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The Royal Roads University campus sits on the traditional 
Lands of the Xwsepsum (Esquimalt) and Lekwungen (Songhees) 
ancestors and families.

The Road Forward 
This Land has been part of the fabric of the life of Indigenous 
communities and families long before Hatley Castle was 
built, and it will be long into the future. 

We strive to welcome all guests and visitors by creating 
an environment that enhances Indigenous culture and 
respects traditional knowledge.

Each June, National Indigenous Peoples Day is celebrated at 
Royal Roads. Thousands turn out to share and learn about 
Indigenous experiences, traditions, protocols and world views. 
This important event provides an inclusive opportunity to 
celebrate Indigenous culture and communities while building 
awareness and understanding.

As we mark our 25th anniversary and look to the next 
25 years, we are making new investments in Indigenous 
education, engagement and art that strengthens our 
interconnection through time, among people and 
with these Lands.

Read more of this story of 
past, present and future 
of Indigenous culture and 
relationships at RRU:

royalroads.ca

Respecting 
Tradition
Reshaping 
Tomorrow
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TO TRANSFORM 
A powerful online learning platform that centres the wisdom,
traditional knowledge, worldviews, and lived experiences of the
original Matriarchs of the lands often called Canada.

FOR A TRULY TRANSFORMATIONAL EXPERIENCE VISIT DEYEN.CA



6 | MÁKOOK PI SÉLIM  |  INDIGENOUS BUSINESS MAGAZINE  2021 PUBLISHED BY BUSINESS IN VANCOUVER

A NEW ERA OF INDIGENOUS BUSINESS

Welcome 
t o  B I V ’ s 
inaug-
u r a l  I n -
digenous 
business 
magazine, 

Mákook pi Sélim, which translates to 
“buying and selling” in Chinook Jargon, 
and is written in the endangered Chinook 
Peipa language on this publication's cover. 
My name is Chastity Davis-Alphonse, 
and I am a proud member of the Tla’amin 
Nation and have English and Ukrainian 
roots. I have recently married into the 
Tsilhqot’in Nation. I have been a part of 
the Indigenous business community in 
Vancouver (and beyond) for over 15 years 
and have watched it grow exponentially 
since the early 2000s.  

It has been a complete honour as the 
editor of Mákook pi Sélim to work with a 
team of 100% Indigenous writers. Their 
innate talent for storytelling is woven into 
the articles throughout the publication. 
We have done our best to capture a diverse 
set of Indigenous voices, wisdom and 
stories to highlight the incredible divers-
ity of Indigenous business in Vancouver 
and around British Columbia. 

Indigenous Peoples had a thriving trad-
itional economy since time immemorial, 
which you will read about in many of the 
articles included in this first publication. 
Business or “buying and selling” is in the 
blood of many Indigenous Peoples. This 
blood-memory is being reactivated at 
a rapid pace despite the more than 155-
year history of colonial policy that out-
lawed every aspect of Indigenous Peoples’ 

traditional ways of life.  
Mákook pi Sélim highlights the strength, 

resiliency and innovation of Indigenous 
Peoples as it relates to business. We are 
in a new era of Indigenous business that 
has been forged by the hard work and 
combined effort of the generations that 
came before us and of current generations.  

It is important to tell our stories from 
our perspectives and Mákook pi Sélim 
is one pathway for us to showcase our 
successes, as well as discuss the barriers 
that still exist.  

Chastity Davis-Alphonse 
chastitydavis.com 

MESSAGE FROM THE EDITOR

bccpa.ca/indigenous

CPAs have the strategic mindset and financial
acumen to help you reach your economic goals. 
CPAs work in every sector of the economy, 
including First Nations Government and not-for-profits. 

CPAs help build community
well-being, sustainability,
and long-term economic
prosperity.
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DALE MCCREERY AND DAVID DOUGLAS ROBERTSON, PHD

There’s a lot of history behind the name we’ve selected for this 
magazine – Mákook pi Sélim.

We considered other names, all likewise in Chinook Wawa 
or “jargon,” the historic cross-cultural trade language that was 
born on this province’s shores and reached its highest peaks here. 

But Mákook pi Sélim stayed with us as the option most evocative 
of B.C.’s Chinook Wawa-related heritage. 
“Mákook pi Sélim” translates as “buying and selling,” as a way 

of expressing the concept of “business.” We think it tells you a 
lot that it takes three words in this Aboriginal-based language 
of commerce to convey what English puts into a single, less 
transparent expression. “Business” just says “I’m busy” doing 
unspecified, perhaps unaccountable, activities. Contrast that 
with our title phrase: 
“Mákook” [MAA-kuuk] traces to a  word for “trading.” 

It tended to get specialized in B.C. Chinook Wawa as “buying.”
“Pi” [pe] comes from the Métis habit of saying French “puis” 

(“and then”) to express “and.”
“Sélim” [SEL-im] is a uniquely B.C. Chinook Wawa word, likely 

imported by maritime traders – including B.C. Aboriginal people 
like the Haida sealers who wowed Hawai’ian audiences with their 

oarsmanship. They used a pidgin English with Pacific Islands 
Indigenous Peoples. Their “sell ’um” caught on, back here on 
the continent. 

So, we feel that this simple three-word title, “buying and selling,” 
carries a lot of B.C. Indigenous history, while expressing exactly 
what the magazine is all about. And it’s said in the province’s 
famous language that grew from a commercial start into a shared 
identity. 

In future issues, we look forward to writing more short, enjoy-
able pieces, highlighting Chinook Wawa’s ongoing expression of 
Aboriginal commerce. From its launch in fur trading on the shores 
of Vancouver Island and Haida Gwaii, through its entrenchment 
in the households and workplaces of Fort Vancouver’s and New 
Caledonia’s Métis people, to its upscaling to canneries, cow-
boying and advertising, Chinook Wawa tells an evocative story 
of Indigenous initiative. Tlahowyam! 

Dale McCreery is a Michif born and raised in Hazelton, B.C. He became inter-
ested in Chinook Wawa during breaks from learning his own language and 
has continued studying and using the language for the past number of years.
David Douglas Robertson is a linguistic consultant in Indigenous languages 
including Chinuk Wawa and �əw’ál’məš. He publishes articles about Chinook 
Wawa daily at chinookjargon.com and teaches free online classes in B.C. 
Chinook Wawa. 

WHY “MÁKOOK PI SÉLIM”?

Nominate  
Now! Nominations Open

June 1 – June 30

Nominations Open
June 1 – July 7

Nominations Open
June 1 – July 14

It’s time to #nominatenowbc 
and recognize the 
accomplishments of BC’s 
entrepreneurs, artists 
and leaders and celebrate 
extraordinary people doing 
exceptional work.

BCACHIEVEMENT.COM      
#NOMINATENOWBC

Elevate Excellence. Share Success. Inspire Change.
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B.C. is already a leader in innovative contract solutions, but more 

work remains to be done, says Miller Titerle + Co.’s Indigenous Law 

Group principal Merle Alexander • SUBMITTED
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The business case for UNDRIP in B.C.

PROSPEROUS 
RECONCILIATION

MERLE ALEXANDER

Skyfall is the name of an awesome Bond movie, not what happens 

when B.C. implements a human rights instrument like the United 

Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP).

In B.C., we do not fear challenges. We rise to them. We 
adapt and courageously lead. Implementing UNDRIP is 
no different: we are innovators, and we’ll do it together.

On November 28, 2019, the Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples Act (DRIPA) became binding law in 
B.C. It is not just historic for its content, but for the First 
Nations-Crown co-development process that created the 
act. It is an outstanding achievement that we may beam 
with pride over. Not only was it passed unanimously by 
New Democratic Party, Green and Liberal members of the 
legislative assembly, it had the support of First Nations, 

industry, environmental non-governmental organizations, 
unions and civil society.  Now that is a coalition for change.  

FPIC = VETO
Let’s brave the free-prior-and-informed-consent-equals-

a-veto issue. Presently, Canada’s political and industry 
advisors are running rampant with “veto interpretations” 
because federal UNDRIP legislation is being debated. It is an 
important conversation that requires maturity, experience 
and constructive thought.

