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Climate policies and plans can lead to disproportionate impacts and benefits across
different kinds of communities, serving to reinforce, and even exacerbate existing
structural inequities and injustices. This is the case in Canada where, we argue,
climate policy and planning is reproducing settler-colonial relations, violating Indigenous
rights, and systematically excluding Indigenous Peoples from policy making. We
conducted a critical policy analysis on two climate plans in Canada: the Pan Canadian
Framework on Clean Growth and Climate Change (Pan-Canadian Framework), a federal
government-led, top-down plan for reducing emissions; and the Québec ZéN (zero
émissions nette, or net-zero emissions) Roadmap, a province-wide, bottom-up energy
transition plan developed by civil society and environmental groups in Quebec. Our
analysis found that, despite aspirational references to Indigenous Peoples and their
inclusion, both the Pan-Canadian Framework and the ZéN Roadmap failed to uphold
the right to self-determination and to free, prior, and informed consent, conflicting with
commitments to reconciliation and a “Nation-to-Nation” relationship. Recognizing these
limitations, we identify six components for an Indigenous-led climate policy agenda.
These not including clear calls to action that climate policy must: prioritize the land
and emphasize the need to rebalance our relationships with Mother Earth; position
Indigenous Nations as Nations with the inherent right to self-determination; prioritize
Indigenous knowledge systems; and advance climate-solutions that are interconnected,
interdependent, and multi-dimensional. While this supports the emerging literature on
Indigenous-led climate solutions, we stress that these calls offer a starting point, but
additional work led by Indigenous Peoples and Nations is required to breathe life into a
true Indigenous-led climate policy.
Keywords: climate policy and planning, indigenous self-determination, settler colonialism, Canada, decolonization
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INTRODUCTION

2◦ C of the Paris Agreement. As a result, severe climate impacts
are being felt across the globe: wildfires, floods, droughts, and
massive storms are already devastating lives, communities and
ecosystems (Ripple et al., 2017; Peters et al., 2020). These
impacts are only set to increase as global temperatures continue
to rise, disproportionately impacting Indigenous Peoples given
the unique climate risks as a result of how colonialism,
in conjunction with capitalism, has shaped where they live,
their socio-economic conditions, and how they exercise their
relationships with Mother Earth (Whyte, 2017, 2018b). Clearly,
it is “...therefore simply not rational for Indigenous [P]eoples
to rely on these global, national, and regional economic and
political frameworks for climate justice and a sustainable future”
(McGregor et al., 2020, p. 36).
In lieu of this inaction, Indigenous Peoples have led, and
continue to lead environmental and climate justice movements
across the world (Gedicks, 1994, 2001; Gobby, 2020; Temper
et al., 2020). For hundreds of years, they have generated
and defended their relations and forms of social organization
based on mutuality and reciprocity (Simpson, 2011; Coulthard,
2014). Recently, this has included advancing their own
climate emergency declarations—declarations that emphasize the
multidimensional, interconnected, and interrelated nature of
climate solutions and that privilege the resurgence of Indigenous
Peoples’ sustainable self-determination. One such example is
the Vuntut Gwitch’in First Nation (VGFN), in Old Crow,
Yukon. Their declaration, entitled “Yeendoo Diinehdoo Ji’
heezrit Nits’oo Ts’ o’ Nan He’ aa,” translates into “After Our Time,
How Will the World Be?” This declared that “climate change
constitutes a state of emergency for our lands, waters, animals,
and peoples.”
Indigenous climate policies, driven by fierce love for lands
and waters and bolstered by inherent, treaty, constitutional,
and international rights, emphasize the connection between
colonialism and capitalism to understand, acknowledge and
“challenge the unequal social and environmental relations in
which carbon emissions are embedded” (Chatterton et al., 2013,
p. 7). Scholars (Cameron, 2012; McGregor, 2018b) argue that
those who fail to apply this analysis will be unable to understand
the depth and scope of effects on Indigenous Peoples, and thus
continue to fail. Indeed, the ongoing failure to address the climate
crisis stems from a pervasive focus on the symptoms of the
problem, rather than the root causes driving the crisis (Abson
et al., 2017; Temper et al., 2018).
This study seeks to explore how climate policy can be
more just, inclusive to Indigenous rights and knowledge
systems, and more effective. We do this by analyzing two
settler-developed climate plans in Canada—the Pan-Canadian
Framework, a federal climate plan and the ZéN Roadmap, a
provincial level, civil society led plan. More specifically, we
ask whether these plans are: (a) in alignment or conflict with
the governments’ commitments to reconciliation and Nation
to Nation relationships; (b) violating or respecting inherent,
treaty, constitutional, and international Indigenous rights, and
(c) centering or ignoring and erasing Indigenous perspectives,
knowledge, and approaches to climate mitigation and adaptation.
Couched with an Indigenous Research Paradigm (IRP), we

