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The category of “non-Aboriginal” is a 
large and diverse one that includes 

descendants of those who came 
to Canada generations ago, often 

from Europe, as well as more recent 
immigrants from many other countries 
and from other parts of Canada. Many 

are from land and sea based cultures 
and form strong connections to the 

northern land. Often they are further 
tied to northern communities due 

to partners and children who are 
Aboriginal. Class, language and ethnicity 

also contribute to many differences in a 
“non-Aboriginal” group.



REPORT SUMMARY
WHO ARE WE? This report documents our work to develop women’s leadership in 

several northern Canadian communities, the models that were used, what we learned 

and what we think is needed to strengthen women’s community leadership. It is an 

account of women’s experiences of community as a result of economic restructuring 

and resource development.

The Feminist Northern Network 
(FemNorthNet) is a network of 
northern community leaders and 
researchers (within and outside 
of universities and colleges) from 
across Canada. FemNorthNet is 
based at the Canadian Research 
Institute for the Advancement of 
Women (CRIAW). FemNorthNet 
involves community organizations, 
local residents, local government 
officials, academic partners, and 
students. We are women, and 
supporters of women.

Together, we are exploring how 
economic change is affecting 
women in northern communities. 
We are also trying to prepare 
women to address that change. 
Over the course of the past two 
years, our community partners 
engaged more than 450 women 
in five northern communities in 
discussions and training to develop 
more local women leaders.

FemNorthNet wants to see 
sustainable economic development 
in the North that addresses the 
needs of women and builds 
healthy communities – including 
addressing social issues such as 
poverty, violence, and housing.  We 
recognize the diversity of women in 

the North that includes Aboriginal 
women, women with disabilities, 
immigrant women, women 
with children, women of various 
ages and women from different 
language groups.  

We want to know more about 
differences in experiences and 

opportunities among and between 
different groups of women – 
what we call an intersectional 
gendered analysis. We know that 
many factors affect women’s 
experiences in these communities, 
so we use this approach to explore 
similarities and differences among 

and between groups of women 
– it reminds us that we each have 
different ways to understand who 
we are and where we come from.  

FemNorthNet also uses 
participatory action research 
to engage women in northern 
communities with community 

Together, we are exploring how economic 
change is affecting women in northern 

communities. We are also trying to 
prepare women to address that change.
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leaders and scholars in searching 
for answers to questions about how 
northern communities are changing 
and how women are affected. 
FemNorthNet seeks to empower 
women to create change – the type 
of change that benefits the people 
in the community who are often 
overlooked.

What Is The Context Of Our 
Work?
Women are givers and caretakers 
of life.  It is women’s traditional and 
unpaid work that often weaves and 
holds families and communities 
together.  When family and 
community relations are strained, 
it is usually women who step in 
to mend the fraying social fabric.  
Across many cultures, in many 
settings, women play a vital role as 
community leaders.

In Canada’s north, there is rapidly 
increasing pressure for economic 
development around natural 
resources. Global demand for many 
natural resources is increasing, 

and Canada’s north is considered 
“rich” due to its abundance of 
products such as wood, iron ore, 
uranium, nickel, oil and natural 
gas. In addition, rivers themselves 
are in demand as the source of 
hydro-electric energy production. 
Governments and businesses are 

eager to exploit these resources 
for obvious reasons: It makes 
good business sense. Economic 
development is shrewdly promoted 
and readily embraced by those 
in power. How could northern 
communities not benefit from this 
wave of prosperity? 

Certainly, northern communities can 
benefit from some of the dividends 
of development. There is often 
a boom in infrastructure such as 
schools, hospitals and roads. And the 
creation of many new jobs sounds 
good. However, there are some 
negative effects of development, 
and downsides to some of the 
seemingly positive projections, 
particularly for local women. 

Economic development in northern 
Canada is changing communities 
socially, economically, and culturally. 
The emphasis on the economic 
benefits has been big news, but the 
conversation about what this means 
for women in these communities 
should also be making headlines. 

The CRIAW fact sheet “Women 
and Restructuring” discusses 
how economic restructuring 
is transforming communities, 
cultures and ways of living. The 
changes affect how individuals get 

an income, undertake family and 
household responsibilities, what 
resources are available to help, how 
they engage in their culture, their 
health and well being, the natural 
environment, their capacity to make 
life decisions and their sense of 
belonging. 

We know that restructuring has 
impacts that are often more 
intensely experienced by those who 
have been marginalized in Canadian 
society as a result of gender, race, 
immigrant status, disability or 
poverty.  

What Questions Did We Ask?
We wanted to know more about 
the impacts of these changes, 
specifically: 

• How do these economic 
developments affect women in 
northern communities?

• What do women’s experiences 
teach us about how to address 
economic restructuring 
and related community 
transformations? 

• What can women do to bring 
positive change to their 
Northern communities?            

Women are not one single group 
of people. Many factors influence 
a woman’s identity, including 
where she lives, Aboriginality, 
nationality, language, income, 
physical and mental abilities, age, 
immigrant status and more. These 
factors interact to produce unique 
experiences and perspectives. 

When 
family and 
community 

relations are 
strained, it 
is usually 

women 
who step 

in to mend 
the fraying 

social fabric.

Economic development in northern 
Canada is changing communities 

socially, economically, and 
culturally.
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These social categories can also 
influence whether we are respected 
and accepted by people who make 
important decisions that influence 
our lives and communities.

Listening to women’s voices, in their 
full diversity, paying attention to 
those who are most marginalized 
from the economic activity related 
to resource development, will 
contribute immensely to developing 
plans for healthy and sustainable 
communities. Women’s business is 
everyone’s business.

What Did We Do?
A two-year grant from Status of 
Women Canada in March 2011 
enabled us to support women in 
northern communities to develop 
their leadership skills in order to 
be better equipped to deal with 
community changes.  Our goals 
were to use different models for 
leadership development that 
suited each community, and to 
engage underrepresented women 
(particularly Aboriginal, disabled, 
immigrant and young women). 
We worked in partnerships in four 
northern communities – Happy 
Valley-Goose Bay and Labrador West 
in Labrador; Thompson, Manitoba 
and La Loche, Saskatchewan.  In 
addition, we documented another 
leadership model practiced in 
Norway House, Manitoba.

To achieve the goal of developing 
women’s leadership skills, each 
community-based partner 
organization and university lead 
developed activities for women 
to gain knowledge, skills and 
experience to be community-
based leaders. Women leaders 
in local community partner 
organizations and external 
organizations worked with women 
to develop their leadership skills and 
confidence, to identify additional 
mentoring possibilities and future 

opportunities in community-based 
organizations.  

Training
Training was a key component of the 
strategic actions taken to promote 
northern women in community 
leadership. Women trained women 
in the following areas of leadership 
and decision-making skills:  

• Self-awareness and self-care for 
physical, mental and spiritual 
well-being

• Understanding the economy 
through community changes 
over time, creating budgets and 
developing job interview skills

• Creative story-telling and 
presentation skills (making 
shadow puppets, masks, visual 
displays, digital story-telling, 
creating scrapbooks)

• How to create an inclusive 
environment; how to reach out 
and involve a diverse group of 
women; how to identify barriers 
to participation and how to 
overcome them; how facilitate 
discussions once a diversity of 
women are gathered

• How to draw on other 
communities and external 
organizations for knowledge, 
support and resources

• How to identify main community 
issues and action plans to start 
working towards solving these 
communal challenges

• How to work individually and 
collectively to influence positive 
change in the community

A core value in the community 
models was that diversity among 
women within and across 
communities must be recognized 
and respected. Each community 
partnership was different, and what 
encouraged or enhanced leadership 
varied from woman to woman. 

Happy Valley-Goose Bay
Happy Valley-Goose Bay had great 
success with engaging women 
using Creative Action Circles™, 
a contemporary facilitation 
process grounded in a traditional 

Indigenous approach to working in 
communities. This Creative Action 
process empowered women to find 
relevance for their personal and 
cultural knowledge, and to develop 
skills with which they can inform 
and influence the decisions that 
are being made in and around their 
community. It attracted and built 
trust among and between the three 
different local Aboriginal groups - 
Innu, Inuit and NunatuKavummiut 
- and a diverse group of non-
Aboriginal women.   

Labrador West
Labrador West started by identifying 
and recruiting women leaders in 
local community organizations to 

Each 
community 
partnership 

was 
different, 
and what 

encouraged 
or enhanced 
leadership 

varied from 
woman to 

woman. 
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participate as mentors in leadership 
development.  Mentors agreed to 
work with leadership participants to 
develop their leadership skills; where 
possible, to provide them with a 
placement in their organization; 
and to support them in identifying 
additional opportunities for 
mentoring and practicing leadership 
within and beyond community-
based organizations. Due to a variety 
of factors affecting participation, 
this model was not carried out to 
the extent that was hoped. Drawing 
on their wealth of women leaders, 
and showing great adaptability, 
Labrador West created a series of 
leadership video interviews and 
transcripts. This Empowerment-
Based model is already serving to 
further educate would-be women 
leaders about what other women 
leaders have experienced on their 
path so far, including what drew 
them to become leaders, what was 
difficult for them, and what has been 
supportive to them. 

Thompson
Thompson drew on Aboriginal 
cultural traditions and knowledge 
in its community to develop its 
Medicine Wheel approach. The 
Medicine Wheel is generally 
represented by a circle divided into 
four directions (or four colours), 
representing parts of a complete 
whole. Thompson focused on the 
four parts of our whole being: 
emotional, mental, physical and 
spiritual. Sessions explored self-
care and respect, knowledge and 
practical skills like budgeting and 
job interview practice, how to 
make positive change, and identity 
– having a story and a voice to 
share that story. This leadership-
training program introduced 
marginalized community women 
to empowerment and focused on 
youth, Aboriginal women and Elders.  

La Loche
La Loche built on strong local 
Aboriginal cultural traditions and 
knowledge in its community and 
drew on a model called Project 
Venture for their activities to 
promote leadership skills through 
experiential activities that encourage 
critical thinking and problem 
solving skills. Project Venture is 

based on six principles or “Full Value 
Commitments” including “Be here,” 
“Be safe” and “Care for yourself and 
others.” A Women’s Wellness Group 
came together weekly around 
an activity, such as cooking, to 
talk and to support each other. 
They identified the importance of 
having a safe circle, a place to talk 
about whatever they wanted to. 
La Loche Women’s Forum tried to 
further engage women through 
community-based knowledge 
gathering skills by gathering the 
stories of women in the Village of 
La Loche. Young women students 
led the workshop, bringing women 
together in sharing stories and 
exploring their connections.

Norway House
In Norway House, we had the 
opportunity to video-document 
another leadership model. 
Aboriginal women there organized a 
sharing circle that brought together 
women from many walks of life, 
of different ages, mothers, Elders, 
youth – as a way to build sustainable 
leadership in women in this 
community. This is a model of peer 

mentoring relationships, in this case, 
building on Aboriginal ceremonies 
and traditional teachings.  

