Indigenous Reconciliation and Reform: Creating Effective Change Conditions
Andrea L K Johnston and Robert P. Shepherd
ABSTRACT
March 18, 2025
Problem:
In light of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission Calls to Action, federal administrative arrangements must be better aligned to meet the needs of Indigenous communities that want to pursue their administrative reform agendas.

Background:
Several Indigenous communities are engaging in various resurgence initiatives including restoring their cultural administrative identity. Much of this effort is informed by working with other orders of government that may have different purposes for their administrative obligations. This could lead to various tensions in the relationship and the pathways to reconciliation. Areas of intersection can include funding agreements that set out minimum terms and conditions, reporting requirements that determine accountability frameworks, and partnership activities that determine appropriateness of instruments and processes.
Proposition:
We propose that administrative processes based on production (i.e., inputs, activities, outputs and outcomes) are inherently one-sided, and that more service-centred approaches (Osborne, 2023) are needed that better represent the holistic nature of local administration of programs and services. This orientation maintains a collective coherence. There is uneven emphasis on government-centred accountability for money spent as opposed to building a more equal relationship with the Crown that emphasizes good governance at the local level.

Research Questions: 
· What conditions are needed to support administrative reform efforts in communities that can reframe the relationship with non-Indigenous governments?
· What sorts of reforms are communities carrying out that are advancing new relationships with the federal and provincial Crowns? How can these efforts be enabled?


Approach: 
We examine selected community efforts to reform selected administrative arrangements with the Crown by focusing on indicators that underlie local efforts based on the Truth & Reconciliation Report. These could include but are not restricted to:
· Commitment and longevity of administrative reform efforts (i.e., momentum);
· Understanding/ appreciation (i.e., avoids singularity of understanding);
· Encourages cultural competencies (i.e., arrangements that encourage local understanding, and promotes training within the community for using these competencies);
· Policy/program framework (i.e., supports community-based engagement and planning);
· Ongoing translation between parties (i.e., observes understanding of systems and cultures).

We are using a case study approach that compares local reform projects against the observed indicators highlighted in the Approach above. Our communities are:
1. Akwesasne (QC): Health Services
2. Listuguj Mi’gmaq FN (QC): Fisheries Management
3. Metis Nation (Alberta): Representative Government
4. Survivor’s Circle (MN): Localized service delivery
Contribution:
This is a relatively new area of inquiry into First Nations management and governance. The literature is not following developments at the community level when it comes to reforms, especially since administrations are being encouraged to reform by the federal government. Increasingly funding arrangements allow for greater flexibility, and many Indigenous communities are taking advantage of it – some to return to more “traditional” models whereas others are embracing hybrid models that blend the best of Indigenous and Western approaches. This paper is an early attempt to begin tracking the indicators of reform at the community level and hopefully to be able to isolate a mapping approach to capture ongoing efforts at reform.
