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It Will Be Our Own • • 
Community Empowerment in the North 
By Graham Murchie, MCIP 

With the creation of Nunavut on April 1, 1999, the map of Canada changed This 
represented not only the establishment of a new territory in Canada's north but also the 
result of the largest Aboriginal land claims settlement in Canada, if not the world While 
media attention focused on Nunavut, another story of empowerment went untold -
that of the fifty-eight communities spread across the Arctic. 

This paper tells the story of the 
Community Empowerment 
program and the issues it raises 
for the involvement of central 
government and community 
planners in community 
development activities . The 
author advised the Government 
of the Northwest Territories 
(GNWT) on community 

development during the run-up 
to the establishment of Nunavut. 

The challenges 
Most Canadians view the Arctic 
as a land of mystery. It makes up 
one-third of Canada's land mass, 
stretches across three time zones, 
touches two oceans, but has a 
population of only 70,000 
people , most of whom are 
Aboriginal. These people speak 
eleven official languages and live 
in communities as diverse as 
Yellowknife (population 17,275) 
and T'thets 'ehk'edeli (population 
53). 

Almost half of the working-age 
population still hunts and traps, 
but these activities are 
insufficient to provide the basics 
of settlement life. Government 
provides much direct employ
ment and income support, but 
unemployment still approaches 
forty percent for youth and 
twenty percent for adults. 
Hopelessness and social 
breakdown contribute to rates of 
alcoholism, substance abuse, 
sexual assault, suicide, and 
murder that are many times the 
national average. Housing is 
overcrowded and communicable 
diseases rife.1 

The efforts of central 
government 
The diversity of the population 
and the vastness of the land have 
always posed great challenges to 
government. While the operation 
of the territory is still largely a 
colonial affair (Ottawa supplies 
$1.5 billion to run it), 

government by federally 
appointed commissioners has 
been replaced by an imported 
system comprised of a locally 
elected legislature and a network 
of municipal government. 

These are recent developments: 
the fully elected legislature dates 
from 1975, forming the nucleus 
of a largely Aboriginal , territorial 
government based on consensus 
rather than on partisan politics, 
as well as a home-grown civil 
service which employs 
predominantly non-Aboriginals 
and is locally staffed and 
directed. During this period there 
has been an evolution in 
Aboriginal pride and growing 
support for both territorial and 
local "home rule." Lobbying to 
create a national Inuit homeland 
began in 1965, and in 1966 the 
Carrothers Commission called for 
"division" of the Northwest 
Territories, which "seemed too 
large to manage." In 1976, the 
Inuit Tapirisat lobbied for the 
creation of Nunavut (which 
means "our land" in lnuktitut) , 
but it was not until 1992 that a 
referendum was held among the 
Inuit, approving the Nunavut 

Land Claim 
settlement 

and Division. A draft agreement 
for the western Arctic was 
negotiated about the same time, 
but it soon fell apart in factional 
acrimony.2 

Devolving power to 
communities 
One of the first suggestions that 
local communities should govern 
themselves came in 1975, in an 
address by the last territorial 
commissioner to the Council of 
the Northwest Territories. Here, 
the commissioner contended that 
"the administration should 
develop a schedule of programs 
that could be offered to the 
various councils if they wished to 
take advantage of the 
proposal. " 3 

Twenty years later, government 
was still struggling with the 
concept, with initiatives such as 

the Community Transfer Initiative 
(CTI) and "User Pays, User 
Says." These eventually put "on 
offer" the transfer of housing, 
airports, income support, local 
health services, alcohol and drug 
treatment, social services, public 
works, vehicle maintenance, 
utilities (e.g., water truck, honey 
wagon, generator), and other 
services to communities willing to 
take them.4 

Most communities viewed 
transfers for what they were: 
attempts to download territorial 
responsibilities in the face of 
federal budget cuts. Their 
ensuing rejections of the 

transfers were supported by 
many bureaucrats who were not 

only skeptical of the 
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ability of communities to run 

their own affairs, but opposed to 
measures that might affect their 

power. 

In 1996, the Legislative Assembly 

adopted the Agenda for Change 
as a blueprint to address the 
territory's serious dysfunction. 