As projects unfolded, community 
teams sometimes found themselves 
up against the stresses which 
women in leadership face: multiple 
responsibilities and limited 
resources in their communities. The 
importance of spending more time 

on self-care was noted in a variety of 
ways by nearly all of the participants.

Women found that in coming 
together to share experiences, they 
were able to learn from each other, 
build capacity and build on their 
personal and collective strengths.
As a result of this work, we saw a 
greater community awareness of 
the issues, and understanding of the 
barriers to women’s participation as 
leaders and decision-makers. 

The obstacles to engagement in 
leadership include women not 
seeing themselves as leaders or 
potential leaders. Many women do 
not have a history of being listened 
to and don’t feel they can speak up. 
Many women feel invisible, or feel 
that their needs or opinions are not 
valued in their community. Other 
obstacles included having very 
busy lives, or not having the right 
to schedule time off work to attend 
training sessions or other activities. 

In our discussions, participants 
identified many barriers that were 
“structural” – conditions embedded 
in northern communities – and 
make it hard for many women to 

The obstacles to engagement in 
leadership include women not seeing 

themselves as leaders or potential 
leaders.
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get involved and become engaged 
as community leaders. For example, 
the absence of public transportation 
makes it hard for many to attend 
events that may be a long distance 
from where they live, while buildings 
without wheelchair access and a 
shortage of support programs such 
as attendant care, make it difficult 
for disabled women to participate.

During our work together, we 
made an effort to enable women to 
participate by paying for childcare, 
providing a meal, and offering 
transportation. This was a start, but 
we know that some women were 
still excluded from participation. 
Even where supports are provided 
(childcare, transportation, 
food, translation, disability 
accommodation, etc.) it is often still 
hard to engage women. 

Northern communities need 
resources - human capacity, as well 
as financial and other resources - to 
be able to take on and sustain the 
work of leadership development. 
Our northern community partners’ 
resources are already stretched 
dealing with the immediate needs 
in their communities. The needs are 
large in northern communities, yet 
there are fewer people to do the 
work, and there is often no “back-
up” or relief person when someone 

needs to go on leave or attend to 
other responsibilities she may have.

Larger community concerns 
sometimes overshadow goals and 
strategic decisions.  For example, 
conditions in northern communities 
often make it difficult for women 
leaders to train and mentor others 
because they are so busy dealing 
with day-to-day needs. Across the 
northern communities, urgent needs 
are drawing the available energy 
and capacity away from longer-term 
solutions and sustainable leadership 
capacity development.

What Supports The 
Development Of Women 
Leaders?
Although the barriers to leadership 
for women in these northern 
communities were significant, 
we also learned about what does 
support women, and how they see 
themselves positioned within the 
changes they are experiencing in 
their communities. 

Interaction and knowledge 
sharing between community 
leaders in FemNorthNet deepened 
their leadership abilities and 
understanding of how to develop 
concrete, practical supports to 
address urgent needs in their 
northern communities.  For 
example, leaders in one community 
shared how they worked with 
other community leaders to 
establish a new daycare program 
and a transition home for women 
fleeing domestic abuse. Another 
community leader shared how 
she organized the community in a 
10-year effort to create affordable 
housing units for women in need. 
The network structure itself provided 
tremendous support for many of 
the women and offered countless 
opportunities for co-learning.

We learned that flexibility is critical. 

Sometimes women needed to 
deal with unanticipated issues and 
changing conditions in their roles 
as leaders – and we experienced 
this within our work, too. Timelines, 
goals and models were adapted or 
changed if they were not working. 
This project provided opportunities 
to meet in person within the network, 
to communicate regularly, and to 
reflect and evaluate. The ability to 
respond to changing needs and 
realities was critical to helping 
everyone in the network get the most 
out of this work together as possible.

Through this work, community 
leaders gained understanding 
and capacity to promote women’s 
leadership and mentored other 
women from diverse groups in 
their communities. We increased 
community discussions about 
women and leadership, and inspired 
young women by engaging them 
with women leaders in action. 
We helped women who did not 
see themselves as leaders start to 
recognize their leadership skills and 
potential. 

What Happens Next?
Alternatives imagine and recreate 
a world where each individual, 
community and culture is included 
and respected, where the Earth 
and the environment are used in 
sustainable ways, where resources 
are shared equitably and public 
supports and services are developed 
and provided for those who need 
them, where all are well and 
healthy, where cultural practices are 
honoured and diversity is nurtured.

Two years is not enough time, but 
much was accomplished, many 
things were learned and some seeds 
were sown, yet to germinate. We 
are hearing about the ways that 
women in northern communities 
are connecting, from berry-
picking together (“like we used 

Timelines, 
goals and 

models were 
adapted or 
changed if 
they were 

not working
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to”) to submitting proposals to get 
support for further work relating 
to the restructuring issues in their 
communities. There is much more 
work to be done. There needs to be 
ongoing leadership development 
programs so women can develop 
skills, capacity and confidence - over 
time - to take on leadership roles in 
community organizations. 

 We hope this report will bring 
women’s experiences and women’s 
voices into the conversations that 
are occurring in the North and 

other places that are experiencing 
economic restructuring. We think 
that this report will inspire women 
in other communities by showing a 
commonality of context alongside a 
diversity of experience within which 
some practical examples of creative 
leadership training models are 
framed. 

We look forward to hearing about 
how these women are moving 
forward in new roles and using new 
skills. The future of their northern 
communities is in their deeply caring 

and very capable hands.

For more information please visit: 
www.criaw-icref.ca/femnorthnet
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Section 1

INTRODUCTION
Women are givers and caretakers of life. It is women’s traditional and unpaid work 

that often weaves and holds families and communities together. When family and 

community relations are strained, it is usually women who step in to mend the fraying 

social fabric.  Across many cultures, and in the North and the South, women play a 

vital role as community leaders.

This report documents our work 
to develop women’s leadership 
in a several northern Canadian 
communities, the models that were 
used, what we learned and what 
we think is needed to strengthen 
women’s community leadership.

to develop women’s leadership 
in a several northern Canadian 
communities, the models that were 
used, what we learned and what 
we think is needed to strengthen 
women’s community leadership.

Who And What Is 
FemNorthNet?
The Feminist Northern Network – or 

FemNorthNet for short - is a network 
of northern community leaders and 
researchers within and outside of 
universities and colleges in northern 
Canada as well as across southern 
Canada. FemNorthNet is based at the 
Canadian Research Institute for the 
Advancement of Women (CRIAW). 

The FemNorth Network involves 
community organizations, local 

residents, local government officials, 
academic partners, and students. 
Together, we are exploring how 
economic changes (restructuring) 
are affecting women in northern 
communities. We are also trying to 
prepare women to address these 
changes.  We recognize the diversity 
of women in the North that includes 
Aboriginal women, women with 
disabilities, immigrant women, 

Public accountability for northern 
development needs to include how 

women in northern communities are 
affected.
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women with children, women of 
various ages and women from 
different language groups.  We want 
to know more about the similarities 
and differences of experiences and 
opportunities among and between 
different groups of women.  Getting 
at the differences in women’s 
experiences is what we call an 
intersectional gendered analysis. 

FemNorthNet wants to see 
sustainable economic development 
in the North that addresses the 
needs of women and builds healthy 
communities. Tough questions 
about community infrastructure and 
social issues like poverty, violence, 

and housing have to be asked. And 
answers must include and involve 
women.

FemNorthNet uses participatory 
action research to engage women 
in northern communities with 
community leaders and researchers 
in searching together for answers 
to questions about how northern 
communities are changing and 
how different groups of women 
are affected.  Participatory action 
research involves taking action 
to bring about changes that are 
important to community members.

FemNorthNet seeks to empower 
women in the community to create 
change – the type of change that 
benefits the people in the 
community who are often 

overlooked.we think is needed to 
strengthen women’s community 
leadership.

Over the past few years, Canadian 
federal and provincial governments 
have encouraged northern 
development, focusing on resource-
extraction and energy-development 
industries (such as mining, oil, 
hydro-electricity). These sectors 
have grown, while the southern 
manufacturing base has declined. 
Most of the public discussion 
focuses on the need to develop 
the north in order to extract or 
harness natural resources. But 
public accountability for northern 

development needs to include how 
women in northern communities are 
affected.

Northern development on this 
scale brings with it great change 
in communities. There are new 
occupations and new jobs, 
new workers moving into the 
communities nearest the resource 
industries. Thousands of workers 
(mainly male) are moving north as 
jobs open in these industries, and 
in the offices that support these 
businesses. The emphasis on the 
economic benefits has been big 
news, but the conversation about 
what this means for women in these 
communities should also be making 
headlines. 

How do these changes in northern 

communities affect women? And 
how can women strengthen their 
voices so their needs are identified 
and taken into account as national 
and global investment floods into 
northern communities, rapidly and 
drastically changing them?  

In our experience and elsewhere, 
when women come together, they 
do not only talk about “women’s 
issues”, that is, personal or gender-
related needs. They also talk about 
the needs of their families and 
of their community.  Listening 
to women’s voices, in their full 
diversity, paying attention to those 
who are most marginalized from 
the economic activity related 
to resource development, will 

FemNorthNet Questions

What are women’s experiences of 
economic restructuring and related 
community changes in the North? 

How do economic development plans 
and programs for the community 
address these experiences?

What can women do collectively to 
address their experiences and any 
gaps in community or economic 
development initiatives?

What do women’s experiences and 
responses teach Canadians about how 
to address economic restructuring and 
related community transformations? 

FemNorthNet Themes

Community infrastructure and 
economic development

Community engagement and 
governance

Community inclusions and 
exclusions

Migration, immigration and 
mobility

Deep thanks goes to the community 
partners for the time, energy and 
resources each put into doing this 
work. It was not easy for them as 

they struggled to address many local 
needs with scarce resources.
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contribute immensely to developing 
plans for healthy and sustainable 
communities. Women’s business is 
everyone’s business.

A two-year grant from Status 
of Women Canada (2011-13) 
enabled us to support women in 
northern communities to develop 
their leadership skills in order to 
be better equipped to deal with 
community changes. Our goals 
were to use different models for 
leadership development that 
suited each community, and to 
engage underrepresented women 
(particularly Aboriginal, disabled, 
immigrant and young women). We 
report here on what happened in 
four northern communities – Happy 
Valley-Goose Bay and Labrador West 
in Labrador; Thompson, Manitoba 
and La Loche, Saskatchewan.  In 
addition, we document another 
leadership model practiced in 
Norway House, Manitoba through a 
video. 

In each community, key women 
leaders and community organizations 
developed plans and activities for 

local women to gain knowledge, skills 
and experience to be community-
based leaders. Key women leaders 
in local community partner 
organizations drew on women and 
resources in FemNorthNet to work 
with women in their community to 
develop their leadership skills and 
confidence, to identify additional 
mentoring opportunities and future 
opportunities in community-based 
organizations.  Deep thanks goes 
to the community partners for the 
time energy and resources each 
put into doing this work.  It was not 
easy for them as they struggled to 
address many local needs with scarce 
resources.

