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Abstract 
This paper tells a place-based story of food in the 
Wasagamack territory in Manitoba, Canada, 
through traditional land-use map biographies with 
49 active Indigenous harvesters, video interviews 
with eight key informants, and input from commu-
nity workshops. Although harvesters in Wasaga-
mack First Nation do not depend solely on wild 
foods, map biographies show that traditional land 
uses remain important and occur throughout their 
ancestral lands. This land remains pristine, with 

virgin boreal forests, natural flowing waters, and 
abundant wildlife, and occupied almost exclusively 
by Indigenous people who continue to harvest wild 
foods and speak their language fluently. All 
Wasagamack people interviewed (N=57) regarded 
the land to be perfect as the Creator made it, and 
sacred; they did not want development interfering 
with their traditional practices of hunting, gather-
ing, and fishing and with their land-based spiritual-
ity, despite the community economic and infra-
structure poverty. In opposition, the province of 
Manitoba, which governs natural resources, favors 
mining and settler development and is unsupport-
ive of traditional stewardship of the land. Mapping 
traditional land use enabled the exploration of the 
cultural and ecological dimensions of Wasagamack 
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food over time and territory, providing an impor-
tant tool for food researchers to explore food 
sovereignty, wild food access, and foodsheds. 
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Foodshed, Traditional Land Use Mapping, Wild 
Food, Food Environments, Food Sovereignty, 
Indigenous 

Introduction 
The people of Wasagamack First Nation in Canada 
connect intimately with their ancestral land through 
food, as well as through history, environmental 
stewardship, culture, language, and ancestral 
knowledge. This fly-in community in northeastern 
Manitoba, like many remote Indigenous communi-
ties in Canada, obtained all their basic needs, 
including food, from their territory until the middle 
of the 20th century (Kuhnlein et al., 2006; LaDuke, 
2002; Paci, Tobin, & Robb, 2002). But does har-
vesting wild food play into the continuing food 
story of the Wasagamack people? This paper is 
unique in mapping traditional land use of an Indig-
enous community to explore the cultural and eco-
logical dimensions of food over time and territory. 
 Land-use mapping has been employed by 
Indigenous communities to tell “their ‘story’ of 
their use of land and resources” (Calliou Group, 
2010, para. 9) but not by food researchers to 
describe foodsheds, food environments, and wild 
food access. Traditional land-use studies counter-
map Indigenous territory in order to challenge 
industrial or settler development in courts of law 
(McIlwraith & Cormier, 2016). For example, the 
Inuit Land Use and Occupancy Project helped the 
Inuit reclaim sovereignty of the Northwest Territo-
ries, through comprehensive land claims (Freeman, 
2011).  
 The possibilities for land-use mapping were 
explored to inform the Wasagamack vision of land-
use planning and Indigenous food sovereignty. 
Indigenous food sovereignty involves First Nation 
people, including youth (Frouse, 2018), in defining 
their “strategies and policies and develop[ing] food 
systems and practices that reflect their own cultural 
values around producing, consuming and distrib-
uting food” (Coté, 2016, p. 8). Indigenous food 
sovereignty is not only contingent on the ecological 

integrity of their lands and waters for the sustaina-
bility of wild foods but also demands that people 
have a strong cultural foundation of Indigenous 
knowledge (Cidro, Adekunle, Peters, & Martens, 
2015). Indigenous knowledge is expert knowledge 
of animal, plant, and fish habitats to live sustain-
ably on their ancestral territory through hunting, 
fishing, trapping, gathering, and gardening. Indige-
nous knowledge and practices are required for 
these activities, as well as ceremonies (Ballard, 
2012). Indigenous knowledge is embedded in 
language and in aki, the Anishinimowin word for 
earth, inclusive of land and water (McLeod, 2014). 
Awareness of place shapes the knowledge, skills, 
and lifestyles required for sustainable wild food 
acquisition (Ballard, 2012). 
 For wild food to be harvested sustainably, the 
foodshed must have ecological integrity (Fried-
mann, 2014). Foodshed conservation protects the 
source of food, similar to how watershed conserva-
tion protects the drinking water supply (Fried-
mann, 2014). The foodshed encompasses the peo-
ple engaged in harvesting, transporting, preparing, 
and eating, as well as the places these occur.  
 This paper tells the Wasagamack First Nation’s 
traditional food story, from precolonial times into 
the future, regarding their vision for their ancestral 
lands. After introducing the community and 
describing the study methods, this paper constructs 
a place-based story through interviews, traditional 
land-use mapping results, and research literature. A 
systematic literature review found only limited 
studies of food access and environments in rural 
and remote northern communities (Health Canada, 
2013). In particular, wild food access by Indige-
nous peoples is rarely researched (Health Canada, 
2013; Parker, Burnett, Hay, & Skinner, 2018). 
Viewing traditional land-use studies through a food 
lens has the potential to expand the literature in the 
under-researched area of Indigenous food 
sovereignty.  

The Anishiniwuk of Wasagamack  
Oji-Cree is the term used by settlers and the gov-
ernment to describe the Island Lake dialect spoken 
in Wasagamack First Nation and its people (Statis-
tics Canada, 2016). However, Oji is considered a 
derogatory word, meaning a fly or its offspring, the 



Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development 
ISSN: 2152-0801 online 
https://www.foodsystemsjournal.org 

Volume 9, Supplement 2 / Fall 2019 253 

maggot, so this term does not appear in this paper. 
Anishiniwuk is used for Island Lake people in line 
with a recent press release from the Chiefs of the 
four First Nations in Island Lake: “We are not part 
Cree or part Ojibwe, we are Anishiniwuk, a distinct 
and sovereign nation with rights that deserve to be 
respected” (Winnipeg Free Press, 2018, para. 5). This 
paper applies Anishininew for the communities in 
Island Lake and Anishinimowin for their language 
(Froese, 2018). Most people (64%) in Wasagamack 
identify Anishinimowin as their mother tongue and 
as the primary language used at home and some 
workplaces. As Anishinimowin names say a great 
deal about the history and geographical attributes 
of the location, name origins were sought out as 
part of this research. 
 Wasagamack is one of four Anishininew com-
munities in the Island Lake area within the vast 
swath of roadless communities on the east side of 
Lake Winnipeg near the Manitoba-Ontario border. 
Wasagamack means “bay” in Anishinimowin. Island 
Lake was described as being as remote as the 
North Pole before air transport (Fiddler & Stevens, 
2003), with 30 portages on the canoe route from 
Norway House to Island Lake making motorboat 
travel impossible (Hallowell, 1938). Wasagamack 
remains roadless today and is only accessible by 
winter road, plane, or canoe. By ice-road to Winni-
peg, the largest urban center in Manitoba, is 
approximately 1500 km (930 miles), taking 17 to 20 
hours, or, by plane, approximately 610 km (380 
mi), taking 1.5 hours and CA$370 one-way. Plane 
travel is further complicated and expensive as 
Wasagamack lacks an airport, requiring 12 kilo-
meters of open water travel from the airport at St. 
Theresa Point. During freeze-up and break-up, get-
ting to the airport requires a helicopter trip, costing 
as much as CA$700 one-way. A connecting road to 
an urban center or even the other reserves is not 
expected to start construction until 2050. 
 Subsistence harvesting provides a mixed econ-
omy in Wasagamack, augmented with money from 
government social programs. Social services availa-
ble in the community consist of a federally oper-
ated nursing station, one school for K-12 students, 
a band office (the band is the basic local unit of 
government in the Canadian First Nation system), 
and a postal station. The community has a gas sta-

