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INTRODUCTION

In 2025, Canada faces a series of economic disruptions. U.S. President Donald Trump’s
unilateral decision to impose tariffs served as a stark reminder of our economy’s
vulnerability to the vagaries of international politics. This shock, and the lessons of the
COVID-19 pandemic, are forcing us to rethink how we do things, increase our autonomy
and build a more resilient economy that is less dependent on external partners.

In response to these challenges, provincial and territorial governments have set about
reducing interprovincial trade barriers and developing alliances to create a stronger
domestic market. However, one voice is too often excluded from these discussions: that
of the First Nations. Yet their economic contribution, know-how, demographic weight and
vision of sustainable development are strategic assets for the country’s future.

Recognizing First Nations as full partners is not an option but a necessity. Their history of
resilience and creativity, despite the constraints imposed by colonialism and the Indian
Act, demonstrates their ability to make a significant contribution to economic development.
Securing the active participation of First Nations is an opportunity for Canada to transform
a crisis into a springboard and build a more inclusive, equitable and, above all, more
robust economic model.

This article argues that economic reconciliation between Indigenous peoples and
Canadian society is a key factor for the successful development of internal trade. We will
highlight the importance of recognizing First Nations for what they are: full partners in
the country’s development since its founding. We will examine some persistent structural
challenges and discuss the contributions Indigenous peoples have made to the country’s
development — through their expertise, vision of the land and conception of sustainable
development. We believe that Canada’s economic future cannot be built without the full
participation of Indigenous people, which requires a transformation of economic relations
based on respect, autonomy and the integration of different forms of knowledge.

FROM DEPENDENCE TO AUTONOMY: RETHINKING ECONOMIC
PARTNERSHIPS

The economic challenges confronting the country have been a top concern of Canadians,
particularly since the beginning of 2025. Surprise and instability were followed by general
agreement on the importance of reducing our dependence on the U.S. market and
rethinking how we conduct internal trade. The goal is clear: to increase our autonomy, limit
our reliance on imports and pursue efforts to increase collective wealth. The pandemic
had already begun to push us in this direction by forcing us to act domestically to slow the
spread of the virus while international borders were closed.

The Canadian public, along with politicians and economic analysts, is now asking how we
can respond to the U.S. measures and reduce our dependence. One proposed solution is
the removal of barriers to interprovincial trade. However, the Montreal Economic Institute,
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which has been monitoring the evolution of the Canadian Free Trade Agreement (CFTA)
since 2019, has found little progress between the Agreement on Internal Trade of 1995
and the CFTA, signed in 2017. Monopolies, rules, standards, certifications and other
regulations still constitute major obstacles, equivalent to an average tariff of 6.9 per cent
(Statistics Canada, 2017). However, in recent months, the provinces and territories have
appeared intent on swiftly reducing the number of exceptions under the CFTA.

While Canada’s premiers are forming unexpected alliances and meeting regularly to
strengthen economic co-operation, defend specific provincial interests and reduce the
initially agreed exceptions, none has thought to include First Nations leaders in these
discussions (Carter, 2025). Yet First Nations hold in their hands some critical solutions for
meeting Canadians’ needs and stimulating the economy. Like all other citizens, members
of First Nations aspire to economic autonomy, a key step toward self-government
and control over their destiny (Cantin, 2025). They are already taking concrete action
to achieve these goals and chart their own future. Despite limited resources, many
Indigenous nations are making efforts of various kinds to generate income independently.
For example, in recent years, several communities in Quebec have established strategic
partnerships in the renewable energy sector, largely to develop wind power projects.

THE UNDERESTIMATED STRENGTH OF FIRST NATIONS

Throughout Canada’s history, the quiet strength, resilience and wisdom of First Nations
have enabled them to wage multiple political, economic, territorial, cultural and linguistic
battles. In their fight for equality, respect, recognition and a form of reconciliation that
can eventually lead to economic autonomy, they are acting in their own interest, first and
foremost, while being prepared to fight alongside Canadians when the collective interest
is at stake. Indigenous communities know that the well-being of the general population
directly affects that of their own members.

