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Project Overview

The built environment - buildings, road systems, and other
infrastructure — are a result of choices in planning that can help or
hinder well-being. Within Indigenous communities in Canada, the built
environment has been affected by inequities in the provision, design,
maintenance, and replacement of housing when compared to non-
Indigenous areas. This disparity has led to significant social, cultural, and
health impacts. To learn more about barriers to creating a robust
Indigenous built environment and find levers for change, our research
group held conversations with various First Nations communities in
Saskatchewan. The First Nations & Métis Health and Housing Forum, held
on November 21 st , 2023, at Wanuskewin Heritage Park, to facilitate
knowledge-to-action as determined by First Nations people.



Brief Summary of the Day

The meeting provided an opportunity for researchers, industry partners,
and local/provincial/federal policy makers to listen to First Nations and
Métis community members about their lived experiences and preferred
pathways for changing the built environment to reflect Indigenous ways
and improve health outcomes.

The research team facilitated conversations on known strengths,
promising practices, and barriers to a healthy built environment as
identified by First Nations and Métis people from across the province.
Through this insight, we are developing a framework for knowledge
blending, policy action, research, and engagement driven by First
Nations and Métis community members, professional builders, policy
makers, and researchers working on the built environment.



Forum Overview

The event followed a community-based participatory approach drawn
from conversations and several site visits with First Nations, Tribal
Councils and Housing Directors, and staff. These discussions were held
throughout summer and fall 2023 to explore issues and draw strength-
based examples of how different First Nations organize and support
their housing portfolios. From these conversations and with assistance
of an external consultant who is knowledgeable about First Nations
housing, four major themes were crystallized: 1) Policy and
Governance, 2) Training and Transition 3) Asset Management and 4)
Builds and Procurement. These four themes provided structure for the
day. You can find the table guides in the appendix.

The event gathered different stakeholders including researchers,
industry partners, and governmental partners to listen to First Nations
and Métis community members about their lived experiences and
preferred pathways for reflecting Indigenous ways in the built
environment. Discussions followed a strength-based approach where
conversations revolved around “good stories” of what has worked or is
working on housing policies, programs and interventions (Bryant et.al,
2021).

Attendees at the eventincluded representatives from First Nations
communities, businesses, society partners, community partners,
students, academics, and government. Following a round table
discussion approach, participants were assigned to different tables to
ensure a multi-lens perspective in the discussions.



Forum Overview

A total of 12 in-person tables and one online table were hosted in the
forum. Each table consisted of 5-7 representatives, one table leader
and 1-2 note-takers. Table leaders were part of our research team and
were responsible for guiding the table discussions using the four
themes. The note-takers were responsible for documenting the main
points of the table discussions and high-level notes (i.e. short main
points with no personal stories or in-depth information) to be
synthesized in real time and used as the basis for the graphic recording.
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Forum Conversations

The main themes of the forum were based on several site visits and
conversations with First Nations Tribal Councils and Housing Directors
and Staff beginning of Spring 2023.

Key Themes:

Policy & Governance
Training & Transition

Asset Management

e Policy and Governance: Governance means who gets to decide

what. Policy flows from governance and refers to the guides, rules,
agreements and requirements created by government institutions
and First Nations communities. Government policies guide financial
programs, planning, rules, and allocations for housing. First Nations
create housing policies to address complex housing issues such as
financial and housing management, housing allocation, ownership
and tenancy, and evictions.

Training and Transition: Training and Transition refers to capacity
for housing, such as how to hire, train, mentor, and support housing
managers and staff to feel comfortable and well-equipped to work
in housing. It can also include establishing paths for different
housing career opportunities, such as skill or trades development.
Training can also refer to tenant education for housing. Good
training and transition are important to having a strong housing
programs.



Forum Conversations

e Asset Management: Asset management refers to the day-to-day

administration of housing programs. This includes planning and
oversight for housing maintenance, insurance, tenant relations,
administration, upgrades and renovations, and supporting new
builds. A key element is data management, keeping track of all
reserve assets and their condition, infrastructure connections,
upgrades, and tenants. Asset management can also include
planning or upgrading to follow energy-efficient practices and
support occupants’ health. It’s related to training and transition
because housing staff (housing directors, coordinators, managers,
administrators) are also assets.

Builds and Procurement: Builds and Procurement refer to the
strengths and challenges of larger-scale projects related to building
and maintaining quality houses on-reserve to accommodate
community needs. This theme includes issues related to
construction, infrastructure, tendering, planning, contractor and
business relationships for both renovation and new builds. It can
also include factors that influence builds and procurement,
including building codes and opportunities for energy-efficiency.



Knowledge-to-Action Framework

In processing what was said in the table conversations, the
participants’ narratives and comments were categorized in terms of
goals and/or aspirations, gaps/barriers, conditions and realities on the
ground, and recommendations. At the outset, the discussions show
how the four themes interconnect and overlap which affirm economic,
socio-political, and cultural ramifications and complexities of First
Nations and Métis’ housing and built environment. The question “What
is needed to make a house a home (Table 1, Asset Management)?” and
the statement “never just about the house, it’s about the entire
community” (Table 2) that jumpstarted the conceptualization of this
knowledge-to-action framework (see Figure 1). This framework is
grounded on the culture, values and virtues of First Nations and Métis
peoples and adheres to the “nothing about us, without us” principle,
which relies on the active involvement of the communities in the
planning of strategies and policies that affect their lives (United
Nations, 2004).

