Defining
ABORIGINAL POPULATIONS:
The Forecasting and
Planning Challenge

by Colette Isaac and David J. Stinson
Photo credit: Aaron Aubin

lanning can be defined as “a process
of choosing between various courses
of action for purposes of generating a
greater degree of satisfaction than would
otherwise have been achieved within
the constraints of available resources”.
What this belies is planning as a modernist
paradigm, where rational choices are
made based on scientific information. It
has served most planners well, particularly
in the past, and where market development
was a priority. But as we slowly become
a pluralist society, such an approach may
no longer work, especially if community
development is the goal.
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Summary
Aboriginal people have always planned for their communities. But planning, as
conventionally defined, has been something typically done for, not by, indigenous
communities.This is changing, as the opportunity for self-government has increased.
However, the demographic foundation of planning is still largely in the hands of the
federal government. Contact with Europeans has had an enduring impact on the
number of native people, including who was called an “Indian” – and more
importantly, who was not.The current definition, as outlined in Bill C-31, contains
provisions for the eventual elimination of “Status Indians”.This contrasts starkly with
the growing number of self-defined Aboriginal people.The implications for planning
are manifold, from knowing which “community” is being worked with, to developing an
appropriate population forecasting model, to financing the service and infrastructure
needs, to the ramifications for cultural survival. Understanding these challenges can
assist native communities in planning for their futures.

Résumé
Les peuples autochtones ont toujours planifié leurs collectivités. Mais envisagée au
sens classique, la planification a souvent été exécutée pour les collectivités autochtones
et non par les collectivités autochtones. Ce phénomène est en voie de changer avec
l’évolution de l’autonomie gouvernementale.Toutefois, le fondement démographique
de la planification demeure en grande partie dans le giron fédéral. Le contact avec les
Européens a eu des effets persistants sur le nombre d’Autochtones, y compris sur qui
pouvait être appelé un « Indien » – et surtout, sur qui ne pouvait pas l’être. La définition
actuelle, incluse au projet de loi C-31, prévoit des dispositions pour l’élimination
éventuelle du «statut d’Indien ». Cela s’inscrit en faux contre le nombre grandissant
de gens qui se disent Autochtones. Les répercussions au niveau de la planification
sont nombreuses : comment savoir précisément quelle est la collectivité en cause,
comment élaborer un modèle adéquat de projection démographique, comment
financer les besoins en services et en infrastructures et enfin, quelles sont les
ramifications touchant la survie culturelle. Bien cerner ces difficultés peut aider les
collectivités autochtones à planifier leur avenir.

A less academic definition might be that
planning is “the integration of knowledge
to take action”. It is one that fits a more
traditional paradigm that many Aboriginal1
people still possess. Most native languages
have no word for “planning”, but there
is an Anishnaabek phrase that captures
the essence beautifully, “neegan naanaa
gdawendang”2, which translates as
“thinking ahead carefully”. In this sense,
planning has always taken place in native
communities. But the rational mode of
planning was something that was typically
done on behalf of First Nations.This
started to change during the last quarter
of the previous century, especially for
those communities that have achieved a
measure of self-government or secured
some form of economic self-reliance.
The challenge has been to adapt to this
new mode while accommodating custom,
without treating either mode as an
absolute choice. Not an easy transition,
particularly if the community is under
the stress of rapidly changing conditions.
However, for many aspects of conventional
planning the federal government has
retained control. One such area is
demographics. Here the burgeoning
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movement for self-definition is largely
ignored, since the government continues
to fund First Nations based on the
federal definition of who belongs.

were eventually hunted below viable
levels and pioneering made food animals
such as the bison, salmon, and caribou
scarcer.

This issue of First Nation demographics
became very apparent to the authors
while working in native communities,
where the usual planning assumptions
rarely apply; i.e., the population of a
municipality is known, growth is given,
projections are made, policy is established,
and development proceeds according to
market demands. Conventional population
projections are still used to calculate
health, education, housing, and physical
infrastructure programmes. However,
actual population numbers are far more
difficult to determine, let alone predict.
Not only has it created challenges in
forecasting growth for immediate needs,
it has created an emerging crisis of selfdefinition for First Nations3 on reserves,
as well as for urban, Métis, and Inuit
populations who also struggle to gain
some control over their futures.

