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Preface

Memekweseo Sakahekan also known as North Spirit Lake First Nation is a small, picturesque community which is located on 
North Spirit Lake. Our community was established as a gathering place for the Crane Clan long before the newcomers landed in 
North America. North Spirit Lake is historically one of the favourite destinations for our people in the surrounding communities 
in sync with the nomadic lifestyle and with the families that were the original habitants of this community. 

Historically, North Spirit Lake was a trapline for the late James Linklater and his family, along with a non native trapper named 
Allen Mcdonald. Allen later opened a trading post and conducted a fur trade with the people. On June 9, 1910, an adhesion to 
Treaty # 5 was signed and North Spirit Lake people were amongst the treaty signatories and we became part of the Deer Lake 
Band.

Prior to the treaty signing Memekweseo Sakahekan was known as Cliff Dweller Lake. A Cliff Dweller was a being “that had 
no nose, a hairy face and they are said to paddle stone canoes”1.  The name “cliff dweller” came from the strong Shamanic 
spirituality that the Anishinabe people believed in. All the elements of life had a special signiýcance for the people at North Spirit 
Lake.  The cliff dweller was a being that was respected by the Anishinabe. 

We believe in the wisdom of our Grand Fathers and Grand Mothers, who believed we needed to be healthy in all elements of life, 
including the sharing of our land and resources. Sharing is a value that is placed highly in our daily lives. 

We understand Canada to be a generous country with which we have shared in those resources. We welcome our neighbours to 
help us in enhancing life for our children and our families.

1 Fiddler Thomas, Chief, Stevens James R., Killing the Shaman. Penumbra Press 2003. Pg 212 
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1.1 Introduction to the Assessment
Mamow Shawaygikaywin: North South Partnership for 
Children in Remote First Nations Communities (NSP) is a 
growing partnership of people and organizations from the 
south and First Nations communities from Northwestern 
Ontario. Initiated in 2006, it is an organization that enables 
people from all backgrounds to come together with the 
purpose of creating a better life for children in northern First 
Nations. NSP includes concerned individuals, non-government 
organizations, academics and foundations, that wish to support 
the dreams and goals of First Nations within this partnership.

NSP had its beginnings when two First Nations, 
Mishkeegogamang and Webequie, invited “Save the Children 
Canada” to conduct assessments of their communities. 
Through initial orientation and dialogue, similarities were 
recognized between the living conditions in northern 
communities and conditions found in emergency/humanitarian 
crises (e.g. housing shortages, shortage of clean water). 
The NSP was then developed to provide an avenue for 
exploring community issues and obtaining information and 
recommendations from the people who live there.  

Using an adapted assessment model employed in international 
disaster situations (þoods, famines, war-torn countries), 
NSP worked with the two First Nations and completed 
the community assessments in January 2007. Response 
from individuals and organizations across the country was 
overwhelming. This led in December 2007, to another request 
for a community assessment from Pikangikum First Nation. In 
February 2008, the Mamow Nana dawekikenchikaywin team 
conducted the assessment process in Pikangikum.        

During the Pikangikum visit, the term “assessment” was 
recognized as too one-sided for a process that was meant to be 
a two-way learning interaction. From this experience, a tool, 
Mamow Nana dawekikenchikaywin, or “Everyone searching 
for the answers together,” was developed. This ‘Searching 
Together’ framework was adopted by NSP for use in other 
First Nations. As a part of the overall process, an advocacy 
strategy was also created to bring awareness of the needs in 
the north to the partners in Mamow Shawaygikaywin. 

At the Tikinagan Chiefs Assembly in August, 2008, ýve 
more First Nations asked to participate in Mamow Nana 

dawekikenchikaywin. The First Nations were: Sandy Lake, 
Kasabonika Lake, Bearskin Lake, Kitchenuhmaykoosib 
Inninuwug and North Spirit Lake. Sandy Lake has since 
opted to participate in another Mamow Shawaygikaywin 
program. In February and March 2009, Mamow Nana 
dawekikenchikaywin teams visited the other four First 
Nations. Upon approval of the reports and consent from each 
community, Mamow Shawaygikaywin, will use the completed 
reports for advocacy, awareness raising and relationship 
building with the First Nations that participated.  