The strength of Indigenous nations, rooted in a combination of creativity, instinct, ancestral
know-how, negotiating skills and community spirit, is evident in the creation of businesses
that meet their communities’ local needs. With a younger demographic structure than non-
Indigenous Canadians, Indigenous people also constitute a significant labour pool that could
help alleviate the current shortage. During an interview at the Summit of First Nations and
Municipalities on Reconciliation in Montreal in 2018, Ghislain Picard, then Chief of the Assembly
of First Nations of Quebec and Labrador, commented: “The number one solution is immigration,
and | am stunned to hear this, when in Quebec, people aged 25 and under sometimes make
up 50 per cent of an [Indigenous] community. Why can’t we look there?” (Radio-Canada, 2018).
With a lower labour force participation rate (57.6 per cent) than non-Indigenous Canadians
(63.7 per cent) and a younger population (Institut du Québec 2021; Statistics Canada, 2025),
First Nations workers would benefit from being better integrated into the labour market, which
would promote reconciliation and reduce the exclusion of these populations.

In its quest for economic autonomy, Canada is thus being pushed to review its methods,
develop a less import-dependent economy, process its own raw materials and encourage
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exports to Europe and other markets, while strengthening the spirit of mutual support within
its communities. This awakening should lead the provinces and territories to fully recognize
the role of Indigenous peoples and include them as key players in Canada’s new economy.

THE HISTORICAL CONTRIBUTION OF FIRST NATIONS OBSCURED

Most Canadians know little about Indigenous peoples, their past and present struggles,
their aspirations and values, but these could serve as an inspiration and a model for all.
Unfortunately, the dominant version of Canadian history often portrays them as peoples
lacking social organization, reflecting the systemic racism that has left its imprint on
historical narratives.

The true story of Canada’s First Nations and their important contribution to the survival
of Europeans and the development of the country over several centuries remains largely
untold. Only one version of history is taught and disseminated: that of the dominant group,
embellished and made harmonious. As a result, the realities of Indigenous peoples, who
have suffered from colonialism and institutional racism for centuries, are obscured and
rarely conveyed to non-Indigenous people transparently and accurately.

Trading relationships in the Americas date back at least 6,000 years (EDUTIC, n.d.). They
were based on sharing the wealth of the land: Indigenous peoples harvested the resources
of the land through hunting, fishing, gathering and farming, and offered their surpluses to
other nations in exchange for objects that were rare or foreign to their own region. For
example, the St. Lawrence Iroquoians, who were sedentary farmers, traded their agricultural
surpluses to nomadic peoples such as the Algonquins in exchange for furs. The farther an
object had travelled, the rarer and more valuable it became. Importantly, this type of barter
also brought prestige and established or strengthened alliances between nations.

The contribution of Indigenous peoples to Canada’s economy, particularly in recent
decades, has largely been overlooked by non-Indigenous people. Long before the arrival
of Europeans, Indigenous societies had a structured system, based on long-term relations
between nations, in which trade played a central role and was embedded in a democratic
way of life (National Defence, 2018). First contact with Europeans, who were driven by an
insatiable appetite for furs from northeastern North America, threw Indigenous trading
rules into disarray, disrupting many peaceful arrangements and creating conflicts between
nations where there had never been conflicts before. The massive demand for fur by the
French and then, after the Seven Years’ War, by British and American companies, also led
to the overexploitation of beaver, a unique resource, contrary to the principle of preserving
and living in harmony with wildlife that was so important to Indigenous peoples.

Economic exchanges between Indigenous peoples and the newcomers gradually altered
the once diplomatic and respectful relations between Indigenous nations, replacing them
with tensions fuelled by the quest for power and the use of force. This dynamic weakened
the economic and social vitality of Indigenous peoples, creating a widening gap between the
communities. Over the past two decades, the Canadian government has taken steps toward
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reconciliation, including the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, but the rift remains, with
Indigenous peoples still largely marginalized in contemporary historical narratives.

Today, the economic growth of First Nations and all the efforts they and governments have
made in recent years to strengthen their economy run up against a formidable enemy:
the Indian Act. While it is not considered a genocidal law, its intent was to assimilate
First Nations through the destruction of their culture (Canadian Encyclopedia, 2022;
Canadian Historical Association, n.d.). It is still in force, despite the adoption of the United
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples Act (SC 2021, ¢ 14; UNDRIP),
which asserts the importance of federal recognition of Indigenous nations’ right to self-
determination but makes no reference to the Indian Act, which is a major obstacle to
implementation of UNDRIP. Among other things, the Indian Act grants the Minister greater
powers than the band councils, limiting their decision-making autonomy.

