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Background
The Gathering at Blackfoot Crossing on October 30, 2009 was the third event sponsored by The Circle on 

Aboriginal Grant-making in Canada (CAGC). CAGC is an informal coalition of philanthropic organizations 

and community leaders committed to building a stronger future for First Nations, Inuit and Métis Nations.

Blackfoot Crossing 
SIKSIKA NATION ALBERTA
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Goals and Objectives
 
The goal of CAGC is to connect with and support the empowerment of First Nations, Inuit and 
Métis nations, communities and individuals in efforts to build a stronger, healthier future. It serves 
as an open network to promote philanthropy (giving, sharing and social investing). To bring this 
goal to life, we will gather from four directions to: 

A Sense of Place

Context is important. CAGC is committed to 
experiential learning; undertaking activities which bring 
participants directly into contact with the land and 
communities that are at the core of our discussions. 
With this in mind, Blackfoot Crossing was chosen for 
this gathering. Located an hour outside of Calgary 
overlooking the prairie to the distant Rocky Mountains, 
The Siksika Nation presented an ideal backdrop for 
discussion on land and youth-related issues; the two 
main themes of the gathering. As a meeting place for 
thousands of years and the site of the signing of Treaty 
#7, Blackfoot Crossing provided important symbolic 
context for Circle participants who trace their ancestry 
from Siksika, Ojibwa and Kitchenuhmaykoosib 
Inninuwug, to Somalia, Brazil and the Outer Hebrides.  
             Kalson and Sam: Roudies at the back of the bus.



CIRCLE   ABORIGINAL
GRANT-MAKING

O
N

IN CANADA

4

Blackfoot Crossing: A Brief History1 

Prior to colonization, Siksika was one of four tribes of the Blackfoot Confederacy which roamed the prairies 
from the North Saskatchewan River to the Yellowstone River and from the Rocky Mountains to mid-

In 1800 Siksika headman, Old Swan, was asked to draw a 
map showing the route he had taken in a recent expedition. 
In 1806, what became known as the Ac Ko Mok Ki map, 
which included all of southern Alberta and Montana, was 

of this map to travel through Siksika territory. Unfortunately, 
though he became friendly with the Peigans, Thompson sold 
guns to their enemies and the Peigans retaliated by preventing 
him from travelling further. His journey was delayed by two 

which was claimed by the Americans.

1
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colonization, Crowfoot believed that establishing peaceful relations with the government would ensure the 
cultural and spiritual survival of his people as a separate and distinct nation. For settlers, the signing of 

of the transcontinental railroad. Without this treaty, the railroad may not have been built and Canada 
may have had very different borders than the ones we now enjoy. For Crowfoot and the other Aboriginal 
signatories, the Treaty symbolized what they hoped would be the start of peaceful coexistence and the 

surrounding lands played a pivotal role in building peace and in the shaping of Canada.

As the most recent conversation at Blackfoot Crossing, the Circle on Aboriginal Grant-Making gathering 
is part of a long, long journey of settler Canadians and Aboriginal Canadians coming to a stronger mutual 
understanding or covenant. Philanthropic organizations are part of the constellation of Canadian institutions 
that have a special responsibility to be leaders in forging a strengthened relationship. In this way, it is 

interactions. 

Gathering at Blackfoot Crossing Sept 22, 1877                Gathering at Blackfoot Crossing October 30, 2009
          (With surprise celebrity guest)

GATHERING THEMES

The following material does not capture all the presentations and discussions which took place on October 
30, 2009. Rather organizers have made an attempt to provide those who were not in attendance a sense 
of the context and spirit of the gathering. Over the course of the day informal connection and relationship-
building were as important as presentations and break-out discussions. In this way the CAGC Gathering at 
Blackfoot Crossing was an important waypoint on a journey of understanding and opportunity. In the material 
that follows we present an exploration of two main themes – Land and Youth- which were central to the 
dialogue at Blackfoot Crossing.
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LAND AND YOUTH INTERSECTIONS
By: Zainab Amadahy, Tsalagi, Advisor to the 
Atkinson Charitable Foundation
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THE LAND

In an introduction to our deliberations, Sam McKay, then Band 
Councilor of Kitchenuhmaykoosib Inninuwug (KI) First Nation, 
explained how land is given to us by the Creator; human 
beings do not own the land but must take care of it for the 

understanding was engrained in Treaty # 9 with the British Crown 
in 1929/30. In this treaty the people of KI never gave up their land; 
they agreed to share it with the newcomers/settlers.

