeing of their peoples, so too is this pursuit 

on the part of today’s FHQTC a statement of sovereignty, nationhood, and self-

determination. 
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 It remains interesting to note that, in spite of the changing times and conditions 

witnessed over the course of two centuries, these themes persist as consistent patterns 

over this long narrative. Succeeding generations of Indigenous peoples have 

consistently shown a strong ability to adapt to changing times and conditions. The 

assertion of sovereignty and nationhood continues to exist, with the establishment of 

business development initiatives, governance reform, and the overall pursuit of social 

wellbeing standing as actions driven by the self-determination of Indigenous nations 

deeply rooted in a proud history. The institutional and social transformation associated 

with these pursuits – and the accompanied renewal of traditional identities and 

governance practices – are the echoes and spirits of a distant past being brought back 

to life. Nation rebuilding is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon. Nevertheless, the 

extensive case narrative of the FHQTC shows how the processes of business 

development and governance reform interact within a nation rebuilding framework. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS AND LIMITATIONS 

Theoretical and Methodological Implications 

The findings of this thesis carry direct implications for a number of topics within 

academic literature, the most obvious of which can be seen with the related but distinct 

literature bodies on both Indigenous entrepreneurship and the Harvard Project on 

American Indian Economic Development. There have been too few authors that have 

taken the initiative in bridging the gaps between the separate bodies of literature. 

Cameron (1992), Grant and Taylor (2007), and Kalt, et al. (2008) within the Harvard 

Project literature stream have examined the roles of governance and management 

within economic development corporations without necessarily exploring the role that 

economic development corporations play in establishing new governance institutions. 

Meanwhile, Alcantara (2007) has examined the supposed failing of the Harvard Project 

in explaining the importance of property rights and land management, while Colbourne 

(2017) has vaguely explored the intersections of Indigenous entrepreneurship and the 

Harvard Project. In both cases, these authors have failed to provide any empirical data 

with which to support their arguments. Utilizing empirical evidence in the form of a 

case study of FHQTC, this thesis bridges the theoretical divide by showing how 

Indigenous community entrepreneurship is able to act as a launching pad for enacting 

governance reform.  

 Scholars have explored a number of areas relevant to the phenomenon of 

Indigenous entrepreneurship within Canada, including but not limited to the importance 

of Indigenous and inherent legal rights (Verbos, Henry, & Peredo, 2017; Kayseas, et 

al., 2017; Anderson, Dana, & Dana, 2006), First Nation development corporations 

(Coates & Crowley, 2013; Vining & Richards, 2016; Canadian Council for Aboriginal 
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Business, 2011), joint ventures and strategic alliances (Moroz, Kayseas, & Anderson, 

2014; Peredo, Anderson, Galbraith, Honig, & Dana, 2004), casinos and gaming 

(Kayseas, Schneider, & Goodpipe, 2010), land management and property rights 

(Alcantara, 2007; Alcantara, 2008), as well as the institutional structures associated 

with First Nation development projects (Gordon, Kayseas, & Moroz, 2017). While 

these researchers take divergent, yet related, pathways into scholarly research on the 

understanding of Indigenous entrepreneurship, they have largely failed to intimately 

explore the relationship that First Nation business development has with governance 

reform. The findings of this thesis reveal that First Nation enterprises have been shown 

to be utilized directly as a launching pad for governance reform. This by itself develops 

deeper insights into the socioeconomic objectives of First Nation businesses within the 

literature on Indigenous entrepreneurship. 

 This thesis also carries implications for the literature on the Harvard Project on 

American Indian Economic Development. Scholars associated with this field have 

published a number of works in relation to Indigenous business initiatives, including 

the importance of community economic development corporations (Cameron, 1992; 

Grant & Taylor, 2007; Kalt, et al., 2008), citizen entrepreneurship as a source of 

cultivating a culture of self-sufficiency (Cornel, Jorgensen, Record, & Timeche, 2007), 

as well as – more broadly – the importance of governance structures in providing a 

robust and endogenous regulatory structure with which to provide an environment 

conducive to economic growth (Cornell & Kalt, 1992; Cornell & Kalt, 2007). However, 

by showing that economic and business development is not only more successful as an 

output of governance reform, but can also in addition be used as a launching pad – an 

input – into enacting governance reform, this thesis reveals a feedback loop in the 

relationship between economic development and governance. 
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 From a methodological standpoint, the community-based nature of this thesis 

also contributes to expanding discussions taking place within the literature. While 

