
cherish those lands just as they cherish
their Ojibway language and customs.
Pikangikum has the highest rate of
Aboriginal language retention in northern
Ontario. As Chief Louie Quill often has
noted, it is the first language of everyone
in the community. Scores of children start
school in Pik speaking only Ojibway.

Extraordinarily, Pikangikum First
Nation now finds itself on the edge of
northern Ontario’s resource development
frontier. As such Pikangikum has become
a focal point of interest for governments,
forestry companies, and the international
environmental movement. Conflicting
pressures to both exploit and protect
(through park development) the
resources of the Traditional Territories of
Pikangikum people, especially its forests,
have become intense. Pik’s remoteness,
physical and cultural, is drawing rapidly
to a close.

Pikangikum First Nation is at a
crossroads and the people know it. The
suffering that many of them, particularly
youth, are experiencing at this juncture has
been the subject of national media

Almost a century later, Pikangikum, the
Aboriginal community described by that
Indian Agent, remains a remote place with
a remarkably distinctive way of life. The
first“fly-in” community north of Red
Lake, Ontario,“Pik” has the largest on-
reserve population (over 2,125) in that
province’s northern reaches. Members
hunt and trap on more than 12,000 square
kilometers of Traditional Territory. They

Pikangikum at the
Crossroads

Youth Leadership & the Whitefeather Forest Initiative

By Andrew Chapeskie

attention. Far less understood is the resolve
of Pikangikum First Nation to remain the
prime determinant of how the community
and its way of life will adapt to the future.
This resolve is manifested in the
Whitefeather Forest Initiative, a strategy of
community-driven resource development
and stewardship in which young members
play a critical role in collaboration with the
First Nation’s Elders.

The Whitefeather Forest Initiative
has the potential to create badly needed
employment for Pikangikum people. At
the same time, the initiative could inform
the 21 -century economic and social
development of Pikangikum with
indigenous knowledge and customary
values so that the livelihoods of
upcoming generations, though very
different from those of their predecessors,
would still affirm an intimacy with and
devotion to the land. Finally, this
community-based approach to the
protection of diverse biological and
cultural values could be highly
informative in the stewardship of forest
territories generally.

st
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“The Indians of this band are
hunters and trappers. In the
summer they catch enough
fish for daily use. Tents are
used year round. They have
no houses. The members of
this band are pagan; they are
far inland and can get no
liquor; they are good hunters,
but are improvident.”

Indian Agent, 1910
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The Enticement of Riches

The ancestral forests of Pikangikum
people lie within the world’s largest
remaining intact region of boreal forest.
They have been described as a“jewel.”
Less picturesquely, Bob Nault, the
federal Minister of Indian Affairs (whose
riding includes Pik) has made note of the
“humungous” resource development
potential of this part of northern
Ontario. The time to“mine” this
potential, he says, is now.

Opposing this prospect is a growing
international environmental movement
that describes the ancestral lands of
Pikangikum people as“pristine
wilderness” and calls for the creation of
parks to protect it and other forests in
the region from industrial development.
In their urgent desire to realize
commercial and ecological values,
industry and environmentalists alike
threaten to deny Pikangikum people a
leadership role in relation to the
development of these lands. Whether
you call that ancestral forest landscape
“pristine” or“high potential,” the tendency
is to assume that Pikangikum people
have had little to do with the condition
of the landscape and the wealth it
possesses.

This is tragic. Such an outlook reveals
a lack of understanding about the
relationships of Pikangikum people (and
all Aboriginal people) to their Traditional
Territories. Indigenous landscapes are in
fact cultural landscapes. Much of the
wealth of these apparent“wilderness”
landscapes, including their biological
diversity, has been cultured and nurtured
by First Nation people. They have
achieved this through community-based
institutions of stewardship. As Peter
Usher has written in (1987),
we now know that in indigenous resource
stewardship“… all members of the group
are involved in management…[with]
leadership and authority … based on the
greatest acquisition of knowledge and the
demonstrated capacity to use it effectively
[within the context of ] a long range
conception of the future.”