1.2 Assessment Objectives

After discussion with community representatives, the areas 
of focus were identiýed as:

1.	To complete an assessment, collecting preliminary 
information on areas which include:

	 Livelihoods (Food, Water, Sanitation, Shelter, 
Housing)

	 Infrastructure

	 Education and Recreation

	 Community Participation

	 Children and Parents (Protection, Welfare, Safety)

	 Mental and Physical Health 

2.	To develop awareness raising /advocacy

3.	To understand community strengths and challenges

4.	To develop a feasible strategy for follow up and next 
steps, taking into account:

	 Funding

	 Community Leading the call for advocacy  

	 Short term and long term objectives. 

1.0 Introduction and 
Objectives
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On January 12, 2009, an advance team of two First Nations 
individuals from Mamow Shawaygikaywin (NSP) met in 
North Spirit Lake with the Chief, several Councilors, the 
Band Manager and community resource workers. This was 
a preliminary meeting to introduce and describe the Mamow 
Nana dawekikenchikaywin process at the local level. The 
community representatives asked questions about the process 
and shared some of their community priorities with the NSP 
representatives. The Chief was strongly supportive of the 
Searching Together initiative and expressed her ýrm hope that 
the process will help her community move ahead.

An external NSP team visited North Spirit Lake from February 
25-27, 2009. Community experts were chosen to provide 
support to the external team members.   

The team organized itself into pairs and assigned focus 
areas as identiýed by the First Nation. Individual interviews 
were conducted with community members involved in 
administration, housing, infrastructure and public works; 
economic development; policing; education; recreation; retail 
business; health and social services; youth and Elders. 

2.0 Methodology:  The 
Process of Mamow Nana 
dawikikenchikaywin in 
North Spirit Lake First 
Nation
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3.0 Community 
Background

North Spirit Lake First Nation is a remote community situated 
on North Spirit Lake, approximately 175 kilometres north of 
Red Lake in Northwestern Ontario. The reserve is just over 
1,815 hectares. The community is a part of Keewatinook 
Okimakanak First Nations Council and Nishnawbe-Aski 
Nation. It is accessible by air and seasonally, by ice road.  
North Spirit Lake is on the Flanagan River system which goes 
north to Sandy Lake and into the Severn River which then 
þows in to the Hudsonôs Bay. 

North Spirit Lake First Nation has 461 people registered as 
Band members with Indian Affairs, approximately 417 live on 
reserve. The community was originally part of the Deer Lake 
Band until June 12, 1985, when North Spirit Lake obtained 
reserve status. The ýrst Chief was Stanley Rae. The people 
there speak Oji-Cree

The people of North Spirit Lake, originally known as Cliff 
Dwellers, are known to have traveled into Manitoba, southern 
parts of Ontario such as Red Lake, Kenora and extensively 
into northern Ontario, prior to the modern day life of being in 
reserve. The people have relatives in Manitoba First Nations, 
as well as the surrounding First Nations communities in 
Ontario. 

Cameron Rae, an Elder in the community, recalls life, prior 
to living on the reserve, as a time of fun and happiness. In 
those days there was no alcohol and people just enjoyed life. 
Cameron was born in Tall Rice Lake and only came to North 
Spirit Lake for celebration gatherings. 

At the start of the century the community became mainly 
Catholic. Father Dubeau used to travel by dog sled from Sandy 
Lake to North Spirit Lake to perform, weddings, communions 
and baptisms. Recently the community has accepted protestant 
churches and the evangelical movement.   

Today the community provides services such as a school, 
nursing station, airport and a grocery store.  The main airline 
that travels into North Spirit Lake is Wasaya Airways and 
other airlines from Red Lake.  Some people still maintain 
some cultural activities, such as hunting and ýshing. Most 
people have become accustomed to living in the community 
and its services which are lacking in many areas. 

4. Findings in Each Area

4.1 Common Themes 
The following were the most repeated themes that emerged in 
the process of Mamow Nanan dawekikenchikaywin in North 
Spirit Lake:

Housing shortage – overcrowded homes

Drug and substance abuse and resulting crime issues need to 
be addressed 

Safety is a major issue for the community’s most vulnerable 
members

Lack of employment – training and skills development 
opportunities are needed, especially for young adults

High cost of living and social issues are causing hunger for 
many residents

Need for prevention courses, e.g. parenting workshops, suicide 
prevention

Need more children and youth programs - cultural programs, 
activities, sports, spiritual support, etc. 