tion, and in 2019, as part of this research, a housing 
and sawmill enterprise was formed, Mitik 299 
Corp. However, Wasagamack has neither a grocery 
nor any other store, nor any bank, restaurant, hotel, 
etc. The only grocery store in the area, the North-
ern Store, is located on a separate island away from 
Wasagamack, requiring a CA$5 boat trip to buy 
costly food, much of which is ultra-processed.  
 The Wasagamack First Nation reserve spans 
80.9 square kilometers and is home to a population 
of 1,403 people, residing in 285 houses (Statistics 
Canada, 2016). At 4.9 people per house, the aver-
age household is more than twice as crowded as 
the Canadian average at 2.4 people (Statistics Can-
ada, 2016). The median income in Wasagamack is 
CA$11,499, which is only one-third of the average 
Canadian’s income of CA$34,204 (Statistics 
Canada, 2016).  

Methods for Telling the Place-Based 
Food Story of Wasagamack 
This study started with a request in 2011 by the 
Wasagamack Chief and Council to Dr. Thompson 
to assist with a traditional land-use and occupancy 
study. In response, Dr. Thompson with Wasaga-
mack and the other Island Lake communities 
applied successfully for funds for the Mino 
Bimaadiziwin Land-Use Project. Funding was 
obtained through both the Social Sciences and 
Humanities Research Council (SSHRC) and 
Wabanong Nakaygum Okimawin (WNO, “East-
Side Planning”) to employ two local community 
coordinators as well as graduate students to 
research traditional land use. A partnership grant 
further developed this work. 
 Two approaches were employed to explore the 
place-based food story of Wasagamack: document-
ing the story of Wasagamack in Island Lake, and 
mapping traditional land uses on ancestral territory. 
Emma and Victor Harper, with Dr. Thompson, 
developed the historical timeline for Island Lake, 
verifying drafts with many Elders and in commu-
nity workshops. Without a recorded, written his-
tory available for the region, interviews provided 
oral histories of events, augmented by references to 
Island Lake and Indigenous food in the literature 
(Fiddler & Stevens, 2003; Hallowell, 1938; Hughes, 
1979; Indian & Northern Affairs Canada, 1969; 
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Sinclair, 1999; Thapa, 2018; Tough, 1997; Wasaga-
mack First Nation, 2010). Eight key informants 
from Wasagamack (chiefs, councilors, Elders, 
researchers) consented to share their interviews 
about land-use planning on video and disclose their 
names. Participatory research (mapping, videos, 
workshops, etc.) involved the University of Mani-
toba’s Dr. Thompson, Keshab Thapa, Jerome 
Harper, and Veronica Wojtuszewska working 
alongside Wasagamack First Nation community 
coordinators. 
 Regarding mapping traditional land uses, the 
method was developed by seven Island Lake com-
munity coordinators with Dr. Thompson and 
Terry Tobias during a 60-hour workshop (Kamal 
& Thompson, 2014; Thompson, Rony, Temmer, 
& Wood, 2014). The methodology was designed 
to provide the highest standard of evidence in 
court for First Nations to reclaim their ancestral 
territory (Thompson et al., 2014; Tobias 2000; 
Tobias 2009). The Island Lake Traditional Land 
Use and Occupancy Survey Data Collection 
Manual (Kamal & Thompson, 2014; Thompson, 
2013; Thompson et al., 2014) documents the 
rigorous and comprehensive protocol. The 
research ensures that Wasagamack First Nation 
Owns, Controls, gains Access and Possesses 
(OCAP) the data, following OCAP First Nations 
research ethics, in a way that built Wasagamack 
community capacity (Wilson, 2008). In addition, 
all interviewees signed the University of Manitoba 
ethical protocol consent form. 
 The Wasagamack land-use coordinators, 
Johnathon and Victor Harper, undertook tradi-
tional land-use map biographies with 49 active har-
vesters, usually in Anishinimowin. These coordina-
tors asked the 67 questions in the written manual 
and conducted interviews according to the ethics 
protocol (Thompson et al., 2014). The 49 people 
interviewed included harvesters in each of the 
seven Wasagamack traplines, which cover all the 
major lakes in their ancestral territory, to ensure 
that the sample was geographically representative. 
The ages of the 57 interviewees (49 harvesters and 
8 experts) were between 25 and 80. All but five 
were men, partly because of gender bias in the 
community, which considers trappers, fishers, and 
hunters to be appropriate roles for men. Generally, 

women engage in harvesting activities too, 
although over a small area, but have more signifi-
cant roles than men in food storage and prepara-
tion. Harvesters recorded their successful harvests 
from hunting, fishing, trapping, and gathering for 
family sustenance on hard copies of maps at the 
1:50,000 scale and signed written consent forms to 
share their data sites and information anony-
mously. The interview process took half an hour to 
a few hours.  
 The harvesting sites from each map biography 
were digitized into the geographical information 
system (GIS), ArcGIS 10. Although each harvester 
received a copy of his/her map biography, only 33 
of the 49 harvesters underwent a verification inter-
view with Norah Whiteway. Participants generally 
reported that their map biographies were accurate, 
without any wrong or missing data; only one map 
needed slight corrections. Furthermore, at many 
different events and workshops, feedback was 
obtained about summary maps, thematic maps, 
videos, reports, and a historical timeline of land 
use. Table 1 summarizes the activities resulting 
from this research.  
 Mapping the foodshed was done by combin-
ing the government trapline administrative area 
with the 49 community members’ harvesting sites 
and a radius of 14.25 km (8.85 miles) around 
moose harvest sites to account for habitat 
(Novak, 1981). As moose have the largest habitat 
(638 km2 or 246 mi2)  of any land animal hunted 
for food in the boreal forest, this habitat area 
should account for the habitat of all other 
animals (Novak, 1981). 