Partners and participants developed 
a much deeper understanding of the 
barriers to community leadership 
for northern women. Even where 
supports are provided (childcare, 
transportation, food, translation, 
disability accommodation, etc.) 
it is often still hard to engage 
women. This is for many reasons. 
These include women not seeing 
themselves as a leader or potential 
leader, feeling invisible, not feeling 
their needs or opinions are valued, 
having very busy lives, not having 
the right to schedule time off work 
to attend training sessions, and 
other reasons. We also learned about 
what does support women in these 
communities, and how they see 
themselves positioned within the 
changes they are experiencing in 
their communities. 

We completed our activities in May 
2013. This report is about what we 
did, what we learned and what 
women think about what is needed 
to support the ongoing work that 
women leaders are doing in northern 
communities. It is an account of 
women’s experiences of community 
as a result of economic restructuring 
and resource development.

Getting 
at the 

differences 
in women’s 
experiences 

is what 
we call an 

intersectional 
gendered 
analysis.
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What Is Intersectionality? 
An Intersectional Feminist 
Framework? Intersectional 
Gendered Analysis? 
While women share common 
physical traits that indicate their 
sex, women are not one single 
group of people who think the same 
way, have the same experiences, 
or live the same life. Many factors 
influence women’s identity including 
Aboriginality, nationality, language, 
income, physical and mental 
abilities, age, immigrant status 
and more. The influence of these 
different factors on an individual 
woman is illustrated by the figure 
(below).

These factors interact to 
produce unique experiences and 
perspectives. These social categories 
can also influence whether we are 
respected and accepted by people 
with money and power who make 
important decisions that influence 
our lives and communities.

FemNorthNet uses an intersectional, 
gendered framework, sometimes 

called Intersectional Feminist 
Frameworks, to explore similarities 
and differences among and between 
groups of women.  Intersectional 
Feminist Frameworks reminds us 
that we each have different ways to 
understand who we are and where 
we come from. 

What Is Economic 
Restructuring?
Change to the economy over time 
that transforms communities, 
cultures and ways of living and 
being in work, income, resources, 
services and supports, well being 
and health, cultural practices, 
diversity, environment, decision-
making, belonging …

The changes may affect how we 
as individuals work, how we get 
an income, how we undertake 
our family and household 
responsibilities, what resources 
are available to us, how we 
engage in our culture, our health 
and well being, the earth and 
environment we live in, our capacity 
to make decisions about our own 

Race

Age Heritage/ History

EthnicityEducation

Occupation

Sexuality

Geographic 
Location

Ability

Aboriginality Family Status
Income

Religion

Language

Immigration
Status

Gender

Source: What is FemNorthNet? (2010). PowerPoint Presentation. Canadian 
Research Insitute for the Advancement of Women.

We know that these factors 
affect women’s experiences 
in these communities, so we 
can’t put this framework aside 
and try to understand things 
without it. It’s important to 
bring forward and hear the 
different perspectives of 
women from their different 
social locations and identities. 
It doesn’t mean everyone has 
to agree. But it is helpful to 
acknowledge the different 
experiences of different 
groups of women. This leads 
to policies and practices that 
are more effective at engaging 
different groups of women.

Adapted from information found 
online: www.criaw-icref.ca/
femnorthnet
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lives, our sense of belonging…

The changes may also affect 
communities and who works 
and does not; who gets what 
kinds of income,;what supports 
and services are developed and 
available from whom (volunteer, 
government, family, business) 
within the communities; how and 
who makes decisions in and for 
the community; the community’s 
health and sustainability; the use 
of resources, the use of the earth 
and environment; who lives and 
remains in the community; the 
cultural identities and practices 
of the community; and, who feels 
included and who feels excluded in 
the community.

Economic restructuring has come in 
waves since at least World War What 
Is Economic Restructuring?

Change to the economy over time 
that transforms communities, 
cultures and ways of living and 
being in work, income, resources, 
services and supports, well being 
and health, cultural practices, 
diversity, environment, decision-
making, belonging …

The changes may affect how we 

as individuals work, how we get 
an income, how we undertake 
our family and household 
responsibilities, what resources 
are available to us, how we 
engage in our culture, our health 
and well being, the earth and 
environment we live in, our capacity 
to make decisions about our own 
lives, our sense of belonging…

The changes may also affect 
communities and who works 

Intersectionality In Practice In Labrador West 

When an important area of 
opportunity or challenge is 
identified, we talk and think 
about how diverse women are 
affected by the situation, including 
instances where some women 
benefit while others are harmed. 
For example, lack of affordable 

housing was the most commonly 
discussed challenge facing 
Labrador West. Because we use 
an IFF [Intersectional Feminist 
Framework] to understand what 
we are learning, we want to know 
how lack of access to affordable 
housing affects older women in 

similar or different ways than it 
affects young women, for example. 

Source: Keeping All Women in Mind, 
A community profile of Labrador West 
(p.7). Forthcoming at: www.criaw-icref.
ca/femnorthnet

Intersectional Feminist 
Frameworks remind us that we each 

have different ways to understand 
who we are and where we come from. 
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and does not; who gets what 
kinds of income,;what supports 
and services are developed and 
available from whom (volunteer, 
government, family, business) 
within the communities; how and 
who makes decisions in and for 
the community; the community’s 
health and sustainability; the use 
of resources, the use of the earth 
and environment; who lives and 
remains in the community; the 
cultural identities and practices 
of the community; and, who feels 
included and who feels excluded in 
the community.

Economic restructuring has come 

in waves since at least World War 
II, with major change and then 
adaptation to that change. The 
impetus for economic restructuring 
may come from global, regional or 
local corporations or international 
organizations, regional agreements, 
national, provincial, local or 
indigenous governments. Economic 
restructuring is often justified 
by ideas that are portrayed as 
commonly held, or common sense, 
beliefs shared through the media or 
other forms of cultural interactions. 

With each wave, economic 
restructuring has met with resistance 
and the creation of alternatives by 

individuals, organizations, social 
movements and communities. 
Alternatives imagine and recreate 
a world where each individual, 
community and culture is included 
and respected, where the earth 
and the environment are used in 
sustainable ways, where resources 
are shared equitably and public 
supports and services are developed 
and provided for those who need 
them, where all are well and 
healthy, where cultural practices 
are honoured and diversity is 
nurtured… imagine that.

Source: http://www.criaw-icref.ca/
femnorthnet/restructuring.

What Are The Effects Of Restructuring On Women?
Restructuring has impacts on 
both women and men, and 
the impacts are often more 
intensely experienced by those 
who have been marginalized 
in Canadian society as a result 
of gender, race, immigrant 
status, disability or poverty. 
Using tools like Intersectional 
Feminist Frameworks and sex 
and gender based analysis, we 
begin to see more precisely 
who is affected by which 

actions and what the longer-
term impacts are of these 
changes. 

In a factsheet on Women and 
Economic Restructuring we ask 
which women are affected most 
by the changes to the Canadian 
economy and society over the 
past decades, and which are 
most likely to be affected by 
the changes as a result of the 
recent economic downturn. 
Not surprisingly we find that 

single parent mothers, women 
with disabilities, racialized 
women, recent immigrants and 
poor women face increased 
intensified negative effects from 
restructuring.

Source: Women and Restructuring 
Factsheet by Deborah Stienstra 
(http://www.criaw-icref.ca/
sites/criaw/files/Women_and_
Restructuring_Factsheet_
June_2010.pdf ) 

Economic Restructuring In Labrador West 
We use the term ‘economic 
restructuring’ to describe 
changes to the economy as a 
result of the expansion of the 
iron ore mines in Labrador West. 
Most discussions about the 
economic impacts of mining 
booms on women focus on 
employment. As a result, if a 
mining boom creates jobs, 
people assessing the impact of 
the boom say that it has been 
‘good’ for the community. We 
are interested in how economic 

restructuring affects many areas 
of women’s lives, and also how 
many factors come together to 
affect diverse women. A good 
example of this in Labrador 
West relates to childcare. The 
mining expansion has definitely 
created new jobs, and some 
women are receiving training 
to access those jobs. However, 
with no daycare in Labrador 
West until June 2012, and now 
with a long waiting list for the 
daycare, women who are lone 

parents have a very difficult 
time accessing jobs at the 
mine. Besides jobs, we think 
about housing, health, violence, 
leadership, volunteerism, 
childcare, education, mobility, 
the availability of community 
resources, and about how 
economic restructuring impacts 
all of these things.

Source: Keeping All Women in Mind, 
A community profile of Labrador West 
(p.7). Forthcoming at: www.criaw-
icref.ca/femnorthnet
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Section 2
COMMUNITIES 

& MODELS
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Community: Happy 
Valley-Goose Bay,
Labrador
Happy Valley – Goose Bay is a community of 8,000 people located in central eastern 

Labrador. It acts as the service hub of the region, and has been a place of strategic 

importance to political, military and resource development interests. Goose Bay was 

a key airbase for NATO and the airport, runways and transport-related services make 

it the gateway to the communities of the north coast of Labrador, which are only 

reachable by air or sea. It has also long been a strategic location to travel to southern 

and western Labrador. Only recently has there been road access to both of these 

parts of Labrador. Because of this, the community is a base for mining exploration 

and other kinds of development in central and eastern Labrador, including the 

Voisey’s Bay development by Vale (formerly Inco), on the north coast. The creation 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/2.0/legalcode


of Torngat National Park is also expected to increase tourist travel to the region, with 

many of the visitors passing through the airport or staying in the community en route.  

Many people refer to Labrador as the “Big Land.”

Historic Meeting Ground
Several cultures cross paths, both 
historically and geographically, in 
the area around and within Happy 
Valley-Goose Bay. The Innu, Inuit and 
people of NunatuKavut  (formerly 
referred to as Métis or Inuit Métis, 
now also called Southern Inuit) are 
the predominant Indigenous groups 
in this area of Labrador. Aboriginal 
governance is the responsibility 
of the Nunatsiavut Government 
(for Inuit), the Innu Nation and 
NunatuKavut Government 
(formerly Labrador Métis Nation). 
Resource development requires 

negotiations and agreements with 
the Inuit and Innu. NunatuKavut 
has not yet been granted the status 
to formally negotiate with the 
federal government on resource 
development.  Indigenous peoples 
have contributed to the growth 
of Happy-Valley Goose Bay, often 
relocating from small communities 
throughout Labrador, to access 
educational and health services, as 
well as employment opportunities. 