In its simplest, veto is about overruling others, and 
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DRIPA WILL BRING LEGAL AND ECONOMIC 
CERTAINTY TO OUR BEAUTIFUL PROVINCE.  
WHEN THE DARK CLOUDS OF UNCERTAINTY ARE 
PARTING AND BLUE SKIES ARE ALLOWING RAYS 
OF HOPE THROUGH, WE DO NOT FEAR THE SKY 
WILL FALL, WE MOVE INTO THE SUN 

Regional Chief Terry Teegee

BC Assembly of First Nations 

consent is about agreement. Pick up any dictionary and you 
will find consent and veto are opposites. So why do so many 
reasonable people treat the words synonymously? We’ll assume 
it is because of the “What if?” question of “What if we cannot 
mutually consent?” It is not an unreasonable question, but 
there is a reasonable answer. 

When we disagree and cannot immediately achieve consent, 
we will have the humility and experience to ask others for help, 
wisdom and guidance. In most contracts – including the First 
Nations-industry norm of impact benefit agreements – there 
are alternative dispute resolution mechanisms developed for 
the exact purpose of helping parties to find consensus decisions 
and, importantly, avoid the courts. Mediation and arbitration 
are a business norm.  

An example of negotiated consent: I am working directly on 
implementing UNDRIP with industry and government. We are 
advising an Indigenous nation on the next phase of production 
for a major mine in B.C. It will be the first Canadian (if not 
international) UNDRIP-compliant, consent-based impact 
benefit agreement. Without lifting confidentiality, I can say 
that the First Nation and proponent have co-developed the 
most innovative, elegant and constructive interpretation of 
consent decision-making, applying both common law and 
Indigenous legal orders of consent. It is a shining example of 
First Nations and industry rising to challenges and achieving 
greater legacy certainty with negotiated mutual consent. The 
next phase will be a consent-based First Nation-government 
agreement that will govern the regulatory and revenue sharing 
aspects for this major project.

BUSINESS CASE
Now, let’s talk about the economic prosperity element of 

DRIPA. What was once the “Indian question,” then the “con-
sultation question,” creates legal and economic uncertainty 

for our economy. Every investor, developer, entrepreneur and 
businessperson wants to minimize risk. Every Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous British Columbian has hopes that these 
beautiful territories may create generations of prosperity for 
our children. We all also recognize that the status quo is holding 
us back. B.C. does not work or fight well with one hand tied 
behind its back.

I propose that we need well-reasoned and inclusive develop-
ment of consent-based agreements, tools, legal mechanisms 
and policies that will establish B.C. as an economic haven.  

The reality is that B.C. is already a leader in the development 
of the most innovative contract solutions in impact benefit 
agreements, government-to-government agreements, joint 
ventures and others. Every good-faith negotiator has the 
same mandate: get an agreement. With equitable parties, they 
achieve consent-based agreements that create economic leg-
acies. It’s not gratuitous, it’s our best business norm.  

We are also not naïve that there is a need to do better. Consent 
was not the law and sometimes parties fall short, communities 
have unequal bargaining power and the agreements are chal-
lenged upon change of leadership. Legacies require a degree of 
equity and fairness and there is still sharp dealing and bad faith 
negotiating that does happen. We want to change that so there 
is not only economic prosperity, but moral economic prosperity.

B.C. First Nations and B.C. business will not accept any-
thing less than absolute success and prosperity. Failure is not 
an option. The future depends on us finding better ways of 
coming together.

A well-set dinner table will be one where the entire commun-
ity is invited, and the harvest is collective. This is the wisdom 
of elders from all nations. 

Merle Alexander is principal of the Indigenous Law Group at Miller Titerle 
+ Co. 

I PROPOSE THAT WE NEED WELL-REASONED AND 
INCLUSIVE DEVELOPMENT OF CONSENT-BASED 
AGREEMENTS, TOOLS, LEGAL MECHANISMS 
AND POLICIES THAT WILL ESTABLISH B.C. AS AN 
ECONOMIC HAVEN 

Merle Alexander

Principal, Indigenous Law Group 
Miller Titerle + Co.

PROSPEROUS RECONCILIATION



| 11

Three female Indigenous entrepreneurs on 
what it takes to make it

ON A 
MISSION

BRANDI MORIN

Three women in business, three separate, powerful missions 

to impact their worlds through entrepreneurship. These 

entrepreneurs are part of the storm of Indigenous women 

starting businesses at two times the rate of non-Indigenous 

women in Canada. They are veterans with a combined near 

half-century of experience under their belts. Here, we dive into 

what has inspired them.

PHOTO: GETTY/TEMMUZCAN



12 | MÁKOOK PI SÉLIM  |  INDIGENOUS BUSINESS MAGAZINE  2021 PUBLISHED BY BUSINESS IN VANCOUVER

A self-described foodie, Inez Cook opened her labour of love in 
2010 while holding down a full-time job as an airline steward-
ess. In the years since, Salmon n’ Bannock – Vancouver’s only 
Indigenous-owned-and-operated restaurant – has garnered 
numerous awards and has been listed as one of the top three 
restaurants in Vancouver on Trip Advisor for several years. 

Cook is a member of the Nuxalk Nation and a Sixties Scoop 
survivor, meaning life hasn’t always been easy for her. She was 
ready to tackle the ups and downs of entrepreneurship, but 
her biggest test came in 2020 when the COVID-19 pandemic 
forced her to scale back and shut down her restaurant. There 
were many dark days spent on the floor in despair, she says. 
But she pulled through due to the help and encouragement 
of family and friends.

“It was amazing,” says Cook during an interview via phone. 
“Friends loaned me money; others bought thousands of dol-
lars’ worth of gift certificates for future use.”

She only spent a day crying before leaping into action to 
inspire her employees who were also feeling down.

“I needed to wipe my tears and be a leader for our team. We 
went to work on our takeout game. I said, ‘Let’s do it guys!’” 
Around the same time, Cook received an invite to open a 
sister restaurant at the Vancouver International Airport, 
which could potentially bring in millions of dollars in sales 
and reach customers globally.

“Once life starts happening again everyone will want 
to go travelling. And I’m ready to grow,” she says with an 
optimistic tone.

Cook offers advice to anyone starting out in the business 
world: getting around likeminded people, not doing business 
with jerks, find a mentor and learn to say ‘No’ to what’s not 
right for your business.

SURVIVAL AND 
SUCCESS
Inez Cook,  
Salmon n’ Bannock

ONCE LIFE STARTS HAPPENING 
AGAIN EVERYONE WILL WANT TO 
GO TRAVELLING. AND I’M READY TO 
GROW 

Inez Cook

Salmon n’ Bannock

Inez Cook founded 

Vancouver’s only 

Indigenous-owned-and-

operated restaurant  • 

SUBMITTED

ON A MISSION



Michelle Nahanee knew what it felt like to stand out growing up, but not 
in a good way. Being Squamish, she experienced racism and ignorant 
attitudes towards Indigenous culture. 

At age 25 she decided to do something about it. Pregnant with her 
daughter at the time, and after working in design and communications 
for several years, Nahanee wanted to share the beauty and strength of 
her culture, artwork and teachings to help shift the public discourse.

“I designed my first poster with a baby sitting on my lap,” laughs 
Nahanee, who founded Nahanee Creative Inc. “But being a business 
owner has allowed me to be the mother I want to be. I can go volunteer 
at her classroom but am also able to pay the rent.”

Her company has expanded over the years and her creations are dis-
tributed across North America. Nahanee Creative features interactive 
workbooks and other materials, and hosts workshops with decoloniz-
ation themes to create impact through design, communications and 
engagement.

“We’re all (as women) in this ecology of business, so lean on the 
matriarchy of leadership that exists in this. You’re only winning when 
the other Indigenous women are winning, too. So never worry about 
competing with other women.”

She stresses the importance of loving what you do.
“Make sure you love it! I do this, what I offer, out of my love for the 

social change I want to see. The way that our mothers would commit to 
us through thick and thin. Do that.”  

