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Planning your  
learning journey

What are some examples 
of forced relocation of 
Indigenous Peoples across 
what is now known as 
Canada?

FIRST STEPS 

Indigenous Peoples have lived on the land now known 
as Canada for thousands of years.1 When Europeans 
first arrived, Indigenous Peoples provided assistance 
to help them survive in unfamiliar environments. 
In some areas, Indigenous Peoples maintained their 
distance from European newcomers, while in other 
areas closer bonds formed. Conflict also occurred, 
and Indigenous populations were decimated by new 
diseases to which they had no immunity. The diversity 
among nations meant that each had a different 
experience with European newcomers, and each was 
uniquely impacted.2 

The Doctrine of Discovery originated in Europe 
in the 1400s. It was based on the supposed “racial 
superiority” of Christian Europeans, was used to 
justify the taking of Indigenous land by Europeans 
and ignored the inherent rights of Indigenous 
Peoples.3 Indigenous Peoples were viewed as 
nonhuman because they were non-Christian, thus 
making the land terra nullius in the eyes of European 
explorers.4 Terra nullius claims that no one owned 
the land now known as Canada prior to European 
assertion of sovereignty. However, the Supreme Court 
of Canada has ruled that this never applied in Canada, 
as confirmed by the Royal Proclamation of 1763, 
which recognized Indigenous title.5 It was the Royal 
Proclamation that necessitated the making of treaties 
and other land agreements between Indigenous 
Peoples and the Crown, and later Canada.6 

In spite of this, the Crown and Government of 
Canada enacted many policies and engaged in many 
practices that displaced Indigenous Peoples from their 
original homelands. The lasting impacts of this forced 
disconnection from the land are still being felt by 
Indigenous Peoples today.

An image of a scrip coupon for 160 acres issued to 
Andrew McAuley. 
Source: LAC RG15, Volume 1408



Walking Together: Education for Reconciliation

Land is culture… The 
land connects us to 
our language and our 
spirituality, our values, our 
traditions and our laws of 
mino bimatasiwin, which 
is the good life. In short, 
the land personifies who 
we are. It is the heart of 
our identity. It is our very 

lives, our souls, which are connected 
to the land of our ancestors.

—Doris Young, Member of the Indian 
Residential School Committee7 

FORCED RELOCATION 
OF FIRST NATIONS 
PEOPLES
From the time of contact, European 
settlement spread westward and 
impacted First Nations people along 
the way. Europeans first came to 
present-day Alberta due to the fur 
trade. Indigenous Peoples played 
a central role as trading partners, 
interpreters and mediators.8 As 
the economy began to shift from a 
focus on the fur trade to agriculture 
and the Crown promoted European 
settlement into the Prairies, First 
Nations were forced to adapt to the 
changing conditions.9 This settlement 
led to increased interaction with 
settlers as well as infringement on 
Indigenous Peoples’ lands and ways 
of life. As a result, the Crown deemed 
it necessary to make treaty in order to 
gain access to these lands.10 

Treaty 6 (1876), Treaty 7 (1877) and 
Treaty 8 (1899) cover most of Alberta. 
The spirit and intent of treaties 
includes an intention of mutual 
benefit and an agreement to share on 
a nation-to-nation basis.11 The Crown’s 
interpretation of the Treaties led to 
the creation of many of the reserves 
in Canada. In some instances, nations 

had input into where their reserves 
would be located, but in other cases 
they were chosen by missionaries or 
the Crown’s representatives.12

Reserves were used as a method 
of managing and controlling First 
Nations populations in order to make 
way for European settlement. As well, 
the reserve system was used to force 
First Nations peoples to transition 
to an agricultural way of life.13 By 
forcing them onto small plots of land 
rather than the vast territories on 
which they customarily traversed, 
the Crown and later Canadian 
government were engaging in a 
policy of “aggressive assimilation.”14

Some examples of forced relocation 
of First Nations peoples in the land 
now known as Alberta include 
the Papaschase First Nation from 
southwest Edmonton,15 Michel First 
Nation from northwest of Edmonton 
and Stoney First Nations from Banff.16

With the increase of 
population and increase 

of value of land, there 
necessarily comes some 

clash of interest between the 
Indian and the white man.