Findings of the Place-Based Food Story 
of Wasagamack in Island Lake 
The timeline (Figure 1) identified four historical 
periods: (1) pre-colonial mino bimaadiziwin, (2) colo-
nial times, (3) reclamation of mino bimaadiziwin, and 
(4) post-colonial mino bimaadiziwin. Because the 
families in Wasagamack territory were governed by 
the Island Lake band until 1969, the first section 
tells the broader story of Island Lake from pre-
colonial times through most of the colonial period. 
After 1969, the story focuses on Wasagamack First 
Nation but within the broader context of the 
Island Lake region.  
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Pre-colonial Mino Bimaadiziwin 
Mino bimaadiziwin is the term Wasagamack people 
use to describe the spiritual and good life that peo-
ple led in pre-colonial times, which led to a general 
state of well-being and food security. People in 
Island Lake ate a local wild food diet, which had 
many health benefits. The merits of the wild food 
diet are apparent from the archeological findings of 
ancient Indigenous skeletons with excellent dental 
health and without arthritis despite having reached 
advanced ages (Price, Roburn, & MacKinnon, 
2009). Kuhnlein et al. (2006) report significant 
pharmacologic and therapeutic benefits of wild 
foods, which are low in unhealthy fats, sodium, 
carbohydrates, and sugar but high in complete pro-
teins and other nutrients (Batal et al., 2018). These 
foods protect against chronic diseases, such as dia-
betes, cancer, and cardiovascular diseases, as well 
as many other negative health conditions such as 
obesity (Thompson, Gulruhk, Alam, & Wiebe, 
2012). Other physiological benefits are obtained 
from the aerobic and muscle-building activities 
involved in harvesting, gathering, and preparing 
wild foods. Although nature has cycles of 
productivity, wild foods were generally abundant in 
pre-colonial times, providing a good life in Island 
Lake. 
 Spiritual practices were an essential part of 

Anishiniwuk culture. Conservation practices were 
applied to reduce pressures on wildlife, with the 
Anishiniwuk population dispersed in small family 
camps across a wide area and traveling extensively 
to harvest (Wasagamack First Nation, 2010). Shar-
ing wild foods, harvesting, and performing ceremo-
nies on the land are pivotal to Indigenous culture 
(Cidro et al., 2015; Wilson, 2003), as part of a 
complex social system to balance sustaining the 
earth with the needs of people (Hughes, 1979). In 
exchange for Indigenous people stewarding, 
harvesting, and learning from aki, the earth was 
believed to regenerate abundance (LaDuke, 2002). 
In this world view, practices include making an 
offering before harvest for reciprocity, taking only 
what one needs, and then offering a feast of the 
first harvest. Reciprocity ensures sustainability and 
balance, as does speaking to the Anishiniwuk 
relatives who have hoofs and wings. An Elder 
stated, “When I was young, all the animals talked, 
just like in the cartoons, providing teachings.” 
Communicating directly with animals provides 
useful information to protect both animals and 
people. Jackson Beardy, the famous woodlands 
artist from Island Lake, explained his painting 
being about birds keeping canoeists safe by 
warning them of impending storms before the 
water turns rough on the lake (Hughes, 1979). 

Table 1. Products and Processes to Document Traditional Land Uses in Wasagamack First Nation (FN)

Activities Products and Processes of Traditional Land Use Research
Capacity-building 
on land use 

• Two coordinators from Wasagamack First Nation (FN) trained and developed a method with 
written interview protocol in a 60-hour workshop in 2012. 

• Annual land use workshops and presentations in the community from 2012 to 2017. 
• Community people attended FN traditional land use training programs in 2016 in Thunder Bay 

(four people) and 2017 in Winnipeg (nine people).

Map biographies 
 

49 traditional land use and occupancy maps were developed that considered trapping, hunting, 
fishing, berry picking, medicinal plant gathering, timber harvesting, community and recreation areas, 
and youth training areas, as well as sites (cabins, campsites, old community and gathering sites, 
burial sites, spiritual sites, special sites).

Participatory  
video documentary  

Eight people were interviewed to develop a video documentary of community voices on their vision 
for land use of Wasagamack FN (https://youtu.be/i4p9dpuBT4A). Many other videos of Elder 
workshops and interviews were taken to preserve this information, such as 
https://youtu.be/NODQq7ZiRhU, but not all are published. 

Database of digital 
maps  

An electronic database was archived with all traditional land-use data points and Anishinimowin 
names through community coordinators, Island Lake Tribal Council, and the University of Manitoba. 
The Anishinimowin place names were provided to the provincial topnymist for official recognition.

Reports and maps 
for feedback 

Reports, maps, and timeline were presented for verification to Chief and Council, and at Elders 
gatherings and schools from 2013 to 2017. After four drafts, a final coffee table book copy is going 
to press in 2020 for Wasagamack participants with the findings, historical timeline, and maps.
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 Nature and animals, as well as Elders, are con-
sidered the most important teachers by the Anishin-
iwuk. The land and all life are considered to be gifts 
from the Creator. The relationship between 
Anishiniwuk and animals is not merely predatory 
but is relational and complex. The Creator ensured 
the survival of people through negotiating a sacred 
pact on the part of animals and plants to sacrifice 
themselves for food, clothing, and housing in 
exchange for humans stewarding and respecting 
the land (Hughes, 1979), as illustrated by a story 
about a moose (Bruchac, 1992). The story begins in 
a lodge, which signifies the spirit realm, where a 
young bull moose agrees to be sacrificed in answer 
to the Anishiniwuk hunters’ prayers for success in 
their hunt in order to feed and clothe their families. 
The story ends with the Anishiniwuk eating the 
moose and showing the body respect:  

After they [the Indigenous hunters] killed [the 
moose], they thanked him. . . . That night, the 
young bull moose woke up in his lodge among 
his people. Next to his bed was a present given 
to him by the human hunters. He showed it to 
all of the others. ‘You see,’ he said, ‘. . . It is 
right for us to allow the human beings to catch 
us.’ And so, it is to this day. Those hunters 
who show respect to the moose are always the 
ones who are successful when they hunt. 
(Bruchac, 1992, p. 72) 

 The clan system, with each clan represented by 
a distinct animal, enacts a close family-like relation-
ship between humans and animals. Emma Harper 
identified the main clans of the Wasagamack peo-
ple as the bear and wolf clans, who intermarried 
with moose, eagle, sucker, pelican, crane, sturgeon, 
caribou and other clans. People from the same ani-
mal clan are considered to be family, even when 
not related by blood. Identifying so strongly with 
nature and wildlife results in active stewardship to 
protect aki and their relatives, the animals. These 
relations not only maintain the cosmological and 
spiritual balance in nature but the ecological bal-
ance and their food supply. These spiritual and cul-
tural practices were challenged during the colonial 
period, however, with negative impacts on both 
ecology and food supply. 

