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Aboriginal Self-government in the NWT
What’s it all about?

Aboriginal peoples were the first inhabitants of Canada. In the thousands of years before the arrival of

Europeans, they developed a variety of systems of government which reflected their cultures and

spiritual beliefs, as well as their economic, social, and geographic circumstances. With the arrival of

European colonists, and the establishment of colonial government, treaties were signed with many

Aboriginal groups. Following this, governments introduced laws and policies designed to integrate

Aboriginal peoples into non-Aboriginal society. As a result, the authority and functions of traditional

Aboriginal governments were eroded.

The federal government recognizes the need to renew the relationship with Aboriginal peoples and

governments in Canada. It believes Aboriginal peoples have the right to govern themselves; to make

decisions about matters that affect their communities; and to exercise the responsibility that comes with

self-government. The Government of Canada recognizes that Aboriginal peoples have an "inherent right

of self-government" guaranteed in the Canadian Constitution.

Aboriginal groups in the Northwest Territories have an opportunity to develop unique self-government

arrangements within public government structures. The federal government believes that this approach

is the best way to address the distinctive features of this region including the fact that many

communities are mixed. Given these circumstances, and considering inefficiencies that may arise

through duplication of programs and services in mixed communities, creating completely separate

Aboriginal governments in the NWT may not be practical or efficient. The federal government believes

that self-government aspirations can be addressed by providing specific guarantees within public

government institutions. The creation of Aboriginal institutions to exercise certain authorities may also

be a useful approach.

Existing treaties are fundamental to the special relationship between Treaty First Nations and the

Government of Canada. The Government does not propose to re-open, change, or displace existing

treaties through the implementation of the inherent right and the negotiation of self-government

agreements.

Self-government and land claim negotiations are not the same, but are related. When the Government

of Canada started to negotiate modern-day treaties in the 1970s, it negotiated land and self-government

separately. Where the federal government has not yet settled the land claim, the government’s current

policy is to negotiate land claims and self-government together. The Dogrib Agreement-in-Principle, for

example, is a land and self-government agreement.



Self-government gives Aboriginal communities the legitimate tools they need to make a tangible,

positive difference in the lives of Aboriginal peoples and enables them to exercise greater control over

their lives. Through self-government negotiations, Aboriginal groups can discuss arrangements that

reflect and protect their needs, cultures, and values. This could include matters relating to health care,

child welfare, education, and housing, for example.

Guiding principles of self-government
Given the vastly different circumstances of Aboriginal peoples throughout Canada, there cannot be a

"one-size-fits-all" form of self-government across the country. Rather, the Government of Canada

negotiates self-government arrangements that are tailored to meet the unique needs of Aboriginal

groups, and which respond to the diverse historical, social, cultural, political, and economic

circumstances of the Aboriginal groups, regions, and communities involved. However, the Government

of Canada is guided by several principles in negotiating all self-government arrangements:

• Self-government is an inherent right recognized in the Canadian Constitution.

• Self-government will be exercised within the existing Canadian Constitution.

• Self-government does not mean sovereignty in the international law sense, and will not result in

sovereign Aboriginal nation-states. Aboriginal peoples will continue to be citizens of Canada and of

the territory where they live.

• The Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms applies to Aboriginal governments just as it does to

all governments in Canada.

• Where all parties agree, rights in self-government agreements may be protected in new treaties.

They may also be protected through additions to existing treaties, or as part of comprehensive land

claim agreements.

• Federal, territorial and Aboriginal laws must work in harmony.

• The interests of all Canadians will be taken into account as agreements are negotiated.

More background
Web pages:

Federal Policy Guide - Aboriginal Self Government: www.inac.gc.ca/pubs/selfgov/policy.html

Fact sheets:

Aboriginal Self-government in the NWT

Advantages of Land and Self-government Negotiations

Publications:

Federal Policy Guide - Aboriginal Self Government

Backgrounder - Aboriginal Self Government

Fact sheets and publications are available by contacting
Communications Directorate

Department of Indian and Northern Development, NWT Region

(867) 669-2576
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