THE INDIAN ACT: ANALYSIS OF ITS HISTORICAL AND CONTEMPORARY
IMPACTS ON TRADE

The Indian Act is one of the most central — and controversial — pieces of legislation in
the history of Canada’s relations with First Nations. Adopted in a colonial setting, it has
profoundly influenced the social, economic and cultural dynamics of Indigenous peoplesin
Canada. Its original objective was certainly not to recognize or value Indigenous cultures,
but at best to assimilate them into the values, culture and norms of the dominant society,
and at worst to simply expunge Indigenous cultures from society. Examining the origins,
effects and evolution of this Act will shed light on the efforts of Indigenous communities
to build resilience and revitalize their cultures.

Under the Constitution Act, 1867 (30 & 31 Victoria, c. 3 [U.K.]), the federal Parliament was
granted legislative jurisdiction over “Indians, and the Lands reserved for the Indians.” It
was within this framework that Parliament passed the first Indian Act in 1876.

In 1884, the Canadian Parliament reinforced the policy of assimilation by amending the
Act to prohibit the potlatch, a ceremony that was vitally important for the exchange and
redistribution of wealth. This centuries-old practice served not only to regulate trade but
also to define social status, land rights and political responsibilities within clans. Banning it
had a profound impact on the political and economic structures of First Nations, depriving
them of their traditional mechanisms of social organization and exchange between nations.
By establishing reserves on which Indigenous peoples were to be settled, the Canadian
government stripped them of their commercial practices and cultural traditions, and
isolated them from urban centres. Indigenous peoples were gradually excluded from the
country’s economic development and became dependent on the Canadian state (Public
Inquiry Commission, 2019).

While it is still in force today, the Indian Act was amended in 1951 to remove the sections
prohibiting cultural activities, allowing Indigenous peoples to gradually reclaim their
ancestral and traditional knowledge. Non-Indigenous interest in Indigenous art and



Centre of Excellence on the Canadian Federation | October 2025

culture, and the benefits of learning and sharing Indigenous knowledge of hunting and
fishing, led to the development of a tourism industry in more remote regions and sparked
the beginnings of economic recovery in some communities (lankova, 2011).

A prime example of this resilience is the establishment of Air Inuit in 1978. Nearly 50 years
later, it is still active, serving the 14 villages of Nunavik (northern Quebec) with air links to
Montreal, Quebec City and Sept-iles. As of 2025, Air Inuit operates 35 aircraft and employs
more than 200 pilots, approximately 10 per cent of whom are of Inuit origin (Bélanger, 2025).
In addition to carrying passengers, the airline plays a crucial role in food supply, public
safety, prisoner transport and the operation of the circuit court in northern communities.

ECONOMIC EVOLUTION OF FIRST NATIONS, DEVELOPMENT
PROSPECTS AND THE OBSTACLES CREATED BY THE INDIAN ACT

Despite examples of business success, First Nations economic development is still
hampered by the constraints imposed by the Indian Act. Although some provisions have
been relaxed over the decades, a number of discriminatory provisions remain in force,
stifling the entrepreneurial spirit of First Nations people, particularly those living on reserves.

Upon its enactment, the Indian Act reduced First Nations people to the status of “wards
of the state.”” Communities were deprived of fundamental rights, relocated and forced to
crowd into small territories far from economic centres. These territories, called reserves,
hemmedtheminand prevented them from practising their traditional subsistence activities,
moving freely across the rest of the territory and maintaining their trade networks. This
quickly led to famines and the loss of many lives.

The reserves are governed by the Indian Act to this day: the land belongs to the federal
Crown and is set aside “for the use and benefit” of an Indian band. This system of forced
collective ownership prevents individuals from achieving full economic autonomy:

m Band councils must prioritize the housing needs of families, reducing the space
available for commercial activities on their land;

m  Even when land is designated for economic use, it remains Crown property; a
businessperson cannot use it as collateral for a loan;

m  Non-Indigenous businesses cannot set up on reserves, as the land must be used
exclusively for the benefit of the band or its members.

In addition to these obstacles, paragraph 89(1) of the Act prohibits the seizure of real or
personal property belonging to an Indigenous person located on a reserve. Presented as
a protection, this provision has the effect of excluding Indigenous people from traditional

' In Canadian law, “wards of the state” has historically been the status assigned to Indigenous people who qualify
as Indians under the Indian Act. While the term does not appear in the Act itself, there is a wealth of legal and
historical literature explaining that Parliament’s true objective in passing the Act was to keep Indigenous people
under the guardianship of the federal government by imposing various legal incapacities on them and legally
enshrining their economic dependence on the state (Canadian Encyclopedia, 2017).



From Exclusion to Shared Prosperity: The Vital Role of First Nations in Canada’s Economic Future

credit mechanisms. Without the ability to provide collateral, it is virtually impossible for
them to obtain a loan or attract investors.