Colonial times  
Colonial policies and the fur trade fostered over-
hunting and land-use changes. Before the Island 
Lake region ever saw a European, migratory birds 
declined in their area and Indigenous refugees 
arrived. Anishinaabe people moved to Island Lake 
to seek sustenance and peace when overhunting by 
Europeans endangered many species, including 
bison, lake sturgeon, trumpeter swans, whooping 
cranes, passenger pigeons, Canadian geese, and 
ducks. Before the Europeans settled the west, 
plains bison and wood bison numbered an esti-
mated 30 million and 170,000, respectively. By the 
late 1800s, plains bison no longer existed in Can-
ada, and wood bison numbered about 200 (Olson, 
2019). Because Indigenous people depended on 
wildlife for food, shelter, tools, and clothing, they 
were impoverished by the demise of abundant 
wildlife, such as the bison, particularly in southern 
Manitoba and Ontario, but to a lesser extent the 
north, where there were moose and caribou to live 
on. However, not only wildlife was under attack; 
the Anishinaabe and other Indigenous peoples 
moved west and north to avoid armed conflicts 
with settlers. The Cree that originally inhabited 
Island Lake welcomed the Anishinaabe people from 
the western Great Lakes and Boundary Waters 
region in the late 1700s. Island Lake was a refuge, 
then untouched by European contact, with its 
remoteness delaying both colonial forces and the 
spread of communicable diseases (Hallowell, 1938).  
 With Hudson Bay Company (HBC) came the 
first Europeans to Island Lake for the fur trade, 
bringing the idea of land ownership. In 1670, a 
charter by the British Crown gave HBC control 
over Island Lake as part of Rupert’s Land (Tough, 
1997). Hudson Bay Company claimed exclusive 
rights to trade and to colonize all lands with rivers 
flowing into Hudson Bay. Rupert’s Land was an 
enormous territory, including northern Québec and 
Labrador, northern and western Ontario, all of 
Manitoba, most of Saskatchewan, south and central 
Alberta, parts of the Northwest Territories and 
Nunavut, as well as small sections of the United 
States. This takeover was based on the doctrine of 
discovery and terra nullius (Latin, “empty land”), 
although in reality, the land was fully occupied at 
the time by Indigenous peoples. In 1818 HBC 
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briefly visited Island Lake but abandoned the area 
almost immediately, then returned in 1864 to Old 
Post to build a permanent fort to barter furs from 
local people for goods, including sugar, alcohol, 
blankets, rifles, and flour.  
 The fur trade played havoc with food security 
and mino bimaadiziwin in Island Lake (Tough, 1997). 
The fur traders disrupted the Anishiniwuk way of 
life by bringing European diseases, for which 
Anishiniwuk had no immunity. HBC undermined 
mino bimaadiziwin by creating dependency on alco-
hol and unhealthy food as well as encouraging 
overhunting. For example, demands for European 
fashion crashed beaver populations (Tough, 1997), 
which fell steadily from 6,000 beaver pelts traded 
in Island Lake in 1865 to 2,000 beaver pelts in 1870 
to below 500 per year in 1890 (Tough, 1997). As 
beavers are a keystone species, creating conditions 
for wildlife abundance through ecosystem engi-
neering with their dams, this decline changed the 
landscape and its productivity (Tough, 1997). 
Beaver numbers remained low for a century, 
rebounding only recently. Another assault on food 
security was overhunting of migratory birds by 
European settlers in the late 1800s in North Amer-
ica to the brink of extinction (National Geographic 
Society, 2019). HBC reported food scarcity and 
hunger among the Anishiniwuk trading at Island 
Lake in the early 1900s (Fiddler & Steven, 2003). 
Although food security in Island Lake declined, the 
Anishiniwuk continued to harvest from their vast 
territory of land and feed their families healthy 
foods.  
 The fur trade was already declining when HBC 
sold Island Lake, as part of Rupert’s Land, to the 
Canadian government in 1870. As the HBC charter 
to this land was based on the falsehood of terra 
nullius, the legitimacy of this subsequent land deal is 
also flawed. In 1876 the Indian Act legally 
restricted Indigenous peoples to small plots of land 
that Canada called Indian Reserves (Palmater, 
2014). After this massive land deal in Island Lake, 
Island Lake dodged the bullet for a time, remaining 
free of any contact with the Canadian government 
and settlers until the 1900s. The following passage 
depicts the pristine, unceded, and unsettled nature 
of Island Lake in 1907:  

Southeast on Island Lake. . . . It is a territory 
that soldiers have never before penetrated. It is 
a territory that has never seen a permanent 
western settler. This territory has not been 
ceded to the Canadians. (Fiddler & Stevens, 
2003, p. 72) 

 Soldiers with dog teams traveled to Island Lake 
in 1907 to arrest a powerful shaman. Toppling the 
Anishiniwuk spiritual leader by the Canadian gov-
ernment amounted to a regime change, making 
way for treaty signing. In 1909 the Chief of Island 
Lake, representing 649 Anishiniwuk, signed an 
adhesion to Treaty 5 with Canada in their summer 
meeting place at Old Post fort (Mckay, 2018). A 
historian from Island Lake, Peter Mckay, describes 
the Treaty 5 process as “unfinished business,” as 
the treaty commissioner never returned “to honor 
his promise nor the original spirit and intent of the 
full Treaty-making process” (Mckay, 2018, p. 2). In 
the written Treaty, the Crown obligations promised 
hunting, fishing, and farming implements: 

Provide 160 acres of land for a family of five 
or in the proportion for larger or smaller 
families, . . . [continue the] right to pursue 
hunting and fishing throughout the tract [that 
is unoccupied],…pay sum of five hundred 
dollars per annum every year in the purchase 
of ammunition, and twine for nets, supply 
farming and gardening tools [that includes two 
hoes, one scythe, one axe and one spade per 
family; one plow for every ten families; five 
harrows for every twenty families; and one 
cross-cut saw, one hand-saw, one pit-saw, the 
necessary files, one grindstone, and one auger 
for each band], and compensate for the value 
of any improvements on the reserves. (Indian 
& Northern Affairs Canada, 1969, para.13, 16 , 
17, 19, 20, 23, & 24)  

 This treaty agreement was not met, as vividly 
shown by the treaty cheque from 2015 addressed 
to the Wasagamack First Nation on display at the 
Canadian Human Rights Museum (CHRM) 
(Figure 2), providing a pittance for an entire 
community’s implements for acquiring food for 
20 years (Thompson et al., 2014), according to 
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CHRM signage that states: 

The payment of [CA]$79.38 in 2015 for 20 
years of twine and ammunition indicates how 
treaties have failed to adapt to today’s realities. 
“According to the Elders, the treaty created a 
lasting relationship between the government 
and the First Nations. As such, the treaties 
should adapt to these needs.” (Canadian 
Museum for Human Rights, 2018) 

 The meager payment of less than CA$100 is 
insufficient to provide food subsistence material 
for one family for one year when a fishing net costs 
more than CA$100 today. Certainly this amount 
would not meet the needs of 1,500 people over 20 
years.  
 The government of Canada surveyed and 
described treaty lands, but missed large areas in the 
Island Lake region. According to the treaty map of 

the Treaty Relation Commission of Manitoba 
(TRCM), three large expanses are not covered by 
any treaties in Manitoba, in the Island Lake region 
amounting to more than 1.5 million hectares. 
Canada unilaterally governs according to the text of 
the treaties and not on the basis of oral history, 
interpreting the treaties as surrendering the land, 
which is a contestable point. However, the land not 
ceded by treaties belongs to the Island Lake 
communities (Tough, 1997). The Anishiniwuk only 
learned about this unceded land as part of this 
research, in 2018. 
 Soon after the treaty, the Dominion of Canada 
directed people to move from Old Post to find a 
place with grassland in order to pursue agriculture, 
including animal husbandry. Island Lake Chief 
George Knott moved 11 families to the shore of 
Wasagamack Bay, where the community remains to 
the present day. However, most Anishiniwuk fami-
lies continued to live in their family camp areas, 

