social determinants of health

Economic Development as a Social
Determinant of First Nations, Inuit and
Métis Health
Economic development generates
employment opportunities and leads to
improved education and skills acquisition.
It is an important tool in alleviating
poverty and other social conditions that
lead to ill health.1 In turn, good health
is essential to economic development
as “ill health reduces an individual’s
probability of participating in the
labour force.”2 Economic development
encompasses a range of practices aimed at
promoting more intensive and advanced
economic activity including macroeconomic development,3 local economic
development,4 and community economic
development.5 When undertaken with
community values and aspirations
in mind, revenues from economic
development can be used to improve local
services and the health and well-being of
communities as a whole.6 It can also foster
empowerment, build capacity, and enhance
individual and community resilience. For
Aboriginal7 Canadians, who experience
a disproportionate burden of ill-health
compared to the rest of the population,
economic development is critical to
improved health outcomes.

Aboriginal Economic Development
Economic development in an Aboriginal
context must consider some unique
attributes. Aboriginal people have an
intimate connection to the land and view
the health of the land and the health of
the community as synonymous, “nurtured
through relationships to the physical
environment and the cultural, spiritual,

economic, political and social roots it
provides.”8 Consequently, Aboriginal
people are “more likely to experience the
adverse health effects of government and
industrial decisions that can dispossess
them of their environments.”9 Resource
development projects can threaten
traditional economies and result in loss
of habitat, environmental contamination,
and depletion of resources,10 which affects
Aboriginal peoples’ ability to consume
traditional foods and impacts their
physical and spiritual health.11
There are two types of economies
to consider in Aboriginal economic
development: the traditional economy and

the market economy. Traditional activities
such as trapping and hunting are important
to many communities and are viewed as
“sociomoral and spiritual practices aimed
at maintaining personal and community
health.”12 While most communities want
to benefit from economic development,
they want to do so on ‘their own terms,’13
and in a manner consistent with their
assets, aspirations, and community values.14
Approaches to economic development
must therefore be more communityoriented, fit within Aboriginal cultural
frameworks, maintain the integrity of the
land and the environment, and include
meaningful participation of Aboriginal
peoples.15
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Although economic development has
the potential to improve the health and
well-being of individuals and communities,
it is contingent on healthy communities
and individuals. A healthy community can
be described as “one with resources and
opportunities, whose members are selfconfident and participate in the political,
economic, and cultural life and are part of
its decision-making processes.”16 In order
for economic development to be initiated
and sustained in a way that has positive
benefits for communities, a capable,
educated, and motivated workforce is
fundamental.17 In communities where
these conditions do not exist, economic
development may produce more negative
health outcomes and social challenges
as increased employment and access to
income may result in increased incidences
of abuse.

Barriers to Successful Economic
Development
One of the legacies of colonialism is
forced relocation to reserve lands and
concomitant lack of access and control
many Aboriginal communities have over
resources, which limits opportunities
for economic development in those
communities.18 This is complicated
by the failure of governments to fulfill
their treaty obligations creating an
environment of uncertainty that may
prevent external organizations from
engaging in economic development
initiatives with Aboriginal communities.19
Similarly, self-determination, or “the right
of Aboriginal communities to exercise
genuine control over their own affairs, and
to be responsible for the design, delivery,
and management of social and economic
development policy” was identified as
a prerequisite to sustainable economic
development that benefits Aboriginal
communities.20 However, the exercise of
self-determination requires both human
and financial capacity.

Other legacies of colonization such as
poverty, cultural destruction, socioeconomic marginalization, and poor
educational attainment can prevent
individuals and communities from
building the human and financial
capacity required to initiate and sustain
economic development opportunities.
These limitations put Aboriginal people
in a vulnerable position with respect to
resisting potentially harmful economic
development initiatives imposed by
powerful corporations or governments. It
can also prevent them from participating
in this type of economic development in
a way which provides benefits consistent
with community values and needs while
limiting environmental and social costs.
The demographic characteristics of
Aboriginal communities can also
affect human capacity. In 2006, 54% of
Aboriginal peoples lived in urban places,21
yet many may lack the urban industrial life
skills needed to alleviate poverty or may
experience racism that prevents them from
accessing employment opportunities.22
Nearly half of the Aboriginal population
consists of children and youth aged 24
and under.23 Potential implications from
an economic development perspective
are numerous, including increased
demand for housing stock and schooling
at all levels, greater demand for skills,
training, and an imbalance between the
dependent population (those who are not
yet contributing to economic activity)
compared with those who are employed
and contributing to economic growth in
communities. Additionally, there may be
geographic barriers to successful economic
development. For example, the majority
of Inuit live in small, rural communities
in the Canadian Arctic that are accessible
by air only, which impacts the availability
of goods and services as well as the cost
of living.24 First Nations reserves may also
be situated in areas where there are few
resources that can be utilized for economic
development purposes.