“In the introduction [to the ZéN Roadmap], they say
‘Indigenous people have warned us against this for centuries
and environmentalists too’... Indigenous people haven’t just been
warning, they have been living it for decades. It is impacted their
wellbeing, their health... we’ve surpassed this dangerous threshold
in northern Canada. The way its painted in this Roadmap, it
is like ‘oh in the possible distant future’. No, this is concrete. It’s
actually happening. It’s actually taking place now” (E#6).
There is mounting support that Indigenous knowledge
systems are key to combating the climate crisis (IPCC, 2014).
Indeed, Indigenous Peoples have been sounding the “climate”
alarm bells for several decades. Drawing on their Elders and
knowledge keepers, as well as their reciprocal relationship with
the natural world, Indigenous Peoples have been consistently
raising their voices based on changing species migrations, water
levels, and weather patterns, and, when necessary, putting their
bodies and spirits on the line in the face of unrelenting extraction
(Gedicks, 1994, 2001; Green and Raygorodetsky, 2010; Temper
et al., 2020). Scientific evidence is now catching up: we are
facing an obvious and rapidly accelerating global climate crisis.
Global temperatures have increased by more than 1.1◦ C since the
late-nineteenth century due to human influences on the climate
system [Haustein et al., 2017; see also Environmental Change
Institute (2013)]; at the current rate of warming, we could exceed
1.5◦ C in a little more than a decade, and 2◦ C by mid-century.
A report released in April 2019 by Environment and Climate
Change Canada, shows Canada is warming at twice the global
rate, with the Canadian Arctic in particular warming at more
than three times the global rate (Bush and Lemmen, 2019).
In light of this existential threat, a growing number of
governments—federal, territorial, provincial, and municipal—
are declaring climate emergencies, proposing new policies, and
plans. The Pan-Canadian Framework on Clean Growth and
Climate Change (“Pan-Canadian Framework” or “PCF”) is one
such plan: a beam of “sunny ways” creeping into Canadian
climate policy following the election of a majority Justin Trudeau
government. This period came to a grinding halt in 2018 when
a federal House of Commons climate emergency declaration
was immediately—coincidentally or serendipitously—followed
by an announcement of the (re)approval of the Trans Mountain
pipeline (a pipeline to transport bitumen oil from the Alberta tar
sands to the British Columbia coast for export). Furthermore, it
became evident that despite the policies contained with the PanCanadian Framework, Canada was at minimum 77 megatons
from meeting its 2030 greenhouse gas target1 —a target that was
“highly insufficient” from the beginning, and “not remotely in
line with the international community’s goal of limiting global
warming to 1.5◦ C” (MacNeil, 2019, p. 156).
According to the 2019 United Nations Emission Gap report,
emissions across the globe continue to rise at a pace that is
inconsistent with a stable climate and current emissions pledges
are not sufficient to limit warming to less than 3◦ C by 2100, let
alone achieving the target temperature range of 1.5 to well-below
1 https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/br4_final_en.pdf,
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excluding Manitoba and Saskatchewan, and three territories.
Touted as an important collaborative document, the PanCanadian Framework refers to itself as a “collective plan to grow
our economy while reducing emissions and building resilience
to adapt to a changing climate” (n.p.). The plan is intended to
help meet Canada’s emissions reduction target of 30% reduction
in GHG emissions below 2005 levels by 2030—a target left over
from the previous government led by Stephen Harper.
The plan, directed by the Vancouver Declaration, sought to
capitalize on the momentum generated by the adoption of the
2015 Paris Agreement. It was developed by four working groups
composed of federal, provincial, and territorial representatives:
Pricing Carbon Pollution; Mitigation; Adaptation and Climate
Resilience; and Clean Technology, Innovations, and Jobs.
The Working Groups held roundtables and a multi-day
stakeholder engagement event, processes which included
national Indigenous organizations, stakeholders such as
non-government organizations, think tanks, and industry
associations including Canadian Association of Petroleum
Producers. These four groups laid the groundwork for the
four pillars of the Pan-Canadian Framework: Pricing Carbon
Pollution; Complementary Actions to Reduce Emissions;
Adaptation and Climate Resilience; and Clean Technology,
Innovations, and Jobs. Since the launch of the plan, the Federal
Government has been issuing periodic status reports of the
progress in implementing the plan, beginning in 2017 and most
recently in 2019. During the course of writing this, the federal
government introduced a “strengthened climate plan,” entitled A
Healthy Environment and A Healthy Economy.
Table 1, presented below, provides a few examples of 83-times
that “Indigenous” is referenced in the 78-page Pan-Canadian
Framework (Lee, 2016).

use a novel critical policy analysis based in sustainable selfdetermination, key-informant interviews, and our participant
involvement in the development of the two policies (described
in section Materials and Methods) to explore the inclusion, or
more aptly exclusion of Indigenous Peoples and their rights,
knowledge, and approaches, to climate action.
Our analysis found that, despite multiple references to
Indigenous Peoples, both the Pan-Canadian Framework and
the ZéN Roadmap failed to include Indigenous Nations and
communities at the policy-making table. We argue that this
exclusion constitutes a violation of Indigenous rights to selfdetermination and to free, prior and informed consent. In the
case of the Pan-Canadian Framework, it is also in conflict
with the federal government’s commitments to reconciliation
and advancing a Nation-to-Nation relationship. Further, the
plans propose certain climate solutions—such as hydro-electric
development and natural gas—that can disproportionately
impact Indigenous Peoples. In these and other ways, we found
that the Pan-Canadian Framework and the ZéN Roadmap ignore
Indigenous perspectives, knowledge, and approaches to climate
mitigation and adaptation.
Based on these findings, we propose some key principles
for Indigenous-led climate policy agenda going forward. These
include clear calls to action that climate policy must: prioritize the
land and emphasize the need to rebalance our relationships with
Mother Earth; position Indigenous Nations not as stakeholders,
but as Nations with the inherent right to self-determination;
prioritize Indigenous knowledge systems; and advance climatesolutions that are interconnected, interdependent, and multidimensional. Through this, we hope to contribute to the
growing amount of literature that supports the development
of Indigenous-led climate solutions, which can, when done
correctly, “generate well-being and Indigenous-determined
futures in the face of dramatic environmental and climatic
change” (McGregor et al., 2020, p. 37). To begin, we discuss
the origins of the two climate policies and then introduce our
methods. This is followed by our results and discussion.