The region’s history is similar to 
much of northern Canada. Many 
non-Aboriginal people have settled 
here and call it home; some of 
these have ancestors who arrived 
centuries ago as fur-trappers 
and traders, fishermen, whalers, 
missionaries. More recently there 
have been military, RCMP and 
teachers. The latest waves of 
migration into the region include 
those who are part of the mining 
and hydro developments (generally 
these are men), and service industry 
workers (with increasing numbers 
of immigrants coming from places 
outside of Canada, such as the 
Philippines). 

New Hydro Dam Brings 
Major Change
Happy Valley-Goose Bay is grappling 
with the socio-economic impacts of 
building a new hydro-electric dam 
at Muskrat Falls (the Lower Churchill 
Hydroelectric Generation Project). 
This is the second dam on this river, 
which has significance to all of the 
peoples of the area. In contrast, they 
often experience direct and indirect 
displacement from the land due 
to resource-based development. 
They do not feel that their voices 

are heard in the conversation about 
economic development.  Yet women 
here have strong connections to 
and relationships with the Big Land 
and natural environment. They want 
to have a role in decision-making 
and planning for the economic 
development of natural resources 
in the region. The well-being of 
women needs to be accounted for 
as decisions and plans are made 
that affect them – and the whole 
community.

“There is so much to be done – and 
like we said – we’re women; we care, 
we just want to see our land and our 
communities just kept at peace.” 

In Happy Valley-Goose Bay our 
work was called Claiming Our Place: 
Women’s Relationship with Rivers. 
The goal was to raise local women’s 
awareness of these large economic 
development projects, to develop 
skills and to create tools to enable 
them to participate in community 
discussions, planning meetings and 
events. The two guiding questions 
were: 

What is the connection between 
local women and the local natural 
environment and what are the 
potential implications to their 
wellbeing given the current natural 
resource economic development 
agenda? 

What can women do to influence 
this agenda so that it takes their 
interests into account?

Leadership Development 
Model: Creative Action 
Circles ™
Cha Chim hey Aqulth - Creative 
Action Circles ™ - go the right way - is 

Historically, 
local 

women and 
Aboriginal 

people 
have not 

benefitted 
from the 

industrial 
activities in 
the area to 
the extent 
promised 
by initial 

proposals. 
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a contemporary facilitation process 
with an Indigenous approach 
to working in communities. This 
methodology has deep roots 
in many oral traditions and was 
developed by J’net AyAy Qwa Yak 
Sheelth Cavanagh (One who gives 
away and still stands tall), from the 
Ahousaht First Nation on the West 
Coast of Vancouver Island, BC. J’net 
is a facilitator, researcher and artist 
with decades of experience working 
with a variety of Aboriginal groups, 
often around trauma. This Creative 
Action process empowers women to 
find relevance for their personal and 
cultural knowledge, and develop 
skills with which they can inform 
and influence the decisions that 
are being made in and around their 
community.

The Creative Action Circle ™ method 
was selected as appropriate to 
attract and build trust among and 
between the three different local 
Aboriginal groups - Innu, Inuit, 
NunatuKavummiut - and a diverse 
group of non-Aboriginal women.   It 
builds on traditional Aboriginal 
values and approaches. It is a 
collaborative and cyclical group 
model where participants share and 
discuss stories to identify key 
meanings and ideas. It is an 
experiential method: learning by 
doing. The emphasis is on reciprocal 
sharing and group learning with an 

overall goal to mobilize women in 
the community and develop their 
leadership qualities. 

Local women learned how to gather 
the stories and perspectives of 
other women in the community 
through story circles. All of the 
participants were trained in the use 
of a variety of expressive-art based 
methods to tell their stories: mask 
making, storytelling using shadow 
puppets, sewing and appliqué. The 

group works together to weave the 
stories and themes into creative 
arts pieces and a performance while 
sharing, mentoring and practicing 
performance and leadership skills.

What Did We Do Together?
Creative Action Circles ™ are cycles 
of circles, or circles within circles.

The first phase began with the 
Mokami Status of Women Council’s 
engagement of a diverse group 

Set up 
for Group 

Session

Workshop: 
Creative 

Showcase

Creative 
Action 

Showcase

   Circle: 
Sharing 

Oral Stories; 
Creative 

Mementoes

Circle: Intro 
to Creative 
Research 

Skills Training
  

Circle: 
Organizing 
Data into 

Main Themes 

Source: Happy Valley-Goose Bay Creative Action Researcher Resource & Training Manual

Creative Action CirclesTM 

Process

Art & Storytelling
Oral stories demonstrate the 
creativity of Indigenous cultures. 
The purpose of this training is to 
create new arts researchers/leaders 
who are grounded in their distinct 
Indigenous cultures. The arts are 
part of our everyday lives, and this 
project continues the development of 
arts in a contemporary context. Oral 
stories not only connect generations, 

but also provide a way to tap into 
traditional knowledge. The retelling 
of these stories through performance 
continues the transmission of the 
knowledge of our ancestors. 
While Indigenous nations have 
diverse customary practices, there 
exists a shared reliance on using 
oral stories to revive traditions. This 

manual was designed to ensure that 
Indigenous knowledge is protected 
and passed on to future generations 
by uniting youth and Indigenous 
artists, knowledge keepers and Elders 
to inform change through oral stories. 
From Happy Valley-Goose Bay Creative 
Action Researcher Resource & Training 
manual
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of local women to participate in a 
story circle and training to become 
action-oriented community-based 
researchers, or Creative Action 
Researchers (CARs). In Spring 2012 
around 30 women attended a 3-day 
Leadership Workshop, developing 
leadership, research, and creative 
skills through fun, interactive 
workshops. The arts-based activities 
were a platform for skills-building 
around confidence, listening, 
research, etc. rather than “making a 
mask” being the main point. Creative 
expression opened other, non-verbal 
ways for women to express their 
diverse experiences and concerns. 
The training workshop was followed 

by a series of circle workshops 
engaging women in the community, 
and concluded with a Creative 
Action Showcase. This process was 
repeated in the second year of the 
project; deepening the skills of 10 of 
the women who participated in the 
initial leadership skills development. 
The diagram below shows how 
process works.

Circle Training 
In Happy Valley-Goose Bay the 
Creative Action Researchers shared 
a story about their relationship with 
rivers or other natural settings such 
as mountains, the ocean, or islands. 
They shared their interests and/or 

concerns about the proposed Lower 
Churchill hydroelectric development 
and other natural resource 
development projects in the region. 

They identified key messages that 
came up during their story-sharing 
circle, and together they developed 
creative material using the skills that 
were taught during the workshop. 
This creative material was profiled in 
a mini-showcase near the end of the 
three-day workshop. 

Women developed a range of 
leadership skills through this 
process, such as how to take notes 
on a flip chart, agenda-setting, 
workshop planning, and group 
facilitation. Some skill building 
was subtle, but just as important: 
collaboration, listening to others, 
finding and developing individual 
areas of interest and ability. All of 
this worked to build confidence, 
improve communication and foster 
empowerment. 

“When we women, like, gets 
together in one big circle…we don’t 
judge each other, and stuff like that.”

Circles In Community
The Creative Action Researchers 
engaged other women in the 
community in a circle to share 
stories and mementos related to 
their relationships with rivers and 
other natural settings, as they had 
done themselves. They used many of 
their new creative action leadership 
skills, and worked with women in the 
circle to identify the main themes 
or messages that they would like to 
share, based on their stories.

Creative Action Analysis
 When all the Creative Action Group 
sessions were finished in Year 1, the 
CARs met again and talked about 
the stories, creative products, and 
main messages that were shared 
during their circles. In a second 

Not all cultures are the same, but 
put them together and you will find 
kindness in the exchanging of oral 

stories and creative materials. 

Through this kindness, women, 
children, and men are encouraged to 

contribute to everyone’s learning. 

As we gather oral stories and 
creative materials, each of us will 

find something to cherish. We 
will need kindness to discover the 
common threads in what we are 

learning from one another.
 
 

From: Happy Valley-Goose Bay Creative Action  
Researcher Resource & Training manual
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facilitated workshop, the CARs 
decided on the most important 
themes to highlight and prepared 
creative material to present these 
findings back to the community in a 
Creative Action Showcase. 

Creative Action Showcase
Women involved in the training 
invited supportive family members, 
friends, community members 
and organizations to a Showcase 
where they shared their work and 
presented the group ‘findings’. The 
goal of this Showcase is to help the 
Creative Action Researchers feel 
comfortable and confident profiling 
and delivering their creative 
material, in a variety of ways, suited 

to their individual skills and interests. 
This also created an opportunity 
to think about the project’s next 
steps. Attendees were invited to add 
their thoughts about the river on a 
large sheet of paper. Everyone had 
a chance to give feedback on the 
Creative Action Showcase before 
the creative products were shared 
with a broader circle of community 
members and stakeholders. The 
circle of sharing continues on and 
on! 

Year Two (2013)
In the second cycle of Creative 
Action Research a year later, ten of 
the original women reconnected 
in a new circle of sharing. It was 
important to feel comfortable with 
each other again, and to refresh 
facilitation skills before holding 
new community circles. The CARs 
then facilitated a new round of 
story circles with women in the 
community, and decided on the 
main themes from everything 
shared in both years. In addition to 
greater confidence with facilitation 
and research skills, many of the 
participants pushed their creative 
limits and began to teach others 
their new skills. 

A key undercurrent of the 
experience was revisited over and 
over: participation and finding one’s 
voice in the conversation depends 
on feeling safe enough to express 
oneself. The Community Action 

Researchers often reflected on these 
questions: What makes a space feel 
“safe” for you? And what makes it 
okay for you to speak up?

The second cycle of community 
circles attracted many new women 
from communities far from Happy 
Valley-Goose Bay who raised new 
concerns, including grief about 
their disconnection from the land. 
Other women simply liked coming 
to the space of creativity and 
collaboration. They talked about not 
being judged in this space, about 
feeling welcome and safe. Women of 
all ages, and many children, found 
comfort talking over tea or soup and 
expressing themselves using the 
many art supplies. 

Conversely, some women felt the 
backlash of being with other strong 
women and were accused of being 
against economic development and 
associating with “man-haters”. These 
accusations created a climate of 

In addition 
to greater 
confidence 

with 
facilitation 

and research 
skills, 

many of the 
participants 
pushed their 

creative 
limits and 
began to 

teach others 
their new 

skills.

 Everyone had a chance to give 
feedback on the Creative Action 

Showcase before the creative 
products were shared with a broader 

circle of community members and 
stakeholders. 
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fear to speak out. As a result, the 
public Showcase that year was 
modified to proudly display the 
creative pieces developed to express 
their hopes and fears, shadow 
puppets were deftly demonstrated 
and a newly emerging voice sang 
her song publicly for the first time, 
alongside the heartbeat of the land 
– the traditional Inuit drum.

Overcoming Barriers 
The methodology broke down 
barriers between the women, and 
created a safe environment that 
allowed women to talk about a 
variety of experiences, including 
racist perceptions. Issues were 
framed as challenges for the group 
to address together, rather than 
obstacles that would prevent 
progress. Different learning styles 
were identified and engaged. 
Learning was related to personal 
growth, rather than being content-
based or focused on achievements. 