Indigenous and community-based research is by no means a new innovation within 

academia, it remains a relatively new phenomenon within the field of business 

management research (see Schneider & Kayseas, 2017). Indigenous and community-

based methodologies within the field of business research – including when Indigenous 

communities are the subjects of said research – has been limited and almost non-

existent. The utilization of such an approach within the formulation of this thesis 

contributes to the literature where such methodologies are in scarce use. Indeed, such 

methodological approaches are in dire need of further usage within the literature when 

Indigenous communities are subjected to study. 

Finally, the conduction of historical research regarding the Iron Alliance plays 

an important role within the methodological structure of this thesis. In their Journal of 

Business Venturing article, Forbes and Kirsch (2011) recognized the lack of archival 

and historical source material as a central methodological deficiency within the domain 

of entrepreneurship research. Decker, Mickiewicz, and Estrin expanded on this focus 

in their 2017 conference presentation at the Academy of Management Proceedings, 

identifying the complete lack of historical research on institutions and entrepreneurship 

within existing academic discussions. As such, this method is able to answer calls for 

further historical research by Wadhani (2016), Lipman and Aldrich (2014), and 

Perchard, et al. (2017), as well as contribute to the emerging discussion in line with 

Decker, Mickiewicz and Estrin (2017) in respect to the processes of entrepreneurship 

from the standpoint of historical embeddedness. 
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Research Limitations 

There are a number of limitations associated with this thesis that have the potential of 

restricting the application of the research. From a methodological standpoint, the 

utilization of a single case study makes it difficult to develop a broader understanding 

of the material at hand. The diversity of First Nation communities in Canada, as well 

as other Aboriginal groups such as the Métis and the Inuit, does not necessarily serve 

to make these findings easily generalizable across regions and communities. This, in 

turn, does not consider the sheer diversity of Indigenous nations worldwide. That being 

said, the uniqueness of the case does present deep insight into the topics of business 

development and governance reform which can then be used to inform the works of 

other Indigenous groups in spite of contextual differences. Indeed, the shared histories 

of colonialism, segregation, impoverishment, social pathologies, and imposed 

governance systems common to Indigenous nations located in settler colonial states – 

be it Canada, the USA, New Zealand, Australia, and others – certainly makes this an 

applicable work to many nations and communities. Even if the specific tools, 

institutions, and cultures may not be exact replicas of one another, the themes, 

approaches, and experiences discussed over the course of this thesis certainly bear some 

degree of both relevance and applicability across a wide spectrum of Indigenous 

communities. 

 The sources of primary data also present a challenge in gaining a deeper insight 

into the processes examined within this thesis. The conduction of loosely structured and 

open-ended interviews was conducted with a diversity of sources in the tribal council 

at varying levels, including political leadership, senior administration, a member of the 

board of directors, as well as a community elder. While this approach does advance an 

understanding of the processes intertwining business development and governance 
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restructuring within the organization, it fails to consider the role being played by outside 

stakeholders. It remains important to note that while the position of outside stakeholders 

is not reflected within the scope and direction of the research, gaining access to such 

data would nonetheless be beneficial towards the findings of this work. Examples of 

potential primary sources would include interviews with representatives of the 

corporate partners of FHQ Developments Ltd., representatives from the federal 

department of Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada, and even focus group 

interviews with grassroots citizens of the tribal council’s 11 member First Nations at 

large. Doing so would provide deeper insight into the perspective and experiences of 

corporations that are partnered through joint ventures with the tribal council’s 

development corporation, as well as the positions taken by representatives of INAC in 

respect to the governance restructuring being undertaken by the tribal council. In 

addition, focus group interviews with community members would uncover the level of 

tribal council involvement at the community level, be it through operational 

transparency, citizen engagement, and even institutional legitimacy amongst the 

organization’s citizens. While these sources would provide useful data, it should be 

repeated that attaining such data was not considered to be within the direction and scope 

of this work. 