Overview of the ZéN Roadmap
The Roadmap is a province-wide, bottom-up energy transition
plan developed by civil society and environmental groups
in Quebec to reach net zero emissions. It was led by with
Le Front commun pour la transition énergétique3 (FTCE),
a network of over 70 environmental organizations, unions,
and community groups united toward a justice-based energy
transition in Quebec.
The ZéN Roadmap lays out concrete steps “towards a Québec
that will be carbon neutral, more resilient and more just” (p. 3).
The first section of the document focused on building resilient
communities, by reclaiming “our living environments and the
means to protect the ecosystems on which we depend” (p. 5).
The second section offers a political framework for guiding
the transition which includes (a) call for the coherence and
accountability of governments, (b) a fair transition whereby no
one is left behind, (c) a focus from the start on human rights, and
(d) immediate and extraordinary efforts to finance the transition.
The final section lays out the plan for reducing greenhouse
gas emissions, offering actions that work across sectors—around
the themes of economy and consumption, energy, and land
use planning and biodiversity. This section also offers actions

Description of the Cases
Compared to Indigenous land defense, which has been ongoing
since European contact, settler-led environmentalism is relatively
new in Quebec and Canada (Hill, 2010; Simpson, 2017). To fully
understand the implications of this new history, we chose to
focus on two climate policies, one top-down led by the federal
government, and the other bottom-up led by the civil society
movement in Quebec, Canada. In this section, we provide an
overview of both plans.

Overview of the Pan-Canadian Framework
Canada’s current efforts to reduce GHG emissions and take
action on climate change is encapsulated in the Pan-Canadian
Framework on Clean Growth and Climate Change.2 The plan
was released in 2016 at a First Minister’s Meeting by the
federal government—led by Justin Trudeau, eight provinces
2 http://publications.gc.ca/site/archivee-archived.html?url=http://publications.gc.

3 https://www.pourlatransitionenergetique.org/qui-sommes-nous/

ca/collections/collection_2017/eccc/En4-294-2016-eng.pdf
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TABLE 1 | Example mentions of the word “Indigenous” in the PCF.

TABLE 2 | Example mentions of the word “Indigenous” in the ZéN.

Page
number

Quote

Theme

Page
number

Quote

Theme

Forward

“As we implement this Framework, we will
move forward respecting the rights of
Indigenous Peoples, with robust, meaningful
engagement drawing on their Traditional
Knowledge. We will take into account the
unique circumstances and opportunities of
Indigenous Peoples and northern, remote, and
vulnerable communities. We acknowledge and
thank Indigenous Peoples across Canada for
their climate leadership long before the Paris
Agreement and for being active drivers of
positive change”

Knowledge,
leadership

3

“Indigenous Peoples have warned us against
this for centuries and environmentalists have
too for quite some time”.

Knowledge,
leadership

53

“What would prevent us from succeeding:
Ignoring the knowledge of Indigenous Peoples
and peasants regarding sustainable agriculture
and land use planning”.

Knowledge

20

Rights,
collaboration

“The Pan-Canadian Framework reaffirms the
principles outlined in the Vancouver
Declaration, including…strengthening the
collaboration between our governments and
Indigenous Peoples on mitigation and
adaptation actions, based on recognition of
rights, respect, cooperation, and partnership”

Collaboration,
engagement,
rights

“What we need to do to achieve that vision:
Include from the start, in the decision-making
process, the groups whose rights may be
affected by the transition. Respect the right of
Indigenous Peoples to a free, prior and
enlightened consent”.

20

Vulnerabilities
“Human rights issues will arise from the
transition because the changes accompanying
it could have specific impacts on certain groups
of people such as women, youth, Indigenous
Peoples, northern, coastal and insular
communities, minorities and disabled people”.

3

“The Pan-Canadian Framework reaffirms the
principles outlined in the Vancouver
Declaration, including…recognizing the
importance of Traditional Knowledge in regard
to understanding climate impacts and
adaptation measures”

Knowledge

34

“While respecting Indigenous Peoples’
Rights
territorial rights, Québec protects half of its
lands and half of its internal, coastal and marine
waters, including those of crucial importance
for biological diversity and ecosystem services
(such as carbon control and sequestration)”.

3

Rights
“Our governments will continue to recognize,
respect and safeguard the rights of Indigenous
Peoples as we take actions under these pillars.”

4

“Indigenous Peoples will be important partners
in developing real and meaningful outcomes
that position them as drivers of climate action
in the implementation of the Pan-Canadian
Framework.”

Collaboration,
leadership

1

“Indigenous Peoples, northern and coastal
regions and communities in Canada are
particularly vulnerable and disproportionately
affected. Geographic location, socio-economic
challenges, and for Indigenous Peoples, the
reliance on wild food sources, often converge
with climate change to put pressure on these
communities. Much has been done to begin
addressing these challenges, including by
Indigenous Peoples.”

Vulnerabilities

8

Carbon pricing
“The federal government will also engage
Indigenous Peoples to find solutions that
address their unique circumstances, including
high costs of living and of energy, challenges
with food security, and emerging economies”
and that “carbon pricing policies should include
revenue recycling to avoid a disproportionate
burden on vulnerable groups and Indigenous
Peoples