Building on earlier initiatives, this 
move reflected an increasing 
commitment to a philosophy of 
community development (CD) . 
Substantial powers would be 
delegated to the communities 
because "the people most 
directly affected by, and closest 
to the need, are in the best 
position to determine where their 
funding priorities lie." 5 

A program for 
community 
empowerment 
The Department of Municipal 
and Community Affairs (MACA) 

was given the lead role in the 
new Community Empowerment 
(CE) program, which was defined 

in the department's business plan 
as targeting "strong, capable and 
accountable community 
governments." 

Community empowerment was 
to involve communities in four 
steps: 
• Planning: envisioning and 

defining the community's 
desired future; 

• Assessment: assessing the 
community's human and 
physical resources in terms of 
the skills, equipment, etc. 
needed to implement the 
vision; 

• Training: improving the 
administrative, managerial and 
technical skills of the 
community so that the vision 
can be implemented; and 

• Evaluation: following-up to 
determine whether changes are 
needed to the plan . 

July I August 1999 .Juillet I Aout 1999, Vol. 39, N° 3 

Working out of seven regional 
offices, Community 
Empowerment Coordinators 
would deliver the program , with 
headquarters staff providing 
advice, brochures and 

interdepartmental cooperation . 
After initial promotional meetings 
in most of the communities and 
many departments, staff waited 
for the deluge of phone calls and 
e-mail. 6 

Dealing with initial 
program problems 
Initial community response was 

disappointing at best, and doubts 
arose about the program and its 
future . Diagnostic interviews and 

meetings conducted in early 
1997 (by the author) revealed a 
number of factors behind the 
slow start. Many communities 
equated CE with previous failed 

attempts to promote transfers 
(staff were told to "reduce the 
government's overhead" and to 
" create a more result-oriented 
approach to the delivery of 
programs") . Others viewed 
regional staff as promoting a 
program which suited the 
bureaucracy's goals rather than 
their own. 

These problems were deepened 
by administrative upheaval, as 
staff were downsized and new 
positions filled with staff moved 
from elsewhere in government. 
Much corporate wisdom "walked 
out the door," and interminable 
"business planning" and risk 
avoidance seemed the norm. As 
a result, new program initiatives 
suffered. 

For the more tractable of these 
problems, a number of 
midcourse corrections were 
undertaken. 
• A workshop involving all 

program staff assessed 

progress, issues related to 
implementation, and barriers to 

success. 

Driving toward the unknown 
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Ancient and modern, in Hay River 

• A vision and plan were 
developed, with timelines. 

• Regional and headquarters 
staff were trained in basic CD 
techniques, and there were 
discussions on a government
wide training program in 
community development. 

• Later, regional coordinators 
sponsored similar training 
sessions for key community 
members who could 
subsequently become 
"champions" of community 
development in their own 
communities . 

• Attempts were made to 
redefine the Community 
Empowerment program in 
terms of community 

development, thereby reducing 
the pressure staff felt to 
promote quick fixes. 

• This reframing effort was 
continued at Aboriginal 
leadership meetings and in the 
communities, with assurances 
that transfers were voluntary 
and that communities had 
much to gain from joining in 
community development. 

In themselves, these corrective 
measures represented a process 
of community development and 
capacity building. Gradually, the 

efforts began to pay off. 

A survey conducted in late 1997 
indicated an increase in the 
number of communities that 
were participating in some sort of 
community development activity. 

A handful of communities had 
undertaken planning and 
assessment activities, and many 
more had committed to doing so. 
The training workshops held in 
most regions had stimulated 
interest, and more were 
scheduled. Slowly, a cadre of 
community people were being 
trained as local champions. 
Cooperative efforts to harmonize 
training across the government 
was underway, and regional 
interdepartmental teams were 
planning ways to work together 
more effectively. Even transfers 
showed some activity, so that by 
the end of 1997 a total of some 
260 of them had been 
completed .7 

Top-down and bottom-up 
change 
To see why program uptake was 
so slow, it is necessary to 
understand a little of the history 
of social change in the north. 
Most of the dramatic changes of 
the last century resulted from the 
work of government on one 
hand, and wholesale forces of 
cultural change and assimilation 
on the other. The top-down 
transfer of political control from 
fur companies to the federal 
government, then to the GNWT, 

and now to Nunavut, has been 
eclipsed by the impacts that 
Aboriginals have felt in leaving 
the land, settling in communities, 
adopting European ways, and 
embracing modern life. 
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Top-down political change 
continues, as individual 

Aboriginal groups in the western 
Arctic continue to negotiate with 
Ottawa and the GNWT for 
settlement of their claims. 
Cultural, economic, and social 
problems have begun to be 
addressed by a combination of 
government programs and, most 
recently, by the introduction of 
community development as a 
tool for social and economic 
change . 