—Frank Oliver, Minister  
of the Interior, 1910.17

Frank Oliver was one of many 
democratically elected officials that 

actively worked toward the forced 
relocation of Indigenous Peoples from 

their lands, and this work was supported 
by broader Canadian society.18

FORCED RELOCATION 
OF MÉTIS PEOPLES
In 1870, the Manitoba Act set 
aside 1.4 million acres for 

Métis land grants “towards the 
extinguishment of the aboriginal 
title,” as recognized in the Royal 
Proclamation. This land was to be 
given to the “children of half-breed 
heads of families.”19 The Half-Breed 
Scrip Commission issued scrip as 
either 140 or 260 acres or dollars, 
depending on the situation of each 
individual applicant. This process, 
known as Métis Scrip, was marked 
by widespread fraud and coercion. 

Applicants did not have a say in 
where the land was located, and 
they had to uproot their lives and 
travel hundreds of kilometres from 
their homes to find the land they 
had been promised; therefore, Métis 
individuals either sold or did not 
pursue this promised land. Many 
Métis fell victim to land speculators 
such as Richard Secord and Frank 
Oliver who closely followed the 
Half-Breed Scrip Commission. They 
would offer to pay cash for the piece 
of paper that often destitute Métis 
people had in hand or use people to 
impersonate the Métis individual 
who the scrip coupon belonged 
to, and many took them up on the 
offer, receiving much less than the 
actual value of the land. In response 
to the widespread fraud being 
committed during the scrip process, 
the Criminal Code of Canada was 
amended to create a three-year 
statute of limitations on Métis land 
claims, effectively leading to no 
prosecutions or settlements relating 
to scrip.20 

As a result of landlessness due to 
the fraudulent scrip process and 
encroachment of settlers, Métis 
began to establish communities 
in road allowances throughout 
Manitoba, Saskatchewan and 
Alberta. Road allowances were 
10-feet-wide spaces along roads, 
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railways and other Crown lands 
that were left in order to allow for 
maintenance or future growth.21 
Homes were typically one- or 
two-room shacks with tar paper 
roofs, and these communities often 
popped up wherever employment 
could be found.22 Métis usually did 
labour on local farms or became 
farmers themselves. They survived 
by hunting and trapping until a 
law made this illegal,23 and many 
continue this way of life today.  
Traplines are often handed down 
from one family member to another. 

Some examples of forced relocations 
of Métis include Moccasin Flats 
in Fort McMurray24 and the land 
now known as Jasper National 
Park.25 St Paul des Métis is one of 
the most prominent cases of forced 
relocation. Alberta initially had 
12 land-based Métis settlements, 
and 4 were rescinded for economic 
development: Wolf Lake, Malboro, 
Touchwood and Cold Lake.

FORCED RELOCATION 
OF INUIT
Ausuittuq (Grise Fiord), 
on Ellesmere Island, is the 
northernmost community in North 
America. In 1953 and 1955, families 
from Pond Inlet and Inukjuak 
were moved to the area as part of 
a government-sponsored relocation 
program.26 The official reason 
given was that food supplies were 
dwindling and wild game would 
be plentiful in the new location. 
However, archival documents show 
that Arctic sovereignty during the 
Cold War was Canada’s primary 
motivation for relocating these 
17 families.27 Those who left their 
homes were promised that they 
could return in two years if they 

wanted, and that a better life 
awaited them. What they found was 
a completely foreign environment, 
climate and landscape lacking most 
of their usual food sources such as 
Canada geese and cloudberries.28 

Inuit in Labrador were also 
relocated in the 1950s to reduce 
administrative costs. According 
to the director of Northern 
Labrador Affairs, Government 
of Newfoundland and Labrador, 
“Civilization is on the northward 
march, and for the Eskimo and 
Indian there is no escape. The last 
bridges of isolation were destroyed 
with the coming of the airplane 
and the radio. The only course now 
open, for there can be no turning 
back, is to fit him as soon as may 
be to take his full place as a citizen 
in our society. There is no time to 
lose.” The community of Hebron 
was closed. The families who 
lived there were told they would 
have to choose how they would 
be separated according to quotas 
on how many families each host 
community would accept. These 
new communities were a mixture 
of Inuit and non-Inuit, but the 
architects of the relocations did not 
consider the cultural and social 
diversity among Inuit. This, along 
with disconnection from the land, 
caused extreme hardship for the 
relocated families.29

Continuing Your 
Learning Journey
a) How can educators learn more 

about specific stories of forced 
relocation? 