Yet, recently exploration and mining took place in Treaty #9 
territories without community consent or even consultation.  
In discussing KI’s experience with mining, Sam spoke of an 

the wake of this history, 

This case garnered international media attention. Charges against the KI-6 (as they became known) were 
dropped as a result of public pressure and the community announced in the fall of 2009 that the threat of 
mining in their territory is now over.

KI’s experience speaks to many issues impacting Indigenous communities faced with resource exploitation. 

Often we hear the words “partnership, collaboration, consultation”.  What 
images does this bring to mind in the reality of today within the Aboriginal 
community?

Considering what you have described in the above question, what do you 
believe needs to happen to improve those images?

What is the role that philanthropic organizations/foundations might play in the 
land issues that face the Aboriginal people in Canada today?

If we agree that there is, what would the relationship involve? 

Land and resource extraction have been crucial to Canada’s development as a nation. In the current 

First Nations and other Indigenous communities which are seen as “in the way” of development.  

Sam pictured here with the fellow members 
of the Kitchenuhmaykoosib 6.
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Historically and currently, resource extraction takes place within a colonial framework. The exploitation of 
land and resources to build and “develop” the nation of Canada, as well as the unbalanced sharing of the 
revenues derived from these activities, are directly related to the crises Indigenous communities now face. 

The relationship Indigenous peoples have to land and the worldview underlying it underscores the need 
to balance resource extraction activities with longer-term considerations.  Yet the poverty and other crises 
facing Indigenous communities have encouraged many Aboriginal leaders to see resource extraction 
as one way of addressing systemic problems.  At the same time, current structures of governance and 

communities nor represent the aspirations of most of their members. 

While there is a diversity of opinion on resource extraction and land development among and within 
Indigenous communities (ranging from emphasizing the need to negotiate revenue sharing options to 
minimizing the environmental impact of resource extraction to denying consent for resource extraction 
altogether) it is clear that land and resource issues are crucial.  Regardless of where Indigenous people 

participation in decision-making concerning resource extraction and other forms of land “development”.  

Governments (federal and provincial) have consistently violated treaties, inherent land rights and other 
agreements or international covenants in granting land titles, development permits and resource extraction 
rights to corporations. Most Canadians have no idea of what is contained in the treaties, the often coercive 
circumstances under which they were signed or what those treaties say about the responsibilities of non-
Indigenous peoples toward Indigenous communities and the land.  They are not aware of the issues of 
inherent land rights or the need to fairly negotiate either modern treaties (for groups that don’t have any) or 
modern treaty interpretation. In general, non-Indigenous people are unaware of the impact of the federal 
Indian Act on creating the disparities that now exist in Canada.

Youth are the ones who will continue the work of protecting the land. They must be educated on their own 
cultural histories and values as well as on the ways of the dominant society. Non-Indigenous peoples also 
need education concerning Indigenous history, differing worldviews and the roots of current contentious 
issues.  It must be kept in mind that the education of non-Indigenous peoples should not drain limited 
resources in Indigenous communities; should not rely too heavily on leaders, activists and educators already 
overburdened with addressing current crises in their communities.

Ongoing work must also take place within a framework where we take care not to exacerbate current 
power imbalances by relying on colonial infrastructure to address issues, many of which are embedded 
in institutions and ways of thinking that created/contributed to the current problems faced by Indigenous 
communities. Instead we need to ensure that potential solutions are long term; that they come from people 

evaluating impact and determining follow-up.  
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public opinion, advocating for political and legal change.  It was suggested that the philanthropic sector itself 

gatherings.  In sum, the philanthropic community is urged to learn from and about Indigenous communities  
to negotiate their potential support to communities within an overall understanding that we are all impacted 
by our relationships, mindsets and values: past, present and future. We are encouraged to understand that 
our collective wellbeing relates to the health of the land we all share.  

