
Building Collaborative Relations 
with Indigenous Peoples

National Aboriginal Day, 2017 Miawpukek
First Nation gifts traditional birch bark canoe 
to The Canadian Canoe Museum



The Canadian Canoe Museum on the Traditional Territory of the Williams 
Treaties First Nations, in Peterborough, Ontario, stewards the world’s largest 
collection of canoes, kayaks and paddled watercraft. More than 600 in number and 
with a significant representation of Indigenous canoe cultures from across Canada 
and around the world, the watercraft and their stories have a pivotal role to play in 
understanding our past – and our collective future. As part of our responsibility 
for this cultural asset of national significance (Senate of Canada), we are building 
a new home on the water that aspires to be as innovative as the canoe itself.  
The 83,000 square-foot facility will allow the museum to inspire curiosity, 
connection and new understanding.



A Living Cultural Artifact

Indigenous Peoples designed, built and used 
the first canoes and kayaks throughout Turtle 
Island. The canoe embodies Indigenous cultural 
memory; a living artifact with both historical and 
contemporary relevance. In what we now know as 
Canada, the canoe has the potential to reconnect 
Indigenous Peoples to their land, culture, 
language, and communities. By preserving and 
sharing these valuable artifacts, our intention is to 
invite Indigenous Peoples to represent themselves, 
in their own voices, within a museum of national 
significance. 

The museum has an important history of 
collaboration with First Peoples, Métis and Inuit 
individuals, communities and organizations. 
For more than 20 years, we have consulted with 
Indigenous Peoples on our permanent exhibition, 

documentation of the collection, and educational 
programming. We have made connections in every 
province and about 35 Indigenous communities 
and institutions have guided us. In retrospect, 
much has been learned and an opportunity exists 
today to remember, to reconcile and to create new 
collaborative relations. 

Stories Shared

At the core of the new museum will be the 
Exhibition Galleries and Collection Centre. 
Before us is the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to 
create exhibits and determine how the stories the 
collection carries will be presented to all those 
who visit. 

With this opportunity, we realize and accept our 
responsibility. We must and we will honour the 
cultural histories and stories within the collection. 
To do so in the best way possible, we will broaden 
and deepen our collaborative relations with 
Indigenous Peoples.



The museum has made learning from Indigenous 
Peoples in Canada one of four strategic priorities. 
We have worked with and learned from Indigenous 
communities, displayed canoes and kayaks of 
Indigenous origins and included Indigenous 
content in our educational programs, but there 
is so much more we can and must do. We will 
strive to authentically present Indigenous voices, 
perspectives and languages in the exhibits, 
programming, throughout the museum and through 
our national outreach efforts. The museum’s historical 
relationships, the land, the watersheds, canoes and 
the people will guide this process.

Building and Strengthening Collaborative Relations

“When the time comes to move into its new home, it is likely The Canadian 
Canoe Museum will have no need to invite Indigenous People in, as they will 
already have a strong presence as part of all our relations — Nii’Kinaaganaa.”

 ROBIN CAVANAGH, Director of Indigenous Peoples’ Collaborative Relations

To ensure we are being inclusive and representative, 
we will identify knowledge clusters of individuals 
and communities who have a connection to the 
particular canoes identified within our collection and 
representing that region (see map on back cover). 
These knowledge clusters, as they are established 
and continue to grow, will form a space to continue 
to build relationships and facilitate an ongoing 
dialogue. This will ensure Indigenous Peoples are 
respectfully engaged throughout the concept, 
design and production phase of the museum’s 
exhibits and well into the future. 

Robin Binèsi Cavanagh, a member of Sagamok First 
Nation, has joined the museum team in the new role 
of Director of Indigenous Peoples’ Collaborative 
Relations. Guided by the artifacts in the collection 
and with the canoe as the connector, Robin and the 
curatorial team will be implementing an Indigenous 
Peoples Collaborative Relations strategy. This 
strategy will include relationship building with 
Indigenous communities across Turtle Island.

Knowledge Clusters

Chuck Commanda and Stephen Hunter, traditional Kitigan Zibi-style 
birch bark canoe build 2017



We will strive to do the following to ensure appropriate and continued 
relations with Indigenous Peoples:  

Reaching Out

• Seek guidance and support from past and current relationships.
• Select potential collaborative opportunities to introduce our vision 

and goals.

Listening

• Come in a culturally-appropriate manner, honouring ethics and 
protocols in each community.

• Take the appropriate amount of time to listen and ask permission to 
document and celebrate their stories within the museum.

Co-Creating

• Working collaboratively, create exhibits and programs that will 
reflect what we have heard.

• Ensure Indigenous communities retain ownership and control of 
their knowledge.

Maintaining Relations

• Through the museum’s Research and Knowledge Centre, ensure 
that Indigenous knowledge is accessible to the communities to 
which it belongs, the general public, and researchers. 