MATRIARCHY OF 
LEADERSHIP
Michelle Nahanee,  
Nahanee Creative Inc.

WE’RE ALL (AS WOMEN) IN THIS 
ECOLOGY OF BUSINESS, SO 
LEAN ON THE MATRIARCHY OF 
LEADERSHIP THAT EXISTS IN THIS. 
YOU’RE ONLY WINNING WHEN THE 
OTHER INDIGENOUS WOMEN ARE 
WINNING, TOO. SO NEVER WORRY 
ABOUT COMPETING WITH OTHER 
WOMEN 

Michelle Nahanee

Nahanee Creative Inc.

Nahanee Creative founder 

Michelle Nahanee says to never 

worry about competing with 

other women • JAMIE-LEIGH GONZALES
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Entrepreneurship is in the blood of all Indigenous 
Peoples, says Patrice Mousseau, owner and creator of 
Satya Organic Skin Care. 

She created her revolutionary natural balm over 10 
years ago when her eight-month-old daughter was 
diagnosed with eczema. Not wanting to follow doctors’ 
advice to give her infant steroids, Mousseau researched 
extensively then cooked a batch of balm in her crockpot. 
Her creation cleared her daughter’s eczema in two days. 

Satya was born. It was a natural progression, says the 
former broadcast journalist. Her initial perceptions 
of business owners were bleak; she thought they were 
negative, profit driven and took advantage of the en-
vironment. But that changed when she realized she held 
an inherent skillset to succeed in business.

“It’s in our (Indigenous) natural way of thinking, 
business. We think about how it will affect others, 
how we work with customers, how it will affect our 
environment and we think about giving back to our 
communities. We respect and value everyone’s dif-
ferent voices,” she explains.

These days Satya products are sold in 900 stores 
across Canada and online. The company recently 
launched partnerships with Indigo and Hudson’s Bay 
Co. and is exporting to Hong Kong.

Mousseau, a single mother, says she couldn’t have 
built up her business without the support of commun-
ity. Now, she’s on a mission to support other female In-
digenous entrepreneurs and tell them to be courageous.

“It’s like being able to jump off a cliff (business 
ownership). You’re going to figure it out on the way 
down. Have some faith! There’s no reason why anyone 
can’t do this.”   

HEALING AND HAVING 
FAITH
Patrice Mousseau,  
Satya Organic Skin Care

IT’S IN OUR (INDIGENOUS) NATURAL WAY OF THINKING, BUSINESS. 
WE THINK ABOUT HOW IT WILL AFFECT OTHERS, HOW WE WORK 
WITH CUSTOMERS, HOW IT WILL AFFECT OUR ENVIRONMENT 
AND WE THINK ABOUT GIVING BACK TO OUR COMMUNITIES 

Patrice Mousseau

Satya Organic Skin Care

Patrice Mousseau has grown 

a homemade balm for eczema 

into a thriving national and 

international business  • 

SUBMITTED

ON A MISSION
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CHIEF WAYNE SPARROW

Musqueam leadership’s vision, 
consistent with our past and sup-
ported by our community mem-
bers, is to realize our long-term 
economic self-sufficiency.

The unwavering efforts and 
sacrifices of many who came 
before us, based on Musqueam 
values and sneweyet (teachings), 

and based on our unique relationships to our lands and 
resources, have guided our self-sufficiency journey.

In 2012, Musqueam Indian Band chief and council created 
the Musqueam Capital Corp. (MCC). MCC is the guardian 
of Musqueam’s real estate holdings and other existing 
assets. MCC’s mission is to generate greater value and 
increase revenues to provide for our community’s ongoing 
health, education, housing and employment needs. 

Today, MCC is governed by a board of directors with a 
dedicated staff of 15. The board is responsible to Musqueam 
chief and council.

In addition to operating several golf courses, partnering 
in a thriving marina complex and leasing residential and 
retail properties, MCC is constructing a marquee develop-
ment called (home). This development is on the Uni-
versity Endowment Lands in unceded Musqueam territory. 

In keeping with our guiding values,  planning is 
inspired by the following principles: 

■  Preservation and enhancement of open space
■  Sustainability
■  Community integration and respect
■  Housing diversity
■  Responsible development
■  Building a community heart

at full build-out encompasses over 1.2 million 
square feet of residential space for 1,250 market, rental 
and workforce rental units. Residents will have access to a 
community amenity building, a privately operated daycare, 
an inspiring retail and gathering plaza, and an abundance 
of green space and meandering walkways and trails.

MCC is about a third of the way through the project with 
the first phase scheduled for completion in the spring of 
2022.

Additional land holdings in the planning stages include 
parcels on our main reserve lands and in the City of Delta.  
There are also several real estate acquisitions in active 
negotiations.

Concurrent with managing Musqueam assets and 
real estate holdings, MCC has been successful in build-
i ng the capacity a nd ex pertise of Musquea m ba nd 

members. Approximately half of the MCC team is staffed 
by Musqueam members. Through our assets and strategic 
alliances, Musqueam owned and affiliated businesses have 
been active in bidding and securing contracts in areas such 
as landscaping, civil works, electrical, carpentry and others. 
Furthermore, at , each phase of our project includes 
provisions for specific educational funding for scholarships, 
bursaries and post-secondary tuition. The development is 
also culturally well represented through art installations 
by renowned Musqueam artists.

Beyond , we are building our legacy in partnership 
with our relatives at Squamish and Tsleil-Waututh First 
Nations. Together, we are full or co-owners of over 160 
acres of future development in our traditional territory. 

In the spirit of collaboration among ourselves and with 
select partners, we look towards a healthy future together. 
MCC continues to explore acquisitions and partnerships 
to bolster Musqueam’s existing portfolio of assets and 
developments.

The winds of fortune are behind our backs. With the 
ever-present guidance of our past leaders, respected 
elders and with the strong support of our present and 
future generations, we will continue to travel along this 
self-sufficiency journey. 

Chief Wayne Sparrow ( ) is in his fourth consecutive 
term as chief of Musqueam Indian Band. He sits on the Musqueam 
Fisheries Commission and serves as the band’s chief negotiator. 

BUILDING A PROGRESSIVE FUTURE ON A PROUD HISTORY
Musqueam Capital Corp. guards, develops the band’s key holdings

MUSQUEAM CAPITAL CORP. CONTINUES TO EXPLORE ACQUISITIONS AND PARTNERSHIPS 
TO BOLSTER MUSQUEAM’S EXISTING PORTFOLIO OF ASSETS AND DEVELOPMENTS

The mixed-use project is inspired by community, 

sustainability and responsible development • SUBMITTED
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Stories of six self-starting 
Indigenous business owners 

ENTREPRENEURIAL
SPIRIT 

CATHERINE LAFFERTY
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With an Indigenous connection of Cree and Métis on his 
mother’s side, Keenan Beavis studied finance and eco-
nomics and received a bachelor of business administration 
from the University of the Fraser Valley before starting his 
own company. 

Beavis is the founder of Longhouse Media, a media com-
pany that grows businesses and brands through storytelling 
and targeted marketing. While in university, Beavis did 
freelance work behind the scenes to get his company up 
and running, and he’s been working on the vision for his 
company ever since surpassing his revenue and profit goals. 

“I think marketing should be simple and the best way 
to get attention for your business is through telling your 
story,” he says. 

Focusing on digital services this year due to COVID-19, 
Beavis says he is fortunate that his business is adaptable. 
“Marketing is as old as time but the way we are doing mar-
keting is kind of new. Telling people’s stories should be the 
way that marketing happens,” he shares.

Beavis says the best way to connect with someone is 
through oral storytelling and he attributes this to In-
digenous culture. 

“We need to go back to the oral storytelling, and I think 
that people can learn a lot through Indigenous storytelling 
on how you can actually market a business.” 

MEANINGFUL MARKETING
Keenan Beavis,  
Longhouse Media

RIGHT: Keenan Beavis is 

the founder of Longhouse 

Media • LONGHOUSE MEDIA

Lynn-Marie Angus from the Gitxaała Nishga’a Cree and 
Métis Nation is the owner and co-founder of Sisters Sage, 
an Indigenous wellness brand she started in 2018 with her 
sister Melissa-Rae. 