3

MATERIALS AND METHODS
“Some people need scientific data to understand that we should
take action on climate change, and that’s fine. Except that for us
Indigenous people, it’s something that’s natural in us, respect for the
land” (E#4).
To appropriately consider the inclusion of Indigenous Peoples
within these two climate plans, we will base our analysis under
the broad parameters of an IRP (Kuokkanen, 2000; Wilson,
2008). An IRP aims to empower Indigenous Peoples to drive
research, shape ethical protocols, and define culturally relevant
and accountable methodologies (Wilson, 2008; Kovach, 2010;
Smith, 2012). It also seeks to decolonize the academy through
the re-centering of research by, instead of on, Indigenous
Peoples (Nakata et al., 2012; Smith, 2012). Following the
recommendation of Nicoll (2004), we do this by refocusing
the analytical and evaluative lens on “the innumerable ways
in which white sovereignty circumscribes and mitigates the
exercise of Indigenous sovereignty” (p. 19). By focusing on “being
in” Indigenous sovereignty and considering the perspectives of
Indigenous Peoples meaningfully, we challenge the dominant
assumptions underlying colonial systems of climate “solutions”
(Neville and Coulthard, 2019) and work to advance Indigenous
climate futures in policy and practice. Through this, we work to
simultaneously unsettle settler colonial present (Weiss, 2018).
To do this, we use sustainable self-determination as a
critical conceptual lens to assess how each climate plan—the
Pan-Canadian Framework and the ZéN Roadmap—considers

specific to sectors including transportation, industries, buildings,
agriculture, and waste.
Table 2, provides a few examples of 15-times that the word
“Indigenous” is referenced in the 64-page ZéN Roadmap.
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with Indigenous Peoples living in and outside Quebec. These
Experts came from different Indigenous nations and brought
different experiences and knowledge related to climate change,
policy, and planning. In advance of the interview, each individual
was asked to read the ZéN Roadmap (version 1.0) and
provide feedback, critical commentary, and recommendations
through an interview with one co-author (JG), which was
recorded and transcribed. All Experts were compensated for
their time, and recommendations were then shared with the
FCTE who wove the critiques and recommendations into the
final, 2.0 version of the ZéN Roadmap which was released to
the public in mid-November 2020. Direct quotes from these
Experts are included below and cited as (E#), to indicate
which Expert is being quoted. A table of all Expert interviews
are provided in the Table 3 below provides a list of all
Experts interviewed.
Beyond reflections on the literature and key-informant
interviews, direct observation and engagement in the
establishment of each climate plan also served to enrich our
findings. In particular, one co-author (GR) participated in the
design, negotiation, and implementation of the Pan-Canadian
Framework, from 2016 to the present, working to advance First
Nations rights, knowledge, and governance as a representative
of a National Indigenous Organization. Another co-author (JG)
was involved with the FCTE’s process by gathering feedback
from Indigenous people on the ZéN Roadmap and based on the
feedback, revising it and drafting the 2.0 version. This process
involved many meetings and negotiations.

Indigenous Peoples and their rights (Reed et al., 2020).
Sustainable self-determination, a concept advanced by
Cherokee scholar Jeff Corntassel, refers to both an individual
and community-driven process that ensures “. . . indigenous
livelihoods, food security, community governance, relationships
to homelands and the natural world, and ceremonial life
can be practiced today locally and regionally, thus enabling
the transmission of these traditions and practices to future
generations” (Corntassel, 2008, p. 156). An important
component of such an approach is to de-center the state,
and refocus the discussion on the cultural, social, and political
mobilization of Indigenous Peoples (Corntassel, 2012). This
approach aligns well with the Intersectionality-Based Policy
Analysis (IBPA) Framework introduced by Hankivsky (2012)
and Hankivsky and Jordan-Zachery (2019). This seeks to critique
and develop policy in such ways as to contribute to transforming
the inequitable relations of power that maintain inequality,
as well as the complex contexts and root causes of the social
problems that the given policies aim to address (Wiebe, 2019).
We do this by focusing on different components of Indigenous
self-determination, mainly inherent, Treaty, and constitutionally
protected rights (Borrows, 2002; Mills, 2016); Indigenous
Knowledge systems (McGregor, 2004, 2018a); and Indigenous
participation (Littlechild, 2014).

Methods
We developed a critical policy analysis framework, based
on the concept of sustainable self-determination to examine
the various dimensions of each climate plan. This included
considering the inherent, Treaty, and constitutionally protected
nature of Indigenous rights, drawing on the section 35
of the Canadian Constitution and minimum standards
affirmed in the United Nations Declaration on the Rights
of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP). To build on this rights
framework, we considered the recommendations stemming
from the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC),
the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP),
and Reclaiming Power and Place: The Final Report of the
National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous
Women and Girls4 . These recommendations offer important
insights for understanding the root causes driving the
climate crisis and the disproportionate impacts facing
Indigenous Peoples.
To learn more about the development of each policy
document, including who was and was not invited to that
policy-making table, we engaged in key-informant interviews
and strategic partnerships with Indigenous-led organizations.
For the Pan-Canadian Framework, we conducted a series
of short telephone interviews with federal public servants
involved in its creation. Based on their direction, we have
kept each response anonymous. Future research, in partnership
with Indigenous Climate Action, will be conducted with First
Nations, Inuit, and Metis people from across the country to
develop Indigenous-led climate policy and plans. For the ZéN
Roadmap, we also conducted a series of in-depth interviews

Results/Discussion
The Pan-Canadian Framework and ZéN Roadmap add to
the unrelenting number of pledges, declarations, and policies
promising ambitious greenhouse gas emission reductions. Like
many of these, both exhibit, in different ways, a fundamental
flaw in the current neoliberal approach to climate policy: no
amount of “tweaking” of the current system will get us to an
equitable and abundant model of prosperity for all of humankind
(Klein, 2014). Too often do governments, businesses, and nongovernment organizations pour time, resources, and advocacy

TABLE 3 | List of Indigenous Experts who were interviewed about the ZéN
Roadmap.