Opportunities for the Philanthropic Community 
Related to Land Issues

How can genuine relationships be built? 

1. 
where you are invited.
Support relationship building within and among First Nations, Métis and Inuit communities.2. 

How can we understand  history from First nations, Métis and Inuit People’s perspective?

3. 
educate your organization on Canadian responsibilities under the treaties.
Invest in public education and awareness-raising on the issues.4. 
Support the mapping of the traditional and/or treaty territories of First Nations, Métis and Inuit Peoples.
Support First Nations, Métis and Inuit Peoples communities in researching the history of relationships 6. 
and agreements with the government of Canada.
Support traditional cultural and language education for First Nations, Métis and Inuit youth.7. 

8. 
Find ways to support or offset the cost of supporting communities that are working to protect their lands 9. 
from unwanted development or negotiate fair deals.
Support legislative or policy changes that enable First Nations, Métis and Inuit Peoples to develop their 10. 
own philanthropic organizations.
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Issapo’ mahkikaaw or ‘Crowfoot’6

(Leader of the Blackfoot Confederacy)

The story is told that on that occasion the white man spread many one-
dollar bills on the ground and said, “this is what the white man trades 
with; this is his buffalo robe. Just as you trade skins, we trade with these 
pieces of paper.” 

When the white chief had laid all his money on the ground and had 
shown how much he would give if the Indians would sign a treaty, 

             and cooked it. It did not crack. 

clay.” 
The white man said, “No….my money will burn because it is made of paper”. 

With an amused gleam in his eyes the old chief said, “Oh your money is not as good as our land, is it? 

make a very good trade.”

Then with a smile, Crowfoot picked up a handful of sand from the river bank, handed it to the white man 
and said, “You count the grains of sand in that while I count the money you give for the land”.

The white man said, “I would not live long enough to count this, but you can count the money in a few 
minutes”. “Very well”, said the wise Crowfoot, “our land is more valuable then your money. It will last 

give life to men and animals, and therefore we cannot sell the land. It was put there by the Great Spirit 
and we cannot sell it because it does not really belong to us. You can count your money and burn it 
with a nod of a buffalo’s head, but only the Great Spirit can count the grains of sand and the blades of 
grass on these plains.  As a present we will give you anything you can take with you, but we cannot 
give you the land.” 

6 
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Case Study: Native Americans in Philanthropy (NAP)
Joy Persall, Executive Director

Two thirds of the membership represent charitable foundations. The other third represents community 
groups grant-seeking organizations and related business representatives. NAP focuses its efforts in four 
areas:

Increasing understanding between Native and philanthropic communities;

philanthropy

Celebrating and expressing traditional values for current and future generations through Native 
philanthropy.7

Among its many activities, NAP runs a conference every other year parallel to the annual Council on 
Foundations meeting. Approximately 200 members, including representatives from Kellogg, Mott and Bush 
Foundations, attend institutes and conferences. 

Of particular interest to CAGC participants was an intensive three day educational program for foundation 
staff hosted in a different community each year. There is potential for this program to be replicated in 
Canada.

At CAGC, Joy made the following observations: 

1. 
governmental policies.
NAP would be happy to assist in the design of a collaborative North American circle on philanthropy 2. 
gathering.
The level of commitment to seeking new ways, learning of cultural context, creating new collaborative 3. 