• The exhibits and programs in the museum will continue to evolve 
through ongoing reciprocal knowledge-sharing.

Our Process

“The museum is a reflection of the history of Canada and its people, 
 a starting place to learn about the contributions and experiences of 

Indigenous Peoples and the merging of nations and cultures in the 
early years. This place is unimaginable. One cannot adequately 
appreciate the collection until you visit; and then, the experience 
becomes contagious.” 

 CURVE LAKE FIRST NATION CHIEF PHYLLIS WILLIAMS, Canadian Canoe Museum 
National Council member

Top photo: Sagamaw Mi’sel Joe of Miawpukek 
First Nation, National Aboriginal Day



 To ensure the presence of Indigenous 
Peoples in exhibits and programs is felt 
and authentic. 
• We will provide opportunities to share stories 

to assist with the co-creation of exhibits for 
today and the future. 

• We will deepen our understanding and 
collaboration with Indigenous Peoples 
to ensure the museum is ready to receive 
community members. 

• We will connect history to resilience and 
celebration, supporting the valuable 
contributions that Indigenous Peoples have 
made and continue to make to this country.  

• We will provide trilingual text boards; 
 English, French and the Indigenous dialect 

from where the canoe or kayak originated as 
appropriate.

 To build and strengthen reciprocal and 
long-standing relations with Indigenous 
communities across Turtle Island. 

• We will refresh historical relationships and 
create space for new ones.

• We will connect and share stories with 
community members using the canoes in our 
collection.  

• We will create a hub for reciprocal knowledge 
sharing, such as online classroom tools and 
guest-curated digital spaces. 

• We will provide space to share stories 
and create opportunities for Indigenous 
communities to rebuild connections to their 
own canoes in a way that enhances their 
language, culture and self-determination. 

  

 To ensure our educational programs are 
inclusive, accurate and accessible to all. 

• We will provide inclusive classrooms, 
creating an environment for Indigenous 
students to feel more welcome.

• We will strengthen educational programs 
by supporting teachers in their goals to 
meet the current Ministry of Education 
guidelines that have been developed to meet 
the Truth and Reconcilliation Commission 
recommendations.

• We will expand virtual learning opportunities 
to more Indigenous communities.   

 To ensure Indigenous knowledge and 
stories are protected. 

• We will follow appropriate collection and 
research protocols as outlined in the First 
Nations Principles of  OCAP.®*

• We will assist Indigenous communities in 
gathering and keeping their stories ensuring 
ownership remains with them. 

• We will, where appropriate, facilitate the 
sharing of stories with other Indigenous 
communities across the country. 

• We will provide a Research & Knowledge 
Centre in the new museum for knowledge 
keepers to share cultural traditions and 
encourage understanding.

 * OCAP® is a registered trademark of the First Nations 
Information Governance Centre (FNIGC) 

 www.FNIGC.ca/OCAP
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 Join Us

BUILDING COLLABORATIVE RELATIONS FUND

Enhancing Artisan Programs

Enhance artisan programming, including canoe and 
kayak building, by drawing upon expertise from 
within Indigenous communities when possible. 
These relationships may facilitate the expansion of 
artisans-in-residence and other programming. 

Learning Beyond the Museum 

Building upon new relations, expand our virtual 
learning program to communities we are not yet 
connected with, or communities that are currently 
unable to access the museum’s award-winning 
programs.  

Janet McCue and Mary Taylor, Wshkiigomang Women’s Hand 
Drum Group, campaign announcement 2018

We all have a responsibility to ensure the story of 
the canoe and its impact on Canadian heritage 
continues to be realized. To do so, we must 
bring together voices and stories from canoeing 
and kayaking cultures across this country and 
authentically represent them in the museum’s 
exhibits and programs.

The building of collaborative and ongoing relations 
with Indigenous communities is foundational 
to every aspect of the new museum. Through 
your support of the Building Collaborative 
Relations Fund, we hope to deepen our shared 
understanding and knowledge of reconciliation, 
and in so doing strengthen Canadian society. 
This fund will provide the curatorial team with the 
resources needed to properly honour the cultural 
histories and stories within our collection and 
enable us to enhance the following four initiatives 
within the museum, virtually and in communities 
across Canada.

Facilitating Knowledge Sharing

Assist Indigenous communities in their efforts to 
record and share the history and relevance of the 
canoe today.

Strengthening Educational Programs

Develop and support educational programs to 
guide teachers and students in their efforts to 
engage and take action as outlined in the Truth & 
Reconciliation Commission.



JOIN US 

Stories from the
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Stories from the 

Northwest

Stories from the

Arctic

Stories from the 
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Saint-Lawrence

Stories from the

Atlantic
Stories from the

Prairies

910 Monaghan Road, Peterborough, Ontario, Canada K9J 5K4
705-748-9153    866-342-2663   canoemuseum.ca

SPRING 2019

7 Proposed Knowledge Clusters

5 Alternate Knowledge Clusters 

Existing Relations 