The duo uses tradition, culture and knowledge to create 
modern self-care and wellness products. 

It’s about “sharing, highlighting, promoting Indigenous 
cultural and social issues to the wider population,” says 
Angus. “Another equally important mission of ours is to 
promote, inspire and motivate other Indigenous women 
and youth to define their own financial futures through 
business,” she says. 

Angus wants to become an environmentally sustainable 
business and take back ownership through reconciliation. 

“Reconciliation with ourselves as being the true and 
original entrepreneurs of Turtle Island,” she says. 

Angus did a lot of inner work before starting her business 
and consulted with elders to ensure that she was being true 
to her culture and her values. Her greatest teacher has been 
her mother, who taught Angus about traditional medicines.

“I want Indigenous People to realize their own finan-
cial sovereignty and their own financial freedom and 
independence. The fastest growing demographic in Can-
ada at the moment is Indigenous and so I want to be that 
representation for Indigenous Peoples.” 

With the Indigenous economy valued at around $30 
billion and projected to triple in the next five years, Angus 
wants to inspire other Indigenous Peoples to define their 
own financial future through business.

WEALTH AND WELLNESS
Lynn-Marie Angus,  
Sisters Sage

OPPOSITE PAGE: Lynn-Marie 

Angus founded Sisters Sage 

in 2018 • LULIA AGNEW



18 | MÁKOOK PI SÉLIM  |  INDIGENOUS BUSINESS MAGAZINE  2021 PUBLISHED BY BUSINESS IN VANCOUVER

Alex Mounsey’s journey to becoming a realtor has afforded him a 
number of interesting opportunities.  

Belonging to Secwepemc from the Simpcw First Nation of the 
North Thompson River, Mounsey studied at the University of British 
Columbia (UBC), where he served as vice-president of the Indigenous 
Business Association at UBC. In this role, he says he provided others 
with opportunities to learn about real-world scenarios and “show 
kids how much opportunity there is out there for them if they just 
look around and find these kinds of job openings.” 

Mounsey completed an Indigenous internship at Polygon Homes 
Ltd. during university, which built on what he learned at school. 
From there, he worked at the Canada Revenue Agency in the criminal 
investigation division. 

Ultimately, it was always his goal to be a realtor, so he headed to 
Whisler to fulfill his dream. 

Mounsey has been busy building relationships as an entrepre-
neur and says he was fortunate to have mentors to help build those 
connections. As for his next step, Mounsey says he wants to work 
towards integrating Indigeneity into his work. 

“I’ve always been really interested in development, so hopefully 
[I’ll] be able to work with some surrounding nations and help pro-
mote their economic development through land proposals and rental 
projects to help bring some income into their bands.” 

REALIZING REAL ESTATE
Alex Mounsey,  
The Whistler Real Estate Co. Ltd.

Alex Mounsey is a realtor with 

The Whistler Real Estate Co. • 

LOM DESIGN & PHOTOGRAPHY

Paisley Nahanee is a DJ by night and decolonizer by day. 
From Squamish Nation and French, Irish and Hawaiian ancestry, 

she is the lead decolonial facilitator for Nahanee Creative Inc.’s De-
colonizing Practices workshop, and a freelancer with the Fireweed 
Fellowship, a national accelerator for Indigenous entrepreneurship. 

She also co-founded MST Futurism, which focuses on envisioning 
the future of Vancouver through host nation lands, and as an event 
producer and DJ, Nahanee focuses her many talents on creating safe 
and acceptable spaces for Indigenous Peoples, specifically Indigiqueer 
and Two Spirit folks. 

“We’re facilitating so much right now, and we haven’t even fully 
launched or shown off our new offerings,” says Nahanee of Decol-
onizing Practices, which wants to train younger folks to become 
facilitators. “To see that grow is really exciting for me,” she says. 

Decolonizing Practices offers teachings all over the world. 
Nahanee’s favourite part of being a facilitator is being there for 
those ‘Aha!’ moments. “[Seeing] people’s perspectives actually shift 
and change is so exciting and you’re really able to witness when that 
happens to someone,” she shares, adding that thoses shifts in per-
spective create safer environments for Indigenous Peoples. 

PRACTISING PERSPECTIVE
Paisley Nahanee, Nahanee Creative Inc. 

Paisley Nahanee is the lead decolonial facilitator for Nahanee Creative’s 

Decolonizing Practices workshop • DECOLONIZEEVERYTHING.ORG

ENTREPRENEURIAL SPIRIT
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Tia Felix is not your average business leader. She is a traditional Indigenous 
midwife and is in the business of delivering babies. 

Huckleberry Midwives, a project led by Felix, began with a focus on urban 
Indigenous-led outreach in October 2019 with a one-to-two-client caseload 
per month. Since then, the Huckleberry project – part of the Strathcona 
Midwifery Collective – has provided Indigenous-led midwifery care to just 
under 60 birthing families. Three-quarters of their client base self-identi-
fies as Indigenous, and an additional 15% identifies as racialized families. 

“Midwifery is one of the oldest professions so there’s a lot of reclaiming of 
language and cultural practices,” she says. 

Felix herself is from Splatsin First Nation in the Secwepemc Territory. She 
is the eldest of seven children and a large part of her childhood experience 
was assisting in the birth of her younger siblings. 

A big part of the work of an Indigenous Midwife is helping to create a 
sense of community through outreach. Family resources and the building 
of community support networks are often provided in what Felix refers to as 
a wraparound type of service. Through her small team, Felix has been able 
to build trusting relationships with clients, which makes them more likely 
to seek out care when needed. 

“Having that relationship and still providing wrap-around care, point-of-
entry care or holistic care and cultural support – that’s very rarely recognized 
in the Western health care system.” 

Felix and organizations such as Kilala Lelum have been working hard to 
have the First Nations Health Authority recognize midwifery and support 
it fully in a way that creates opportunities for more Indigenous midwives. 

HOLISTIC HEALTH CARE
Tia Felix, Strathcona Midwifery Collective

Tia Felix is a registered midwife with the Strathcona Midwifery 

Collective • STRATHCONA MIDWIFERY COLLECTIVE

FortisBC Inc. and FortisBC Energy Inc. use the FortisBC name and logo under license from Fortis Inc. (21-002.18.2   04/2021)

In a word, yes. National Indigenous History Month is 
an opportunity for us to commemorate our formal 
Statement of Indigenous Principles. Developed 20 
years ago with guidance from Indigenous leaders, it 
forms our foundation for building authentic, mutually 
respectful relationships with Indigenous Peoples.

We appreciate every occasion we have to work together 
with Indigenous partners on vital energy projects. 
They are opportunities to learn, grow and renew our 
commitment to working in the most inclusive and 
respectful way.

That’s energy at work.

Learn more about our business 
development partnerships at 
fortisbc.com/indigenous.

Could 
mutual 

respect spark 
growth?

For Roger Dall’Antonia, president & CEO 
of FortisBC, Reconciliation is an essential, 
ongoing journey.
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Originally from Treaty 1 Territory, Karlene Fortin’s grandmother is Cree, and 
her grandfather, African American. She was placed in a white home and is an 
intergenerational survivor of the Sixties Scoop. Fortin was adopted into a Métis 
family later on in life, and was reunited with her twin brother. 

Named after her daughter, Scarlett J. Designs was born from a pride in being 
Indigenous. “When she was born, I had an epiphany. I needed to know more 
about who I am in order to be this mother and I wanted to bring this culture 
into my children. I want their lives to be richer that way and I want them to 
have this pride,” she says. 

When COVID struck, Fortin asked herself how she could bring life, colour, 
culture and community into a mask. She pivoted her business to focus solely 
on hand-made mask making. She admits she spent night and day at her sewing 
machine at peak production and estimates she has sold close to 5,000 masks 
since the start of the pandemic.