Women who participated included 
those who were traditionally 
marginalized and not engaged in 
community matters, such as women 
with disabilities and Aboriginal 
women who do not speak English 
as their primary language. These 
women not only participated, they 
took the project and made it their 
own. Together they recognized 
the strengths that each of them 
could contribute and applied those 
strengths to create a powerful 
theatre piece (2012) centred around 
relationships with the River and then 
prepared a Final Showcase  (2013) 
which incorporated the stories and 
creative contributions of all of the 
women who had participated over 
both years. 

Through this leadership model, 
diverse women gathered together 
and identified their own community-
based knowledge of the social 

and environmental impacts of 
local economic and resource 
development plans. The women 
worked together to create a safe 
place to express emotional stories 
and experiences while respecting 
one another during sometimes 
difficult interactions. 

It is hoped that the voices and 
actions of women involved in this 
leadership development initiative 
will continue to shape the social 
infrastructure and environmental 
planning process in ways that 
address the needs of a diverse 
group of local women and their 
communities as the Lower Churchill 
Hydroelectric Generation Project 
occurs over the next few years.  This 
model contributed to mutual or 
reciprocal sharing and engagement, 
helping women be leaders in the 
project and engage others to 
participate.  

“It’s only in the last few years - and 
now with the FemNorthNet – that it 
seems like women are finally having 
a voice, and you’ve got every kind of 
different background of women, but 
once you put them all together, it’s 
all one big voice.” 

What’s Next?
In the future, the group creations 
(masks, shadow puppets, etc.) can 
be displayed in the community to 
make women’s interests and issues 
visible. A video was produced (Fall 
2013) from audio, video recordings 
and photos of the Showcases and 
workshops to share with the local 
women and other communities 
across the North through social 
media.

A Labrador Tent - a canvas wall-tent 
that is customarily used by all 
peoples of the area - was specially 
designed for future creative action. 
Local women can use it as a 

backdrop for a display or a fund-
raiser, or as a theatre for a puppet 
show, for example.

The women in this community are 
committed to keeping their voices 
heard in a variety of ways. Some 
of the women have been meeting 
informally since these workshops. 
New friendships have been forged 
and, for some, major life changes are 
being weathered with a new sense 
of connection to other women. 
Some of the women are involved in 
another FemNorthNet initiative to 
develop a Community Vitality Index 
to monitor community changes 
and local needs in relation to new 
economic development. Women 
have a place - and therefore a say 
- in the development of natural 
resources. What affects them 
affects their communities, they are 
inseparable. 
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Community: Labrador 
West, Newfoundland 
and Labrador

backdrop for a display or a fund-
raiser, or as a theatre for a puppet 
show, for example.

The women in this community are 
committed to keeping their voices 
heard in a variety of ways. Some 
of the women have been meeting 
informally since these workshops. 
New friendships have been forged 
and, for some, major life changes are 
being weathered with a new sense 
of connection to other women. 
Some of the women are involved in 
another FemNorthNet initiative to 
develop a Community Vitality Index 
to monitor community changes 
and local needs in relation to new 
economic development. Women 
have a place - and therefore a say 
- in the development of natural 
resources. What affects them 
affects their communities, they are 
inseparable. 

Labrador West (or “Lab West”) is the name given to the geographic area that includes 

the towns of Labrador City, Wabush, and Churchill Falls. Labrador West does not 

have one overall governance structure. Labrador City and Wabush have separate 

town councils, and share some (water, sewage) but not all (garbage, recreation, 

transportation) services. Labrador West is approximately 17 kms east of the border 

between Quebec and Labrador- the most western region in Labrador. Labrador West 

rests in traditional Innu territory. There are no Innu nations in the immediate area. 

There are two Innu nations called Sheshatsiu and Natuashish, located in central and 

coastal Labrador respectively. Innu and Métis women living in Labrador West live 

within the towns of Labrador City and Wabush. There seems to be relatively little 

integration between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal women.
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In A Mining Boom
Labrador West has been an active 
mining area since the 1950s due to 
rich iron ore deposits. The town of 
Lab West began with the opening of 
the Carol Lake project in 1962 by the 
Iron Ore Company of Canada (IOC). 
Lab West bills itself as the Iron Ore 
Capital of Canada as it is Canada’s 
largest iron ore pellet producer in 
the world. As mining exploration 

and extraction technologies have 
improved the range of materials 
mined in Lab West has grown to 
include copper, cobalt, dolomite, 
graphite and quartzite. Lab West 
has become a hub not only for local 
mining companies like IOC and 
Wabush Mines, but also for mining 
companies operating elsewhere 
in Labrador like global nickel giant 
Vale, the largest nickel company in 
the world operating in 30 countries. 

The region is currently experiencing 
an economic boom due to this 
increased mining activity.  There 

has been strong demand, especially 
from developing countries such as 
China, for minerals including iron 
ore and copper, which are mined 
in and around Lab West. Existing 
mines have expanded, new mines 
have opened and more are being 
considered.  The population of Lab 
West is rising as more people move 
to the area for work. There is not 
enough housing to keep up with the 
demand.  Prices are skyrocketing. 
Those who are not working in 
high-paid mining jobs are being left 
behind and not benefitting from 
the wealth being created by this 
economic activity. The situation for 
some is getting much worse as they 
can no longer afford rental housing. 

The population of Labrador West is 
considered to be around 12,000, but 
it is difficult to pin down because 
there is so much movement of 
people both into and out of the 
community. Due to this movement, 
and because completing the long-
form census is no longer mandatory, 
community members do not believe 

that census data provides reliable 
information about the community. 

Diversity In Lab West
As with virtually all communities 
in Canada, there is great diversity 
amongst the women who live in 
Labrador West. The majority of 
women in Labrador West are settlers. 
Many moved to the area with their 
husbands in the early 1970s during 
an early mining boom. Many others 
are the children of those families. 
There is a small francophone 
community in Labrador West, 

primarily made up of women and 
families who come from Québec, 
also largely for work. 

Language differences contribute to 
separate and different experiences 
for women in this community. 
French-speaking women are a 
minority in this predominantly 
English community, with less 
access to services because of their 
language needs. 

Migration And Immigration
Today, Rio Tinto IOC and Cliff’s 
Natural Resources, the two main 
mining operations in town, employ 
about 25% (or 2,800 people) of 
the population in Labrador City 
and Wabush. It is difficult to find 
a woman who does not have 
an economic and/or personal 
connection to one of the mines. 
Being affiliated with the mining 
community affects women’s 
identities in Labrador West because 
the mines define the reason that 
many women have established their 
lives in the North. 

“I came here for 5 years; I am still 
here 40 years later. And nobody 

speaks the language.”

“You’re living 
in a mining 
community. 
And nobody 
speaks the 
language. 

That’s a big 
thing. …

Where do you 
go? …. When 

they ask 
me the first 

time if I was 
pregnant, I 
didn’t know 

what this 
meant.  I 

didn’t have a 
clue what the 
word meant.” 
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Many of the women, who move to 
Lab West because their husband 
has a job with the mine, think 
it will only be temporary. Many 
stay much longer than expected. 
Meanwhile, the focus on moving 
to the community to make money 
in the short-term and to stay there 
on a temporary basis affects how 
or whether women engage in the 
community. 

Recently, many immigrant women 
have moved to Labrador West. A 
lot of these women are from the 
Philippines, and have come to work:

• Primarily in the service sector

• Through the temporary foreign 
worker program. In accordance 
with a trend in the rest of 
Canada

• The notable exception being 
many Aboriginal communities

An increasing number of older 
women live in Labrador West. 

Older women have unique 
perspectives and experiences, 
particularly living in a town that 
was not designed to accommodate 
an older demographic. There are 

roughly equal numbers of young 
girls and boys in Labrador West, 
but far fewer young women than 
young men, primarily because of the 
high rate of employment of young 
men in trades and mining. There 
are many recreational activities 
available for youth, but fewer arts 
and culture activities. Some women 
in Labrador West live with disabilities 
and/or are raising children with 
disabilities. Women with disabilities 
in Labrador West face many unique 
barriers to full inclusion because of 
the limited availability of resources, 
and the limited availability of 
accessible physical and social 
infrastructure. Some of these 
challenges are highlighted in a 
summary of feedback gathered from 
citizens through a provincial public 
consultation process in 2010 by the 
Government of Newfoundland & 
Labrador.

Leadership Development 
Model: Empowerment-Based 
An Empowerment-based model was 
chosen for leadership development 
in Labrador West to engage diverse 
women in sharing and further 

developing their knowledge, 
skills, experience and capacity as 
community-based leaders. The goals 
were to: 

• Engage women leaders of local 
community organizations to 
work with and mentor a diverse 
group of leadership participants 
who were not very involved in 
community organizations. 

• Support and encourage 
women who wanted to get 
more involved in developing 
community leadership skills 
so that they could start to 
take on leadership roles in the 
community. 

• Facilitate cooperative and 
inclusive participation with other 
women. 

What Did We Do Together?
An International Women’s Day 
event in March 2012 kicked off 
local activities with a Women’s 
Community Forum on Leadership 
that drew 180 women. Leah Levac 
from FemNorthNet was the guest 
speaker. Following the event, Leah 
and the staff of the Labrador West 
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Status of Women Council hosted a 
number of community conversations 
with women (including women 
with disabilities, young women 
and immigrant women) to identify 
challenges and opportunities for 
women in Lab West. During the 
conversation women were invited 
and encouraged to get involved 
in the leadership program.  The 
purpose of the community profile 
was to:  

• Provide a foundation for 
future work highlighting the 
opportunities and challenges 
facing diverse women in the area

• Profile ongoing leadership work 

of women in Lab West

• Recommend steps forward 
to build on the communities’ 
existing strengths and address 
community challenges. 

The Labrador West Status of Women 
Council deliberately tried to involve 
diverse groups of women in these 
community conversations. They 
sent out invitations through their 
networks, Facebook, by word of 
mouth and through the women’s 
shelter.  There was excellent 
participation of diverse local women 
in five community conversations and 
13 women signed up to participate 
in the leadership development 
program.

A goal of this leadership 
development program was 
to engage a greater diversity 
of women and prepare them 
to take on leadership roles in 
the community, including as 
Board members of community 
organizations. The Labrador West 
Status of Women Council hoped 
to attract new women to its Board 
through this program. When they 
profiled their Board, staff and 
volunteers to identify gaps in the 
organization, they revealed they 
had no Aboriginal women active in 
the organization and low numbers 
of youth, immigrant and disabled 
women involved as volunteers.  They 
did, however, have a diverse group 

of women on their contact list who 
often participated in activities and 
events hosted by the Labrador West 
Status of Women Council. 