In Pikangikum’s case, the stewardship
of their Traditional Territories is rooted
in the knowledge of the Elders. They are
the“experts” and“decision-makers” who
must communicate to powerful outside
forces the importance of Pikangikum’s
relationship to the ancestral lands and
the viability of a community-based
approach to stewardship and
development. To do so, the Elders have
turned to their youth.

Alternatives

Pikangikum’s Elders are the “experts” and “decision-
makers” who must communicate to powerful outside
forces the importance of Pikangikum’s relationship to the
ancestral lands and the viability of a community-based
approach to stewardship and development. To do so, the
Elders have turned to their youth.

The Cultural Vise

To say that Pikangikum people are
engaged in the fight of their lives is not to
be overly dramatic. They already know the
power of advancing global culture and the
impacts it can have on them. The
community’s youth are at the heart of this
experience, too.

Pikangikum has been recently reported
to have the world’s highest youth suicide
rate. Although this is not the case, even in
relation to northwestern Ontario, there is
an intense anxiety and sense of malaise in
the whole community due to the tragedies
of youth suicide and substance abuse.

Pikangikum is dramatically young. The
great majority of residents are under the
age of 25. The community overflows with
their energy. Much if it is channelled into
hunting, fishing, hockey, and music. Much
of it is also released inward in behaviours
of anger, frustration, fear, and anxiety.

When the young people of
Pikangikum view the world outside their
community, they do so through a cultural
lens still informed largely by Ojibway
values and customs. They experience the
immense power of a global culture that is
wildly successful in materialist terms.
They often come away from that
experience with a destructive sense of
personal and communal cultural
inadequacy that only compounds the
social consequences of assimilationist
policies since contact, like the residential
school system. Inside Pikangikum, by
contrast, these same young people hear
their Elders plea that“it would be good to
be out living on the land as we were in the
past!” The Elders’ nostalgia for life on the
land is pervasive.
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The real cultural body-blow came
from a different quarter, however. In the
1980s, the international animal rights
movement precipitated the collapse of
the international fur market. The life on
the land and with it Pikangikum’s de
facto autonomy came crashing down.
Losing it and living a much more“settled”
existence have had tragic social
consequences.

But disaster has taught the people of
Pikangikum an important lesson.
Nostalgia for the“old ways”
notwithstanding, they are the ones who
must respond head-on to the global
economy now at their geographic
doorstep and the global culture now
coming in their very homes.

A new energy is now afoot in
Pikangikum. The Elders know it as well
as the young people. The community is
now determined to address its social
dilemma – in part, by means of a pro-
active CED strategy.

After decades of saying“no” to
multinational forestry companies and
other outside forms of economic

Whitefeather Forest
Initiative - Youth
at the Nexus

Add to these conflicting pressures
and aspirations a recent meltdown in the
local economy, and the situation becomes
critical. For generations, Pikangikum
people were able to strike a balance
between their economic culture and that
of non-native society. Through
commercial partnerships with non-
native people and institutions in
trapping, fishing, and guiding on their
ancestral lands, they were able to achieve
much of what they desired in terms of
cultural norms, values, and practices. In
other words, they were able to preserve a
prized land-based way of life rooted in
remoteness.

As late as 1988, a majority of
Pikangikum people still went to family
hunting and trapping territories at the
end of summer, and remained there for
months on end – often right through
Christmas. They were able to earn
whatever income they required to
support this lifestyle.

People were aware that this way of life
was endangered. Making their first
airplane flights to Winnipeg, Elders
observed first-hand a“checkerboard” of
culturally foreign enclosures – first of
farms and later of logging cutbacks, just
as their predecessors had prophesied
long before. It was a glimpse of what the
future held for their children and
grandchildren. This is why people like
Jemimah and Charley Peters were
already exhorting their children in the
1950s and 1960s to learn English; they
said that it would be through writing
that they would make their livelihoods
in the future.

development on their Traditional
Territories, Pikangikum First Nation
has decided to engage the pressures of
development. This engagement is
premised on two principles. First,
Pikangikum people must take the lead
role in managing any forests of their
Traditional Territories utilized for
commercial purposes. Second,
Pikangikum people must secure primary
economic benefits from any forestry that
occurs within this landscape and from
protected areas established on it.