Thus, the Indian Act not only destroyed the traditional economic systems of First Nations
when it was passed but still continues to deprive their members of the financial and
landed property instruments necessary for their autonomy. This system perpetuates deep
inequalities of which the general public is still too often unaware.

ECONOMY IN TRANSITION: THE ROLE OF INDIGENOUS BUSINESSES

Constrained by law but guided by community values of mutual aid, Indigenous businesses
were initially geared to meeting local needs. They included shops, gas stations, hotels,
tourism services, construction and community-based enterprises.

Over the past few decades, this entrepreneurial landscape has diversified and grown
stronger. Indigenous businesses are now present in industries as varied as mining,
transportation, aviation, professional services, casinos, real estate, cannabis cultivation
and large hotel complexes.

Often located in remote areas, these businesses primarily serve the needs of their own
communities, addressing the “economic deserts” found on reserves by providing basic
services. The isolation of Indigenous villages, which complicates the supply of goods and
services, also fuels the entrepreneurial spirit, particularly in the form of self-employment,
which is growing steadily among First Nations, Métis and Inuit people (National Indigenous
Economic Development Board, 2024).

The size and diversity of Indigenous businesses are greater than commonly believed. Annual
operations represent billions of dollars, employ thousands of people, and have a growth rate
linked to the increase in their business revenues, which are among the highest in the country.
(Bélanger Baur, 2019). Many small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in service sectors such
as food, transportation, maintenance, snow removal, accommodation and restaurants provide
essential employment opportunities in their communities, as well as supporting the operations
of large multinationals that exploit natural resources in the surrounding areas.

Indigenous businesses are particularly prominent in the arts, entertainment and culture
industries. APTN, the first national Indigenous broadcaster, was launched in 1999 and is now
a global leader. Its success illustrates the creative vitality of Indigenous entrepreneurship.
Although Indigenous people account for only 5 per cent of Canada’s population, their
approximately 50,000 businesses generate nearly $49 billion annually (Daly, 2023).
However, they are a minority in an economy dominated by non-Indigenous businesses
(Canadian Council for Indigenous Business, 2025; Statistics Canada, 2022).

Indigenous SMEs export less than others — only 7.2 per cent of their output compared with
12.1 per cent for non-Indigenous businesses (Canadian Council for Aboriginal Business &
Global Affairs Canada, 2023). Distance is one of the main factors that account for this
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gap. Businesses based in remote areas are 65 per cent less likely to export (Office of
the Chief Economist, 2025). Fortunately, the expansion of e-commerce has increased
export opportunities sixfold. While the United States was the preferred market prior to
the election of President Donald Trump, Indigenous businesses have naturally formed
partnerships with Indigenous businesses in Australia and New Zealand, given their special
relationships with the Indigenous peoples of the Pacific (Government of Canada, 2024).

It should be noted that Indigenous SMEs outperform Canadian SMEs in revenue and
growth (National Indigenous Economic Development Board, 2024). However, Canada’s
economy is dominated by non-Indigenous businesses, which account for 98.68 per
cent of private enterprises. There are no signs of this gap narrowing at present, but First
Nations are well positioned to do more.

“CCAB’s research shows that Indigenous entrepreneurs are motivated by a desire
to innovate, expand and profit from their businesses, with many giving back to their
communities. However, they also face unique challenges to their growth and development”
(Canadian Council for Aboriginal Business & Global Affairs Canada, 2023, p. 5).

To be sure, the federal and provincial governments have established assistance programs
that provide loan guarantees or grants to support the entrepreneurial spirit of First Nations
people. However, these programs are scattered across different departments, agencies
and levels of government, and are not well known among the potential beneficiaries.
There are often criteria that exclude specific industries or regions, including the North.
Better access to government tenders for Indigenous businesses — for example through
a scoring system that favours Indigenous enterprises — would allow them to grow and
participate more fully in the Canadian economy.

While it may seem that everything is in place for First Nations to participate fully in Canada’s
economic development, this impression is misleading: many structural barriers remain
and still prevent them from achieving their potential. Governments and non-Indigenous
businesses must both make more sustained efforts.

Already engaged in their own economic development, and thereby contributing to that of
all Canadians, Indigenous peoples are motivated to participate in the collective effort to
build a more inclusive and prosperous Canada.

CANADA MUST FULFIL ITS CONSTITUTIONAL OBLIGATIONS

To promote the economic development of First Nations and enable them to participate
in the Canadian economy, it is imperative that governments and large corporations
recognize their existence and strength, and take first steps toward partnering with
Indigenous businesses.