4 https://www.mmiwg-ffada.ca/
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Code

Nation

Gender

E#1

Ojibwe/Scottish

F

E#2

Anishinaabe

F

E#3

Anishinaabe

M

E#4

Innu

F

E#5

Mohawk

F

E#6

Western Métis

F

E#7

Anishinaabe/Ojibway

F

E#8

Innu

F

E#9

Mi’kmaw

F

E#10

Nisga’a

M
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Do the Plans Align or Conflict With Commitments to
Advance Reconciliation and “Nation-to-Nation”
Relationships?

into this model of “tweaking,” where: “. . . [t]hey seek to escape
the consequences of what [they] are doing, without changing
what [they] are doing.” (Rodriguez Acha, 2019, p. 252). Many
criticisms based on this line of thinking already exist for the PanCanadian Framework (see Table 4 presented below), however
there has not been a systematic analysis from the perspective of
Indigenous People, their rights, knowledge and approaches to
climate action.
Table 4, presented below, provides an overview of existing
critiques of the PCF.
In this section, we seek to advance these perspectives by
drawing on our interviews and experience to ask whether each
policy is: (a) in alignment or conflict with the governments’
commitments to reconciliation and Nation to Nation
relationships; (b) violating or respecting inherent, treaty,
constitutional and international Indigenous rights; and (c)
centering or ignoring Indigenous perspectives, knowledge, and
approaches to climate mitigation and adaptation. Based on this
exploration, we close with a discussion of what an agenda for
Indigenous-led climate policy would look like.

Since 2015, the Trudeau government has campaigned on
a proposed “new” relationship with Indigenous Peoples. He
regularly stated that: “[n]o relationship is more important
to Canada than the relationship with Indigenous Peoples.
Our Government is working together with Indigenous Peoples
to build a nation-to-nation, Inuit-Crown, government-togovernment relationship – one based on respect, partnership, and
recognition of rights” (Office of the PMO, 2017).5
In both plans, there are limited references to the approach
that was taken to engage Indigenous Nations on a “Nationto-Nation” relationship. The Pan-Canadian Framework called
for “robust engagement” with Indigenous Peoples on one hand,
but on the other refused to include Indigenous representatives
on the four working groups mandated to develop the plan’s
four pillars. Far from sematic, this removed Indigenous Peoples
from the decision table and instead identified them as one of
many groups to consult with. In doing this, Indigenous Peoples
were positioned as stakeholders—a position that minimizes their
ability to exercise their own self-determination and afford them
little opportunity to participate as self-governing Nations (Alfred
and Corntassel, 2005; Von der Porten et al., 2015).
For the ZéN Roadmap, the organizing group was not able to
reach Indigenous Peoples in Quebec and instead continued to
draft the entire report themselves. Once the report was drafted,
they then asked a co-author (JG) to conduct a consultation with
Indigenous Peoples. Unfortunately, this is a common trend in
the mainstream environmental organizing as described by one
Expert: “This methodology of ‘we’re having a project and we have
in the back of our minds that it needs to be inclusive . . . but we
don’t really know how to do it. We haven’t built those relationships
prior. So now we’re still moving forward with the project because
we’re on a timeline . . . oh and we need to Indigenize the document
now that it’s already produced’. This is kind of backward. There
needs to be an explicit commitment because otherwise there’s
always the excuse” (E#9).
Much of the wording regarding Indigenous Peoples in the
two plans are aspirational, with words such as “should,” “the
need for,” “will find solutions,” but no wording is included that
commits to any of these, or no indication that these efforts have
been commenced thus far. One such example is the usage of the
phrase “unique circumstances” in the Pan-Canadian Framework
to refer to the multiple and urgent crises facing Indigenous
Peoples across Canada. Through choice of language, this reduces
these crises to “unique circumstances” while falsely promoting a
peaceful and respectful relationship. This diminishes and negates
ongoing Indigenous claims for justice, furthering division and
distrust between Indigenous Peoples and the state—a state that
continues to place Indigenous Peoples systemically and actively
in a vulnerable position through ongoing colonial relations, land
dispossession and failure to take meaningful action on climate
change (O’Manique, 2017).

TABLE 4 | Summary of other, existing critiques of the PCF.
Topic

Example criticism

References

Insufficient GHG
reductions target

Various independent scientific
analyses have shown the emissions
reduction target that the PCF is
designed to achieve, is highly
insufficient and “not remotely in line
with the international community’s
goal of limiting global warming to
1.5◦ C” (MacNeil, 2019, p. 156).

Burck et al., 2018;
Climate Action
Tracker, 2019;
MacNeil, 2019

Inadequate
policies and plans

The total emissions reductions that
the PCF policies and plans are
capable of, even if fully implemented,
will fall short by 77 megatons of GHG
emissions. As such the PCF is too
weak to achieve even the insufficient
target it is designed around.

Lee, 2016; OAG,
2018; CANRAC,
2019; Péloffy
et al., 2019

Politically fragile

The PCF has proven to be “extremely
politically fragile”, developed within
the context of ongoing tensions
stemming from Canada being a
federated state – meaning it is made
up of provinces with their own
constitutional authority to make and
enforce laws.

MacNeil, 2019

Oil and gas
industry

The PCF essentially gives the oil and
gas industry a pass. Not only does
the PCF lack any regulations to curb
the expansion of the fossil fuel
industry (other than a phase out of
coal), but it in fact also allows the
continuation of government subsidies
to the industry until 2025.

Lee, 2016;
Marshall, 2016;
O’Manique, 2017

Failure to name
and address
causes and drivers
of climate change

Along with failure to address fossil
fuels as a driver of climate change,
the PCF also fails to name, let alone
address other primary drivers and
root causes of climate change
including economic dependance on
endless growth and neoliberal logics.