For more information on NAP see www.nativephilanthropy.org
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CAGC Survey Results8

Prior to the gathering at Blackfoot Crossing, CAGC and Philanthropic 
Foundations of Canada members were invited to participate in an online 
survey through www.measuredoutcome.org. The survey explored current 
levels of foundation activity along with attitudes and expertise within the 

for work in First Nations, Inuit and Métis communities. Of this funding, more than twice as much was 

programs.  No responses were received from foundations without an active granting  interest in Aboriginal 
issues. That having been said, with few exceptions, respondents ranked their foundations ability to grant 

statements:

Our organization makes an effort to seek out opportunities in Aboriginal communities.
Our staff and volunteers have a good understanding of the issues facing aboriginal communities.
Our staff and volunteers are knowledgeable with regard to CRA rules concerning contributions to 
non-charity Aboriginal organizations.
Our organization has developed effective application and monitoring practices which are suitable 
for Aboriginal applicants.
Our organization engages Aboriginal peoples in the decision-making process in our strategy and 
granting.

fundamental issues pertaining to First Nations Inuit and Métis people within the philanthropic community. 

the sector as a resulting from CAGC activities.

The United Way of Winnipeg is also leading a robust research project into this area. Watch for results to be 
released in the coming months.

8
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Youth Snapshot from Stoney First Nation

 

 

 
Our Guests

To introduce the issues of young people we asked three young 
people from Stoney First Nation to begin our discussions by 

their teacher Jeff Horvath, an Ontario Ojibwa man, who supports 
these young people in the daily work of being Aboriginal students 
in a primarily white school.  These youth have each made a 
decision to attend a school outside of their FNs community 
because they hope for a better education. The students spoke 
of how, on their reserve, education is not valued and how peers 
“take them down” for seeking education; of the use of drugs and 
alcohol; and of the lack of transportation to the few activities 
available to young people in their communities. They spoke also in 
appreciation of the Supporting Aboriginal Students to Achieve their 

between Canmore Collegiate and Outward Bound Canada, 
supported by an anonymous donor, gives them an intermediary 
adult to support not only an academic education but also the 
wilderness trips that build their connection with the land and with 
each other.9

Teacher Jeff Horvath introduces students

9 
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The Story that Emerges

Almost half of the Aboriginal people in Canada are age 24 or younger and the First Nations population of youth alone is 
increasing at about three times the rate of the general Canadian population. This demographic “bulge” – sometimes referred 

population in Canada over the next decade.10 Many of these young people face an uncertain future. The unemployment rate 
for Aboriginal people is considerably more than double that of the non-Aboriginal population.11 Suicide rates amongst Ontario 
Aboriginal peoples are amongst the highest in the world.12

While a problem focus is often taken by policy makers considering the trend to youthfulness in the Aboriginal population, 
others focus on leadership, education and opportunity, excited by the potential of a generation of bright, well-educated 
young Aboriginal leaders.13 Understanding the context of particular young people’s lives, suggests some of our members, is 
everything.  As every First Nation or Aboriginal community in Canada is different, so the experiences of individual youth and 

on where philanthropy can make that difference.

14 It was on this group that our discussions 
focused in the Blackfoot Crossing Gathering. Many of these communities are in crisis, unable to participate in wage-

of forced re-location, impoverished community infrastructure, high pollution levels and unresolved land claims. One clear 
observation from the Gathering is how very deeply entwined the issues of youth well-being are with issues relating to land.

Canada’s treaty obligations, creating a two tiered story of access for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal citizens. Young people, 

their reserve schools offer only junior grades. Reserve schools are often over-crowded and lack funding for programs that 
could offer coaching and life skills. We heard how some young people face dislocation, loss of home and community and 
must live in foster families many hours journey away from their own to gain a high school education. Time, it seems, has not 

identical to those she faced as an Aboriginal student, more than 20 years ago.

At the same time many First Nations children have higher needs, the results of troubled parents who grew up in residential 

rates were endemic to the whole system in Canada, it would be understood as a national crisis. Many young people turn to 
the use of drugs and alcohol to numb the pain of abuse or boredom or to shut out the reality that they see no employment 

often want to return to their community- but also see little hope for employment there. The loss of culture and language in 
the last several generations has produced a profound disconnect between grandparents and grandchildren as young people 
loose facility with their language,  or have grown away from the culture and traditions of their elders.

10 

11 

12

13 

14 
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Areas of Philanthropic Opportunity:
 
While there are few clear answers, the conversation at the Blackfoot Crossing Gathering did produce four 
clear starting points for Canadian Foundations to begin the journey of supporting Aboriginal youth.