The knowledge-to-action framework is anchored on the First Nations’
sacred circle, which represents the totality of the universe where
everything is in the circle and the unity of all things in the universe
(Regnier, 1994, p. 132). Its cyclic patterns, as viewed by the Indigenous
Peoples of Canada, speak of coming to wholeness, interdependence,
balance, and relational processes. In “making a house-a-home", the
sacred circle then becomes integral. A home is where life happens such
as birth/infancy, youth, adulthood, elder/death). It is a site/place for
healing and nurturing the body, spirit and soul. It is where Indigenous
culture is transmitted; Indigenous identities are affirmed and
strengthened. Home is also where kinships and relationships are
established.



Knowledge-to-Action Framework

Thus, a home from the First Nations and Métis’ perspectives requires a
new way of thinking and engagements that not only involve the
provision of materials, design and furnishings. It needs everyone
involved to appreciate and understand the Indigenous sacred circle
and adopt a “two-eyed seeing” (Etuaptmumk in Mi’kmaw) approach
which embraces “learning to see from one eye with the strengths of
Indigenous knowledges and ways of knowing, and from the other eye
with the strengths of mainstream knowledges and ways of knowing, and
to use both these eyes together, for the benefit of all,” (Elder Dr. Albert
Marshall).

WHAT MAKES A HOUSE A HOME?
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Knowledge-to-Action Framework

The Core:

The spirit of reconciliation should be the foundation of the different
economic, socio-political, and cultural ramifications that define a home
and ensure strong and healthy communities.

e Culture and Identity

Relationship with the land is key in reaffirming identity and selves, and
healing through culture and relationships. Also, First Nations
participants shared that access to adequate, safe, and sustainable
housing is crucial in supporting a sense of belongingness and security.
In turn, it will bring families together to work towards mental health
and emotional well-being, celebrate their culture and encourage pride
and identity, which will continue to forge a strong community over
time. As pointed out in the table conversations, it was “never just about
the house, it’s about the entire community”.

e Truth and Reconciliation: Reconciliation Requires Housing

Reconciliation through provision and support of First Nations’ housing
and the built environment can only be achieved through shared
strength and humanity suggesting a “two-eyed seeing” approach as
mentioned above. An example from the conversations is that external
parties (e.g., contractors, government, academic, civil society
representatives) working on housing and the built environment must
respect and acknowledge the unique cultures, beliefs histories, rights,
laws and governments of First Nations and Métis.
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Knowledge-to-Action Framework

External parties must not only work in accordance with the specific
rights, interests, priorities, and concerns of Indigenous groups through
a nation-to-nation approach; but also, be mindful of building
meaningful relationships with Indigenous communities including
ensuring that Indigenous cultures, diversity, protocols, needs, and
experiences are respected and nurtured.

e Human security

This knowledge-to-action framework recognizes the intersection of
human development and human security. Thus, it is also focused on
creating fair opportunities and choices for all people. Based on
participant narratives, ensuring First Nations and Métis’ access to
adequate housing entails a holistic effort that includes economic
security, health and well-being, personal/community security, political
security (i.e., respect for basic human rights and Indigenous Peoples
rights) and food security. Such an effort must involve the entire
community, partnerships, and relationships with external parties.
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Knowledge-to-Action Framework

Four Components:
e Community building

From the day conversations with communities, for a house to become a
home, it is “never just about the housing there is much more that goes
into the health and well-being of the Nations such as community, the
land, the animals” (table conversations). Conversations reflected
community building by alluding to the need to promote connections,
participation, empowerment, advocacy, and spaces that contribute to
the mental, physical, emotional and spiritual health of communities.

Given this, empowerment is needed for community members to make
decisions about their own homes to support a sense of ownership and
pride; "When people own their own homes, they can cultivate their own
children and their own identity and feel better about themselves and
really create the family mechanism to cultivate family and wellness and
to help create a way of life for the children.” (table conversations). To
support healthy communities, other factors mentioned were
environmental projects such as waste management initiatives, and
recreational programs that promote mental health and wellness.
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Knowledge-to-Action Framework

e Human Capacity Building (Education and Training)

Capacity Building refers to the process of teaching and training
individuals the skills and abilities necessary to strengthen and ensure a
healthy built environment. The discussions pointed to the need to
conduct education and training practices with two major groups: First
Nation and Métis communities and non-Indigenous groups. Examples
from the discussions included designing and offering programs to
community members to develop financial literacy, “there needs to be
better information and training for how to finance and stay on top of
the information” (table conversations), and conduct writing workshops
for grants applications.

Mentorship programs were also identified as key for First Nation
communities. A table suggestion was housing staff to undergo formal
mentorship where departing employees stay for a specific period while
incoming staff learn how to best conduct the duties and
responsibilities of the job. Another key component of
education/training practices for First Nations communities was tenant
education. This type of program would focus on offering classes on
how to maintain things around the house (how to look after your
furnace, how to address mould, what to do for a house in each season,
how to change lightbulbs, and turn off valves, etc.)

Education for non-Indigenous industry and community partners would
be focused more on learning the history of Indigenous Peoples in
Canada, cultural sensitivity and “the culture beyond First Nations
People [with lessons on] the hidden genocide (residential schools)”
(table conversations).

14























































