Mutually supportive in principle, 
the bottom-up and top-down 

approaches have not coexisted 
comfortably. The process of 
designing Nunavut largely 
ignored local Inuit government 
leaders in the eastern Arctic, 
despite their experience with 
practical matters of governance. 
In the western Arctic, some 
Aboriginal leaders have been 
unwilling, at least outwardly, to 
support developmental efforts in 
their communities because these 
projects weakened their positions 
in land-claims negotiations with 
Ottawa. 

This response to empowering 

people at the community level 
(rather than regionally or 
"nationally") attests to the fact 
that community development 
has seldom been the first choice 
of those who seek power for 
their group, tribe, band, or 
nation. The encouragement of 
people to believe that they can 
make a difference themselves, 
that they can control their own 
lives, makes community 
empowerment something of a 
threat to the distant, centralized 
institutions of political control. 

Successful community 
development 
What are some of the lessons 
learned from the Community 
Empowerment program that 
might help others who are 
considering programs of 
community development? Here 
are a few thoughts: 
• Locus of control: Community 

development is about control, 
about people in their 
communities exercising the 
collective power to make 
changes in their lives. True CD 
is not about transfers, nor is it 
about the delivery of central 
government programs. Making 
a government department 
responsible for community 
development, even with the 

best intentions, displays a lack 
of understanding of both 
communities and community 
development. 
Local people must be involved 
in designing and running a CD 
program if it is to be seen as 
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credible . They alone should set 
the priorities and reap the 
benefits. 

• Clarity of vision: Community 
development is a strong force 
for change if the political vision 
"at the top" is clear enough to 
regard it as compatible with 
issue-targeted central 
government programs. 
Community Empowerment was 
aimed at creating communities 
that were relatively self
sufficient, free of reliance on 
senior governments, and able 
to assume responsibility for 
meeting the needs of residents. 

As a program of central 
government, however, it was 
brought up against powerful 
central interests and 
established territorial programs, 
which saw it as a competitor 
for scarce funds and a future 
threat. 

• The role of central 
government: Community 
development depends on a 
community making a 
commitment to change and 

then seeking ways to 
accomplish it. While the 
essential decision must rest 
with the community, there is 
much that government can do 
to help, especially in building 
awareness about the CD 
approach, providing start-up or 
matching funds, and 
supporting CD processes with 
technical information, training, 
and information dissemination. 
Government staff should 
facilitate community processes 
only if: (1) there are clear 
protocols covering lines of 
responsibility and authority; (2) 

they are trained and competent 
practitioners; and (3) the 
community clearly prefers it. 
Because it is difficult to serve 
two masters, the government 
facilitator would need more 
room to operate on a 
community's behalf than most 
governments would probably 
allow. 

• Adequate resources: 
Communities need sufficient 
financial resources for the 
process of capacity building 
(which involves planning, 
assessment, training and 
evaluation) , as well as the 
funds required by substantive 
projects they may decide to 
undertake. The former need 
not be large, but would include 

funds to pay for a facilitator, as 
well as for meetings, research, 
and travel. 
Government can play a key 
role in these local efforts. Local 
financial and "sweat" 

contributions can be matched 
by small grants aimed at the 
CD process. There should be 
minimal red tape involved in 

obtaining a grant and reportin! 
on its use. A simple vernacular 
report, made when the project 

is complete for the purpose of 
sharing with other communitie 
and satisfying auditors, should 
be all that's required. 

In the case of the CE program, 
Financial Management Board 
requirements took precedence 
over MACA's desire to cut red 
tape in the distribution of 
funds, resulting in a complex 
set of spending guidelines and 
unacceptably long delays in 
distributing funds. 

• Training: Community 

development requires 
practitioners who have a 
particular set of skills that 
enable them to work with the 
community to facilitate change. 
Trained, competent 
practitioners are crucial to 
successful community 
processes, at least until a cadre 
of "champions" has been 
trained as community-based 
CD para-professionals. 
Training in community 
development and other aspects 
of community decision-making 
should be made available to 
anyone in the communities 
who wants it. It should be 
done with the knowledge that 
the technology is liberating; 
that those who have it will use 
it; and that the community will 
eventually benefit. 
Government and post

secondary institutions can play 
a strategic role in this regard. 
One of the most successful 
initiatives in the Agenda for 
Change was the short-lived 
Senior Administrative Officer 
program, which provided 
training in local government 
leadership. Run by experienced 
adult educators, it was taught 
in locations throughout the 
Northwest Territories and 
familiarized participants with 
community conditions and 
local initiatives across the 
north. Funded by MACA and 
run by the municipal · 

association, this program has 
unfortunately been absorbed 
into the bureaucracy as a result 
of the restructuring that took 
place with the establishment of 
Nunavut. 