Figure 2. Photo at Canadian Museum of Human Rights of the Wasagamack Cheque of CA$79.38 
for 20 Years of Treaty Rights for Food Implements 
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throughout their massive territory, until the 1960s 
and 1970s. Until 1969, Island Lake was represented 
by one chief. After 1969, Wasagamack and the 
other First Nation bands became an administrative 
unit, each with its own chief and council. The 
Island Lake bands increasingly fell under govern-
ment rules and regulations (Tully, 1999).  
 The treaty promised a local school (Ontario-
Manitoba Boundary Commission, 1955). Geno-
cidal residential school policies were adopted in 
Canada in 1867—“to take the Indian out of the 
child”—but Island Lake children until the 1950s 
were untouched by these policies, continuing to 
learn Indigenous knowledge systems from the land 
and Elders. Until the advent of floatplanes, Anish-
iniwuk children were largely free from far-off resi-
dential schools, as families were dispersed in their 
remote camps. The book Cowboys and Indians: The 
Shooting of J.J. Harper describes how the RCMP 
came with floatplanes to take seven-year-old Victor 
Harper from his family camp to residential school:  

They [Victor Harper and J. J. Harper] had 
spent their early years in the bush, where 
their families fished and hunted and trapped. 
The two boys grew up speaking Oji-Cree, 
immersed in the culture and the customs of 
the Island Lake people . . . until a float-plane 
swooped across the water, like a bird of prey. 
A man in a red coat Victor assumes was a 
Mountie got out and began rounding up the 
school-aged children. . . . The Jack River 
school, a big stone building, became their 
prison. (Sinclair, 1999, pp. 43-44) 

 Victor recounted his experiences of physical, 
sexual, and emotional abuse. Many First Nation 
children suffered abuse during this systematic 
assimilation process undertaken through the power 
of the state, with church and RCMP support 
(Sinclair, 1999). After elementary school, Victor 
and J. J. attended Assiniboine Residential Second-
ary School, amounting to more than a decade of 
residential school imprisonment.  
 From Victor’s story, Island Lake children 
clearly did not escape the compulsory school 
requirement. However, only one generation of 
students was taken away, compared to the removal 

of three or four generations in most other First 
Nation communities, due to the remote nature of 
the community. Then, after the Roman Catholic 
Church was built in 1954 on an Island near 
Wasagamack, an elementary school was opened in 
the church. With a local school, the Anishiniwuk 
began to settle in Wasagamack during the school 
year, to protect their children from abduction. 
Settling for school turned the seasonal pattern of 
Anishiniwuk travel for harvesting upside down, 
away from congregating on reserve from fall to 
spring and traveling to family camps from summer 
to fall. The school taught colonial, Christian 
doctrine, replacing the tutelage of children by 
Elders, animals, and the land. Children were not 
removed from their families, language, and culture 
to attend elementary school. However, they still 
were sent to residential schools for secondary 
school education.  
 While settlers did not compete for food and 
land in Island Lake with the Anishiniwuk, mining 
interests did. Manitobans were exploring the Island 
Lake area for gold, finding rich potential, at the 
time of the Manitoba-Ontario border survey in the 
1920s. With “considerable mining development… 
[in] close proximity to the said boundary,” (Peters 
& Rorke, 1925, p. 9) Manitoba disputed the 
Crown’s decision to put “the eastern point of 
Island Lake” in Ontario (Peters & Rorke, 1925, p. 
10), rather than in Manitoba. To facilitate 
economic growth from mining in Manitoba, the 
disputed boundary was shifted “from Island Lake 
to Hudson Bay…across the Laurentian Shield, a 
distance of about 110 miles,” (Ontario-Manitoba 
Boundary Commission, 1955, p. 6). As a result, 
Monument Bay’s greenstone belt—a zone of 
volcanic and associated sedimentary rock, often 
rich in gold, silver, copper, zinc, and lead ores—
falls within Manitoba, which would have 
devastating consequences in the twenty-first 
century for Island Lake people.  
 The Anishiniwuk , like other Indigenous people, 
were oppressed by colonial policies that subjugated 
Indigenous peoples and communities in many 
ways, including not allowing Indigenous people to 
hire lawyers, outlawing Indigenous ceremonies 
until 1951, and withholding voting rights until 
1960. These policies deprived First Nation people 
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of land and resources as well as disrupting 
ceremonies and culture transmission (Tully, 1999). 
In this research, Victor Harper shared his 60-year-
old secret, that ceremonial and sacred objects were 
buried to prevent their destruction by colonial 
powers. Victor wanted to return these objects so 
that his community could experience healing, 
pointing to the map to show their hiding place: 

The federal government was abolishing all the 
ceremonies and rights of native people. So, the 
people of Kalliecahoolie Lake, Bolton Lake, 
and this area decided to hide a ceremony. The 
ceremonies are hidden here somewhere. Some-
where, we don’t know where. It’s a small lake, 
and when you go to that lake, you will hear a 
humming sound. The reason that it is hum-
ming is that the ancestral people fixed the 
rocks, so the wind goes through the rocks . . .  
But if we find that place, we find our culture 
and our way of life. Not to say, we will live the 
way they did. But spiritually we can live like 
them and lead a good life. And that is why we 
want to go there. (Thompson, Harper, & Klatt, 
2017) 

 Victor believed that retrieving the artifacts of 
these ceremonies would reset the community on a 
spiritual path towards mino bimaadiziwin and be a 
source of healing for the Anishiniwuk culture, land, 
and people.  
 During the colonial period, not only Indige-
nous land and spirituality were under attack but 
foodways as well. Since the 1970s, the wild food 
diet in Wasagamack has transitioned slowly to the 
ultra-processed food typically sold at the Northern 
Store (Thompson et al., 2012). Processed foods, 
compared to wild foods, have lower nutritional 
values for calcium, folacin, iron, vitamins, and 
fiber, but higher fat and sugar ratios (Batal et al. 
2018; Kuhnlein et al., 2006). These foods are nutri-
ent deficient and loaded with excessive calories 
(Batal et al., 2018). The dietary transition of Indig-
enous peoples from a traditional diet to processed 
food has led to dental caries, lowered resistance to 
infection, higher rates of obesity, diabetes, chronic 
diseases, and higher food insecurity (Batal et al. 
2018; Willows, Hanley, & Delormier, 2012).  