The Impacts of Economic
Development on Aboriginal Health
The impacts of economic development
on Aboriginal health are both direct
and indirect. Direct health outcomes
are more readily apparent in cases where
economic development initiatives have
resulted in environmental degradation and
contamination. For example, the health
of the Ojibway of Grassy Narrows First
Nation in Northwestern Ontario was
affected both indirectly and directly by
the spilling of methylmercury into a local
river by a nearby chemical plant. Not only
was their food supply poisoned, but their
cultural and economic way of life (which
depended on the fishing industry) was
drastically altered, leading to increased
violence and boredom.25 Similarly, a
number of Dene Nation employees who
worked at the Port Radium uranium mine
in the Northwest Territories between
1942 and 1960 were uninformed of the
hazardous risks of working with uranium
and subsequently experienced high
incidences of death from cancer.26
While these ill health outcomes may seem
a convincing argument to avoid economic
development initiatives, most Aboriginal
communities recognize the need for
economic development to facilitate
increased Aboriginal participation in the
economy and enhance community wellbeing. Though less tangible, the indirect
health benefits of economic development
are numerous and they are cumulative. For
example, the establishment of Arctic Cooperatives Limited in the north generated
$130 million in total revenues in 2005,
provided employment to a substantial
number of Aboriginal people, and made
contributions to the physical, social, and
personal infrastructure of Aboriginal
communities, thus improving access
to services that the community needs
and quality of life.27 Some of these cooperatives included elements of traditional
economies such as fishing operations.

Another example is the Diavik Diamond
Mine in the Northwest Territories which
formalized an agreement in 1999 with the
Government of Northwest Territories and
with the Tlicho Government, Yellowknife
Dene First Nation, Kitikmeot Inuit
Association, and Lutsel K’e Dene First
Nations. This agreement outlines Diavik’s
commitment to providing training,
employment, and business opportunities
specifically to Indigenous northerners.28
Specifically, it commits the Diamond
Mine to ensuring 40% of its workforce is
Aboriginal, purchasing the majority of its
annual requirements for goods and services
from northern companies, and community
consultation to ensure its practices are
environmentally and socially consistent
with the principles of the agreement. The
agreement also builds in a cultural and
community well-being component which
integrates cultural values and respect for
the community into its operations, as
well as commits the company to provide
a number of health and wellness related
services for its employees.29
The potential benefits of economic
development are numerous.30 Initiatives
can be undertaken in a wide variety
of sectors, utilizing a diverse range of

mechanisms. They can be initiated by
large external industrial corporations or
by the communities themselves. They can
involve partnerships or be solely owned
and operated by Aboriginal peoples. They
can be heavily industrial in nature or
cultural tourism operations that leave little
impact on the land base. Initiatives can be
undertaken in any location, drawing on the
local assets. The common threads between
these initiatives include meaningful
involvement by Aboriginal peoples, they
reflect community aspirations and needs,
and the benefits go beyond simply the
generation of employment opportunities.
Generating revenue is not the only motive
– there is a genuine effort to balance social
and economic benefits, and to include
consideration for market and traditional
economies.

Improving Outcomes
Economic development is a powerful
tool in transforming the lives and futures
of Aboriginal peoples for better health
outcomes regardless of where they live.
However, economic development must
support community economic, social,
environmental and cultural values. It must
entail:31
· continuous capacity building, “the
strengthening and increasing [of ]
existing local resources in an effort to
generate economic wealth and wellbeing among community members;”32
· empowering people and integrating the
goal of social well-being into economic
wealth generation; and
· gaining control of resources and their
location to generate economic wealth.
Economic development works best
when it is not imposed on Aboriginal
peoples but rather, is “built on their
own understandings of community
development, and their vision of what
community development means to
them.”33 This means not just providing
opportunities for Aboriginal peoples to

participate in the market economy, but
also strengthening traditional economies.34
This can be accomplished by ensuring that
Aboriginal peoples exercise self-governance
over their lands, and by ensuring
Aboriginal peoples participate fully in
resource development initiatives through
co-jurisdiction and co-management
arrangements that would ensure less
environmental degradation and less impact
on their traditional economies.35
Access to financial, human, and natural
resources are essential for economic
development. Some Aboriginal
communities in Canada have minimal
access to land bases or to markets and
transportation systems. Two elements
are important here. First, attention must
be directed to resolving outstanding
land claims. Second, federal funding for
Aboriginal economic development can no
longer be considered as discretionary and
must be increased substantially.36 Federal,
provincial, and territorial governments
must work with Aboriginal governments
to strengthen the capacity of Aboriginal
peoples to manage and develop land and
resources in ways that are consistent with
their values and needs.37 They must invest
in education and skills training, and ensure
sustained and equitable access to capital.
These are critical to building economic
development and ensuring self-reliance.38
While federal, provincial, and territorial
governments have an important role in
fostering economic development, local
assets and community attributes are
important as well. Initiatives will not
succeed and bring benefits to Aboriginal
communities without good leadership;
good governance; culturally appropriate
institutions that are consistent with
widely held community values; healthy
individuals to ensure the presence of a
motivated and dependable workforce; and
good institutions with clear and consistent
rules and clear lines of authority and
accountability that build on the capacity of
the community to produce future leaders.39
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