Language/communication issues between youth and Elders

Need consistent, well trained teachers, academic supports and 
resources, training for educators, especially for troubled and 
special needs students

A process needs to be developed to re-build community spirit, 
and cohesiveness

Community workers need orientation, job descriptions, 
training and support

4.2 Livelihood

4.2.1 Needs and Issues Identiýed in the 
Assessment

Employment
Unemployment in North Spirit Lake is high. The majority of 
jobs are seasonal and because most goods have to be þown in, 
the cost of living in the community is high. Many people live 
on social assistance. There is a small local store and gas bar 
privately run. Cost examples of food from the store are:

	 326 g Maxwell House coffee = $8.00

	 2 kg bag white sugar = $6.50
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	1 0 kg bag white sugar = $25.00

	 Can whole tomatoes = $3.00

Economic Development 
There are a number of projects to be carried out once there is 
Band Council authority and funding: gravelling for the road 
to the ýshing area so that people can drive rather than walk. 
This would shorten the travel time and allow more ýsh to be 
brought back and sold. SLAAMB in Sioux Lookout provides 
some project funding. It would be useful to purchase a rock 
crusher so they could use the local rock to make gravel for 
the roads. The high cost of bringing gravel in could make this 
proýtable.

There is discussion about building a healing lodge on a nearby 
island; recreation projects are important but are on hold 
because the new school, which has been announced, will have 
some of these facilities. 

There is also a proposal to build log cabins in the bush to 
develop a tourist lodge. 

There is a lot of activity going on in the area by resource 
companies, but there has been little contact with the 
community as yet.

There used to be a lumber mill for creating boards for 
walkways, but it fell into disuse. The community store went 
bankrupt because it gave credit to too many people. 

Band Administration 
There is a real need for onsite training of staff in all aspects of 
ofýce operations from basic ýling systems on up. The ýnancial 
software (Adagio + Pay Dirt) works well, and they get good 
support from Aboriginal Strategies in Winnipeg. Reporting 
to government at various levels is a heavy burden, with 
reports going astray, and constantly changing demands for 
information. It is difýcult to budget properly for repairs as the 
Band lacks the expertise to tell if repairs have been properly 
carried out, and callbacks, which are frequent because of 
unprofessional work, lead to unexpected costs.

The communityôs ýnances are presently under co-management 
which is a voluntary arrangement initiated by the First 
Nation.. Some community members expressed that it is time 
to balance the books and move forward. Financial training for 
community leaders would be worthwhile.

4.2.2 Recommendations re: Livelihood
1. �Review ýnancial status and prioritize economic 

development projects with a goal of creating jobs. 

2. �Explore potential partnerships with other 
organizations for employment creation, e.g. tourism, 
resource extraction or development.

3. �Maximize opportunities to provide training and build 

capacity for Band members in all areas including 
clerical, ýnancial, administration, management, etc.

4. �Research the cost and pros and cons of a rock 
crusher to determine if it makes economic sense to 
invest in one. 

5. �Look for community strengths to build on, i.e. are 
there local business people who could train or 
mentor new people

6. Explore whether the lumber mill can be restored. 

7. �Place high priority on capacity building community 
leaders to prepare them to be able to manage the 
Band ýnances on their own. 

4.3 Infrastructure (Food, Water and 
Sanitation, Shelter and Housing)

4.3.1 Needs and Issues Identiýed in the 
Assessment
It was identiýed in the initial meeting with the Chief, Band 
Council and community resource workers that North Spirit 
Lake is lacking services and facilities in almost every area. 
It was suggested that the community is “50 years” behind 
other First Nations in terms of its development. “We require 
just about everything to get us a little way ahead to help our 
community members,” was how the situation in this First 
Nation was summarized. 

Housing and Infrastructure
Although North Spirit Lake receives funding for about four 
houses per year, their main problem is renovation money. The 
seasonal CMHC ARAP money is limited and generally comes 
too late to allow them to take advantage of the winter roads for 
transport of materials. Housing materials are purchased from 
Springhill Lumber in Winnipeg and the Band orders whatever 
they have in stock. Local labour for construction is unskilled 
and unreliable. There are no certiýed electricians and the 
plumber is essentially untrained. 

The community would like to see local training (construction, 
trades, truck driving, road maintenance, etc.) so that they can 
train a number of people and then pick the best for the jobs. 
Offsite training leads to people going to live off reserve rather 
than returning to give the beneýt of their training back to the 
community, which has supported them.