 Price blames colonial diets for the degenera-
tion of Indigenous health: “No era in the long 
journey of mankind reveals in the skeletal remains 
such a terrible degeneration of teeth and bones, as 
this brief modern period records” (1939, p. 11). 
The excessive amounts of sugar found in pro-
cessed food are blamed for the high rates of poor 
dental health for Indigenous children in Canada, 
with 85% of Indigenous children ages three to five 
experiencing dental decay and 80% of Indigenous 
children six to eleven afflicted with dental caries 
(Mathu-Muju, McLeod, Walker, Chartier, & 
Harrison, 2016).  
 Indigenous peoples experience higher rates of 
most chronic and infectious diseases, as well as 
lower life expectancy, compared to other Cana-
dians (Statistics Canada 2016). The prevalence of 
type 2 diabetes among First Nations populations is 
four to five times higher than the rest of Canada 
(Young, 2000). However, the type 2 diabetes rate is 
higher still in Wasagamack and the other Island 
Lake communities, where children as young as 
eight have been diagnosed with type 2 diabetes 
(Young, 2000).  
 The Northern Store is the only store in the 
region, selling overpriced and unhealthy food. This 
market vulnerability compromises food security in 
Island Lake (Thompson et al., 2012). A research 
study found food insecurity rates in Wasagamack 
to be very high, with 79% of households experi-
encing some form of food insecurity and 35% of 
households having severe food insecurity 
(Zahariuk, 2014). These rates reveal the enormous 
economic inequities inflicting remote Indigenous 
people, with First Nation people in Island Lake 
having ten times the food insecurity rate of other 
Canadians (Sen, 1986).  
 Food safety requires access to safe drinking 
water. Regional remoteness and government 
underfunding of reserve infrastructure delayed 
piped water access in Wasagamack until after 2009 
and limited pipes to a few houses, while cisterns 
were installed in most houses between 2009 and 
2015. Wasagamack First Nation was described as a 
“northern community [that] follows a traditional 
lifestyle and has crowded housing, primitive toilet-
ing and lacks running water” (Sinha, Martin, 
Sargent, McConnell, & Bernstein, 2002, p. 77). 
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Cistern water has both quality issues, with high 
rates of bacterial contamination (Indian Affairs & 
Northern Development, 2006; Lebel & Reed, 
2010), and quantity issues, as many people report 
running out of water regularly before the next 
water truck delivery (Harper, Whiteway & Thomp-
son, 2018). At least 10% of houses continue to use 
buckets for water and sewage (Harper et al., 2018), 
which poses real health risks to hundreds of 
people. The World Health Organization (2004) 
identifies safe, treated water in homes as a critical 
determinant of health. Health impacts of unsafe 
drinking water include acute gastritis, stomach 
ulcers, dermatological conditions, birth defects, 
respiratory infections, neurological dysfunction, 
and death (Indian Affairs & Northern Develop-
ment, 2006; Jones et al., 2012; Uemura et al., 2001; 
World Health Organization, 2004). In Wasa-
gamack, 95% of the community members, as 
young as six weeks old (Sinha et al., 2002), 
screened positive for the bacterium Helicobacter 
pylori (H. pylori), a major cause of stomach cancer 
and some types of lymphoma of the stomach.  
 Canadian funding models and policies regard-
ing food and water in First Nation communities 
undermine sustainable livelihood and food security 
(Thompson et al., 2012). Infrastructure funding is 
limited to a per capita formula, which particularly 
shortchanges remote northern communities by 
failing to account for the high costs to fly in 
materials and build on the Canadian shield in 
permafrost. Funding limitations and other policies 
result in inadequate infrastructure for water supply 
and sewage, as well as housing, that undermines 
human rights, health, and traditional food cultures. 
The bias of the Canadian government against wild 
food is apparent in their policies to subsidize cor-
porate food through Nutrition North Canada, 
which competes unfairly with healthier but unsub-
sidized wild food (Thompson et al., 2012). Provin-
cial public health regulations prohibit serving wild 
meat and ungraded fish in public venues such as 
schools, hospitals, and stores, so there is no 
capacity to market these foods to offset harvesting 
expenses (Thompson et al., 2012). In the face of 
high costs to access the family camp areas by 
floatplane and for equipment, the government 
provides no support for hunting, fishing, and 

gathering. The Canadian bias against wild foods 
and Indigenous peoples extends to the lack of 
funding for educating Anishiniwuk youth about 
Indigenous foodways and knowledge systems. 

Reclaiming Mino Bimaadiziwin 
In 1987 Wasagamack began an effort to reclaim 
mino bimaadiziwin and resurrect Indigenous knowl-
edge systems through traditional education on the 
land. Twelve Elders with two public school 
teachers, Victor and Emma Harper, organized the 
nopimink (on-the-land) education program to share 
their ancient teachings. These 12 Elders grew up 
learning from aki, parents, and Elders, having 
never experienced the residential school or colonial 
day school system.  
 The hands-on nopimink education taught 
people traditional foodways by immersion on the 
land with Elders. A log school, called the Allan 
Wood School, was erected in Allan Wood’s family 
camp in Stevenson River to allow students to learn 
about all aspects of the Indigenous food system: 

[Students] shot and butchered a moose… 
during the course, students were introduced to 
herbal medicines, rabbit snaring, traditional 
values, and traditional teaching ways. . . . They 
set nets and preserved fish. (Harper & Harper, 
2000, p. 12)  

 Families were invited to live on the land with 
these Elders, undertaking hunting, fishing, 
gathering, and ceremonies. The Elder Martin 
Wood describes Elders as academics of the 
traditional educational system, with their 
Indigenous knowledge:  

Elders tell me that this was good planning in 
seeking the academics of the traditional edu-
cation system. . . It is hoped that while the 
student is in school, he will be given a chance 
to learn about his own education system. . .  
There are many teachings in this area that 
were left by the Elders. (Harper & Harper, 
2000, p. 11) 

 Although the true Elders that learned from aki 
are getting old and dying, their knowledge is being 
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passed on, according to Charlie Harper: “The 
Elders of the past are in heaven, but their footsteps 
are still on earth” (Harper & Harper, 2000, p. 12).  
 Student teachers from Island Lake, through 
the Brandon University Native Teacher Education 
Program (BUNTEP), also earned a university 
credit course in nopimink towards their teaching 
degree. Although Elders workshops in Wasaga-
mack continue each year, sadly, the government 
closed the doors on BUNTEP in 2012, eliminating 
funding support and certification courses for 
teachers or youth in Wasagamack about traditional 
foodways and nopimink.  
 The 12 Elders teaching nopimink were also 
part of a research project to locate Anishinimowin 
place names on maps to preserve Indigenous 
knowledge and to document history (Harper & 
Harper, 2000). The Mino Bimaadiziwin mapping 
project with 49 harvesters built on this community-
led research work and digitized their work, passing 
the names to a topnymist for official recognition of 
Anishinimowin place names. Map 1 summarizes all 
the information collected, with titles and labels in 
Anishinimowin in order to provide some written 
resources for this oral language. The harvest sites 
concentrate around wakaihkan (log houses) and are 
adjacent to nipi (water). Wasagamack land use is 
not only in and around Island Lake but also 
includes the aki around many other lakes (Kallie-
cahoolie, Stevenson, Bigstone, Bennett, Makwa, 
Muskwa, Knight, Fairy Rock, Kitchi, Amos, 
Willows, etc.) and rivers (Gunisao, Stevenson, 
Mainland, Joint, etc.). 
 Map A1 (Appendix) shows that Wasagamack 
people regularly travel great distances to harvest 
food for their family, with aerial distances of 136 
km (85 mi) to the west, 52 km (32 mi) to the north, 
82 km (51 mi) to the east across the Ontario bor-
der, and 103 km (64 mi) to the southwest (Thapa, 
2018). Rather than a linear path, canoe routes and 
ski trails follow meandering rivers, which increases 
distances. Anishiniwuk generally travel with their 
family to their family camp at least once a year, 
despite the time required of one week or more to 
paddle or portage, or the expense required of 
CA$300 to CA$400 dollars for one-way floatplane 
travel. Dog sledding, snowmobiling, and taking ice-
roads provide means of travel in the winter.  