»»»
NEXT STEPS

Disconnection from the 
land has had devastating 
and lasting impacts on 
First Nations, Métis and 
Inuit peoples in Canada. 
According to the Interim 
Report of the Standing Senate 
Committee on Aboriginal 
Peoples, “Assimilation 
affect[s] Indigenous groups 
differently depending on the 
region and their relationship 
with the Crown, although 
the effects of relocation and 
dispossession [are] especially 
devastating for all, given the 
importance of the land as a 
source of identity, spirituality, 
governance and sustenance. 
These policies and the loss 
of lands have contributed to 
a complex intergenerational 
legacy that continues to affect 
Indigenous communities 
today. This legacy has led to 
disparities in such areas as 
health and education, and 
the overrepresentation of 
Indigenous Peoples in the 
child welfare and criminal 
justice system, among 
others.”30 As educators, it 
is important to be aware 
of the forced relocation 
of Indigenous Peoples as 
these events have ongoing 
implications today.

b) How does the legacy of forced 
relocation fit into the larger 
journey of reconciliation?
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Foundational Knowledge competency in the Teaching Quality Standard. 

Walking Together would like to acknowledge the contributions 
of First Nations, Métis and Inuit community members within Alberta 
in developing these resources.

For additional resources and information on Walking Together, visit  
www.teachers.ab.ca.

NOTES
  1. Emily Chung, CBC News, “Ancient Bison Fossils 
Offer Hints About 1st Humans in Southern Canada,” 
2016, www.cbc.ca/news/technology/bison-fossils-
people-1.3619065.

  2. Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP), 
Looking Forward, Looking Back, 1996, http://data2 
.archives.ca/e/e448/e011188230-01.pdf.

  3. United Nations Economic and Social Council, 
Study on the Impacts of the Doctrine of Discovery on 
Indigenous Peoples, Including Mechanisms, Processes 
and Instruments of Redress, 2014, https://undocs 
.org/E/C.19/2014/3. 

  4. Indigenous Corporate Training, Working 
Effectively with Indigenous Peoples Blog, “Christopher 
Columbus and the Doctrine of Discovery—5 Things 
to Know,” 2016, www.ictinc.ca/blog/christopher-
columbus-and-the-doctrine-of-discovery-5-things-
to-know.

  5. Supreme Court of Canada, Supreme Court 
Judgments, “Tsilhqot’in Nation v. British Columbia,” 
2014, https://scc-csc.lexum.com/scc-csc/scc-csc/en/
item/14246/index.do. 

  6. University of British Columbia (UBC), 
First Nations and Indigenous Studies, “Royal 
Proclamation, 1763,” https://indigenousfoundations 
.arts.ubc.ca/royal_proclamation_1763/.

  7. Proceedings of the Standing Senate Committee 
on Aboriginal Peoples, Issue 19—Evidence—
March 29, 2017, https://sencanada.ca/en/Content/Sen/
Committee/421/APPA/19ev-53193-e.

  8. Glyndwr Williams, Canadian Encyclopedia, 
“Exploration,” 2009, www.thecanadianencyclopedia 
.ca/en/article/exploration.

  9. Graham Chandler, Canada’s History, “Selling the 
Prairie Good Life,” 2016, www.canadashistory.ca/
explore/settlement-immigration/selling-the-prairie-
good-life. 

  10. Michelle Filice, Canadian Encyclopedia, “Treaty 
5,” 2016, www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/
article/treaty-6.

  11. Treaty 7 Elders and Tribal Council, Walter 

Hildebrandt, Sarah Carter and Dorothy First Rider, 
True Spirit and Original Intent of Treaty 7, Carleton 
University Press, 1995.