These first steps aren’t an option; they are a constitutional obligation. Chapter 8 of the
Canadian Free Trade Agreement provides that, notwithstanding measures taken to
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eliminate internal trade barriers, the parties must fulfil their obligations under their treaties
with Indigenous peoples, including land claim agreements (CFTA, 2017).

The obligation to consult does not apply only under the CFTA. It has been upheld by
decades of judgments that engage the honour of the Crown, a constitutional principle
that requires governments to act with honour in their dealings with Indigenous peoples.
Case law holds that the extent of the required consultation depends on the severity of the
potential adverse impact on rights or title.

It is important to remind the country’s political and business leaders that they must fulfil their
obligations to Indigenous peoples by involving them in major projects as of now. To achieve
this, governments must build long-term trust while promoting the economic, social and cultural
development of First Nations in a manner that respects their right to self-determination.

It must be noted that the evolving nature of the law and developments in case law in
recent years do not suggest that there can be exceptions to the obligation to conduct
meaningful, organized consultations that respect Indigenous values and expertise,
whether or not we are in a time of crisis or a trade war.

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AND INDIGENOUS RIGHTS: A FRAUGHT
EQUATION

In recent years, there has been an upsurge of protest by First Nations leaders concerning
inadequate implementation of the constitutional obligations to respect ancestral and
treaty rights. The Free Trade and Labour Mobility in Canada Act and the Building Canada
Act are arousing serious concern among Indigenous leaders.

The opposition stems mainly from the federal government’s desire to accelerate
infrastructure projects, often at the expense of its obligation to consult and to respect
protected rights. Too often, First Nations are consulted only at the very end of the decision-
making process, leading to legal actions and unresolved tensions.

Beyondthelegalissues,Indigenous peoplesalso have environmentalandintergenerational
concerns. While First Nations want to participate actively in the country’s economic
development, they refuse to do so at the cost of the degradation of their land. They regard
financial autonomy as inseparable from self-government. However, when a choice must
be made between economic growth and preserving the land, the latter wins out, because
protecting the land for future generations is a value deeply rooted in their world view.

CONCLUSION

This historical backdrop and its past and present ramifications, which are indicative of
the unequal relationship between colonialist federal and provincial governments and
Indigenous peoples, must be borne in mind.
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Economic reconciliation is important for fostering relationships of mutual respect between
our societies, and between governments and Indigenous peoples.

The multifactorial nature of the challenges demands a plurality of solutions. No one
measure can adequately address all the constitutional and legislative issues, and the
persistent discrimination against First Nations people.

Today, Indigenous peoples are prominent by their absence from many debates and
decisions. The discussions about interprovincial trade are no exception. Yet the role of
Indigenous communities in Canada’s history, their expertise, their knowledge of the land
and their labour power make them a key force for the country’s economic future. At a time
when labour has become a scarce and precious resource, their participation represents not
only a solution but above all an opportunity to build a stronger and more equitable society.

To achieve this, it is essential to move away from the current model, too often based
on government programs imposed from above. First Nations are clearly expressing their
desire to break free of this dependence and pursue autonomous economic development,
driven by their own needs, priorities and vision. In other words, it is no longer a matter of
allowing them a seat out of obligation but of recognizing their role as full partners.

These partnerships must be established at the outset of a project. Keeping First Nations in
the dark or involving them once the decisions have already been made and the projects
are set in stone is no longer enough. They must be involved from day one, when a potential
project or new development and the lands that will be affected are first considered. That is
the point at which their voices, expertise and priorities must be incorporated into the process.

To make this collaboration a reality, two things are essential: better communication and
more knowledge. Clear strategies must be developed to reach out to the communities,
understand their realities and learn about their businesses and the services they offer.
Data on Indigenous products and services should also be centralized so that decision-
makers and government officials can use this information to develop their programs,
starting not from administrative considerations but from the intentions and priorities of
First Nations.

In short, Canada’s economic future cannot be built without Indigenous peoples. The
benefits are many and will accrue to everyone. First Nations can contribute to the economy
through their labour power, their businesses and services, their detailed knowledge of the
land, their vision of sustainable development and their ability to design alternative models.
Recognizing their place, valuing their contribution and creating genuine partnerships
based on their needs and vision is not only a way to repair the long history of exclusion
but also an opportunity to build a stronger, more inclusive and more sustainable country.
As Senator Paul Prosper put it, “To buy Indigenous is to buy Canadian.”
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