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For the last five years the Nisga’a Tribal Council (NTC), located in north-

western B.C.’s Nass Valley, have been increasingly active in economic

development. The NTC’s four member Bands have each formed a devel-

opment corporation, and in 1989 the Tribal Council itself established a regional

corporation, Nisga’a Economic Enterprises Corporation (NEEC).

To date, much of the activity within the region involved the provision of

training and advisory services to businesses owned by Bands or Band members.

The NTC corporation has had several discussions with potential joint venture

partners, but as of mid-1991 had yet to close a deal.

In addition to venture development,
the NTC has undertaken some important
research and planning. In 1987 they com-
pleted a study which defined training pri-
orities in detail. The study concluded
that “the highest level of need is in the
organizational management and in the
professional and technical categories of
natural resource management.” This
work led to a more strategic approach to
the leveraging and management of train-
ing programs. The NTC now has a full-
time training co-ordinator and a sustained
effort is being made to train people for the
regional job market.

In May 1990, another piece of research
led to a long-term economic plan for the
Nisga’a territory. This work outlined a
number of opportunities in various sec-
tors. More important, it indicated the need
to invest in the tribe’s capacity to manage
the economic development process.

Up until that time, economic develop-
ment had proceeded in fits and starts.
While the Band corporations were more
or less active, their effectiveness was lim-

ited. Staff were handicapped by a lack of
formal training or experience. The NEEC
itself remained little more than a shell. A
lack of clarity in its mandate, functions,
and role as a tribal level corporation had
kept the NEEC from making any real pro-
gress. In addition, land claim negotiations
were stretching the capacity of community
and tribal leadership. How could they hope
to make effective use of the additional re-
sources secured after a settlement?

It was clearly time to give direction to
a serious, sustained regional economic de-
velopment effort. In light of the local
record (and the situation of Canada as a
whole), commented the NEEC’s presi-
dent Kevin McKay, “it was mandatory to
co-ordinate regional activities at all levels
- including the political - so duplication
and misdirection is reduced.” Although
the Bands’ jurisdictions had to be re-
spected, all their development efforts
would be “doomed to failure” without the
proper organization.

In late 1990, Matt Moore, a Nisga’a
economist and the NTC’s economic de-
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velopment co-ordinator, started to look in
earnest for a strategy which would train
key politicians, board members, and eco-
nomic development staff.

Matt had four problems he had to ad-
dress: 1) how to get the leadership’s at-
tention in order to elevate the priority of
economic development; 2) how to struc-
ture a training process that would build
local organizational capacity; 3) how to
get the NEEC to undertake the policy
development so necessary to transform-
ing a paper corporation to a real, living
institution; and last but not least, 4) how
to finance the whole process.

The balance of this article outlines the
Nisga’a CED training program in the
hope it may assist other communities fac-
ing similar difficulties and opportunities.

THE TRAINING STRATEGY

Using existing resources under the con-
trol of the NTC and the communities,
Matt engaged Westcoast Development
Group of Vancouver, B.C. Working in col-
laboration with the tribal council, West-
coast was to develop a training program
which would meet the needs of the com-
munity corporations and the NEEC. 

Two basic goals were set for the overall
program: 1) to build knowledge and skills
related to the pursuit of CED in the
Nisga’a territory; and 2) to develop the
strategic plan for the NEEC.

What emerged by late 1990 was a pro-
gram design involving a series of 6 incre-
mental workshops held approximately six
weeks apart (see details on the pages
following). Each workshop was to launch
the participants on tasks which had to be
completed before the next workshop
took place. The participants’ “assign-
ments” would also be fed to the
trainer/consultants and become part of
the next workshop’s subject matter.

Each workshop would thus build on
the knowledge gained and the decisions
made during the one previous. The result
was to be a training process directly

linked to the actual development plan-
ning agenda of the Nisga’a. The NTC
submitted a proposal to the Skills Short-
age Program of CEIC to finance the train-
ing program.

In addition to designing the overall
training, NTC hired Westcoast to con-
duct an preliminary training session fo-
cusing on the politics of economics. In
February, a 2-day event brought together
Band Councillors, NTC representatives,
and aspiring entrepreneurs for an illumi-
nating introduction to the “hot seat” (to
use McKay’s words) of economic deci-
sion-making at the Band and tribal level.

Simulation exercises from the West-
coast workbook Development Corporation
Basics brought home to participants the
importance and complexity of issues in
economic development. Business persons
gained “a better appreciation of the pres-
sure-cooker situations faced by politicians.”