The Labrador West Status of Women 
Council also reached out to enlist 
other community organizations 
prepared to provide mentors and 
placements for women to gain and 
practice leadership and decision-
making skills. In addition to the 
Women’s Council, this included 
the Labrador West Housing and 
Homelessness Coalition, Habitat 
for Humanity, Hope Haven (local 
shelter for women), the new daycare, 
College of the North Atlantic, the 
Town of Labrador City and Curves for 
Women.

Mentors agreed to work with 
leadership participants to develop 
their leadership skills, where possible 
to provide them with a placement 
in their organization and to support 
them in identifying additional 
mentoring opportunities and 
future opportunities for practicing 
leadership within and beyond 
community-based organizations. 
Mentors and participants were 
invited to a leadership workshop 
4-6 June 2012 that was developed 
and facilitated by Leah Levac from 
FemNorthNet. Leadership 

Leadership Training Program
The Leadership Training program for 

General Expectations Of  
Mentors & Participants In Lab West Empowerment Model

• Be open to learning
• Participate in training and 

mentor-participant reception
• Support participant/each 

other in making connections 
within community (e.g., 
making introductions, 
notifying participant of 

opportunities)
• Meet with participant/mentor 

(in person and/or by phone) 
approx. 2/month to answer 
questions/share ideas, offer/
seek guidance, and maintain 
working relationship

• Communicate with Labrador 

West Status of Women 
Council on quality of mentor-
participant relationship  

• Participate in evaluation of 
mentorship and leadership 
program 

• Fulfill expectations identified 
by group

The issues 
flagged by 
the women 

in the 
conversations 

formed the 
basis of a 

community 
profile of 
Lab West.

2 6  |  L I B B Y  D E A N  A N D  J A N E  S T I N S O N ,  F e m N o r t h N e t  C R I A W



of women on their contact list who 
often participated in activities and 
events hosted by the Labrador West 
Status of Women Council. 

The Labrador West Status of Women 
Council also reached out to enlist 
other community organizations 
prepared to provide mentors and 
placements for women to gain and 
practice leadership and decision-
making skills. In addition to the 
Women’s Council, this included 
the Labrador West Housing and 
Homelessness Coalition, Habitat 
for Humanity, Hope Haven (local 
shelter for women), the new daycare, 
College of the North Atlantic, the 
Town of Labrador City and Curves for 
Women.

Mentors agreed to work with 
leadership participants to develop 
their leadership skills, where possible 
to provide them with a placement 
in their organization and to support 
them in identifying additional 
mentoring opportunities and 
future opportunities for practicing 
leadership within and beyond 
community-based organizations. 
Mentors and participants were 
invited to a leadership workshop 
4-6 June 2012 that was developed 
and facilitated by Leah Levac from 
FemNorthNet. Leadership 

Leadership Training Program
The Leadership Training program for 

Lab West was designed to provide 
opportunities for separate 
discussions with mentors and 
participants about their distinct 
roles, needs, commitments, key 
issues and goals as well as the 
opportunity to start to work 
together, paired as a mentor and 
participant. It began with a four-
hour orientation session for the 
mentors to explain the goals of 
FemNorthNet and the leadership 
initiative, desired outcomes, and 
evaluation process.  Mentors spent 
time discussing and deepening their 
understanding of intersectionality 
and why it is important to 
engage diverse groups of 
women as community leaders. 
They prepared for their role as 
mentors by discussing the 
knowledge, skills and attitudes 
of mentorship, and they 
reviewed 12 key issues 
identified by women in Lab 
West through consultations by 
Labrador West Status of 
Women Council and 
FemNorthNet in the preceding 
months.  They were advised 
that participants would chose 
one of these key issues to 
develop a personal action plan 
to address this issue and develop 
their leadership in the community. 

Participants started their training 
the next day. The morning began 
with an empowering participatory 
exercise called ‘Roots of Strength’ 
where everyone identifies and adds 
their personal strengths to a tree 
mural.  Other activities followed to 
spend more time getting to know 
each other, establishing trust and a 
safe environment to speak up. In the 
morning, participants heard about 
FemNorthNet and its leadership 
development work and spent time 
discussing what intersectionality 
means and why it is important 
(recognizing different identities and 
perspectives that come from that). 

They made plans for evaluating their 
personal experiences and growth as 
well as the leadership development 
program overall. 

After lunch, participants’ discussion 
focused on their personal vision 
and path as leaders. They explored 
their frustrations about different 
treatment and experiences for men 
and women in Lab West and the 
barriers in the way to their ideal 
vision of life in the community. They 
identified where they were in their 
personal lifeline, acknowledging 
themselves as leaders in some 
way. They noted key points in 
their life journey that shaped their 
leadership; situations where they 
have considered themselves a leader 
and were/were not recognized as 
one; challenges that have helped in 
their leadership journey; who their 
leadership mentors were; and how 

they could move toward their vision.

 They noted the problems raised, as 
well as potential solutions. At the 
end of the day, this information was 

used to identify priority areas 
for action. Personal vision and 
goals for the community and 
current community assets 
(what people, resources, 
networks, organizations 
already exist) were considered 
in developing a personal 
action plans to engage a 
diverse group of women in 
addressing challenges facing 
Labrador West.  

An evening session brought 
participants and mentors 
together for the first time.  
Participants were prepared 

to expect a relationship of mutual 
learning with the mentors. Before 
meeting, participants identified 
what they could contribute to the 
relationship and what they offer 
their mentor. They also identified 
what they needed help with 
from their mentor (their specific 
leadership development needs).   
Participants’ action plans were 
posted around the room and 
mentors were encouraged to visit 
each one to understand it and to 
identify who they could work with 
and provide support to.  Mentors 
and participants had time together 
to talk about the plans, their 
relationship, needs, expectations 
and next steps.

Personal vision, goals for the 
community and current community 
assets (people, resources, networks, 
organizations) were considered in 
developing personal action plans ... 
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Mentors and participants were 
to work together from June 2012 
to March 2013, with mentors 
supporting participants while they 
implemented their action plans, 
evaluated what occurred, and 
modified plans as needed.

Adjusting And Adapting 
Plans
Fewer participants than expected 
were able to attend the June 2012 
workshop for a variety of reasons. 
Essentially, these women were 
so focused on their daily survival 
that they could not take two 
days for leadership development 
training. There were a variety of 
specific reasons. Some women 
were called into work that day. This 
excluded immigrant women who, 
as temporary foreign workers have 
no right to scheduled days off work 
and little control over their work 
schedule. Other women with jobs in 
the mining industry felt compelled 
to work because they needed the 
money. For other women, family 
and community responsibilities (too 
much to do) prevented them from 
attending. And in the short time 
between recruitment and training, 
some women had moved away from 

the community.

It was not possible to carry out 
the full scope of planned activities 
given the low participant turnout. 
Follow-up work was done through 
the Labrador West Housing and 
Homelessness Coalition to address 
the key issue that was identified by 
the women: the need for affordable 
housing.  In particular, the group 
worked to recruit a diversity of 
women to the coalition so that 
discussions about housing would 
be reflective of the needs of women 
in the community with diverse 

social identities. The difficulty of 
recruiting and engaging women 
in Lab West to participate in a 
leadership development program 
were indicative of the dynamics 
of survival and the rapid pace of 
change in the community. Many of 
the women who we interviewed 
identified the lack of time as a key 
obstacle for community involvement 
like volunteering or sitting on a 
committee. 

“I would have to think that now 
in the present time that a lot of 
women now are working full time 
jobs, raising families and their 
kids are involved with whatever 
activities are available in Lab. City. 
So [it] is really difficult to engage 
women in community work or 
committees or volunteerism.  I 
think that’s probably the biggest 
challenge now is that women just 
don’t have spare time anymore 
to do the things that need to get 
done.  So it is a challenge then to 
form viable committees [through] 
volunteerism.”

The Labrador West Status of Women 
Council adjusted its plans to build 
on their communities’ strengths.  By 
focusing on the existing women 
community leaders who were 
interested in being mentors. 

“I so want the young people to move 
up and I really do encourage… even 
in small ways. I think that’s where 

you start. You start with a small 
group, like my granddaughter and 

her friends… You know, like if there’s 
bullying going on or there’s issues of 
dating violence and things like that. I 

am the ‘go to’ person 
for a few teenagers.”

“What I’m seeing now with the 
younger ones- especially the working 
women - is… everything for them has 
to be in the evenings. And it is totally 

- it’s difficult-  ‘cause if you worked 
all day and you got children home, 

and now you have to leave and go to 
a meeting that’s going to last two of 

three hours.”
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Interviews were conducted with 
diverse women community leaders 
asking them (a) how they got 
involved; (b) what they thought was 
needed to support women’s ongoing 
community leadership; and (c) how 
they could mentor and encourage 
other women’s community 
involvement and leadership. The 
specific questions that were asked are 
in the Resources - Section 4.

What’s Next?
The interviews with community 
leaders will be produced as short 
videos posted on CRIAW’s website 
(www.criaw-icref.ca/femnorthnet) 
and in social media to try to reach 
and appeal to a wide audience, 
younger women in particular. 
Many of the women interviewed 
talked about the importance and 
challenges of involving young 

women as community leaders in Lab 
West. 

Lab West’s Leadership Video series 
will be able to reach countless 
women through social network 
sharing, and by sharing directly 
with other communities across the 
North. This re-direction of the work 
has been an important lesson in the 
value of reflection and strengths-
based responsiveness, which in of 
itself is an important leadership skill 
lesson for all of us who have been 
involved.

Using The Community 
Profile
The community profile of key 
challenges and opportunities 
identified by women in Labrador 
West was developed further and will 
soon be launched.  It can be used 
as a tool for further engagement.  

Community organizations and 
individual women can use it to 
publicly raise the issues women 
flagged and seek community 
plans to address them.mentors 
were encouraged to visit each one 
to understand it and to identify 
who they could work with and 
provide support to.  Mentors and 
participants had time together 
to talk about the plans, their 
relationship, needs, expectations 
and next steps.
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Community: 
Thompson, Manitoba
Thompson is a community of 13,000 people centrally located in northern Manitoba, 

located 740 kms north of Winnipeg. Many people living in the community believe 

the population is higher than this. The number is hard to pin down for a number of 

reasons, including government census questions being optional now, overcrowded 

housing for Aboriginal people that leads to under-reporting, and the movement in and 

out of the city, particularly by Aboriginal people from the surrounding region. These 

factors make it hard to gather accurate data about population and demographics 

in Thompson. 

As the third largest city in the 
province, Thompson acts as the 
service “hub” of a region that covers 
most of northern Manitoba. It is 
estimated that it serves close to 
65,000 people within its city limits 
because people from a large area of 

surrounding communities come to 
the city to use a variety of services 
(education, medical, governmental, 
etc.). Federal and provincial 
government offices are located in 
Thompson, as well as the Burntwood 
Regional Health Authority, University 

College of the North and a campus 
of the University of Manitoba’s 
Faculty of Social Work.