O’Manique, 2017;
MacNeil, 2019
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Do the Plans Violate or Respect Inherent, Treaty,
Constitutional, and International Indigenous Rights?

approach aligns well with the “politics of recognition” introduced
by Dene scholar, Coulthard (2014), used by Canada and the
provinces to “...reproduce the very configurations of colonial
power that Indigenous peoples’ demands for recognition have
historically sought to transcend” (p. 52). Asch et al. (2018)
further this consideration: “. . . [r]ecognition can be a Trojan
horse-like gift: state action often operates to overpower or deflect
Indigenous resurgence” (p. 5). One Expert put it quite eloquently:
“In my opinion the way this is structured we’re absolutely not
reframing relationship with indigenous people and its not a
decolonized exercise. Not only in the methodology that was put
in place but definitely as well in the content that is presented”
(E#9). During the ZéN Roadmap process, an Expert echoed this
observation: “Indigenous rights are ‘acknowledged’ rather than
integrated into the functioning of law and society. There is a
missed opportunity here to discuss land rights specifically, as well
as jurisdiction” (E#10).

“[It’s not] truly showcasing Indigenous world views and knowledge.
It’s more... like making sure it’s there because now it’s not politically
acceptable anymore to not have it there. People are mindful to
make sure that its mentioned and that’s already a first step. But that
doesn’t mean that the education to fully understand about what it
means to actually respect [Indigenous rights]” (E#9).
Indigenous rights are mentioned six times in the PanCanadian Framework. One of these references includes the
UNDRIP, including the right to “free, prior and informed
consent” (FPIC), which Canada signed on to as a “full supporter
without qualification6 ” in 2016, the same year the PCF was
released. Despite the mention of UNDRIP, other affirmations of
Indigenous rights, such as inherent, treaty, and constitutional
rights were not mentioned at all.
In the ZéN Roadmap, there was limited reference to the
UNDRIP: a fact highlighted by one Expert: “Naming all
human rights declarations - civil, political,... but they don’t
mention UNDRIP until much later. And they just throw it in
there. UNDRIP should be included in the first paragraph. It’s
fundamental to protecting our country against climate change.”
They go on to provide an example of its importance: “. . .
when deciding whether to accept or reject industrial infrastructure
projects. This has been done for decades - the disregard of
human rights has given them the ability to create climate change.
Because it’s only because they disrespected human rights that
they were able to impose that massive infrastructure’” (E#6).
Free, prior, and informed consent was repeatedly highlighted by
all Indigenous Experts as an important guide for interactions
between local, provincial, territorial, and national governments
and Indigenous Peoples.
Pushing this one step further, neither plan discussed the
right to self-determination: a right that is affirmed in the UN
Declaration and provides Indigenous Peoples with the ability to
“. . . freely determine their political status and freely pursue their
economic, social and cultural development” (United Nations,
2007, p. 4). This is not entirely surprising, as for many states,
there is fear that the advancement of Indigenous Peoples’ selfdetermination corresponds to a loss of sovereignty or territorial
integrity (Lightfoot and MacDonald, 2017). An Expert made this
connection quite clear to climate: “Indigenous sovereignty is really
at the heart of this issue. The right to “protect the land” should be
enshrined in the philosophy of this transition. Water is life. Water
is sacred. The land is sacred” (E#7). Expanding this further, a coauthor (JG) in the meetings to revise the ZéN Roadmap observed
significant resistance from within the FTCE—in particular
the Industry unions and Quebec nationalists—to acknowledge
Indigenous Peoples’ right to self-determination.
At its core, both plans reference Indigenous rights repeatedly,
but Indigenous rights appear to have had no influence on the
actual policies and plans developed. An Expert captured this
in her intervention: “A lot of the time, there is no inclusion for
First Nations when it comes to [decision-making about] things
that are being extracted from land and waters” (E#2). Such an

Do the Plans Center or Ignore Indigenous
Perspectives, Knowledge, and Approaches to
Climate Mitigation and Adaptation?
“Some people need scientific data to understand that we should
take action on climate change, and that’s fine. Except that for us
Indigenous people, it’s something that’s natural in us, respect for the
land” (E#4).
While both plans acknowledge the role of Indigenous Peoples
in addressing climate change, neither included Indigenous
Peoples in the design of the climate plan. For instance, the
ZéN Roadmap only engaged Indigenous Peoples after the first
version of the report was completed. The result of this oversight is
that the plans reflect a western, reductionist worldview, whereby
elements of the plan are not holistically integrated into others,
but instead framed in isolation from each other. The PanCanadian Framework, for example, seems to break up the climate
problem into four “pillars,” overlooking how these pillars are
interconnected to one another.
This approach aligns with the explanation of Behn and
Bakker (2019), where the solutions to climate and environmental
problems are rendered technical, attempting to de-politicize the
issue and focus on the technological arrangements required to
solve them. For Indigenous Peoples, it is the opposite, as one
Expert highlighted that there is “too much disconnection between
points . . . We talk about resilient communities but we’re separating
that from education and social dialogue . . . having these separate
spheres. We need to break the sphere and we need to realize the
interconnectivity of everything” (E#6). Behn and Bakker (2019)
call this interconnectivity, “rendering sacred” as a way to discuss
how relationships with land are perceived and acted upon.
As a result, it is clear that there was no critical interrogation
of the limitations of settler ways of knowing and unwillingness
to look to other ways of knowing, reproducing epistemological
violence (Dugassa, 2008). As one Expert told us: “I think
the whole narrative would have been different with knowledge
keepers involved, really passing on how they engage with the
land and how they honour that relationship” (E#9). Indeed, this
cursory consideration of Indigenous knowledge often minimizes
Indigenous values and concerns to be framed in terms of what