1. Support experiential education models

Funding and evaluating innovative approaches to education is familiar ground for many foundations and 
would be a strong such contribution toward improvement of educational opportunities for Aboriginal Children 
and youth. Models such as the Outward Bound mentor model which our young guests have experienced 
or the McConnell Foundation’s ArtsSmarts Program which, while it did not generate strong performance 
on a typical educational assessment, did achieve higher participation rates, are two such models. For 
philanthropists to do this work well, we need further examination of what young people need, want and 
believe would help them to stay in school and around the partnership possibilities between FN schools and 
foundations. There is an important role for philanthropy to not only support innovation but also the broader 
dissemination of promising practices.

2. Invest in projects that recognize the intrinsic connection of issues of youth and the land

The future of young people, their chances for jobs, and for hopefulness and well-being are tied to the 
resolution of land claims, community economic participation and transfer of tradition. These things, the 
stories of the past and the ways of the future, must be taught when people are young and in the context 
of community and family – yet it is not part of any funded curriculum. The work of young people learning 
about culture is intrinsically tied to the teachings on the land. At the same time Aboriginal children in schools 
often need programs that recognize culture and language to be able to stay in school. For the young people 
who are rapidly becoming the leaders of Aboriginal communities, knowledge, or the lack of, the stories of 
their lands and the history of treaty agreements will shape their ability to lead a generation on future land 

recognizing that “we are all treaty people” – that  every Canadian is impacted by the treaty agreements that 
have shaped this nation, the inclusion of Aboriginal perspective history on land and treaty rights improves 
education for all children and promotes inclusion of Aboriginal children’s world view in public school systems. 
 

3. Support rights-based community struggle

Many Aboriginal communities have strong traditions of altruism and sharing, but do not have the structures 

Mamow sha-way-gi-kay-win:North South Partnership and  Oshki Aa-yaa’aag Mino Bimaadiziiwin: Good Life 
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conditions for communities and for youth. Because of the central importance of land to the preservation of 
culture and tradition and the link to youth well-being it is important that foundations be willing to engage 
in community-based struggles for environmental protection and support education on the treaty and land 
claims processes.

4. Learn together about institutionalized paternalism in our grant-making organizations

The work of Canadian foundations is rooted in early Canadian charitable thinking. A charitable model is 

to be more like “us” can be challenged and replaced with a model of alliance building: “standing with” or 
alongside peoples who struggle for entitlement. Alliance building is fundamentally a healing model and takes 

that allow for learning together.
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The Way Forward

The role for the CAGC moving forward is open to many possibilities. At the close of the Blackfoot Session 

Responses fell into the following categories:

1. Building Relationships
Many participants felt that the time at Blackfoot was too short. Future activities should provide enough time 
and space for participants to engage in informal discussion, conversation and play. In this way participants 
felt that CAGC is well-positioned to be a catalyst for effective collaboration and act as an example of what 
can be possible.

2. Opportunities for Learning

aboriginal participants to learn about the history and current status of Aboriginal communities. Included in 
this is the need for a roadmap for foundations who wish to become more involved in First Nations Inuit and 
Métis communities. 

3. Building Capacity/Supporting Leadership Development
Further development of non-governmental organizational structures and Aboriginal philanthropic structures 
is needed, both to  increase direct involvement in established philanthropic organizations and to encourage 
aboriginal community philanthropy. As well, opportunities to mentor and support young leaders was seen as 
highly valuable.

4. Best Stories
Good things are happening in First Nations, Inuit and Métis communities which are not being shared with 
grantmakers and the broader public. There was strong support for the communication of best practices and 
positive stories of ways in which philanthropy has been successful in Aboriginal communities.

5. Land and Youth
There was general agreement amongst participants that of all the issues, Land and Youth were the most 
critical and should be the focus of CAGC activities. Recommendations regarding land issues primarily 
focused on assisting communities with capturing the knowledge of traditional lands. In the case of youth, the 
focus was on educational and leadership opportunities.