Fortin believes masks will still be utilized even after the pandemic is over. 
“I think this shifting of how we protect ourselves is still going to be there,” 

says Fortin, who hopes to eventually take her talents to design school. 
Scarlett J. Designs tries to ensure all of the fabric and textiles used are de-

signed by Indigenous Peoples. Fortin refers to them as “Indigenized functional 
fashion.” 

“Creating regalia, making drums, all this beautiful beadwork that women are 
doing, this is not overnight stuff. There’s no factory. It is a mom, it’s a woman, 
it’s an artist, it’s a man. It’s sitting there and creating something so beautiful 
like we’ve always done.” 

FUNCTIONAL FASHION
Karlene Fortin,  
Scarlett J. Designs

Karlene Fortin is the founder of 

Scarlett J. Designs • ROB KRUYT

INDIGENOUS PEOPLES AND BUSINESS

60,000
Number of Indigenous 
businesses in Canada 

12%
of them are 
large commun-
ity-owned firms

$32B
Value of the 
Indigenous private 
economy in 2016 

40%
of Indigenous self- 
employed workers  
are women 

Source: Breaking Barriers: A Decade of Indigenous Women’s Entrepreneurship in Canada, Women Entrepreneurship Knowledge Hub and Canadian Council for 
Aboriginal Business (2020)

ENTREPRENEURIAL SPIRIT
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KHELSILEM

It’s important to understand that 
Indigenous Peoples are not merely 
interest groups, but governing 
nations.

Indigenous societies existed be-
fore the confederation of Canada, 
and we continue to exist. With the 
existence of our societies, so do 
our legal orders live. The ability 

to deliberate, set and enforce laws are crucial tenants of 
governance. An elder once shared with me that “govern-
ance is a process a people choose to use to take care of what 
matters most to its people.” This has stuck with me as I 
reflect on what my people care about.

In 2008, I attended a workshop on nation rebuilding. My 
eyes opened to the power and potential of my people and 
nation. Nation rebuilding involves rebuilding institu-
tions of governance that include our culture to effectively 
address our nation’s challenges through our lens. This 
includes learning from the best practices handed down 
through many generations and learning new knowledge 
to create a better future.

My nation has been undergoing our rebuilding efforts 
for nearly a hundred years, building on the work of our 
ancestors. After we suffered a devastating loss of popu-
lation, foreign entities (to Squamish lands) undermined 
our Squamish ways of being by confining us to tiny Indian 
reserves and Residential Schools. The decimation of our 
societies (and by extension, our governing systems and 
our legal orders) by Canadian governments is the context 
for our nation rebuilding work.

Our work is about how we turn what we have into what 
we need to get what we want. In 2017, the Squamish Nation 

created an economic development company that is arms-
length from the Squamish political body. We then hired 
diverse business experts to govern business operations as 
a board of directors. The objective is to create, promote 
and allow for wise business decisions filtered through a 
business lens over a political lens – a Squamish tradition 
to value expert advice to guide our choices as a people. 
This enabled us to propose a 6,000-unit rental housing de-
velopment near the heart of downtown Vancouver with the 
potential to generate $20 billion in much-needed revenue 
for our continued nation rebuilding efforts. 

We will continue to rebuild by investing in our lands and 
our people in the near and distant future. We’ve invested 
approximately $1.9 million over the past three years so 
every Squamish person that wishes to obtain a post-sec-
ondary degree will be funded to do so. We’ve invested 
approximately $2.2 million so that our non-profit housing 
society can begin pre-development work to construct 1,000 
affordable homes on our lands. And we’ve invested roughly 
$3.5 million into language and cultural revitalization pro-
grams so thousands of years of knowledge is available to 
future generations to inform our future legal orders. 

We’re rebuilding our nation with good governance to 
take care of the things that matter most to our people, 
just like the elder shared with me. We are on an exciting 
path. Although the Squamish Nation in 2121 will not look 
like the Squamish Nation of 1421, there will be a storyline 
connecting our existence as a distinct society. We’ll be here 
contributing to the local economy and community through 
the traditions and sophistication that were handed down 
to us by our ancestors. 

Khelsilem is a proud member of the Squamish Nation, in his first term 
on Squamish Nation Council and a council spokesperson.  

THE REBUILDING OF SQUAMISH NATION
Revitalization and development for the future, rooted in ancestry

WE’RE REBUILDING OUR NATION WITH GOOD GOVERNANCE TO TAKE 
CARE OF THE THINGS THAT MATTER MOST TO OUR PEOPLE
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From jumping through hoops to widening the circle

SYSTEMIC 
RACISM AND 
INDIGENOUS 
BUSINESS

ALISON TEDFORD

Like many business owners from underrepresented identities in 

mainstream business, Indigenous business owners face unique 

barriers to success.

One of these factors, which can be particularly frustrating, 
is systemic racism. This concept is defined as “policies and 
practices that exist throughout a whole society or organ-
ization, and that result in and support a continued unfair 
advantage to some people and unfair or harmful treatment 
of others based on race,” according to Cambridge Dictionary.

Historically, Indigenous business owners have had laws 
imposed that limited their ability to thrive as business 
owners. Section 32.1 of the Indian Act forbade settlers from 
purchasing produce from Indigenous farmers. Potlatches, 
traditional governance and economic systems that embody 
ceremony, were outlawed by the Canadian federal govern-
ment from 1885-1951. While these laws have been repealed, 
inequities remain intact. 

“The system isn’t set up for us to succeed. The system 
is only set up to work for a certain type of person. A lot 
of people tend to fall outside of that, which, of course, is 
difficult,” says Patrice Mousseau, the Anishinaabe founder 
of Satya Organic Skin Care. She comes from Fort William 
First Nation, and she speaks to one of the many systemic 
barriers Indigenous business owners struggle against: 
accessing capital through lending. 

Because people who live on reserve do not own the prop-
erty they live on, they don’t have as much access to collat-
eral as someone who doesn’t live on reserve and can borrow 
against their home. Mousseau speaks of the burden of 
higher interest rates, and a sense that Indigenous Peoples 
aren’t given a fair shot. “The amount of hoops and bureau-
cracy that we have to jump through is three times what 
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you’d have to do if you were a White person,” she recounts. 
Outside of the issues around lending policy, Indigenous 

business owners face assumptions about advantages they 
are given that are not based in reality, such as that they don’t 
have to pay taxes and have more access to grant funding. 
While this may be true for smaller grant amounts, that 
hasn’t been Mousseau’s experience for grants of a high-
enough value to make a meaningful difference. 

She has also dealt with racist attitudes around how others 
evaluate her potential as a person.
“Either you’re told you won’t be successful because you’re 

an Indigenous person, or if you are successful, it’s not be-
cause of your hard work and talent, it’s because you’ve been 
given all of these supposed benefits,” she says.

Public perception is shaped by representation, and that’s 
a challenge that’s compounded by the lack of stock photo 
images of Indigenous Peoples that are not based on stereo-
types, says Trustmode Marketing’s Métis founder Andréa 
Coutu. She speaks of the frustration of not being able to find 
culturally appropriate imagery, something White business 
owners don’t face.
“When I’m teaching marketing at the university level, I 

actually build in a discussion of stock photography as a 
way of countering systemic oppression. When you’re doing 
marketing and you choose the images and the people that 

Andréa Coutu is the founder and CEO of Trustmode Marketing • 

GALEN HUTCHESON

The Vancouver Fraser Port Authority is working to 
create meaningful and long-term relationships with 
Indigenous communities whose traditional territories 
and treaty lands intersect the lands and waters of the 
Port of Vancouver. 

Learn more at portvancouver.com/indigenous-relations 

The restoration of New Brighton Park was a recent collaboration with local 
Indigenous groups.
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BUSINESS AND 
RECONCILIATION

2%
of Canadian businesses have 
committed partnerships with 
Indigenous Peoples

85%
of businesses report being 
disengaged

21%
of Canadian companies report 
partnering with Indigenous 
organizations to hire more 
Indigenous staff 

26%
of Canadian companies say they 
prioritize the employment of 
Indigenous Peoples

41%
of companies disclosed 
information on community 
investment related to 
reconciliation and Indigenous 
Peoples

Source: National Report on Inclusion, Indigenous 
Works (2017); Reconciliation & Responsible Invest-
ment Initiative (2021)

you’re representing, you have a way of undoing some of the 
harm that is done. We’ve seen some photo sites really including 
more images and there’s change all the time in who’s being 
represented in the media, but we’re not there yet,” Coutu says.