• Cultural relevance: As a 

bottom-up approach to social 
betterment and empowerment, 
community development relies 
predominantly on local values 
and sensibilities for its success. 
While outside facilitators may 
be needed initially, local people 
carry the process as 
participants and champions, 
and it is their values that 
determine direction and 
outcomes. 
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A chilly winter's day in Yellowknife 

Amazingly, the CE program die! 
little to incorporate Aboriginal 
traditions in its design. 
M aterials prepared early in the 
program were distributed in 
English, with Inuit translations 
unavailable for a year. Program 
staff were predominantly non
Aboriginal, and staffing was 
based on administrative 
reorganization rather than on 
sensibilities about a particular 
culture. Fortunately, this 
changed later in the program, 
as training of Aboriginal 
community champions began 
and an Aboriginal staff person 
was hired at headquarters. 

• The skills of CD facilitators: 
CD facilitators need to have a 
broad understanding of how 
communities work, as well as 
special training in group 

process, leadership, and 
facilitation . Local knowledge 
and acceptance are important 
attributes, as well as 

independence and behavioural 
sophistication . In the CE 
program, selection of staff was 
based more on the exigencies 
of corporate downsizing than 
on criteria for skill or 
competency (training and 
team-building later corrected 
this initial liability). 

• The pace of CD efforts: People 
will contemplate changing their 
behaviour when conditions are 
just right for them, and not a 
moment before . Communities 
are similar in this respect. There 
is a need for broad consensus 
before new directions are 
considered and new paths are 
taken . Practitioners speak of 
the " banana being ripe" to 

underline the importance of 
selecting the appropriate 
moment to begin a CD 
process. This decision is difficult 
for outsiders, which is why the 
Institute of Cultural Affairs and 
the Sirolli Institute, both of 
which are respected 
consultancies, will not 
undertake a facilitating 
assignment unless invited by 
the community. 

This indeterminacy makes it 
difficult for government 
organizations to undertake CD. 

Governments demand regular 
documentation of results . The 
initial lukewarm response to 

the CE program in many 
communities was evidence that 
the time was not right in the 
view of their members. As far 
as reporting is concerned, the 
CE program devised detailed 
behavioural indicators to 
measure community progress 
along the continuum of 
awareness, interest, discussion, 
commitment, and 

implementation. 
• Determining success: 

Community members and 
bureaucrats want to know if 
their efforts have been 
successful. Because 
communities are different from 
one another in terms of their 
physical and human resources, 
past experiences, abilities, and 
decision-making sophistication , 
a major achievement for one 
may be a routine event for 
another. That is why the 
community itself (collaborating, 
perhaps, with a practitioner) 
must be the judge of its own 
progress. Communities 
"sharing approaches that 
work " among themselves is an 
excellent way of encouraging 
progress, rewarding success, 
and learning from the failures 
and achievements of others. 
Outside agencies (like 
governments) that set goals 

and measure progress toward 
them require careful 
management. In the CE 
program, however, staff 
documented the goals and 
evaluations determined by the 
communities themselves, and 
shared the results with 
everyone - a process which 
provided useful, non
judgmental information and 
feedback. 

The Community Empowerment 
program was a bold and 

ambitious attempt to improve 
the dreadful conditions in 
communities across the Arctic by 

building the capacity of 
community members to make 
decisions and to take on 
increased responsibilities for their 

own well-being. In the short 
period reviewed here, substantial 
progress was made, and the 
groundwork was laid for better 
things to come. 

To its detriment, the Community 
Empowerment program came at 
a time when the energies of 
government - legislators and 
bureaucrats alike - were being 
consumed by the planning and 
implementation of the 

establishment of Nunavut. Given 

these important distractions, the 
progress that was made was 
largely due to the willingness of 
MACA staff to take on new 
challenges and their ability to 
learn new ways of interacting 
with community clients. 