 And finally, the availability of both primary and secondary data on the historical 

narrative of the Iron Alliance was limited. The books and articles, while both academic 

and informative, were restricted by the scarce quantities of their limited corpus on the 

subject matter. In addition, the widespread memory of the old political institutions of 

confederated bands in southern Saskatchewan is slowly being lost. Any attempt to find 

an elder who still carries such oral history will be a challenge in and of itself. To truly 

capture a fuller and richer picture of this precolonial past will require a further degree 
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of comprehensive historical research, including the collection of oral history. In 

addition, the traditional and cultural revitalization of our communities directly entails 

the sharing and championing of our old histories and political institutions to make such 

knowledge popularly and publicly available within First Nation communities.  

Avenues for Future Research 

Further historical research is required in respect to the Iron Alliance. This is particularly 

true in regard to the specific role that single individual communities had within the 

overall alliance structure. All First Nation communities in the province of 

Saskatchewan continue to function under the governance structures imposed upon them 

in the form of the Indian Act – exceptions made, of course, for particular sections of 

the act that have been replaced by patchwork legislations on the initiative of First Nation 

communities, such as the First Nations Land Management Act, First Nations Election 

Act, etc. In order to build new systems of governance that are endogenous, robust, 

effective, and grounded in traditional culture, a greater, more in-depth, and community-

specific understanding of the Iron Alliance will be required. Seeking answers on how 

the precolonial bands governed intra- and inter-community behaviour within the wider 

realm of the alliance will be useful, if not altogether necessary, to inform the 

development of new systems of First Nation governance. Furthermore, disseminating 

such knowledge of the old historical structure is necessary to push an ongoing social 

transformation from a culture of dependency into one of pride, self-sufficiency, and 

collective governance. For too long, the colonial narrative of Canadian history has been 

privileged within academic historiography. This widespread exclusion of the 

Indigenous experience must come to an end. 

 Related to this, this thesis reveals that historical embeddedness has been shown 

to play a key role in understanding the socioeconomic objectives of Indigenous business 
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enterprises. Within the wider field of mainstream entrepreneurship research, Forbes and 

Kirshe (2017) have identified the lack of historical and archival research as a central 

methodological deficiency within the field. Actors within an economic environment are 

shaped by their histories and surrounding institutions, which has been shows to be true 

in the case of the File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council. Future research into Indigenous 

enterprises and Indigenous government ought to take this aspect of historical 

embeddedness into account, and utilize it as a methodological approach from which to 

gain a deeper and more intimate understanding of the larger processes at play.  

 Finally, research aiming to bridge the divide between the fields of Indigenous 

entrepreneurship and the Harvard Project on American Indian Economic Development 

remains limited. This scarcity of research carries important theoretical and practical 

implications. The sheer diversity of Indigenous peoples within Canada, let alone the 

world, guarantees that no two approaches involving economic development and 

governance reform will be the same given the divergent cultural, social, economic, and 

political contexts. Further research ought to be performed from which to gain a fuller 

understanding and appreciation for these processes. First Nations, too, stand to benefit 

from the dissemination of such processes, even if it only serves to inspire communities 

to engage in their own development initiatives and institutional restructuring. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

Self-determination can never be fully realized without economic independence. The 

assertion of sovereignty on the part of First Nation governments should be made hand-

in-hand with the disruption of the cycle of dependency. Past actions on the part of the 

federal government and its ability to withdraw funding arrangements as needed has 

been shown to have damaging effects, and thus being able to rely on the emergence of 

a self-sufficient economic base enables communities to engage in their own agendas 

without government interference. The cycle of dependency also extends beyond an 

economic lens and can also be viewed as being inclusive of legislative dependency as 

well. The reliance of First Nations on imposed governance structures in the form of the 