  12. RCAP, Looking Forward, Looking Back.

  13. UBC, First Nations and Indigenous Studies, 
“Reserves,” https://indigenousfoundations.arts.ubc 
.ca/reserves/. 

  14. Legacy of Hope Foundation (LHF), Where 
Are the Children, “Canada Considers ‘Aggressive 
Assimiliation,’” 2013, http://wherearethechildren.ca/
en/watc_blackboard/canada-considers-aggressive-
assimilation/.

  15. Mill Woods Living Heritage, “Papaschase First 
Nations Reserve,” www.millwoodshistory.org/
papaschase-first-nations-reserve.html.

  16. Graeme Hamilton, National Post, “The Shady Past 
of Parks Canada: Forced Out, Indigenous People Are 
Forging a Comeback,” 2017, https://nationalpost.com/
news/canada/the-shady-past-of-parks-canada-forced-
out-indigenous-people-are-forging-a-comeback.

  17. RCAP, Looking Forward, Looking Back.

  18. Kyle Muzyka, CBC News, “Conversation Around 
Oliver Name Change Is a Teachable Moment, 
Indigenous Educators Say,” 2017, www.cbc.ca/news/
canada/edmonton/edmonton-frank-oliver-name-
change-1.4263381. 

  19. Gabriel Dumont Institute of Native Studies 
and Applied Research, Manitoba Act Section 31 
Distribution of Land to the Children of the Half-Breed 
Heads of Families, www.metismuseum.ca/media/
document.php/12865.Timeline%20of%20Metis%20
scrip%20Commissions.pdf.

  20. Kyle Muzyka, CBC Radio, “What’s Métis Scrip? 
North America’s ‘Largest Land Swindle,’ Says 
Indigenous Lawyer,” 2019, www.cbc.ca/radio/
unreserved/from-scrip-to-road-allowances-canada-s-
complicated-history-with-the-m%C3%A9tis-1.5100375/
what-s-m%C3%A9tis-scrip-north-america-s-largest-
land-swindle-says-indigenous-lawyer-1.5100507.

  21. Kyle Muzyka, CBC Radio, “Forced to Live 
on Roadsides: The Dark History of Métis Road 
Allowances,” 2019, www.cbc.ca/radio/ 
unreserved/from-scrip-to-road-allowances-

canada-s-complicated-history-with-the-
m%C3%A9tis-1.5100375/the-road-allowance-people-
how-landless-m%C3%A9tis-communities-stayed-
together-1.5100660.

  22. Canadian Geographic Indigenous Peoples 
Atlas of Canada, “Road Allowance People,” https://
indigenouspeoplesatlasofcanada.ca/article/road-
allowance-people/.

   23. Canadian Geographic Indigenous Peoples 
Atlas of Canada, “Road Allowance People,” https://
indigenouspeoplesatlasofcanada.ca/article/road-
allowance-people/.

  24. Hereward Longley and Tara L Joly, The 
Moccasin Flats Evictions: Métis Home, Forced 
Relocation, and Resilience in Fort McMurray, Alberta, 
2018, https://uploads-ssl.webflow.com/59e103 
e27032510001bafbea/5bad2b48ef490d0b81d0de84_
Moccasin%20Flats%20Report%202018%20-%20
Small.pdf.

  25. Métis Nation of Alberta, Mountain Metis, 
“Homeland,” https://mountainmetis.com/homeland.

  26. Qikiqtani Truth Commission: Community 
Histories 1950–1975, Grise Fiord, www.qtcommission 
.ca/sites/default/files/community/community_
histories_grise_fiord.pdf.

  27. Shelagh D Grant, University of Calgary, “Errors 
Exposed” Inuit Relocations to the High Arctic, 1953–
1960, http://pubs.aina.ucalgary.ca/dcass/82785.pdf.

  28. Jane Sponagle, CBC News, “We Called It 'Prison 
Island': Inuk Man Remembers Forced Relocation to 
Grise Fiord,” 2017, www.cbc.ca/news/canada/north/
forced-relocation-high-arctic-inuit-1.4182600.

  29. RCAP, Looking Forward, Looking Back.

  30. Standing Senate Committee on Aboriginal 
Peoples, How Did We Get Here? A Concise, 
Unvarnished Account of the History of the 
Relationship. 

All URLs were accessed on November 1, 2019.