Underlying these themes was a clear message that it was time for the CAGC to undertake a strategic 
planning exercise in the near future. Though there is a desire to keep the organization relatively informal and 

actionable objectives, would be an important next step for the organization.
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On the brow of the hill overlooking the Blackfoot Crossing stands a monument not far away is the place 
where Crowfoot made his last camp and died. It is recorded that as he lay dying he left this last message for 
his people:
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LIST OF PARTICIPANTS

First Name
Kalson 
Zainab  

Trish
Real 
Samara 
Laura 
John  
Shirley  
Stephen  
Gunilla  
Celia 
Kiana 
Bill 
Cathy
Tim 
Lori 
Victoria 
Michael 
Jeff 
Stephen  
Kim 
Heather 
Sam 

Joy 
Joanne 
Belinda
Ruth  
Christine 
Marilyn 

Frank  
Bonnie
Julian 

Last Name
Abdi 
Amadahy
Bearspaw
Bond
Bouchard
Brock
Calmwind
Cawley
Cheechoo
Couchman
Creutz
Cruz  

Gammell 
Grant
Hardy
Horvath
Huddart
Kiyawasew
Lighting Milton
McKay
Paul Achnipeenskum
Peck
Persall 
Pinnow
Pyle 
Richardson
Simard
Struthers 
Thorburn
Turning Robe
Veness
Norris

Organization

Atkinson Charitable Foundation 
Canadian Rockies Public Schools 
United Way of Calgary and Area
Ontario Trillium Foundation 
Tides Canada  
Oshki Aayaa’aaag Bimaadiziiwin Foundation
The J.W. McConnell Family Foundation
Ontario Trillium Foundation 
 
Ontario Trillium Foundation
Ashoka Canada
Canadian Rockies Public Schools 
The Calgary Foundation 
The Temagami Community Foundation
Canadian Rockies Public Schools 

The Temagami Community Foundation
Sha-way-gi-kay-win: North-South Partnership for Children
Canadian Rockies Public Schools 
The J.W. McConnell Family Foundation
The Calgary Foundation

Kitchenuhmaykoosib Inninuwug First Nation 
Matawa First Nations Management 
National Aboriginal Achievement Foundation
Native Americans in Philanthropy 
United Way of Calgary and Area
Pathy Family Foundation 
Small Change Fund 
Nishnawbe Aski Nations
Ontario Trillium Foundation 
The Calgary Foundation 
 Blackfoot Crossing Historical Park

Outward Bound
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CAGC 
Steering Committee 

 

 GET INVOLVED: SHAPE, LEARN AND MARK A DIFFERENCE
We want to expand the circle and bring in other foundations, philanthropists and catalysts working to improve 
Aboriginal futures in Canada. We have created a Google website to stay connected, share information and 
maintain momentum. Visit the Circle on Aboriginal Grantmaking in Canada at:

NETWORK
To share and learn from one another about projects involving foundations and Aboriginal communities, about 
future learning opportunities and about related articles, reports and other resources, we are setting up a listserve 
and a blog.

HOST

interest area, approach or geographic focus that you want to focus on.

VOLUNTEER
In order to propel this initiative forward, we want to recruit a small (max. 8-10 persons) group to serve as a 
steering committee.

SHARE

momentum we have established.

PROPOSE
Please share your ideas and suggestions with us, Visit http:// sites.google.com/site/cagcircle or send us an email 

Zainab Amadahy, Atkinson Charitable Foundation.

Barbara Bruce, AMR Planning

John Cawley, J.W. McConnell Family Foundation.

Stephen Couchman

Marion Gracey, Muttart Foundation.

Victoria Grant, Temagami Community Foundation. 

John Kenny, Kenny Family Foundation. 

Allison Kouzovnikov, Community Foundation of Nova Scotia. 

Sara Lyons, Community Foundations Canada.

Bruce Miller, United Way of Winnipeg.

Belinda Pyle, Pathy Foundation.

 

Marilyn Struthers, Ontario Trillium Foundation.