Indian Act is the foremost example, and its failure to ensure that First Nations enjoy 

living standards on par with the rest of Canada has been noted continuously over the 

course of this thesis. Hence, the importance of developing governance structures and 

building new institutions on the initiative of First Nations themselves cannot be 

overstated. Doing so also incorporates a greater degree of legitimacy in these emerging 

governance structures, which then allows for greater community cohesiveness. The 

Harvard Project presents five important factors to consider when engaging in 

governance reform, including: i) practical sovereignty; ii) capable institutions; iii) 

cultural match; iv) strategic orientation; and v) leadership. For more information on 

these, please consult the literature review section of this thesis. These five themes stand 

as issues that need to be embedded within the development of new governance 

institutions to ensure that they are not only replacing the Indian Act, but that they are 

also sustainable, robust, effective, and legitimized through the inclusion of cultural and 

traditional norms of governance. Moving forward in these endeavours is key toward 

asserting sovereignty and practicing self-determination. 
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The newly established federal department of Crown-Indigenous and Northern 

Affairs Canada – one of two successors to the old department of Indigenous and 

Northern Affairs Canada – has recently implemented a program known as the Nation 

Rebuilding Program (Crown-Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada, 2018). It is a 

relatively flexible program that provides funding for up to five years through a 

negotiated contribution agreement. Avenues for potential funding are broad – with no 

specific definition – and the implementation of specific programs and policies are 

defined by the initiative of the First Nation applicants. This program can potentially 

spur the processes of institutional transformation within First Nation governments. 

Examples of prominent patchwork legislations aimed at doing so includes the First 

Nations Land Management Act, the First Nations Oil, Gas, and Monies Management 

Act, and the First Nations Commercial and Industrial Act. The Nation Rebuilding 

Program can set an example in providing further such patchwork legislations, on the 

initiative of the First Nation or tribal council applicants in the program and within the 

areas that they so choose. Ensuring that the output of the program moves beyond mere 

program administration and directly into the realm of new legislations revolving around 

governance, together with the eventual replacement of sections within the Indian Act, 

can stand as a strong statement on the part of the federal government in supporting First 

Nation aspirations of self-government.  

Understandably, such institutional transformation also entails another equally 

important aspect: that of institutional reconciliation. When First Nations and tribal 

councils embark on the ambitious restructuring of their own governance systems, it 

should be the responsibility of the federal government to respect these assertions of 

sovereignty. This can be done specifically through formal recognition of any new 

governance institutions. Classifying the emergence of First Nations-led governance 
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systems, regulatory regimes, and other such laws as mere bylaws within the confines 

of the Indian Act is only an insult to this assertion of sovereignty. Furthermore, the 

accounting for funding formulae in respect to the contribution agreements of First 

Nations should not to take community own-source revenues into account. Doing so 

would only creates further disincentives for engaging in business development on the 

part of First Nations, and thus acts as a constraint for First Nation governments that are 

presently rebuilding their economies and traditional systems of governance. 

Industry also has the potential for inducing positive and systemic changes when 

working with First Nations. Consulting and engaging Indigenous communities within 

the vicinity of developing or ongoing projects – even when such engagements are not 

necessarily required by either federal or provincial law – is one such method of doing 

so. Indigenous peoples have a strong capacity for activism and protests, and ensuring 

that communities are in support of such projects ought to be a priority on the part of 

industry. However, consultation and engagement should not just be a series of events 

within a pre-determined process to satisfy short-term agendas required by law (Ritchie, 

2013). Instead, focus should be placed on the development and maintenance of an 

ongoing relationship that spans the lifetime of any given and specific projects. This 

form of economic reconciliation entails relationships that bloom into business 

opportunities such as joint ventures and other forms of strategic alliances with First 

Nations, as well as community development initiatives. 