Ultimately, Coutu urges people to expand the mental map 
of what Indigeneity can look like. So often, that is driven by 
cultural values. 
“It’s really important to be sensitive to the complexity of 

experiences. Just looking at how many Indigenous commun-
ities there are in British Columbia alone – there is a myriad of 
experiences of being an Indigenous person, and it is unique to 
the individual, and the family, and the community, and in so 
many more layers than we are used to in our capitalistic society 
that tends to centre the individual and the nuclear family.” 

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission has a specific 
call to action, No. 92, that calls on the business community 
to participate in reconciliation. It speaks to the need for the 
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
principles to be reflected in a company’s policies and core 
operational procedures. 

Policies that consider “minimum standards for the survival, 
dignity and well-being of the Indigenous Peoples of the world” 
could form the beginnings of a new way forward in the spirit 
of reconciliation in business. 

Systemic racism is a problem Indigenous business owners 
endure, but there are opportunities for industries, government 
entities, lending institutions and decision-makers to partici-
pate in righting these wrongs moving forward. 

These policies and practices, while systemic, can be shaped 
by individuals to improve relationships and opportunities for 
the future. Instead of jumping through hoops, Indigenous 
business owners could be invited into the circle, and that 
would be a welcome change. 

SYSTEMIC RACISM AND INDIGENOUS BUSINESS

THE AMOUNT OF HOOPS AND BUREAUCRACY 
THAT WE HAVE TO JUMP THROUGH IS THREE 
TIMES WHAT YOU’D HAVE TO DO IF YOU WERE A 
WHITE PERSON 

Patrice Mousseau

Satya Organic Skin Care
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CHIEF JOE ALPHONSE

We are living in a time of pro-
fou nd tra nsformation – a nd 
Indigenous Peoples are on the 
front lines of that change. In 
less than two decades, Crown 
consultation with First Nations 
about major projects has evolved 
from an era when it almost never 
happened, to a best practice, to 

a constitutional mandate. Industry leaders are increas-
ingly accepting Indigenous consent as a legal, social 
and business reality, while companies stuck in the past 
have watched high-profile projects flounder in the face 
of Indigenous opposition because they refused to adapt 
to the times.  

And with British Columbia’s new law to implement the 
United Nation’s Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples – and Canada poised to do the same – we can 
expect this transformation to continue for years to come.

In 2014, the T ilhqot’in Nation established Aboriginal 
title to some 1,900 square kilometres of our homeland 
through the Supreme Court of Canada. This judgment 
was rightfully heralded as a “game-changer” for British 
Columbia and Canada. It affirmed that Aboriginal title 
exists in B.C., not only to specific sites but more broadly to 
the expansive hunting, trapping and gathering territories 
that sustained the First Nations of this land. And with that 
inherent, unceded title comes the right to full ownership 
and control, and the right to the benefits of the lands and 
its resources – the “inescapable economic component,” 
in the words of the Supreme Court.

Too often, First Nations are portrayed as “anti-de-
velopment.” But for First Nations people, business is in 
our blood. Long before contact with outsiders, Indigen-
ous trade thrived on this continent. As T ilhqot’in, we 
participated in extensive trade networks that stretched 
from our coastal neighbours, across the Prairies, south to 
Central America and beyond. Then, as now, we pursued 

every opportunity to better the lives of our people and to 
foster strong relations with our neighbours – so long as 
they are based on respect for our authority, our laws and 
values, and our sacred responsibilities as stewards of our 
lands for future generations. 

This is the business of the future. Socially conscious 
investors are increasingly demanding corporate environ-
mental, social and governance accountability. Global 
action on climate change is shaping public and economic 
policy. Social movements have brought the systemic 
barriers and inequalities faced by Black, Indigenous and 
people of colour into the mainstream. Environmental 
racism, the legacy of colonization and the dire social and 
economic gaps faced by Indigenous Peoples in one of the 
wealthiest countries in the world are no longer acceptable. 

I often say that we did not fight for 25 years in the court 
system to separate from Canada. We fought to finally 
secure recognition, respect and our rightful place with-
in Canada as equal partners in the social, political and 
economic life of this country. 

We have a long way to go still. But the world is catching 
up with us. We are in a transformative era: a sweeping and 
unprecedented shift across this country and around the 
world towards the values that we, as Indigenous Peoples, 
have always cherished – deep respect for the beautiful 
lands and waters that sustain us, sustainable practices 
that leave a better world for the future, strong relation-
ships built on respect and economies of care that provide 
for the entire community, including the most vulnerable. 

In these transformative times, the true leaders are 
“leaning in” and investing in the limitless potential of 

Indigenous Peoples and partnerships. This is the only way 
to move beyond a long history of conflict and unlock the 
full economic potential of this province and this country, 
for the benefit of all. The future of business in British 
Columbia and Canada is truly Indigenous. 

Chief Joe Alphonse has been the Tribal Chairman of the Tŝilhqot’in 
National Government since 2010 and elected chief of the Tl’etin-
qox-t’in government since 2009. 

THE FUTURE OF BUSINESS IN B.C. IS INDIGENOUS
Corporate transformation increasingly led by Indigenous values

WE ARE IN A TRANSFORMATIVE ERA: A SWEEPING AND UNPRECEDENTED SHIFT ACROSS THIS COUNTRY AND 
AROUND THE WORLD TOWARDS THE VALUES THAT WE, AS INDIGENOUS PEOPLES, HAVE ALWAYS CHERISHED
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People and businesses benefit from making room for Indigenous voices

EXPANDING EDUCATION

KIM VAN DER WOERD

There are now over 50,000 Indigenous businesses in Canada, and 

Indigenous businesses are being created nine times faster than 

non-Indigenous ones.

Indigenous Peoples have a long history of being entrepre-
neurial, carrying on practices of ensuring their families and 
communities are taken care of. Entrepreneurial pathways 
vary in as many ways as the businesses themselves. Many 
business leaders grow their companies organically, while 
other entrepreneurs attend universities, colleges and trades 
schools to acquire technical skills. 

The number of Indigenous learners entering post-sec-
ondary education has been trending upwards in recent 
years, with approximately 40% of Indigenous students 
in B.C. now transitioning directly from high school to a 
post-secondary institution, and an additional 10% doing 
so after one year. 

Of the Indigenous students who went directly from high 
school to post-secondary, the largest proportion (48%) 
were in the Vancouver/Langara region, according to a 2018 
report from the BC Council on Admissions and Transfers. 

BARRIERS TO EDUCATION
Indigenous students seeking and entering post-secondary 

education programs frequently experience challenges that 
come from colonial history, such as affording the costs 
associated with tuition, books, affordable housing and 
childcare. It is important to note that these barriers are 
targeted areas of inequity created by Canadian systems to 
keep Indigenous Peoples at the low end of socioeconomic 
and health spectrums. 

Furthermore, Indigenous students can experience cul-
tural isolation and culture shock as they enter educational 
environments that often do not value their knowledge, and 
that expect them to assimilate into the dominant culture 
of the educational program. 
“We hear that a lot from students – they don’t want to 

go work in these environments that aren’t culturally safe, 
so they are building their own businesses outside of that,” 
comments Lauren Kelly, director of sector transformation 
at the First Nations Technology Council.

Author and journalist Tanya Talaga wrote in Academic 

Matters that hiring Indigenous faculty, working with 
local nations, including Indigenous perspectives and 
critiquing curriculum are essential to removing silos and 
to incorporating Indigenous learning throughout the 

Lauren Kelly is the director of sector transformation at the First 

Nations Technology Council • SUBMITTED
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Amber Bedard manages the Indigenous research 

support team within the University of Calgary’s 

research services department • SUBMITTED

TREVOR JANG

I attended university as a seven-year-old. For two weeks, anyway. 
Public school teachers were striking. My mother, a student and recent widow, 

had no choice but to bring me to class. It’s why I feel a comforting wave of nostalgia 
every time I visit the University of British Columbia.