 Thematic maps focused on Indigenous food 
systems were undertaken and are included in the 
Appendix: Map A2 for fishing, Maps A3 and A4 
for hunting, Map A5 for gathering, and Map A6 
for trapping. The people of Wasagamack mainly 
harvest fish, moose, beaver, muskrat, geese, ducks, 
grouse, rabbit, and bird eggs within their traditional 
territories, as well as occasionally ptarmigan, loon, 
swan, and other animals. People fish most inten-
sively in the fall, which coincides with moose, 
duck, and geese hunting season.  
 Fish are the staple food in the north (Thomp-
son et al., 2012), as illustrated by a story about a 
fish competing with a moose to see who supplies 
the most food to the Anishiniwuk. The moose 
brags: “I am so gigantic I can provide a feast for an 
entire community.” But the fish laughs: “Moose 
run away when hunted. But not fish. Fish swim 
right into the nets, providing the Anishiniwuk easy 
access and more food.” The moose is a sore loser 
in this competition, stepping on the fish’s head, 
which is why the jackfish has a long, flat snout.  
 Moose, beaver, muskrat, and ducks, and geese 
are semi-aquatic, which helps explain why most 
harvest sites cluster around lakes and rivers. For 
example, moose wade to eat aquatic plants, swim, 
and cool off, and Anishiniwuk lasso and pull moose 
underwater from their boats. Moose is culturally 
important as well as a favorite food: killing a moose 
is considered a sign of passage from child to adult. 
Traditionally, an Anishiniwuk man, when wanting to 
marry, gave his beloved’s mother a moose head to 
demonstrate that he was a good provider.  
 Bird hunting typically is done at greater dis-
tances from the reserve and cabins than for other 
food, as shown in Map 4A. However, Wasagamack 
harvesters usually collect berries, food plants, med-
icines, mosses, and specialty woods for smoking 
fish and other uses, as well as earth materials, close 
to their cabins. Traditional medicinal harvests are 
crucial to human health (Uprety, Asselin, Dhakal, 
& Julien, 2012), with weekay, Labrador tea, and 
other medicines traditionally gathered when fully 
developed in late summer or early fall. Hallowell 
(1938) recorded seeing wild rice west of the Island 
Lake region in much earlier times, and wild rice is 
harvested today from Kalliecahoolie Lake for 
special feasts. 
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 The province has designated family camping 
areas, where people traditionally hunted and 
trapped, to be colonial administrative boundaries 
called traplines. Traplines are displayed in Map 7, 
along with the locations the 49 harvesters reported 
setting their traps. Today the province manages 
trapline resources by requiring the head trapper 
and other trappers to purchase annual trapping 
licenses (Tough, 1997). Although trapline areas are 
often used to define Indigenous territory for con-
sultation purposes, this research found the tradi-
tional land-use area in Wasagamack is much more 
extensive than the trapline boundaries. The food-
shed is a more accurate representation of Wasaga-
mack territory than the trapline boundaries, but the 
watershed is the scale needed to protect land uses.  

Foodshed of Wasagamack First Nation  
The Wasagamack First Nation foodshed area is 
estimated to be 13,378 square kilometers, fully con-
sidering Wasagamack traditional land uses, trapline 
boundaries, and wildlife habitat. This territory, 
based on ecological habitats and traditional land 
uses, provides a better estimate of the Wasagamack 
traditional territory than the traplines, which are 
based on the provincial government’s rough esti-
mate of family camping areas.  
 The foodshed operates within the Hayes 
watershed, which needs to be protected as water-
shed changes can impact the foodshed. Anishiniwuk 
discussed in meetings and interviews how a hydro-
electric dam would obliterate traditional land uses 
and have worse negative impacts than mining on 
both land and water traditional uses. Many Anishin-
iwuk drink water directly from the lakes; they also 
tend to hunt, trap, and gather in or adjacent to 
water bodies. While water pollution impacts water 
quality downstream, dams and water control struc-
tures affect both upstream and downstream water 
quality and quantity, to impact wildlife and tradi-
tional pursuits. As a result, the Hayes watershed is 
also marked in Map A7, so as to identify the water-
shed as critical to conserving the foodshed, recog-
nizing that dams that fluctuate water flow would 
undermine the cultural and ecological integrity of 
the Island Lake region.  
 Community-led development, traditional land 
uses, and intact ecosystems are considered more 

important than gold to Anishiniwuk. Wasagamack 
community members repeatedly stated that indus-
trial mining development—exploration, mining 
claims, drilling—by outsiders is not wanted and 
would undermine their traditional pursuits and 
their Indigenous rights. In opposition, the provin-
cial government claims jurisdictional authority over 
all natural resources in Wasagamack beyond the 
reserve, prioritizing unsustainable mining rather 
than sustainable traditional uses (Manitoba Gov-
ernment, 2011). The province passed Land Use 
Planning Act Regulation 81/2011, dictating that in 
regions considered rich in valuable mineral 
resources, “dominant land use should be explora-
tion and extraction,” that “the best and only use of 
greenstone belts is mining” and “greenstone 
belts . . . must be identified and protected from 
conflicting surface land uses that could interfere 
with access to the resources” (Manitoba Govern-
ment, 2011, p. 40, p. 39). The passage of Regula-
tion 81/2011 violated the duty to consult, which is 
required in the Canadian constitution (McGregor, 
2013; McIlwraith & Cormier, 2016). This was par-
ticularly grievous, as First Nations were engaged 
with the province in the Wabanong Nakaygum 
Onimawin planning initiative at the time (Manitoba 
Government, 2016). Only in 2017, when Island 
Lake Tribal Council staff wanted the entirety of 
their ancestral land to be protected, did the prov-
ince counter that Regulation 81/2011 made that 
impossible due to the many greenstone belts in 
Island Lake. These greenstone belts are near lakes, 
such as Bigstone, Knight, Wass, and Clam, as well 
as rivers important for food procurement.  
 The province of Manitoba is extensively mar-
keting mining development in Island Lake. After 
gold veins at Bigstone and Knight Lakes in 
Wasagamack territory were recently discovered, the 
province began advertising at a mining conference 
that the area is free for claiming. Similarly, at Mon-
ument Bay in the Island Lake region, rather than 
evicting the mining company as requested by the 
Red Sucker Lake First Nation (RSL), Manitoba 
courts evicted the First Nation for trespassing on 
their own territory.  
 Looking for other ways to preserve Wasaga-
mack ancestral land and foodways, counsel on how 
to achieve United Nations World Heritage status 
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was sought (UNESCO, 2018). The UNESCO sta-
tus protects Pimachiowin Aki’s approximately 
three million hectares of a boreal ecosystem, the 
territory of four Indigenous communities, from 
industrial development. Although the Wasagamack 
territory is similar to Pimachiowin Aki, also on the 
east side of Lake Winnipeg and also roadless, the 
Province claims that Island Lake is ineligible due to 
its greenstone belts (Rinne, 2017). As a last resort, 
the community is staking their own mining claim in 
order to ensure that strict cultural and environmen-
tal protocols are followed, but doing so without 
any government support. 