And finally, Indigenous and community-based methodologies have been 

increasingly recognized as the pathway forward in respect to undertaking research with 

Indigenous communities. Universities need to more directly recognize this approach 

within their research ethics offices, and move beyond mandatory ethical requirements 

on the part of researchers engaging communities. Doing so would include the provision 
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of sufficient enforcement mechanisms to enforce such ethical requirements on the part 

of researchers and research organizations that fail to live up to such stipulated and 

agreed-upon requirements. Across the Canadian state, a number of universities have 

been embarking on the Indigenization of their post-secondary institutions. One of the 

more important ways in which to work on such endeavours is to ensure that their 

researchers who are working with Indigenous communities do so in a way that leaves 

concrete and lasting benefits for the communities with whom they work – benefits that 

extend beyond traditional academic modes of scholarly output such as conference 

presentations or peer-reviewed publications. 
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CONCLUSION 

It would be so much easier just to fold our hands and not make this fight. To 

say, ‘I, as one man, can do nothing.’ I grow afraid only when I see people 

thinking and acting like this. We all know the story about the man who sat beside 

the trail too long and then it grew over and he could never find his way again. 

We can never forget what has happened but we cannot go back. Nor can we just 

sit beside the trail. (Chief Poundmaker, 1886) 

The narrative presented here of the File Hills Qu’Appelle Tribal Council spans over 

two centuries of changing times and conditions, embedded in the dynamic collection of 

history and institutions that continues to affect the wellbeing of its citizens in deep and 

profound ways today. Rooted in the enduring memory of the Iron Alliance, the 

leadership of the tribal council finds inspiration in this ancestral past for driving 

contemporary institutional and social transformation. This spiritual, cultural, social, 

economic, and political regeneration takes place amid the colonial fallout stemming 

from the imposition of a foreign and apartheid regime: an historic time from which 

obsolete, misaligned, and ineffective governance structures continue to stubbornly 

persist into the present day. The social pathologies created from widespread colonial 

policies in the early settlement period has resulted in immense and entrenched obstacles 

that hinder efforts of moving forward on the part of these First Nations: poverty and 

underdevelopment is widespread, spiritual practices and cultural connectedness to the 

land has been disrupted, economic self-sufficiency is elusive within a persistent cycle 

of dependency, self-government remains an issue that is widely denied by 

contemporary institutions, and – resultantly – self-determination almost always seems 

out of reach.  

But this is no excusable justification for inactivity. Nation rebuilding in the 

aftermath of the colonial legacy is not an easy process, but it can be done. This thesis 

has shown how, in one particular case, the spirits of ancestral nations are being revived 

and regenerated. Self-sufficiency and self-governance are presently being pursued by 
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one Indigenous government among many. A new movement is being witnessed across 

the national stage: the cycle of dependency is slowly being disrupted by an unrelenting 

wave of increasing economic independence. New systems of traditional governance are 

being pursued to replace the residue of those that were imposed by a colonial 

government. This institutional and social transformation shows no sign of stopping. It 

is easy to lose focus and concentrate on the seemingly insurmountable obstacles that 

hinder such progress. But it is easier yet to imagine a world of proud, healthy, self-

sufficient, and self-determining Indigenous nations grounded in their own cultures, 

languages, and histories – as well as every other imaginable blessing that comes with 

this.   

Our ancestors in the Iron Alliance were strong and resilient. They were 

commercial and self-sufficient. They were sovereign and self-determining. They were 

spiritual beings cemented together in kinship. They practiced collective governance 

principles rooted in traditional societies, consensus decision making, and social welfare. 

Taking up these attributes and accessing the old teachings provides a key pathway for 

moving forward in a good way. And while it is of the utmost importance to look back 

into the past seven generations for answers on how to navigate in contemporary times, 

so too is it of equal importance to look forward into the next seven generations of the 

future to determine our actions today. Our ancestors struggled and persevered through 

some of the most challenging periods in all of Canadian history. From that standpoint, 

our continued survival as distinct peoples and as nations is a victory in and of itself. But 

it is also a gift: we are alive and we are thriving. What are we going to do with this gift? 

What kind of world are we going to leave behind? What kind of governance structures 

are we going to create for our descendants? How will they pursue livelihoods in a way 

that respects and honours our worldviews? What kind of languages are they going to 
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speak? What kind of ceremonies will they partake in? These are all questions that need 

to be followed up by extensive discussions and, more importantly, concrete actions and 

solutions. We must personally empower ourselves by doing so, because writing the next 

chapter in this historical narrative is our shared and collective responsibility. 
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