Community development 
and the planner 
What lessons are there for the 
community planner? The 
Community Empowerment 

program had a number of 
professionals associated with it: 
planners as well as recreation 
specialists, administrators, and 
academics interested in 
community development. The 
plethora of models that resulted, 
coupled with a lack of the 
"reality testing" that a 
community development 
practitioner could have provided, 
probably contributed to the 
program's early difficulties. 
Awareness of the special skills 
possessed by the community 
development practitioner, and of 
how these skills differ from those 
of the planner, can produce more 
informed choices in seeking out 
appropriate advisors or designing 
successful programs. 

Some clarification of roles may 
help. Historically, planners have 
an interest in social issues, 
rational and logical 

methodologies, the functions of 
government, and participatory 
processes. The traditional 
community plan , with its broad 
focus, long time-horizon, 
formality, and emphasis on land 
use, contrasts with the narrowly 
focused , short-term, pragmatic 
and rather folksy plans favoured 
by CD practitioners. Both 
approaches place value on 
process. Planners' skills in multi
interest situations requiring 
broad-based, comprehensive, 

logical approaches contrast with 
the human-oriented, pragmatic, 
facilitating skills of the 
community development 
practitioner. 

As demonstrated by the 
empowerment program in the 
Northwest Territories, many 
benefits are produced when the 
two work closely together. But 
there are also dangers and 
problems when program-design 
teams lack the very important 
grounding in community 
development practice and the 
needs of community members. 

We're talking about isolated ... 
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Summary 
The establishment of Nunavut 
overshadowed another story of 
empowerment, that of the 
Community Empowerment 
program. This was initiated in 
1996 to break the "vicious cycle 
of dependency and despair" 
afflicting the communities of the 
Northwest Territories. It provided 
staff to facilitate a process of 
capacity-building (planning, 
assessing, training and 
evaluation), technical support 
materials, and limited funding. 

Despite a vigorous start-up 
campaign, there was little 
interest in the program. An 
examination of the program, led 
by the author, established that 
many communities saw it as 
downloading and promoting 
bureaucracy's goals rather than 
their own. Efforts to make the 

program more oriented towards 
community development were 
carried out: program staff and 
community "champions" were 
trained , materials were provided 
in aboriginal languages, and a 
reframing of the program was 
publicized . Within a year, a 
number of communities had 
undertaken some or all of the 
four steps, and positive examples 
were reported. 

In this article, a number of 
principles of community 
capacity-building are set forth to 
guide both community planners 

and community development 
practitioners as they undertake 
their complementary but 
different roles. 
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decision-making capacity. He has 
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at the federal, state, provincial, 

territorial, and municipal levels, as 

well as at UBC and other 

institutions. He can be reached by 

phone at (604) 644-1788, or by 

e-mail at gmurchie@home.com 

Resume 
La creation du Nunavut a relegue 
au second plan le programme 
d'autonomie de la communaute. 
Ce programme fut amorce en 1996 
pour mettre fin au «cerc/e vicieux 
de la dependance et du desespoir» 
dans lequel vivaient /es commu
nautes des Territoires du Nord
ouest. JI mettait a /eur disposition 
des ressources professionnel/es afin 
de faciliter le renforcement des 
capacites (amenagements, 
evaluation, formation et expertise), 
des ressources materiel/es et un 
financement /imite. 

Malgre une campagne de lance
ment tres dynamique, le program
me suscita peu d'interet. Apres une 
etude conduite par /'auteur, ii a ete 
conc/u que ce programme etait 
perc;u par Jes communautes comme 
une occasion pour la bureaucratie 
d'imposer ses propres ob;ectifs 
plut6t que de defendre Jes leurs. 
Les visees de ce programme furent 
a/ors rectifiees davantage en faveur 
du developpement des commu
nautes: formation de cadres et de 
«chefs de file» de la communaute, 
publication de documents dans la 
langue locale, et campagne de 
diffusion du programme dans sa 
nouvelle version. En une annee, 
plusieurs communautes avaient 
entame certaines des quatre etapes 
du programme, sinon toutes, et on 
enregistra des exemples concrets de 
progression. 

Cet article enonce un certain nom
bre de principes de creation des 
capacites d'une communaute qui 
peuvent etre utiles a la fois aux 
professionnels de l'amenagement 
du territoire et aux inteNenants du 
developpement communautaire 
dans /eurs missions distinctes mais 
complementaires. 
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