The City of Thompson is located on 
the territory of the Nisichawayasihk 
Cree Nation. Cree people were 
displaced from this land when 
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the Province of Manitoba and the 
International Nickel Company of 
Canada (INCO) decided to develop 
a mine there (1956) and created the 
town of Thompson in 1966.

The northern region of Manitoba 
has an Aboriginal population of 
98%. Thompson has the largest (and 
growing) Aboriginal population of 
any city in Canada, with estimates 
that from a third to more than half 
of the people in Thompson are 
Aboriginal. The precise number is in 
dispute, for the reasons mentioned 
above. The Aboriginal population 
in the city is mainly Cree, and also 
includes Dené or Oji-Cree, Métis 
and Inuit.  Thompson has a large 
and growing youth population.  It 
also has the highest percentage of 
single-parent mothers in Manitoba. 
(FemNorthNet Thompson, 2012. 
Women, Economic Development & 
Restructuring in Thompson.)

The City of Thompson signed an 
Aboriginal Accord in 2009 that 
recognizes the traditional territory 
and contributions of Aboriginal 
peoples. Thompson is one of 
13 cities across Canada that is 
participating in the federal Urban 
Aboriginal Strategy to improve 
social and economic opportunities 
of Aboriginal people living in urban 
centres.

The most prominent local industry 
is mining (for iron ore and nickel). 
Iron ore mining company Vale is 
the largest employer, accounting 
for 21% of all employment in 
Thompson. Construction of the 
Wushwatim hydro generating 
station is another key resource-
based economic development 
project in the region.  In 2010 
Vale announced the transition 
of the Manitoba operations, 
decommissioning the smelter to 
only do mining and milling (ending 
refining and smelting) by 2015, 
causing the loss of at least 400 
jobs. The need to ensure that the 
community was not devastated by 
Vale job losses prompted the City 
of Thompson to look at ways of 
diversifying the local economy. They 
created the Thompson Economic 
Diversification Working Group 
(TEDWG) to work on creating a 
more sustainable local economy. 

TEDWG recently concluded a long 
period of public consultation and 
has submitted reports of their 
findings and Action plans to the City 
of Thompson and key community 
organizations.  These can be 
viewed in the TEDWG section of the 
City of Thompson web site here: 
http://www.thompson.ca/index.
aspx?page=273. 

It is interesting to note that the city 
has “always” had a mining identity – 
it is named after John F. Thompson, 
then chairman of International 
Nickel, when a significant body 
of ore was discovered there in 
1956. Until recently, the only 
written history of Thompson starts 
with its incorporation as a city in 
1956. A FemNorthNet Community 
Engagement & Governance project 
is engaging community members 
in developing an inclusive, historical 
community timeline for Thompson, 
Manitoba.  This community timeline 
will include the history of Aboriginal 
people who have lived in this region 
well before the mining agenda put 
Thompson on the map. Historically, 
local people have not been hired to 
the mine. As a result, women and 
Aboriginal people, in particular, have 
not been included in the wealth that 
has been created in Thompson.

Cree people were displaced from this 
land when the Province of Manitoba 

and the International Nickel 
Company of Canada (INCO) decided 
to develop a mine there (1956) and 

created the town of Thompson 
in 1966.

The City of 
Thompson 
signed an 

Aboriginal 
Accord in 
2009 that 
recognizes 

the 
traditional 

territory and 
contributions 
of Aboriginal 

peoples.
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Leadership Development 
Model: Medicine Wheel
The goal of leadership development 
in Thompson was to prepare a 
diverse group of women who 
had not normally been involved, 
to participate in the planning 
process for the Thompson 
Economic Diversification Working 
Group (TEDWG). The Thompson 
Neighbourhood Renewal 
Corporation (TNRC) took the lead, 
assigning a staff person to this 
leadership work. The goal was to 
recruit 10-20 women, including 
those who use social assistance, 
Aboriginal women, women with 
disabilities and youth, to workshops 
and hands-on opportunities to 
learn and practice leadership skills 
to prepare them for influencing the 
work of the TEDWG. This training 
was designed to develop the 
capacity of these women to shape 
the economic future of Thompson 
through the TEDWG process and 
meet community needs for low 
income housing, child care, support 
for training and more. Indicators of 
success would be women showing 
up, participating, having their voices 
heard and structural changes within 
the TEDWG to accommodate 10-20 
diverse women .

The concept of using the Medicine 
Wheel as the project’s model was 
brought up by the women in 
Thompson because it represents 
a view that many First Nations 
people can relate to:  for example, 
it uses cyclical perspectives rather 
than linear approaches (which are 
considered to be more “Western” and 
not from an Aboriginal worldview). 
There is much discussion of what 
the Medicine Wheel represents and 
to whom; and how it has been, can 
be - and also should not be - used. 
In Thompson the Medicine Wheel 
was used to explore four personal 
dimensions  – emotional, mental, 

physical and spiritual.

What Did We Do Together?
The Thompson leadership 
development initiative was 
launched at a public, community 
event on 21 March 2012 with the 
release of a FemNorthNet report 
Women, Economic Development & 
Restructuring in Thompson, Manitoba.  
The report provided a snapshot of 
the current situation for women in 
Thompson. It found that women in 
Thompson have limited education 
and employment opportunities, 
few social programs and resources 
(especially around housing) and 
low access to these programs and 
resources. In addition women were 
experiencing discrimination and 
violence.  However, the report also 
acknowledges that many groups and 
individuals are working to address 
and improve these situations. 

“The purpose of producing a report 
[is] really to try to give us an index 
and a baseline to help us think 
about what Thompson needs, and 
what we know about our services 
and what other things we need to 
have in a flourishing community.”

The community report called 
attention to the diversity of 
the growing population and 
the pressing social needs for 
investments in social infrastructure 
such as housing, childcare, 
emergency services, and transit to 
improve the quality of life in the 
community for women.

The public launch of the report 
generated significant local 
newspaper coverage and increased 
local awareness of the impacts of 
restructuring in the community of 
Thompson. Media coverage also 
called attention to the plan to teach 
diverse women about economic 
restructuring and economic 
development through training 

sessions, so women can be involved 
in the economic development 
process.

“We’ve had a zero percent vacancy 
rate in Thompson for ten years.  
That creates real disparity …The 
people who are first impacted by 
that is often Aboriginal people 
and women. It ties into having a 
thousand seats short in childcare 
and people not being able to access 
the employment opportunities out 
there because of child care…And 
I’m thinking of how the residential 
school system has impacted our 
region and seeing and feeling the 

Historically, 
local people 

have not 
been hired 

to the mine. 
As a result, 
women and 
Aboriginal 
people, in 

particular, 
have 

not been 
included in 
the wealth 

that has been 
created in 
Thompson. 
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intergenerational effects of … 
colonial policy.”

The community implementation 
group began addressing how 
TEDWG social infrastructure 
plans could meet the needs of 
all community members, i.e. low 
income housing, child care support 
for training programs.

The Thompson Neighbourhood 
Renewal Corporation (TNRC) 
conducted four focus groups 
over the first year to learn about 
perspectives on economic 
development in the community and 
to gather information to support 
the creation of relevant leadership 
training to meet the needs of 
women in their community. 

“We’d really like to see some 
informal mentorship come forward 
as well, just by having all of us 
coming together and teaching and 
sharing and supporting each other 
to be engaged in the process.”

Ten women between the ages of 
35-50 years, including Aboriginal, 
Métis and non-Aboriginal women 
met in May 2012 for the first focus 
group to discuss: “What does 
economic restructuring look like to 
you, what has changed for you in 
terms of quality of life, how can we 
affect change, and what training and 
workshops could you use to amplify 

your voice in the community?”  The 
women discussed community issues 
and services in Thompson, how they 
affect women and developed some 
ideas for actions to make things 
better.

In response to the initial discussion, 
the question for the future three 
focus groups was modified to 
discuss: 

• How does the local economy 
support/not support women?

• What skills do women need in 
order to effectively advocate for 
women’s issues?

• How can we support women to 
gain the necessary skills? 

Three focus groups reached six 
young Aboriginal women and five 
young Aboriginal males, involved 
in the Aboriginal Youth Council; 

one male and nine female students 
taking a class on community 
economic development at the 
University College of the North; 
and three women involved in the 
Northern Grandmother’s Council. 

Participants in the Thompson focus 
groups identified gaps in women’s 
community involvement. They 
spoke about how women are seen 
as less “credible” community leaders 
than men and that points made 
by women were often ignored in 
meetings. They noted that women 
bring a different perspective to 
economic development discussions.  
These discussions also identified 
the need to document Aboriginal 
and women’s history related to 
Thompson.

Revising The Model In Year 2

Factors that position women to be strong leaders
• Learning from relationships 

with other strong women 

• Supporting each other so 
we’re not carrying our burdens 
alone

• Filling multiple roles as 
mothers, sisters, grandmothers 

• Facing the challenges of 
motherhood 

• Being open-minded and 
flexible as a parent and carrying 
these into leadership roles 

• Acknowledging a diversity of 
perspectives and how that 

can contribute to discussions, 
planning, leadership 

• Wanting to make positive 
change in their communities 

From interviews with several 
Thompson women leaders 2012-13

Participants in the Thompson focus 
groups identified gaps in women’s 

community involvement. They spoke 
about how women are seen as less 
“credible” community leaders than 

men and that points made by women 
were often ignored in meetings. 
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The Thompson Neighbourhood 
Renewal Corporation revised 
their training program over time 
based on community input and 
by learning of other northern 
communities’ approaches at the 
July 2012 FemNorthNet meeting. 
In the end, they developed a more 
engaging approach than originally 
envisioned, by addressing practical 
skills and collective sharing through 
a Medicine Wheel model rather than 
a mentor-mentee model.  

The Medicine Wheel is generally 
represented by a circle divided into 
four directions (or four colours), 
representing parts of a complete 
whole that includes everything, 
including ourselves. For this work, 
Thompson focused on the four parts 
of our whole being, represented as:  

1. Emotional - Self (How do our 
emotions guide us through life?)

2. Mental - Knowlege (How do we 
feed our brains?)

3. Physical - Actions (How do you 
want to influence positive change?)

4. Spiritual - Identity (What has 
your journey been life? What is your 
story?) 

Four workshop modules were 
designed around these  four central 
themes. Session 1 focused on 
unpacking individual emotions 
through the creation of a self-
representation collage, and lessons 
on self-care. Session 2 shifted focus 
to mental well-being and the local 
economy. It began with an activity 
on how to “feed our brain” by writing 
positive and negative things on 

either side of an image of a brain, 
then visualizing a physical action 
that would release the negative 
things. This was followed by a 
video about community economic 
development and a discussion 
of how community economic 
development affects women 
in Thompson. Participants also 
created budgets and developed job 
interview skills. Session 3 focused 
on taking action based on what they 
want to see in the future. It started 
with a discussion of how to create 
positive change. The women were 
then asked to create a vision board 
of how they would focus their time 
and energy to advance their goals. 
Session 4 attended to spiritual 
wellbeing and featured a sharing 
circle where women could tell their 
stories and share their experiences. 
The final session ended in a group 
feast. Each session lasted two hours.         