Politicians, for their part, returned
from the workshop determined to in-
crease the priority of economic develop-
ment on the very busy Nisga’a agenda. To
their relief, they realized that the role of
a development corporation could be af-
firmed without compromising the ulti-
mate authority of a community’s elected
representatives. All in all, says Moore, the
initial workshop was of pivotal importance,
“priming” community leadership for the
training program and CED process.

An outline of the whole training pro-
gram follows. Note that “objectives”
specify what participants should be able
to do to demonstrate that the goals have
been achieved.

WORKSHOP 1 (May 1991, 3 Days)
COMMUNITY ASSESSMENT &
SHORT-TERM DEVELOPMENT
PLANNING

Participants
Economic development officers (EDOs),
trainees, and board members from the
community development corporations.

Goals
1. To increase knowledge, skills, and ef-

fectiveness of community-based eco-
nomic leadership in community
analysis and short-term CED planning
(operations planning).

2. To lay solid foundations at the com-
munity level for the long-term process
of economic development.

Objectives
By the end of the workshop, participants
should be able to:
1. Identify the strengths and weaknesses

of their communities’ capacity to un-
dertake CED planning.

2. Describe the steps in the CED plan-
ning process.

3. Locate their community in the CED
planning process (which steps have
been done and which have not) and
the priorities they need to consider in
their planning program.

4. Demonstrate an understanding of how
to define priorities, set objectives, ac-
tion plan, and budget for a 12-18
month operational plan for their com-
munities’ respective economic devel-
opment programs.
Workshop 1’s process was supported

by two Westcoast texts: The Development
Wheel: A Workbook to Guide Community
Analysis and Development Planning, and
Development Corporation Basics. The
books were an important source of guid-
ance to the participants between ses-
sions.

Between workshops 1 and 2, corporate
staff in each community were to com-
plete a draft of their operational plan with
the assistance of the Tribal Council. The
draft plans were fed directly into the
NEEC strategic planning process which
was the intended focus of workshops 2
and 3. By first helping the communities
clarify their respective priorities,
strengths, and weaknesses, the NEEC
and the NTC would be in a much better
position to consider their role in relation
to community interests.
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WORKSHOP 2 (June 91, 3 Days)
REGIONAL STRATEGIC PLANNING

Participants
EDOs, trainees, and board members from
the NEEC and community corporations.
Goals
1. To develop a draft mission for the

NEEC and outline its strategic goals
for the coming 5 years.

2. To introduce tools and knowledge
helpful in the planning and decision-
making associated with establishing
development corporations at the com-
munity and tribal council levels.

3. To introduce tools and knowledge
about policy and organizational issues
basic to community development cor-
porations: mandate, the relationship
with Band government, and the role
and functions of the development cor-
poration.

Objectives
By the end of the workshop, participants
should be able to:
1. Define the central goals of CED.
2. Identify alternative options for struc-

turing economic development at the
community and tribal level.

3. Define the development corporation:
what it is and what it is not.

4. Describe the factors to be considered
when making the decision to establish
a development corporation.

5. Identify the planning to be done and
the decisions to be made before a de-
velopment corporation is formally es-
tablished.

6. Define key environmental factors, in-
ternal and external to the NTC, that
must be taken into account in estab-
lishing the mission and strategic goals
of a development corporation.

7. Describe and discuss the draft mission
of the NEEC.
The workshop defined two possible

missions for the NEEC. It could be an
owner and key player in the regional econ-
omy; or it could act as an advisor and

provider of technical assistance to Band
and private businesses. By the end of the
workshop it was clear that a lot of
thought still had to be devoted to the
corporation’s mission. Participants no
longer wondered why the NEEC had been
ineffective - no one had ever clarified what
this paper company was to do and be.

The workshop also identified current
opportunities being pursued at the com-
munity level and possibilities which ex-
isted at the tribal level. Frank debates
ensued about such key issues as profit
versus jobs; reinvestment versus distribu-
tion of profits; and joint ventures versus
wholly-owned subsidiaries.

Following Workshop 2 community
participants continued to work on their
operational plans and initiate discussions
regarding the alternative mission of the
NEEC. 

WORKSHOP 3 (August 91, 3 Days)
ORGANIZATIONAL DESIGN &
POLICY DEVELOPMENT

Participants
EDOs, trainees, and board members from
the community corporations.
Goals
1. To draft key recommendations relat-

ing to the design and central policy of
the NEEC.

2. To help Bands identify the work they
need to do in order to resolve issues
relating to the mandate, role, func-
tions, and structure of their respective
development corporations.

Objectives
By the end of the workshop, participants
should be able to:
1. Propose an ownership and legal struc-

ture for the NEEC.
2. Explain the board member selection

procedure, and their terms and re-
sponsibilities.

