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S e i z i n g  H i g h  G r o u n d
As g ra n d  c h ie f o f  the Assembly o f  F irs t  N a tions, M a tth e w  Coon Come is g iv in g  his people hope

Matthew Coon Come: ‘It is a perpetuation of the status quo and it is totally unacceptable.’ 

W e  d o  n o t  o b je c t  to  e c o n o m ic  in te g ra t io n  o n  

e q u ita b le  te rm s , b u t  w e  h a v e  a  p r o b le m  w i t h  b e in g  

in te g ra te d  in to  a s o c ie ty  w i t h  n o  re s p e c t f o r  o u r  

c u ltu re  a n d  th e  n e e d  to  p re s e rv e  o u r  w a y  o f  l i fe .

In  m a n y  w ays th e  p o s it io n  o f  g ra n d  
c h ie f  o f  th e  A ssem b ly  o f  F ir s t  N a tio n s  
h a s  b e e n  a k in  to  b e in g  G o v e rn o r  G e n 
e r a l  o f  C an a d a : you  g e t a  lo t o f  a t te n 
tio n  b u t  you  d o n ’t h av e  a  lo t o f  a u th o r 
ity.

A s M a tth e w  C oon C om e now  ta c k le s  
th e  jo b  h e  is  a l te r in g  th e  d y n a m ic s , n o t 
w ill in g  to  be  th e  ‘p o l i t ic ia n ’ th a t  p re d e 
c e s s o rs  lik e  O v ide  M e rc re d i a n d  P h il  
F o n ta in e  b ec am e. In s te a d , h e  is  a  lo u d  
vo ice  fo r  n a t iv e  r ig h ts . N o t s tr id e n t ,  
Mr. C oon  C om e c o u c h e s  h is  b e lie fs  
d ip lo m a tica lly , th o u g h  h e  leav es  l i t t le  
d o u b t a b o u t how  i t  is  t im e  fo r n a tiv e s  
to  a s s e r t  th e m se lv e s .

In  P r in c e  G eo rg e  th i s  w eek , h e  m e t 
w ith  th e  C a r r i e r  S e k a n i T r ib a l  C o u n 
c il a n d  le n t h is  s u p p o r t  to  th e  b a n d  in  
th e i r  a t te m p ts  to  k ic k s ta r t  t r e a ty  ta lk s  
a n d , a t  th e  v e ry  m in im u m , s ig n  a n  
in te r im  m e a s u re s  a g re e m e n t .

“ It is  o f  n o  s u r p r is e  to  m e  th a t  th e re  
is  a  c o n t in u e d  in s is te n c e  by  th e  f e d e ra l 
a n d  p ro v in c ia l  g o v e rn m e n ts  to  ex c lu d e  
F i r s t  N a tio n s  fro m  th e i r  s h a r e  o f 
w e a lth  in  th i s  cou n try .

“A s I w a s  s i t t in g  h e r e  th i s  m o rn in g  
w ith  th e  C a r r ie r -S e k a n i N a tio n  I h e a rd  
o f  d e v e lo p m e n ts  th a t  a r e  ta k in g  p lace . 
T h e  e x c lu s io n  o f F i r s t  N a tio n  fro m  
th e i r  s h a r e  o f  th e  r e s o u rc e s  h a s  an  
im p a c t o n  o u r  a b i li ty  to  d e a l w ith  h ig h  
lev e ls  o f  poverty , th e  h ig h  lev e ls  o f  s u i 
c id e  in  o u r  co m m u n ity . I t is  a  p e rp e tu 
a t io n  o f  th e  s ta tu s  q u o  a n d  it is  to ta lly  
u n a c c e p ta b le ."

A c c o rd in g  to  Mr. C oon  C om e, th e re  
is  a  s im p le  w ay  a ro u n d  th i s  im p a s se  — 
a n d  h e  w as  sp e a k in g  n o t o n ly  o f  th e  
s ta l le d  C a r r i e r  ta lk s  b u t t r e a ty  n e g o ti
a t io n s  a c ro s s  th e  p ro v in c e .

“T h e re  n e e d s  to  b e  re s p e c t fo r th e  
fu n d a m e n ta l  s ta n d a rd  o f  th e  in t e r n a 
t io n a l  c o m m u n ity  th a t  C a n a d a  h a s  
a d o p te d  a n d  to  r e s p e c t o u r  r ig h t s  as  
F i r s t  N a tio n s  peop les . T h e  fe d e ra l gov
e r n m e n t  a n d  th e  p ro v in c ia l  g o v e rn 
m e n t  n ee d  to  fo llow  th e  a d v ice  o f  th e  
S u p re m e  C o u r t o f C a n a d a  a n d  re s p e c t 
th e  f id u c ia r y  r e l a t i o n s h ip  w ith  th e  
F i r s t  N a tio n s  people.

“ I th in k  you  h av e  to  s to p  a s k in g  th a t  
w h e n  d ev e lo p m e n t ta k e s  p la ce  fo r  th e  
In d ia n s  to  m ove over, a s  i f  w e a re  in  
th e  way, a s  i f  a l ie n a t in g  u s  w ill so lve  
d e v e lo p m e n t p ro b le m s , th a t  p u t t in g  u s  
o n  la n d  th a t  n o b o d y  w a n ts  w ith  n o  eco 
n o m ic  v a lu e  a n d  ex c lu d in g  u s  fro m  
e c o n o m ic  p a r t i c ip a t io n  w ill so lv e  
p ro b le m s .”