6 https://www.justice.gc.ca/eng/declaration/index.html
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change—capitalism, colonization, and (de)carbonization—is for
Indigenous Nations to “. . . take matters into their own hands”
(Ladner and Dick, 2008, p. 89). One expert called for a deep
questioning and deconstruction of the “capitalist concept of
property” as a necessary part of effective climate plans and
policy (E#8). Another expert made clear that “to [address the
climate crisis] we need to change the system at its base, political,
capitalist, corporations, banks, all of them. . . Its not just the
government. . . . the government has little control over corporations.
Quit asking the government, he has no power, he’s just a puppet
on a string” (E#1) Indeed, Hayden King and Shiri Pasternak
highlight this eventuality: “we also have to acknowledge that
solutions might have to be realized outside of state processes. In
fact, they may be more conducive to asserting alternative futures
for life on this planet” (Pasternak et al., 2019, p. 12). To do
this, we return to our Experts to begin outlining an Indigenousled climate agenda that seeks to dismantle settler colonialism,
capitalism, and heteropatriarchy simultaneously (Whyte, 2018a).
Such lessons could be applied for informing climate policy
more broadly, especially as international organizations such
as the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change and the
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change,
increasingly recognize the role of Indigenous Peoples and their
ways of knowing in climate discourse (IPCC, 2018).

can be “conveniently appropriated” from Indigenous knowledge
(Littlechild, 2014). This reductionist approach simplifies the
conceptualization of Indigenous knowledge to “data” to try to
fit within existing hierarchical and colonial structures (Nadasdy,
2010).
Among other actions, the Pan-Canadian Framework and the
ZéN do this by framing the climate problem as exclusively about
reducing greenhouse gas emissions, rather than addressing the
root causes of the crisis. An Expert spoke to this oversight in
climate policy more generally: “There’s a common tendency for
climate related conversations to do the same thing that they’ve
always done - which is like either focus on mitigation, focus on
adaptation without providing some form of intersectional lens
on those two broad categories. This kind of misses the point of
how we’re thinking about climate as a multiplier of these existing
realities and vulnerabilities.” They go on to discuss how climate
policies needs to “. . . remove that separation of climate action and
people’s everyday lives. and so, thinking about how do we address
all of these intersecting vulnerabilities and structural factors that
many people face but other folks capitalize on” (E#3).
Another Expert echoed this sentiment by calling out the
language contained with the Framework: “. . . the framework
and the narrative and the language is still very western... still
us and the land as separate and not that we’re actually part
of that system, that we’re related to the land” (E#9)” Clearly,
although both the Pan-Canadian Framework and the ZéN
Roadmap reference Indigenous knowledge and perspectives
to addressing the climate crisis, neither of them actually
incorporate these perspectives meaningfully. The result is that
both plans ignore Indigenous leadership, knowledge systems,
and perspectives in their approaches to climate mitigation
and adaptation.

Climate Policy Must Prioritize the Land and
Emphasize the Need to Rebalance our Relationships
With Mother Earth
The restoration of balance to the relationships between humans
and nature, as well as between Indigenous Peoples and the
Crown are intimately linked to another (Borrows, 2017). In a
climate context, these connections are rarely discussed, which
in Indigenous thought is preposterous. Truly transformative
climate action can only be attained when “. . . they are based on
the gift-reciprocity relationship of interdependency and mutual
aid learning from Mother Earth” (Tully, 2017: p. 116). One expert
pointed this out clearly: “I don’t think we can trust government to
truly protect the land. Ever. This ties into the idea of teaching and
re-education of people. If people accept a philosophy of the land and
waters being sacred and understand the beauty and importance
of the natural world, they become protectors. I think this is what
you mean when you say, “our relationship with the ecosystems
where we live must be revisited in depth” (E#7). The restoration
of balance is central to advancing Indigenous climate futures.

Toward an Agenda for Indigenous-Led
Climate Policy
Our analysis shows that, despite references to Indigenous
Peoples, both the Pan-Canadian Framework and the ZéN
Roadmap conflict with their commitments to reconciliation
and the advancement of a Nation-to-Nation relationship;
disrespects, and in some cases violates, the inherent, Treaty,
and constitutionally-protected rights of Indigenous Peoples;
and largely ignores Indigenous perspectives, knowledge, and
approaches to climate mitigation and adaptation. While this
not entirely surprising, given the Government’s tendency to:
“. . . introduce half-measures as a cover for the uninterrupted
extraction and transportation of gas, coal, and oil” (Foran et al.,
2019, p. 223), it does confirm that little meaningful progress has
been made to address colonialism, reduce the disproportionate
climate impacts on Indigenous Nations, and advance Indigenousled solutions (Cameron, 2012; Maldonado et al., 2013). A similar
lack of progress has occurred in the United States, as Indigenous
scholars and allies document in the Indigenous-led chapter of the
National Climate Assessment (Maldonado et al., 2013; Bennett
et al., 2014).
In this light, it is clear that the only way to address
the simultaneous three “c”s driving catastrophic climate
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Indigenous Nations Must Be Positioned as Nations
That Have an Inherent Right to Self-Determination
Throughout the analysis of the two climate plans, it was evident
that governments, civil society, and industry associations were
unwilling to acknowledge the true role of Indigenous Nations
in the founding of Canada. Several Experts highlighted this role
quite clearly: “Personally, I see Indigenous Nations as sovereign.
And as equivalent to the provincial and federal jurisdictions. So
just recognizing that sovereignty. And when they say we want
[an energy transition], let the Indigenous Nations decide. We
have councils. There are governing bodies. They should have
a seat at the table. That would help. That’s decolonial. Create
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of homogenize all of them into one big clump and say you are all
disenfranchised. It’s not really representative of the reality” (E#6).
Continuing this train of thought, another Expert highlighted the
importance of recognizing the role of urban Indigenous Peoples,
who: “. . . [are] over 60% of indigenous people are not living in
their communities or are extremely mobile, they still hold the level
the knowledge. They should still be recognized and acknowledged”
(E#9). Extending this one step further, several Experts spoke
to the importance of uplifting the voices of those structurally
oppressed groups that must be involved in the development of
climate solutions. One example to address this was proposed to
highlight the root cause of the climate crisis: “. . . say patriarchy,
capitalism, colonization have created and imposed certain policies
[that are driving these inequities] . . . But there are a lot of very
strong racialized communities.... Climate migrants and refugees
are very strong . . . ” (E#6).

and leave room for new perceptions and new people to sit
at the table. And not fight them” (E#6). Another called on
the inclusion of wording that explicitly recognizes the role
of renewing historic agreements and treaties made with First
Nations, recognizing that:“the first treaties [provided guidance]
of how to be mindful, of how we use to land, in order to think
about the next seven generations for example” (E#2). Decolonial
climate policy requires the exercise of self-determination by
Indigenous Nations.

