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To what extent do the Harvard Project findings speak to Canadian circumstances? 
 
There are some differences between American and Canadian circumstances, but as Satsan4 
points out, the similarities are much greater than the differences:5  
 

“…the government came in to establish reserves and take the people off their 
land.  We all went through it.  We were pushed off our lands, put on reserves, 
subjected to someone else’s legislation, someone else’s policies, made to speak 
their language.  We were made dependent in so many aspects of our lives.  .. And 
one of the most important things in our nations – our spirituality – has been 
damaged as well, swept away by the churches and the government.  In some of 
our communities now there’s a spiritual wasteland.  Since that time our agenda 
has been to regain our place on our lands, to take back our laws, to take back our 
government, to take back responsibility of ourselves, and most of all, to reclaim 
the spirituality that is so important for us, and to fulfill our obligations to the 
land.” 

 
Most of the Harvard Project work has been conducted with U.S. tribes with large populations 
and extensive reserve lands.  A larger population commonly means more native speakers, greater 
frequency of cultural practice - a more intact culture.  Most Canadian bands are smaller, their 
cultures less intact, and therefore less able to draw on cultural capital to support community 
development.  
 
The extensive work that Harvard Project investigators6 have been invited to conduct for 
Canadian Aboriginal groups is an indication that what they have found about development in the 
American context, especially the identified 5 important factors, is applicable to Canadian 
circumstances.  
 
Differences between on and off-reserve? 
 
In using the Harvard findings as a lens for looking at urban Aboriginal economic development, it 
is important first to note some differences from the tribal or on-reserve circumstances and the 
context of Canadian urban settings.  Evelyn Peters (2009)7 points out the following urban 
Aboriginal challenges: overcoming urban Aboriginal fragmentation, including the lack of 
cultural cohesion, and the implications for urban governance, no tax advantages, and the lack of 
a land and natural resource base.  The advantages she cites are the better access to markets, a 
more highly educated community to draw upon with higher levels of employment that may 
provide increased capacity for creating a capable governance structure. 
 
  

                                                            
4 Herb George, Wet’suet’en Chief, British Columbia, and founder and president of the National Centre for First  Nations 
Governance 
5 Jorgensen, Miriam. 2007 Rebuilding Native Nations. University of Arizona Press. Page 321 
6 Harvard Project personnel that have worked extensively in Canada are: Steven Cornell, Manley Begay, and Miriam Jorgensen. 
7 Urban Aboriginal Economic Development Network web site <abdc.bc.ca/uaed/> 2009. 
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Can Harvard Findings be Applied to the Urban Aboriginal Community?  
 
There are a number of current examples useful in examining emerging institutions in the urban 
Aboriginal economic development context. 
 
Urban Aboriginal councils (‘metro councils’) have been established in cities such as Vancouver 
and Edmonton in attempts to achieve a degree of sovereignty and establish institutions that will 
be effective and able to forge community development strategies.  These councils bring together 
representatives of mostly urban Aboriginal service agencies.  They typically deal with a wide 
variety of issues including spirituality, education, training, community healing, housing, and 
economic development.   
Although this governance structure lacks a formal mandate, the Harvard findings also tell us that 
the assumption of sovereignty is almost as empowering as sovereignty itself.  Without some 
form of governance, urban Aboriginal communities are left without collective and strategic 
decision making.  
 
Evelyn Peters, in “Opportunities and Challenges …”8 comments on the potential for Aboriginal 
sovereignty in urban centres with larger Aboriginal populations: 
 

“…it may be important to view the idea of political sovereignty from another 
perspective.  If the main kernel of this ingredient is control over a variety of 
interlocking initiatives … that have to do with creating healthy communities, it 
may be that some urban areas offer an advantage because of their larger 
population size.  In other words, there may be more opportunities for 
“institutional completeness” in some urban areas because the large numbers of 
Aboriginal people can support a variety of initiatives.” 

 
Our UAED Network project is interested in whether the emerging urban councils can effectively 
address urban Aboriginal community and economic development issues and opportunities.  
Could ‘metro councils’ in large cities become effective governance bodies given the breath of 
Aboriginal activities they encompass?  Alternately, could urban-based Friendship Centres, or 
similar non-profit organizations or groupings other than metro councils, also provide options for 
effective governance institutions?  

                                                            
8 Ibid. 