We lived in Acadia Park, the on-campus family housing, while mom earned her 
teaching degree. I remember packing my bag with toys and a notebook, pretending 
to take notes in class. I even got to lead physical education, making all the adults 
play some variation of tag I’d made up.

The experience taught me at a young age that adults go to school, too. Watching 
mom study normalized life-long learning and higher education. This is not some-
thing many Indigenous kids, or any kids for that matter, get to experience. For that 
I’m grateful. 

The traditional educational path wasn’t for me, though. It’s not for many Indigen-
ous Peoples. Canada’s educational institutions have largely ignored Indigenous 
ways of knowing, being and seeing. This has created what’s been called by some 
as a “Eurocentric monologue” in academia, thus contributing to the gross under-
representation of Indigenous Peoples in every profession in Canada. 

This includes the fields where my work intersects: digital media, marketing, tech-
nology and entrepreneurship. Only 1% of Canada’s technology sector employees 
identify as Indigenous. Canada’s media industry doesn’t even keep track. If tech rep-
resents the future, and media represents our national narrative, how do Indigenous 

Peoples fit into the narrative of Canada’s future? 
I do have a diploma in broadcast and media communications from the British 

Columbia Institute of Technology, barely. I was 18, just beginning to be confronted 
with the weight of intergenerational trauma. I nearly dropped out. What got me 
through it was Indigenous student services and, after graduation, finding Indigen-
ous employers who were willing to support my personal growth just as much as my 
professional growth. 

My education since then has come from lived experience and Indigenized learning 
opportunities. I accessed training through the First Nations Technology Council to 
gain fundamental knowledge of digital marketing, and it’s been mentors and my 
connections I’ve made as an Indigenous media professional that have sustained my 
business so far. 

At heart, I’m still that kid going to university with his mom. I was introduced to 
environments early on that inspired me to dream big. I suppose it’s ironic then 
that I’ve never felt like I belong in academia myself. But I’m not alone in that. These 
institutions were designed that way, as a systemic mechanism to keep Indigenous 
Peoples excluded. 

The terms reconciliation, diversity and inclusion get thrown around a lot. It’s 
noise, really. Back in the day, Wet’suwet’en children would learn life skills out on the 
land. The practicality of that may not be what it used to be. But the values beneath 
those learning modalities – respect, curiosity, humbleness, gratitude – remain time-
less and at the heart of what those buzzwords mean.

curriculum. Such changes can also enable more Indigenous students 
to access post-secondary education.

INDIGENOUS PERSPECTIVES
There has been a paradigm shift in the business world with the 

resurgence of Indigenous businesses and economies. Simon Fraser 
University (SFU) created the Indigenous business and leadership 
(IBL) program, the first accredited master of business administra-
tion (MBA) in North America that addresses Indigenous business 
and entrepreneurship. The program contributes to the growth of 
Indigenous business leaders through teaching about Indigenous 
economic and business models. 
“This program has brought my work to life,” shares Alexia McKin-

non, SFU’s director of Indigenous business programs and a program 
alumna.
“It was the first time I had an Indigenous faculty member and their 

whole focus was how do you bring your full selves in this, through 
song, ceremony. When I was in this course all my papers reflected 
the sacred teachings, protocol and ceremony. This became the foun-
dation of everything I have brought to life since then – it awakened 
in me how to privilege my community knowledge. Up until then, I 
privileged the colonial worldview and did not know there was space 
for my community knowledge.”

McKinnon shares that programs like the SFU IBL executive MBA 
(EMBA) are authentically creating space for Indigenous Peoples. 
“Over the years, the program has evolved and is now recruiting for 

the seventh cohort of leaders. Over 100 students have graduated... In 

RECONCILIATION THROUGH HIGHER LEARNING
A digital marketing entrepreneur from Wet’suwet’en Nation 
reflects on an unorthodox educational journey
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IT AWAKENED IN ME HOW TO PRIVILEGE MY 
COMMUNITY KNOWLEDGE. UP UNTIL THEN, I 
PRIVILEGED THE COLONIAL WORLDVIEW AND 
DID NOT KNOW THERE WAS SPACE FOR MY 
COMMUNITY KNOWLEDGE 

Alexia McKinnon

Director of Indigenous business programs

SFU

the next two years, we will have close to 200 IBL EMBA graduates 
in the program. You can see how things are changing in the entire 
system.”

Amber Bedard, manager of the Indigenous research support team 
within the University of Calgary’s research services department, 
says she can’t simply say whether such programs meet the edu-
cational needs that exist. 
“While there is a clear shift in institutions attempting to incorpor-

ate an Indigenous worldview in their space (and within academia at 
large), we still have a long road ahead of us. I can’t say that it meets 
a need because that would be affirming the status quo,” she says.
“The status quo has harmed and continues to harm. There are still 

areas in which we can grow and improve. Racism still exists. For 
me, true, authentic, deep change toward reconciliation is moving 
toward a life-long commitment to do better and challenging the 
areas in which we may be apathetic. We all benefit when we have 
a seat at the table.” 

Educational programs that mentor and develop the next genera-
tion of Indigenous leaders in business are very valuable. According 
to Kelly, Indigenous-led and Indigenous-developed businesses 
have higher retention rates because of their fit with Indigenous 
worldviews. 
“Students don’t have to come in and compromise their identity 

and what they consider success. [SFU’s] program will account for 
the way they relate to profit and the land. Students don’t have to 
compromise on who they are to have financial stability.” 

When asked why an employer ought to hire someone from an 
Indigenous business and leadership program, Kelly says fit is key.
“We are trying to build a sustainable not-for-profit with 

Indigenous values thinking... Someone coming out of that pro-
gram is a fit for our organization as they are coming from the same 
background. You have confidence that you are hiring [someone] 
from that program that aligns with the values of your Indigenous 
organization.” 

Indigenous businesses are the fastest growing segment of small 
and medium-sized businesses, doing work that contributes to the 
wellbeing of their communities and families. Indigenous business 
education programs enable Indigenous Peoples to create their own 
economies in alignment with their values, needs and interests, 
while supporting communities to self-determine. 

Ultimately, such programs strengthen not only the individual, 
but the communities they come from. 

Alexia McKinnon is Simon Fraser University’s director of Indigenous business programs • SFU

EXPANDING EDUCATION
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LORI SIMCOX

SPAL General Constructors Corp. 
is a company wholly owned by the 
Tsleil-Waututh Nation (TWN) in 
North Vancouver. By building 
partnerships in the construc-
tion industry, and leveraging and 
managing project-important as-
sociations, SPAL can compete in 
industry bid opportunities with-

in Tsleil-Waututh traditional territory.
SPAL, along with its joint-venture partners, has been 

winning large contracts since its inception in 2009. The 
TWN is actively involved in these partnerships, leveraging 
its industry relationships and creating the terms of the 
agreements.

We have had huge success winning bids tendered by large 
companies such as Seaspan and BC Hydro, and on projects 
such as the Centerm expansion and the Pattullo Bridge 
replacement through relationship development.

The first partner to the table was Fraser River Pile 
and Dredge. The introduction to Mike Bevan-Pritchard, 
vice-president of major project development, through a 
mutual business contact, led the way to what is now a very 
open and transparent business relationship. A detailed 
memorandum of understanding was formed that is specific 
to the needs and working processes of both the TWN and 
the company.  

Bevan-Pritchard, a huge supporter of First Nation part-
nerships, then made the introduction to the Gateway Infra-
structure Group and from there, contracts grew.

Through many meetings and company site visits, SPAL 

has cultivated over 30 strong business partnerships with 
prime bidders in the construction industry. Some compan-
ies such as Rokstad Power see the benefits of working with 
First Nations right away. Others need to be convinced and 
educated on the opportunities available. Communication 
and being available for business development are key.

It has not always been easy approaching large public and 
private sector tendering companies to convince them of 
the benefits of working with First Nations and partners to 
meet their goals. At times, stereotypes can get in the way.