3. Define the basic reporting and moni-
toring system that will ensure ac-

countability to the mandate/mission
of the NEEC.

4. Define the essential skills of the
NEEC’s general manager.

5. Demonstrate an understanding of key
issues in the establishment of a devel-
opment corporation: the relationship
of profits and jobs; profit distribution
versus reinvestment; staff recruit-
ment (local versus outside); the rela-
tionship between the NEEC and
community corporations; and joint
ventures versus wholly-owned sub-
sidiaries.

6. Define the policies that will guide the
NEEC in each of the areas defined in
objective #5.
Since Workshop 2 did not finalize a

mission statement, Workshop 3 had to
assume the task. This the participants
did, in addition to defining several
crucial policy areas: a protocol with
respect to the relation between
NEEC investments and community
investments; a basic hiring policy for
NEEC companies; and how social and
environmental considerations would
effect NEEC decision-making. 

The NEEC mission recommended to
the NTC General Executive Board is as
follows:

“The mission of Nisga’a Economic
Enterprises (NEEC) is to identify,
organize, negotiate and invest in
profitable business ventures and
strategic projects as a means of gen-
erating wealth and building an
strong economic base for the
Nisga’a Nation. In order of priority,
NEEC investment activity will
seek to generate profits, access op-
portunities to develop Nisga’a
managers, and create training and
job opportunities. Geographically,
the first priority will be invest-
ments within the Nisga’a home-
land. Investments outside the
Nisga’a homeland are possible but
are a second priority. 
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“NEEC will also organize and en-
sure the effective implementation
of skills training and techni-
cal/management training to maxi-
mize the benefits to Nisga’a people
of NEEC ventures and the carrying
out of an overall Nisga’a economic
strategy.”
This mission along with the basic poli-

cies are going forward to the Nisga’a Gen-
eral Executive Board for decision in
September. When approved they will
make up a clear and strong mandate for
the NEEC.

In addition, the workshop prepared
several recommendations related to the
structure of the NEEC. Ownership, the
board selection process, transfer of staff,
and budget were all resolved. Several is-
sues related to financing the corporation,
board member job descriptions, legal re-
structuring and how to deal with tradi-
tional land use rights affected by NEEC
ventures were outlined for further study
and work.

Lastly, the workshop did some signifi-
cant “power-mapping” of the Nisga’a re-
gion. The key regional economic and
political forces with which NEEC must
contend were outlined. The implications
of this situation for the NEEC’s strategic
goals were also discussed.

WORKSHOP 4 (October 91, 5 Days)
VENTURE DEVELOPMENT BASICS

Participants
A much broader spectrum of community
members have been encouraged to attend
the first days of the workshop: people
who are thinking about starting an inde-
pendent business; current or potential
managers of community enterprises; and
current or potential members of eco-
nomic development committees, or
boards of community enterprises/devel-
opment corporations who have limited
experience in business. All NTC board
members will attend. The last two days

will mainly involve economic develop-
ment staff, or other staff who advise com-
munity members considering or starting
businesses.
Goal
To introduce the basic tools and knowl-
edge necessary to implement an effective
venture development process.
Objectives
By the end of the workshop, participants
should be able to:
1. Describe the major steps in the ven-

ture development process.
2. Explain the main advantages and dis-

advantages of getting into business
and the main methods for entry into
business.

3. Identify the key entrepreneurial char-
acteristics that support business suc-
cess.

4. Understand and apply venture selec-
tion criteria.

5. Explain venture selection criteria to
be submitted as a NEEC policy recom-
mendation.

6. Identify and explain the steps in busi-
ness planning, including data collec-
tion and analysis, strategic
decision-making, and forecasting.

7. Outline the structure, relationship,
and content of balance sheets, profit
and loss statements, and cash flows.

8. Explain in basic terms computer
spreadsheet models and their applica-
tion in business planning.
This workshop will again be supported

by the workbook Venture Development Ba-
sics. Follow-up activities to the workshop
will likely include the following:
1. Technical assistance and support for

any business planning which the work-
shop generates.

2. Preparation of the NEEC venture se-
lection criteria for review and decision
by the General Executive Council.
This will be one of the last of the basic
policy decisions related to the forma-
tion phase of the corporation.

3. Communities may need to develop or

revise venture selection criteria for
community corporations.

WORKSHOP 5 (October 91, 3 Days)
BOARD DEVELOPMENT

Participants
The audience for this workshop may be
broader but the decisions taken, if any,
will be made by the duly constituted
board of the Nisga’a Economic Enter-
prises Corporation.
Goals
1. To ensure board members understand

and review all decisions and work to
date.