Post-colonial Mino Bimaadiziwin and Indigenous 
food sovereignty 
The community vision for overcoming colonially 
imposed poverty and underdevelopment and for 
achieving mino bimaadiziwin is through community 
development and Indigenous food sovereignty. 
The community researcher, Johnathon Harper, 
summarized the 49 map biographies and his inter-
view research regarding the future development of 
Wasagamack: “The land is perfect the way it is. 
People do not want to see any industrial develop-
ment, only community development in their 
territory.” 
 Despite their poverty and lack of community 
infrastructure, all Wasagamack people who were 
interviewed did not want industrial development 
that desecrates their land. Wasagamack people 
clearly reject the dominant model of development 
that has wreaked havoc with ecosystems and cul-
tures throughout the world. The Anishiniwuk view 
community-led development as the solution. Their 
priorities include food sovereignty, nopimink, com-
munity-led education, and infrastructure, including 
adequate housing and a community airport, to 
bring about reconciliation, renewal, and healing 
from the effects of residential schools and other 
colonial policies.  
 Towards community-led post-secondary edu-
cation at Wasagamack, the Mino Bimaadiziwin Part-
nership was developed in 2017 with the University 
of Manitoba and other universities and colleges, as 
well as social enterprises (Thompson, 2017). The 
Partnership is furthering the community develop-
ment plan for Wasagamack land use focusing on 

Indigenous food systems and healthy housing 
through post-secondary education. This 
community-led and projects-based college 
education has the potential to transform education 
and food policy, as well as build capacity locally in 
Wasagamack. This partnership includes three First 
Nation communities but also most public post-
secondary colleges and universities in Manitoba, as 
well as a number of social enterprises. This 
partnership provides instructional capacity and 
research resources to explore optimal solutions to 
resolve development challenges through applied 
adult education (Thompson, 2017). By conducting 
participatory action research, this collaboration is 
leapfrogging Indigenous development and post-
secondary education from colonially imposed to 
self-determined and community-led educational 
development.  
 As part of this effort, Wasagamack post-
secondary students in the Mino Bimaadiziwin Part-
nership education program faced off in a Dragons’ 
Den entrepreneurship competition against 63 First 
Nation communities and won third place with their 
dream of a community college in their community 
teaching Indigenous food systems (Harper & 
Harper, 2019). The prize of CA$550,000 will reno-
vate their decommissioned school into a restaurant 
and country food kitchen (Thompson, 2019). 
Thus, post-secondary students will have a place in 
their community to be trained in traditional foods.  

Conclusion 
Two primary components of Indigenous food 
sovereignty, specifically ecological integrity and 
cultural integrity, endure in Wasagamack despite 
Canada’s brutal colonial rule. Its remoteness and 
culture have given Wasagamack a unique history. 
Indigenous food systems and traditional land uses 
continue to be possible due to Island Lake and the 
Hayes Watershed lacking settlers, as well as dams 
and industrial, development. Wasagamack ancestral 
land has robust ecological integrity, with untouched 
boreal forests, clean waterways, and abundant, 
diverse wildlife. Traditional land-use map biog-
raphies chronicle how Anishiniwuk continue to 
harvest, steward, and conduct ceremonies over 
their territory. This sacred communion with the 
land and animals ensures that wild food is har-
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vested sustainably in a way that nourishes stable 
traditional culture. Elders who have been unim-
pacted by residential schools continue to animate 
Indigenous knowledge systems and encourage wild 
food pursuits. As a result, most Anishiniwuk have a 
strong cultural foundation, continuing to harvest 
wild foods and speaking their Indigenous language 
fluently (Statistics Canada, 2016).  
 The foodshed was estimated from the 49 
harvester map biographies, traplines, and habitat 
requirements. For wild food to be harvested 
sustainably, the foodshed must continue to have 
ecological integrity, protecting habitat for wildlife 
(Friedmann, 2014). The foodshed defines the 
territory more accurately than the colonial artifact 
of traplines and should be used for consultation 
rather than trapline boundaries. However, to 
preserve the foodshed for traditional land uses, 
conservation of the entire Hayes watershed is 
paramount. 
 Foodshed and watershed conservation would 
benefit immensely from Anishiniwuk leading Wasa-
gamack land management and planning, due to 
their Indigenous ecological knowledge and prac-
tices (Jojola, 2013; McGregor, 2013; Tauli-Corpuz 
et al., 2018). As a result of their intimate and sacred 
relationship with the land, Anishiniwuk prioritize 
their ancestral land above all else, seeing aki as 
perfect the way the Creator made it. Their Indige-
nous approach to conservation can be expected to 
be more successful, consistent with a review of 29 

case studies in Asia and Latin America by Tauli-
Corpuz, Alcorn, & Molnar (2018), which found 
better outcomes for conserving biodiversity, forest 
cover, and, thus, wild food when led by Indigenous 
peoples rather than led by others.  
 Mino bimaadiziwin is the term used by Wasa-
gamack people to describe the spiritual and good 
life of their ancestors on the land, prior to coloni-
zation, as well as the Wasagamack vision for the 
future. Wasagamack people prioritize culture, eco-
logical integrity, and wild food over gold and other 
riches. In contrast, the province continues to 
prioritize mining over sustainable development and 
reconciliation. This focus is demonstrated by the 
province’s actions to shift the Manitoba-Ontario 
boundary in the early 1900s, passing Regulation 
81/2011 without consultation, and peddling gold 
veins in Island Lake to mining companies. It is to 
be hoped that even when pitted against powerful 
mining interests aligned with the government, 
foodshed maps, unceded land, nopimink education, 
and partnerships will provide important tools for 
building Indigenous food sovereignty and for 
regaining mino bimaadiziwin. In stewarding their 
ancestral land and biodiversity, Wasagamack is 
protecting Indigenous food sovereignty.   
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Map A1. Aerial Distances from Wasagamack First Nation for Traditional Land Uses (N=49) 
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Map A2. Fish Harvest Sites of 49 Wasagamack First Nation Harvesters (N=49)
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Map A3. Animal Hunt Harvest Sites of Wasagamack Harvesters (N=49)
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Map A4. Bird and Egg Harvest Sites of Wasagamack Harvesters (N=49)
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Map A5. Gathering Sites for Plants, Medicines, and Other Materials by Wasagamack Harvesters (N=49)
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Map A6. Trapping Sites for Wasagamack Harvesters (N=49)
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Map A7. Foodshed of Wasagamack First Nation Based on Harvesting Sites and Trap Lines for 
Community-Led Development 
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