When the community installed the water and sewer system 
(to about half the homes, the rest are serviced by truck), they 
jacked the houses up and put in new foundations. Some of the 
homes have proper ventilation of the foundations, but about 
50% do not because the occupants were afraid that the water 
lines would freeze. As a result, there is mould in those that are 
not well ventilated. 
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It appears that there are difýculties maintaining and repairing 
existing houses. There is evidence of ongoing problems with 
houses - sewage, leaks, breakages – and no staff or resources 
to ýx these despite repeated requests from community 
members. A number of homes are condemned, leaving 
residents waiting for new housing and living with relatives in 
very crowded conditions.

The community needs proper maintenance of streetlights – the 
light bulbs are frequently shot out by the youth.

Electricity
The system seems to work well with adequate backup in 
case of breakdown to the main generator. Outside help is 
required for simple operations such as replacing a local 
primary breaker. It is fortunate that help can come from Red 
Lake although it often has to come in from Winnipeg. Costs 
are thus very high. This year for the ýrst time, funding was 
secured to bring in the annual requirement of diesel for the 
generators by road, rather than having to þy it in. There have 
been discussions about building a power generator to take 
advantage of some waterfalls fairly close to the community 
(20 kms), but the Elders are concerned that this development 
could lead to destruction of ýsh and hunting habitats. There is 
a real need to develop local trained staff.

Water and Sanitation
The community has just completed major redevelopment of 
the sewage treatment plant which should provide much more 
reliable service and allow them to process all sewage there 
rather than dumping the sewage trucks in a lagoon which is no 
longer capable of carrying the load.

Roads
Local staff maintain community roads (except for the airport 
road which is maintained by MTO). A supply of gravel near 
the community would be useful for the construction of the 
winter road.

4.3.2 Recommendations re: Infrastructure
1. �There is an urgent need to improve housing in the 

community, in particular the renovations and repairs 
of existing houses. Particular attention should 
be paid to remediation to deal with mould and 
ventilation problems. 

2. �A short and long term housing strategy must be 
developed with community consultation to address 
the housing shortage and overcrowding.

3. �Explore options for the training and skills 
development of local trades persons including 
carpenters, electricians, dry wallers, plumbers and 
heavy equipment operators. Particular attention 
should be given to existing workers and youth who 

are interested in pursuing apprenticeships.

4. �Water and sanitation staff must receive ongoing 
training and upgrading.

5. �Investigate a method for maintaining streetlights in 
the community. 

4.4. Education and Recreation

4.4.1 Needs and Issues Identiýed in the 
Assessment
Children learn Oji Cree in school; however, they do not learn 
other subjects in their own language. The language teacher 
makes his own lesson plans as he has no books or resources 
at his disposal. It would be useful to have materials for 
teaching cultural activities as there are few traditional spiritual 
teachings occurring within the community.

There is a need for a school counselor for the youth to talk to 
and deal with school issues. It was also suggested that there 
be someone to come into the school to talk about bullying as 
there apparently is a lot of that happening. Concern was raised 
that the students do not know how to have physical contact 
with each other in other than an aggressive way and seek out 
any form of physical contact. 

There should also be more community involvement in the 
school, e.g. hygienists returning to teach about dental care etc, 
nurses, NADAP worker coming to talk about drug and alcohol 
issues, parents volunteering to help with activities organized 
for the children. The school is not open outside school hours 
as there are no volunteers and when there were volunteers 
available, the school lost items, property was damaged and 
youth were left to their own devices and so it was not deemed 
safe.

A lot of youth miss school due to alcohol and drug abuse 
in their families. Concern was expressed about there being 
no boundaries set from the homes for youth attendance, 
no discipline if youth decide not to go to school, and that 
basically the kids in the community are raising themselves. 
There have been some instances of Grade 4 students coming 
to school with marijuana. There are high rates of suspected 
FASD but no diagnosis. However, there is a lot of drinking 
during pregnancy amongst mothers to be. Students are 
described as having little ability to retain information. Home 
work apparently cannot be sent home as it never returns. It is 
felt that children do not go to bed at a reasonable hour at night 
and so miss school or come tired as a result. 

A further problem is that the generator regularly fails and 
the children miss a lot of school as a result of this. A new 
generator would help.

The school has a difýcult time keeping teachers and there is 
no fulltime principal at present. Teachers from outside the 