In addition, the bid process can be complicated, involving 
negotiations around costs, revenues and profits, creating 
business agreements and finding employment and training 
for community members where possible.  

TWN has always been a progressive economic commun-
ity, led by late Leonard George and current director Matt 
Thomas. They were the first to venture into on-reserve land 
development with the start of the successful Ravenwoods 
Community on the North Shore in 1993.  Leonard George 
always said that having similar business values and doing 
good work are musts for the business reputation of future 
generations.

It takes patience and a lot of confidence to sit head-to-
head with presidents and CEOs and convince them their 
processes need to change. Business with First Nations 
should never be about a handout. To be successful, it has 
to be about real, obvious and attainable mutual benefit. If 
you can make that clear to all parties at the table, you have 
a winning deal every time. 

Lori Simcox is CEO of SPAL General Constructors, and serves on 
many boards including Northern Vision Development, Indigenous 
Tourism Association of British Columbia and Royal Roads University. 

PRIVATE SECTOR PARTNERSHIPS LEADING WAY TO 
SUCCESS
Winning deals involve creating mutual benefit

HAVING SIMILAR BUSINESS VALUES AND DOING GOOD WORK ARE MUSTS 
FOR THE BUSINESS REPUTATION OF FUTURE GENERATIONS
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KŁAWUM’ PAŦKI (BEVERLEY O’NEIL) 

The principles of our traditional 

ways will translate 100 years 

into the future,” says Ktunaxa 

Nation Nasukin (Chief) Sophie 

Pierre. 
Pierre served for more than 40 years in leadership positions, 
30 of which were in her community as Nasukin, and six years 
as the chief commissioner of the BC Treaty Commission. 

As a child she honed her leadership skills under the guid-
ance of Ktunaxa elder Andrew Michel. He taught Pierre, 

“Leaders are responsible to their community, and you have 
to know your community to serve them.” It is a principle 
that in today’s world Indigenous Nations struggle to put 
back in place when working in governance systems dictated 
by Canada’s Indian Act. 
“Andrew’s grandfather said when the water went down or 

when the animals were moving, you had to move. You had 
to leave it for a while, maybe a generation or two, in order 
to protect the place,” says Pierre. Traditional teachings 
taught one to learn from what was going on around them 
and plan for the future. 
“If something was happening that was strange, you 

watched and learned from it,” she says. 
“You always consider how your decisions impact the future. 

You never strip a bush or pull it by its roots to take home. 
That could destroy the field, and the food source. That is 
the way the old people always talked.” 

Pierre learned from Michel that the more people are im-
pacted by a decision, the more they need to be involved in 
it. Decisions were made by consensus which, as Michel de-
scribed, is “when everyone chews on the meat till everyone 

can swallow it.” Pierre adds, “You arranged what you did 
so you could have consensus.”

In order for the whole to survive, there were times when 
the welfare of one had to be compromised for the entire 
community and future generations. If a person with a 
broken leg slowed the movement of the community escap-
ing an enemy, it was the responsibility of the individual to 
think of all the people and choose to leave to ensure the 
community’s safety. 

LEADERS ARE RESPONSIBLE TO THEIR COMMUNITY, AND YOU HAVE 
TO KNOW YOUR COMMUNITY TO SERVE THEM

THE WAY THE OLD
PEOPLE TALKED
Leading by traditional ways according to Nasukin Sophie Pierre

Nasukin Sophie Pierre has served Ktunaxa Nation as chief for 30 

years • SUBMITTED



What we see today is the individual placing their interests 
ahead of the community and future generations.
“People demand rights but are not prepared to live up to their 

responsibility. This is what troubles me,” says Pierre. “You 
have responsibility before you can demand rights.”

Responsibility to the community, along with conservation 
and land stewardship, are founding Indigenous principles. 
These values and principles are traditional teachings passed 
from generation to generation. These include teachings such 
as the Seven Grandfather Teachings of truth, love, respect, 
bravery, honesty, humility and wisdom –values shared by 
many First Nations across Canada. These teachings fuse 
with principles of conservation and working for the welfare 
of the entire community. In modern day Western systems, 
respect is hierarchical, humility is seen as weakness, brav-
ery oppressed, honesty and truth hidden, wisdom absent 
and love replaced with immediate gratification. Current 
colonial-designed governments conflict with Indigenous 
values and traditional ways.

When Indian residential schools removed children from 
their community, and the Sixties Scoop took children out 
of their families and placed them in non-Indigenous homes, 
the passing of traditions, values and principles was sev-
ered. Children did not get to learn who they were and their 
responsibility. 
“[Traditional teaching] was broken with the passing of 

our language. Language has a huge impact on the identity 
of people and their understanding of their own culture. 
Children pick up language naturally. They are sponges for 
knowledge. That is their role,” says Pierre.
“As leaders, it’s our responsibility to pass on this know-

ledge. It is what leaders do. Children watch and repeat what 
adults do.”

In traditional times, there was a role for everyone in the 
community. There were leaders in all community functions. 
“It was never one person that knew everything or was 

responsible for everything, as it is in many governments 
today,” says Pierre. 

In the Ktunaxa, there were chiefs for deer hunts and an-
other chief for fishing. “Everyone had different talents and 
those were recognized for what they were. We had women 
warriors. You were what was needed at that time.” Medicine 
people knew about medicine and shared their knowledge. 
The next medicine chief was determined long before that 
person knew it.

Ktuna xa leaders were chosen based on their leader-
ship qualities, unlike current government systems where 
democratic processes have become popularity votes, whether 
for an Indian Band chief and council, a municipal mayor or 
a party leader. 

People used to be groomed to serve the people and to their 
position through succession training. “It is a tradition we 
need to revive,” says Pierre.

Today, principle-centred leadership is a book promoted 
as a new way of leading, but it has been the foundation of 
Indigenous Nations for thousands of years. 

Kławum’ Paŧki (Beverley O’Neil), is a citizen of the Ktunaxa Nation, 
writer, journalist, facilitator and Kumtuk (consultant). She is the owner 
of O’Neil Marketing & Consulting and Numa Communications Ltd., and 
the founder of Indigenous Tourism BC.

Indigenous 
women engage in 
entrepreneurship at 
higher rates than the 
Canadian average for 
women (around 40%, 

compared to 36%).

Indigenous female-
owned businesses tend 
to be smaller than their 
male-owned counterparts 
and are more likely to be 
sole proprietorships – 60%, 
compared with 48%.

These businesses are 
more likely to operate 
without employees 
(58%) than Indigenous male-
owned businesses (45%).

Nine percent of 
Indigenous female-
owned businesses have 
annual revenues of $1 
million or more, compared 
to 18% of Indigenous male-
owned businesses.

The proportion of 
Indigenous female-
owned businesses with 
employees has been 
increasing over time, 
nearly doubling over the last 

decade (from 23% in 2010 to 

42% in 2019).

The proportion of 
businesses that are 
incorporated has 
increased over time, 

from 17% in 2010 to 21% in 

2019. 
 

Indigenous female-
owned businesses 
skew towards service 
industries (62%), although 

the proportion operating 

in the primary sectors 

(12%), such as mining and 

agriculture, and secondary 

sectors (22%), such as 

manufacturing and wholesale 

and retail trade, have 
increased over time. 

They are also more 
diverse in terms of 
business type compared 
with businesses run by non-
Indigenous women.

About 73% of Indigenous 
women who own 
businesses say they use 
traditional knowledge 
or traditional cultural 
expressions in their 
businesses.

Indigenous women 
are more likely to use 
personal savings to 
start their business. 
They are significantly less 
likely to use business loans 
or lines of credit to start their 

business: 16% of Indigenous 

male-owned businesses 
secure these types of 
financing, compared with only 

7% of Indigenous female-

owned businesses. 

Source: Breaking Barriers: A Decade 
of Indigenous Women’s Entre-
preneurship in Canada, Women 
Entrepreneurship Knowledge Hub 
and Canadian Council for Aboriginal 
Business (2020)

INDIGENOUS WOMEN 
AND BUSINESS
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