The vehicle for this engagement is
the Whitefeather Forest Initiative
(WFI), a strategy for community-led
cross-cultural collaboration and
consensus-building in the development
of the Whitefeather Forest Area in
Pikangikum’s ancestral lands.

An earlier effort by the community
to take the lead in managing the
development of these lands had come to

(facing page) A member of the Whitefeather

Forest Initiative Research Team records an

Elder’s knowledge of of Pikangikum Traditional

Territory. (this page) Once digitized, the

information can be used to generate maps at

1:250,000, 1:100,000, and 1:35,000 to

support and defend the strategy embodied

within the Whitefeather Forest Initiative. (The

backdrop to this article reproduces a section

of the 1:35,000 scale map.)

In their urgent desire to realize
commercial and ecological values,
industry and environmentalists alike
threaten to deny Pikangikum people
a leadership role in relation to the
development of these lands.
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syllabics) and English the spatial infor-
mation critical to land-use planning in
the Whitefeather Forest Planning Area.

The Whitefeather Forest Initiative is
demonstrating how gaps can be bridged
within a First Nation and between that
Nation and different cultures. It is
demonstrating how aboriginal youth, at a
personal and cultural crossroads, can
carry forward traditional wisdom in their
contemporary lives and ensure that
development does not come at the cost of
their cultural survival.

In their endorsement of the
Whitefeather Forest Initiative,
Pikangikum’s Elders explained why they
wanted their community to acquire forest
tenure and the responsibilities of
community-based stewardship. Although
they know only too well of the immense
timber wealth their Traditional
Territories possess, greed, they asserted,
was not their motivating factor.“Our
cause is just because we are not doing this
for ourselves,” asserted Whitehead
Moose.“We are doing it for our young
people and the generations
to come.”

nought. In 1997, Peter Quill, economic
development officer, and Pikangikum
Council took to the provincial
government a proposal to develop a
community forestry opportunity within
some of these lands. The Province could
not accommodate the proposal, noting
that Ontario lacked the“statutory
authority” to permit such activities in the
area – although development by
commercial forest companies was
imminent. This threat triggered a
community reflection. At a subsequent
assembly (Onaashowaywinaniwung) the
community endorsed Quill’s ideas for a
pro-active response and the WFI was
born. Rather than waiting to react to
outside interests, the people had chosen
to go forth, initiate, and shape an
encounter in their own interests.

Dialogue with outside interested
parties is key to the WFI. Within their
Ojibway tradition, Pikangikum people
hold extensive ecological and cultural
information about their lands. It is an

oral mosaic, however, not a written
record. How then to communicate this
knowledge of the land and cultural values
to would-be partners ranging from the
Government of Ontario to the
Partnership for Public Lands
environmental coalition? The
documentation of the oral tradition is
prerequisite to the WFI’s success.

Herein has emerged a critical
opportunity for local young people to
assume leadership. With their ubiquitous
knowledge of computers, Pikangikum
youth have stepped forward to record
their Elders’ oral knowledge tradition
and present it to outsiders in new and
powerful ways.

They worked with their Elders to
develop a documentary research
program. A computer network was
purchased and a co-venture with
Timberline Forest Inventory Consultants
developed mapping applications specific
to Pikangikum’s purposes. Young
members of the Whitefeather Research
Team have since mastered these
applications and digitally entered
thousands of pieces of information
supplied by Elders about the land base.
From this database the youth have
created a visually stunning atlas that
presents in both Ojibway (written in

The Whitefeather Forest Initiative demonstrates how
gaps can be bridged within a First Nation and between
that Nation and different cultures. It demonstrates how
aboriginal youth, at a personal and cultural crossroads,
can carry forward traditional wisdom in their
contemporary lives and ensure that development does
not come at the cost of their cultural survival.
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(above) Pikangikum’s intention is not to stymie

development in its Traditional Territories, but

to ensure that local, not outside interests,

predominate in that development. Here,

Pikangikum members sign an accord with

three neighbouring Manitoba First Nations to

co-operate on protected areas issues.