A n d  in  w h a t is  a  m a jo r  s tic k in g  
p o in t  fo r  m a n y  n o n -a b o r ig n a ls , Mr. 
C o o n  C om e w as  q u ite  c le a r  o n  th e  need  
fo r  n a t iv e s  to  b e  in  c o n tro l  o f  th e  
r e s o u rc e s  on  b a n d  la n d .

“ I th in k  th e r e  h a s  to  b e  a  r e s p e c t fo r 
th e  r ig h t  o f  o u r  p eo p le  to  re g u la te  a n d  
c o n tro l th e  d ev e lo p m e n t in  o u r  ow n 
te r r ito ry . I t  is  th e  peo p le  w ho  a re  off 
th e  la n d  th a t ,  th a t  a r e  t ie d  to  th e  land ,

th a t  u n d e rs ta n d  th e  a ffec ts  o f dev e lo p 
m e n t on  th e  lan d .

“B u t th e re  h a s  to  be  a  r e s p e c t fo r 
F ir s t  N a tio n s  peop le  to  d ec id e  th e  best 
u se  o f  th e i r  te r r i to ry .”

H e a rg u e s  n a tiv e s  a re  in  a  f a r  b e t te r  
p o s itio n  to  p ro te c t th e  h a b i ta t  an d  
e n v iro n m e n t.

A n d  h e  a lso  a rg u e s  th a t  n a t iv e  
d ev e lo p e rs  s h o u ld  be  ab le  to  access  
so m e  o f  th e  s a m e  k in d s  o f m o n ie s  th a t 
n o n -n a tiv e  d ev e lo p e rs  do.

H ow ever, Mr. C oon C om e is  q u ic k  to  
a d d  th a t  he  is  n o t a g a in s t d eve lopm en t. 
“We do  n o t o b jec t to  eco n o m ic  in te g ra  
tio n  on  eq u ita b le  te rm s , b u t w e have a 
p ro b le m  w ith  b e in g  in te g ra te d  in to  a  
so c ie ty  w ith  no  re s p e c t fo r o u r  c u l tu re  
a n d  th e  need  to  p re s e rv e  o u r  w ay of 
life.

“ I th in k  th e  a t t i tu d e  o f  u s  a n d  th e m  
is  u n ac cep ta b le . W ith  th e  n o n -n a tiv e , 
th e  u s , s ay in g  th e y  h av e  to  c a r r y  th e  
b u rd e n  fo r n a tiv e s , th e  th e m . I th in k  
th e re  is  in te r tw in in g  o f a b o r ig in a l a n d  
n o n -a b o rig in a l peo p le  in  s tim u la t in g  
th e  eco n o m y  w ith in  o u r  a r e a s .”

O ne o f  th e  m o s t c o n te n tio u s  issu es , 
a c c o rd in g  to  M r. C oon C om e, is  th e  
in s is te n c e  o f  g o v e rn m e n t th a t  th e y  
w ill n o t n e g o tia te  w h ile  a  b a n d  m ay  
seek  r e d re s s  th ro u g h  th e  c o u r ts . T h a t’s 
th e  s itu a tio n  th e  C a r r ie r  S e k a n i fo u n d  
th e m se lv e s  in  a f te r  th e  S a ik ’uz filed  
su it.

“ I th in k  it h a s  to  be  sa id , g o ing  b ac k  
to  l i t ig a tio n  a n d  n e g o tia t io n , th a t  it 
h a s  to  be  s a id  th i s  is  a  fo rm  o f  d is 
c r im in a tio n , th a t  is  co m p le te ly  u n a c 
c e p tab le  in  th i s  ce n tu ry .”

H e a s s e r ts  th a t  a n y  b u s in e s s , in  a n y  
ju r i s d ic t io n  in  C a n a d a , ca n  n e g o t ia te  a  
s e tt le m e n t w ith  th e  fe d e ra l a n d  p ro v in 
c ia l g o v e rn m e n ts  r ig h t  u p  to  th e  c o u r t 
h o u s e  s tep s . " T h is  is  a  d o u b le -s ta n 
d a rd ,” h e  says.

B u t w h en  it  c o m es  to  w h e th e r  h e  
s u p p o r ts  b a n d s  w ho  ta k e  m a tte r s  in to  
t h e i r  ow n  h a n d s ,  M r. C o o n  C o m e 
m a k e s  it c le a r  th a t  f r u s t r a t io n  is  g ro w 
in g  o n  re s e rv e s  a c ro s s  C an a d a .

“ If  th e r e  is  a  c o n t in u a t io n  o f  F ir s t  
N a tio n  e x c lu s io n  fro m  th e i r  s h a r e  o f  
th e  w e a lth  in  th i s  co u n try , b e c a u se  w e 
w a n t to  b e  ab le  feed  o u r  fa m ilie s , h av e  
a ro o f  o v e r  th e i r  h e a d s  a n d  e s ta b lis h  
o u r  ow n  p o li t ic a l  in s t i tu t io n s ,  so  w e 
d o n 't  h av e  to  d ep e n d  o n  th e  fe d e ra l 
g o v e rn m e n t  a n d  w e d o n ’t  h a v e  to  
d e p e n d  o n  h a n d o u ts .

“We h av e  u s e d  e v e ry  a v e n u e  a v a il
ab le  to  u s... b u t  w hy  do  w e h av e  to  do  
th a t.  W hy c a n ’t th e  fe d e ra l g o v e rn m e n t 
r e s p e c t S u p re m e  C o u r t d e c is io n s  h e re  
in  th is  coun try .

“I f  th e r e  is  a  c o n t in u a t io n  o f  e x c lu 
s io n , w e m a y  f in d  o u r s e lv e s  g o in g  
d ow n  av e n u es  w e d o n ’t  w a n t to .”
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