Manipulation of Native
Demography by Canada

Impact of Contact on
Aboriginal Populations

By the time the Indian Act was amended
in 1951, the population of Indians in
Canada had reached 165,607,9 a growth
of 62% since 1871.The rest of Canada
saw an increase of 370%.10 Among other
things a centralized Indian Register was
established to number and keep track of
all persons entitled to Indian benefits as
conferred by Canada. It continued to
specify who was an Indian, but it also
was very specific about who was not an
Indian.The blatant gender discrimination

Aboriginal people are a circumscribed
population with a long history of
“circumscription”.There is some debate
about exactly when the first peoples
arrived in North America, but by the
time of European contact, they had
developed self-governing societies with
complex economic and political
organizations and had intricate
ecological and cultural relationships to
the land and to each other.There is
even more debate surrounding the
numbers of people in North America at
that time.4 Population estimates range
from one million to 18 million north of
Mexico,5 and in Canada between a low
of 500,0006 to a high of two million
people.5 But regardless of initial
numbers, contact brought upheaval to
native societies through “virgin-soil
epidemics”,7 and military belligerence
such as the 1609 - 1701 Iroquois War
with New France, the 1613 - 1761
Mi’kmaq War with Britain,6 the
genocide, by 1827, of the Beothuk in
Newfoundland, etc. Under the more
peaceful conditions of the fur trade,
intermarriage was encouraged but
created issues of official designation.
Starvation also weakened certain
vulnerable communities, as fur-bearers
2
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The first census after Confederation
counted 102,358 “Indians” in 1871,
somewhere between one-fifth and onetwentieth of the population estimate at
contact.8,9 In 1876, the Dominion
Government revised earlier colonial
legislation with the introduction of the
Indian Act. It defined an “Indian” as any
male person of Aboriginal blood reputed
to belong to a particular band, his children,
and any woman to whom he was
lawfully married. Aboriginal women who
married non-Indians were excluded,
along with all of her descendants.The
term “band” was introduced, referring
to a more-or-less settled community;
any Aboriginal people who did not live
on a fixed and clearly-defined land base
were excluded from the definition.

of these membership provisions were
challenged before the Supreme Court
of Canada and the Human Rights
Committee of the United Nations. In
1985, Bill C-31, an Act to amend the
Indian Act abolished the gender
discrimination clauses, and allowed for
the reinstatement of any status lost
because of them.The immediate impact
of Bill C-31 was the reinstatement of
114,500 people, mostly women who had
lost status through marriage and their
children. By 1990 the Indian status
population had risen by 19%, to
approximately 416,500.11
Currently, Indian status can no longer be
gained or lost, only inherited. However,
the new provisions in Bill C-31 created
two categories of Indians – “6.1” and
“6.2” (referring to specific clauses in the
Act).Though individuals of either category
are eligible for the same benefits, the
status category of anyone born after
1985 is dependent on that of their
parents (see Figure 1). Any parent with
6.1 status will confer either 6.1 or 6.2
status to their children, i.e. they will be
Indians. A parent with 6.2 status will
confer either 6.1 or no status to their
children, i.e. they may be Indians.Two
successive generations of children born
to status/non-status couples results in a
non-status child who is not eligible to
be listed in the official Indian Register.
While no longer “counted” by Canada,
many of these children continue to live
in their First Nations with their parents.

FIGURE 1: INHERITANCE RULES FOR INDIAN STATUS ELIGIBILITY

Projecting First Nation
Numbers
Around the turn of the millennium the
authors conducted population projections
for five Ontario First Nation communities.
The challenges were unique, given the
complexity of native demography
imposed by the Indian Act such as status
categories, “out-marriages”, male
“fertility” (no, native men don’t actually
give birth, but they are used as proxies
for the birth of a status child from an
uncounted, non-native spouse), and the
like. Our efforts were based on the
seminal work of Stewart Clathworthy.12
Using the Bill C-31 rules for status
extinguishment, he projected that
between 2005 and 2010, 18% of the
newborn population of status Indians
would not be eligible for Indian status.
Population growth could be expected
for the next 40 years to be followed by
a rapid decline. If current trends continue
(including high levels of “out-marriage”
and declining fertility), by the fifth
generation no more children will be
born who are eligible for Indian status.13
The authors own work projected that
within a generation the official numbers
would begin to decline within the
communities studied. Eventually, these
communities would have no status
children, as illustrated in Figure 2. Both
Guimond14 and Clathworthy13 see the
end to the population incline that
Aboriginal people are currently
experiencing.Those demographic
factors that have reduced fertility in
society at large are also playing out in
native communities, and will stabilize
and once again reduce population
numbers. Our own work has also
indicated this.15