Indigenous Nations, Peoples, and Representative
Organizations Must Be Positioned as Leaders With
Direct Decision-Making
While there was acknowledgment of the role of Indigenous
Peoples climate leadership, it was not meaningfully incorporated
in the design of climate solutions. This is a missed opportunity,
as one Expert spoke to this quite clearly, highlighting that
Indigenous Peoples have had “. . . thousands of years about
adaptations and thousands of years of knowledge [about the
land]. Just acknowledgement that... and perhaps that the colonial
project attempted to erode that. And that the resiliency [of
Indigenous communities] as a reflection of being able to survive
despite colonization” (E#3). This includes those that continue
to stand up in resistance against the capitalist mode of
production and the logics of domination that maintain the
structure of settler colonialism (Wolfe, 2006). Land and water
protectors must be not only compensated for their contribution,
but also should be considered as actively contributing to
Canada’s climate mitigation aspirations. While this is out
of the scope for this paper, a future paper exploring this
concept—the contributions of land protectors to mitigation—is
much needed.

Advance Climate-Solutions That Are Interconnected,
Interdependent, and Multi-Dimensional to
Simultaneously Advance Decarbonization and
Decolonization
Many of the solutions proposed by the Pan-Canadian
Framework and the ZéN Roadmap completely disregard
the interconnectedness between proposed policies presented in
different sections of the Plans. One clear example in the ZéN
Roadmap is the proposal to eliminate single use plastic. This
proposal wholly ignores the realities that many Indigenous
Peoples still lack clean drinking water. Solutions must seek to
address these systemic inequalities, and the ongoing legacy of
settler colonization. One Expert proposed this approach instead:
“‘We’re going to eliminate plastic bottles, but first, we’re going to
make sure that everybody has drinking water and access to services
and then they don’t need to use plastic bottles’. There should be
a proposed action to make sure that [all communities] have the
essential services necessary to have that fair transition. Not just
Indigenous communities but also other vulnerable communities
like low-income communities and communities of color that are
disproportionately not receiving the same services as others” (E#6).
Another example highlighted the tendency to overlook the
disproportionate impact of large-scale hydroelectric and natural
gas development on Indigenous Peoples and their territories,
notably in Quebec: “. . . vast areas were flooded, people were
displaced, wildlife was impacted, and the land upon which they
relied, and their ways of life were permanently altered. This is an
‘out of sight, out of mind’ consequence in Quebec’s claim to green
energy” (E#5).

Prioritize Indigenous Knowledge Systems and Make
Space for the Equal Consideration of Diverse
Knowledge Systems
While not completely in the scope of this paper, it was
clear that there is a deep ontological disjuncture between
mainstream climate solutions and those that would be advanced
by Indigenous Peoples. Indeed, one Expert pointed this out
clearly: “I think the whole narrative would have been different
with knowledge keepers involved, really passing on how they engage
with the land and how they honour that relationship” (E#9).
Not only is this central to working with Indigenous Peoples,
but it is also important when within an IRP. Frameworks for
the ethical treatment of Indigenous knowledge systems are wellknown—Two-Eyed Seeing, Walking on Two Legs, Ethical Space,
among many others—and must be integrated into climate policy
moving forward.

CONCLUSION
Drawing on a novel critical policy analysis based in
sustainable self-determination, key-informant interviews,
and our participant involvement, we critically analyzed
two settler-developed climate policies—the Pan-Canadian
Framework and the ZéN Roadmap, a civil society-led plan
in Quebec, Canada. Each conflicted with the aspirations of
reconciliation, disrespected inherent, treaty, constitutional
and international Indigenous rights, and largely ignored

Reflect the Diversity of Indigenous Nations
In the two climate policies, there was zero discussion of the
diversity of Indigenous Nations, creating the impression of a
homogenous reality across Turtle Island. This aligned with what
one Expert pointed out: “I feel like indigenous people are just kind
of thrown in there . . . they’re not necessarily all at the same...
Some Indigenous communities are doing very well. To just kind
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Indigenous perspectives, knowledge, and approaches to climate
mitigation and adaptation. In light of this failure—and the
growing failure of mainstream climate policy to address the
climate crisis—we drew on our Experts to propose six potential
components of an Indigenous-led climate agenda. Lessons
from this Indigenous-led climate agenda can support the
aspirations of Indigenous Peoples across Turtle Island, as well
as around the world, as they increasingly reassert their role in
climate action.
We stress that this is only a starting point, and deep
and meaningful engagement with Indigenous Peoples and
Nations is required to breathe life into these components in
a way that reflects each Nations’ individual history, culture,
jurisdiction and legal systems. These considerations are
central to the development of Indigenous climate futures
that not only support, but advance the flourishing of future
generations (Wildcat, 2010; Whyte, 2017). An approach
that is particularly relevant as Canada contemplates the
implementation of its “strengthened” climate plan. Taking a
page for Leanne Simpson, in doing this, we recognize that it
is not enough to hypothesize futures without concrete action
instead our futures are “. . . entirely dependent upon what we
collectively do now as diverse Indigenous nations, with our
Ancestors and those yet unborn” (Simpson, 2017, p. 246,
emphasis added).
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