2. To define and begin to address key
issues and tasks related to getting the
NEEC up and running.

Objectives
By the end of workshop, participants
should be able to:
1. Identify the key policy and organiza-

tional issues that must be addressed in
the first 12-18 months of the NEEC.

2. Describe decisions taken related to
NEEC priorities.

3. Describe the skills required in a
NEEC general manager/chief execu-
tive officer.

4. Describe the resource constraints
faced by the corporation, and options
for securing resources.

5. Define the basic decision-making
process in a NEEC business develop-
ment process.

6. Define the priorities for staff time over
the next 3 months.
This workshop will be supported by

the documentation generated by the
process to date and by the Development
Corporation Basics workbook. The work re-
quired will be considerable. At this point
it is expected that implementation of
board decisions will require the full atten-
tion of the NTC staff person. This will
continue to be the case until a general
manager is hired, if not beyond. Further
details are impossible at this time.
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WORKSHOP 6 (December 91, 4 days)
NEGOTIATING, STRUCTURING, &
MANAGING JOINT VENTURES

Goal
To introduce participants by means of a
structured, experiential learning process
to the tools and knowledge necessary for
negotiating and structuring a joint ven-
ture agreement between Indian and out-
side partners.
Objectives

By the end of this workshop, partici-
pants should be able to:
1. Define what a joint venture is and

what it is not.
2. Describe and explain the key compo-

nents of a shareholders’ agreement.
3. Name the basic factors to take into

account in the course of a partner as-
sessment.

4. Explain the basic principles and meth-
ods for negotiating and closing a joint
venture agreement.
The Nisga’a are situated in an oppor-

tunity-rich environment. One major joint
venture is now under negotiation, so
some of the objectives outlined for this
workshop were already addressed in
Workshop 3. However, given the impor-
tance of joint ventures as a strategy for
addressing management constraints and
financing requirements, this workshop
will proceed in a manner that maximizes
the participation of the leadership of the
NTC and communities.

FINANCING THE TRAINING

Putting together the financing for such a
process is not easy, as Mat More discov-
ered. He used some of the funds available
through INAC as seed money. He then
negotiated with CEIC to make use of the
Skill Shortages Program as the major
funding source.

The key features of the funding ra-
tionale are as follows: 
1. The overriding objective of the train-

ing program is the enhancement of the

skills of existing EDOs within the
Nass area, and the training of addi-
tional EDOs, assistants, and support
staff.

2. The program would provide direct
planning and capacity-building bene-
fits to the participating corporations.

3. The program was a cost-effective and
time-efficient method for training
EDOs, board members, and support
staff.
Each development corporation was

asked to identify three people (excluding
board members) who would take the
training. All trainees required grade 12
equivalency. All together, the NTC put
together an $82,000 budget which covered
costs as well as as trainer/consultant fees.

THE ACCREDITATION LINK

Early in the design of the training pro-
gram, NTC officials requested that ac-
creditation be explored so that
participants could receive credits towards
a post-secondary diploma. 

Subsequently, discussions took place
between Westcoast and Nicola Valley In-
stitute of Technology, a post-secondary
institution offering a 2-year diploma in
CED. NVIT organizes its courses into 20
modules, some of which Westcoast
helped develop in the past few years.

A preliminary agreement has been
reached which will allow participants to
challenge courses offered by NVIT, spe-
cifically, “Community Analysis and De-
velopment Planning,” “Venture
Development (Level One),” and “Devel-
opment Corporations.” The trainees will
be required to do assignments, some of
which are structured into the work re-
quired by Westcoast, and to write exams.

This is an important innovation which
may see broader application if the Nisga’a
training model is replicated elsewhere.

IN CONCLUSION

Investment in training must be viewed as
integral to developing the capacity for

effective economic development. To ig-
nore it is tantamount to supporting mal-
practice. However, resources are scarce.
Multiplying the benefits of training in-
vestments by means of a direct linkage to
the real agendas of communities and re-
gions is both cost-effective and respectful
of everyone’s scarce time, talent, and re-
sources.

As More points out, the program raises
“real issues that people can identify with
right now” and introduces tools which are
put to work directly. In addition, partici-
pants know that their homework is not
hypothetical; it is in fact the basis for
recommendations to be submitted for the
consideration of elected representatives.
The same process also serves to break the
ice between people, committees, and
constituencies who formerly were strang-
ers. “The value of these workshops,” says
McKay, “is really immense in terms of the
benefits which participants bring back to
their communities.”

The Nisga’a approach is an innovative
application of this strategy and is worthy
of close examination by those concerned
with the wise and effective use of limited
training resources. �

Mike Lewis is executive director of the
Centre for Community Enterprise and edi-
tor of Making Waves.
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