Aboriginal Self-definition
But defining which “community” and
thus which data-set to use in projecting
populations is getting even more complex.
In 2006, there were approximately
565,000 registered status Indians, yet
almost 1.2 million people identified
themselves as an Aboriginal person,
including Métis, non-status Indian, and
Inuit.16 Simple natural increase (births
minus deaths) cannot account for this
growth. In recent decades, events such
as the Royal Commission on Aboriginal
Peoples, Oka, and Ipperwash have restored
indigenous pride, and have encouraged
people to declare a new ethnic affiliation.

FIGURE 2: POPULATION PYRAMID SHOWING EFFECTS OF STATUS
EXTINGUISHMENT

In his 2003 article, “Fuzzy Definitions and
Population Explosion”, Guimond discusses
the concept of ethnic mobility associated
with self-identification, and its effect on
the various ways that Aboriginal
populations are counted.14 The challenge
for the planner is to know and understand
the population they are working with.

Implications for Planning with
Aboriginal People
The effect that these issues of definition
have on planning for First Nation reserves
is substantial.Though anticipated by such
analysis, the communities’ awareness of
this has hit home as those born or
reinstated after 1985 began starting
their own families. By 2007, the rising
level of concern led to a national
gathering of native leaders at the
E-dbendaagzijig “Those Who Belong”
First Nation Citizenship and Status
Conference, where the authors
presented a method for assessing
the implications of Indian status
extinguishment at the community level.
But we have also had the opportunity
to adapt this model for other purposes,
since accurately forecasting for
infrastructure projects, economic
development, education and health
programmes, and land use will be
affected by who gets counted and the

projection models used.15 Our studies
always looked at the fate of specific
population segments such as pre-school,
primary school, work force, etc.
A particular community specifically
requested the examination of the
growing numbers of its elders, to better
anticipate their needs. Another First
Nation, alerted to the fact that the
federal Indian Register does not reflect
the growing uncounted population, used
our calculations to size a water treatment
plant, a project which is currently under
way.We were also able to estimate the
entire native and non-native population
of a tourist-oriented community as one
of the bases for determining growth in
the size of their local retail market.17,18
In another instance, a new economic
venture provided an incentive for
people to return home.The prospects
that an industrial facility, since built,
would increase the population needed
to be anticipated, so we complemented
the model with several migration
scenarios to project the effects of a
more liberal membership code.19 One
community we worked with is facing
status ineligibility for a large proportion
of their youth. Based on the foreknowledge
provided by our forecasts, they have
taken on the challenge of educating all
their post-secondary aged children; even
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those who will not receive the federal
funding the others are entitled to.

Lessons Observed
1. Conventional projections may suffice
for now.
2. As the gap between official and
dispossessed numbers widens, they
may not.
3. As official “Indians” disappear the
funding that is tied to Indian status
will reduce the government’s fiscal
obligations.
4. This seems to be the intent of Bill C-31.
5. This gap has no actual meaning in
self-definition terms, but communities
must accept the cultural and fiscal
implications.
6. Native populations can be projected
and can have practical implications
for immediate needs.
7. Further work is needed, particularly
with groups less under the purview
of the Indian Act, such as urban and
landless Aboriginals, Métis, and Inuit.20

Colette Isaac and David J. Stinson, RPP,
MCIP, are partners in Incite Planning, and can be
reached at colette@inciteplanning.com and
dave@inciteplanning.com. Incite Planning is a
general consulting firm that specializes in
Aboriginal communities.

The long-term effects of circumscription
by outsiders have profoundly altered the
demographic evolution of Aboriginal
people. But just because they have not
been counted does not mean they are
not there. Planners who work with
Aboriginal people can assist them by
understanding both the history and the
desire of these unique populations to
define themselves and thus regain
control over their own futures.
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