(See Section 4 – Resources for 
Thompson workshops). 

Eleven women participated in 
the leadership training (with six 
attending all four sessions), where 
they explored self-care and respect, 
knowledge and practical skills 
like budgeting and job interview 
practice, how to make positive 
change and their identity, having a 
story and a voice to share that story. 
The leadership training sessions 
focused on youth, Aboriginal women 
and Elders and were built around 
exposing marginalized women to 
experiences of empowerment.

One of the goals of this project was 
achieved by canvassing women in 

the community to develop a relevant 
leadership curriculum that can 
continue to be offered in the future. 
The Thompson team’s decision to 
significantly shift the approach to 
more creative methods based on 
the Medicine Wheel resulted in 
meaningful participation and terrific 
results. 

What’s Next?
TNRC found that it took time 
to introduce a project into the 
community, when it is tailored 
to meet the community’s needs.  
By the time they had finished 
consulting and developed an 
appropriate curriculum, the TEDWG 
process had largely stopped public 
consultation.  Meanwhile, there are 
still opportunities for women to 
shape the next stage as the Action 
Plan developed for community 
economic diversification has been 
referred to the City of Thompson 
and community organizations.  
These groups will be developing 
implementation plans and 
addressing gaps.  

This leadership training program will 
likely be used in other communities. 
TNRC has shared its experience with 
the network of Neighbourhood 
Renewal Corporations and is 
encouraging them to use the 
Medicine Wheel model elsewhere.
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Community: La Loche, 
Saskatchewan
The northern Village of La Loche is a municipality in northern Saskatchewan within 

the boreal forest and Athabascan oil sands region. Over 2,600 people live here, mainly 

of Dené ancestry. La Loche borders the Clearwater River Dené Nation. Hundreds of 

members of the Clearwater River Dené Nation live in the Village of La Loche. The 

population of both communities is increasing rapidly, and is expected to almost double 

in ten years. La Loche is the second largest northern Saskatchewan municipality. 

Currently about half the population of La Loche is children. The largest employer 

in La Loche is the community school with an enrolment of over 1,000 students, 50 

teachers and over 50 support staff.

Dené is the mother tongue of 
89% of the total population in this 
area, which is about a third of all 
Dené Suline speakers. 89% of the 
population speaks English. 

La Loche has a history fairly common 
in many northern communities 
in Canada: it served as a Fur Trade 
Post in the late 1700s (and the 
Athabascan region was affected by 
smallpox as a result of this); the first 

missionary arrived in 1845; the first 
road reached them in 1963 with 
telephone and sewer following in 
1974.  One hundred years ago, most 
families in La Loche would leave 
for their winter camps. Aboriginal 

© Kayoty (2010), CC License 3.0
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children from the area were sent to 
residential schools for a period of 
close to a century, until as recently as 
1980s.

Private economic investment and 
development has been slow to 
come to this northern community. 
Northern Saskatchewan has been 
the world’s leading source of high-
grade uranium.  The French-based 
Arriva uranium-mining corporation 
has expressed interest in a potential 
mining development near La 
Loche.  They engaged with the 
Mayor and municipal council in 
the development an exploration 
agreement to share benefits with 
the local community. Another 
company, Oilsands Quest, had also 
been present in the community 
discussing potential oils sands 
development in the area. To 
date no actual development has 
occurred.  Mayor Jolibois, a partner 
in FemNorthNet, noted the absence 
of important infrastructure in the 
community that made it difficult 
for companies to locate there was a 
barrier to economic development. 
This included the need for an office 
complex for private companies 
interested in exploring economic 
development in the region to set up 
shop, as well as an operating hotel 

and restaurant. 

Leadership Development 
Model: Project Venture 
From the outset the women of 
La Loche expressed interest in a 
leadership development model 
that was consistent with the 
Aboriginal beliefs and values of 
their community, that was based 
on shared, reciprocal leadership, 
experiential learning and that 
prioritized physical, mental and 
emotional health to enable women 
to voice their issues, concerns and 
hopes for the future. One of the 
community leaders suggested 
the Dené word for ‘reciprocity’ 
was more culturally appropriate 
than the word ‘mentoring’ which 
has no equivalent in Dené. The 
Dene approach to leadership 
development is not a top-down 

process of mentoring or teaching 
leadership to another, as mentoring 
is typically conceived of from a 
predominantly male Eurocentric 
perspective. Reciprocity indicates a 
circular relationship of learning and 
mentoring each other. Sharing this 
Aboriginal world-view on reciprocal 
leadership development influenced 
the development of models in other 
communities.

The women drew on a model called 
Project Venture for their activities to 
promote leadership skills through 

experiential activities that encourage 
critical thinking and problem solving 
skills.

Project Venture is based on 
six principles or “Full Value 
Commitments”: 

1. Be here

2. Be safe

3. Speak your truth 

4. Care for self and others 

5. Set goals

6. Let go and move on  

This model is used by other 
community agencies in La Loche – for 
example, working with youth. It is 
regarded as a good fit with the Dené 
cultural belief that learning happens 
best when women are engaged in 
a four-phase experiential learning 
cycle that provides opportunities to 

(1) learn, (2) experience, (3) challenge 
limits and (4) reflect on resulting 
personal changes. 

What Did We Do Together? 
The Women’s Wellness 
Group
The first year of funding for our 
northern women’s community 
leadership development work in 
La Loche helped to support the 
engagement of ten women in a 
Women’s Wellness Group. It was an 
informal group created to provide 

Reciprocity 
indicates 
a circular 

relationship 
of learning 

and 
mentoring 
each other.

One of the community leaders 
suggested the Dené word for 

‘reciprocity’ was more culturally 
appropriate than the word 

‘mentoring’ which has no equivalent 
in Dené. 
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peer support among women leaders 
in the community.  The group came 
together weekly around an activity, 
such as cooking, to talk and to 
support each other. They identified 
the importance of having a safe 
circle, a place to talk about whatever 
they wanted to. The women said 
there was a lot of trust building 
during that circle. The women 
used journals and photography to 
facilitate and record their individual 
and collective learning and growth 
in this process. The Women’s 
Wellness Group was later called the 
Empowerment Group. 

La Loche Women’s Forum
The women involved in the 
Women’s Wellness group started 
to experience lateral violence, in 
this case, criticism by other women 
in the community that this group 
was getting support for self-care 
activities and that other women 
were excluded.  In an effort to 
reach out to more women in the 
community, explain the work 
underway and engage them, a 
La Loche Women’s Forum was 
organized in March 2012. 

“Lateral violence is when an 
oppressed group starts to turn on 
each other. It is seen when people 
begin to wish harm on others and 
are no longer happy for someone 
else’s accomplishments. They blame 
one another for past wrongs and 
pain even though it may not have 
anything to do with that specific 
person.”              

The Women’s Wellness group 
linked with others in La Loche 
and in Ottawa working on the 
FemNorthNet project to invite 
women in the community to 
participate in the Women’s Forum as 
part of our work to develop northern 
women community leaders. This 
forum engaged 17 women in the 
day’s activities. 

The main organizers of the Women’s 
Forum were local students who 
sought to honour mothers and 
grandmothers through shared 
stories of the past and hopes for the 
future.  

They learned community-based 
knowledge gathering skills by 
gathering the stories of women in 
the Village of La Loche. The young 
women led the workshop, bringing 
women together in sharing stories 
and exploring their connections. 

Participants were encouraged to 
bring pictures of relatives to trace 
their history and connections. 
At registration family photos 
participants brought in were 
digitally scanning. The day’s 
activities began with an Opening 
Prayer followed by an explanation 
of FemNorthNet and the leadership 
development project. 

“In our busy lives as women, we 
often forget that we are not alone. 
We are connected by the delicate 
threads of family, friends and 
community. We are woven together 
in our joy, hardships and triumphs. 
We are the blanket that comforts 
and protects our family.”

The day also included a presentation 
by Deborah Chansonneuve from 
FemNorthNet in Ottawa, on lateral 
violence and the need for self-care 
for women leaders in an Indigenous 
context specific to La Loche. A 
Checklist for Physical, Psychological, 
Emotional, Spiritual and Workplace 
or Professional Self-Care was 
distributed to each participant at the 
forum. Copies of Aboriginal Healing 
Foundation publications were also 
provided to the school for use by 
student researchers and teachers.

Together, the women talked about 
the positive aspects of living in 
La Loche: lots of laughter, many 
beautiful good-hearted people, 
strong Dene language, many 

culturally-based events (spring snare 
fishing, annual culture camps) and 
fun community activities.

The first gathering closed with a 
drum song in honour of women. A 
supper with others who had done 
Project Venture training wrapped up 
the day. 

The La Loche Women’s Forum was 
a day to share women’s stories 
of change in families and in the 
community over time generations.  
It was based in the beliefs that 
traditional stories play a key role as 
medicine to create strength and that 
we need to look back in order to 
move forward.

Self-Care In An Aboriginal 
Context
The women involved in the Women’s 
Wellness group used self-care as 
the context for team building and 
peer-mentoring relationships to 
enhance their resiliency and ability 
to cope with multiple pressures in 
their lives. Self-care is important 
for most women who tend to put 
others’ needs ahead of their own. In 
an Aboriginal context, self-care goes 
even deeper. It requires recognizing 
the impacts of colonialism – 
including trauma due to loss of land, 
culture, language and traditions. It 
includes intergenerational trauma 
due to forced removal of children 
from families and communities 
into residential schools and later 
into ‘child protection.’ This history 
contributes to high rates of violent 
death due to murder, accident, 
addictions, and suicide. 

 Many Aboriginal women are not 
only the primary caretakers of 
children and those who are elderly, 
ill or have disabilities. They also have 
many responsibilities for extended 
family and community healing. 
Aboriginal women leaders with these 
responsibilities all too often burnout, 
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experience vicarious trauma, 
compassion fatigue, and lateral 
violence. In this context, holistic self-
care plans and supports that address 
health impacts of women’s multiple 
roles are urgently needed. Women’s 
health and well-being is crucial for 
the well-being of their families and 
communities.

For various reasons, including heavy 
workloads reflective of the pressure 
on women in these communities, 
our La Loche community partner 
withdrew from the project in Fall 
2012.  However, relationships did 
develop through this project and 
some community participants 
remain connected to members of 
the network. While the project in 
La Loche ended early, seeds were 
planted for future opportunities.

Project Venture, “was developed by the National Indian 
Youth Leadership Project (NIYLP), an American Indian-owned 
and -operated, community-based, nonprofit organization with 
nearly 20 years of experience in youth development. NIYLP has 
conducted summer youth leadership camps since 1986, from 
which grew the year-round Project Venture model. In 1990, NIYLP 
received its first SAMHSA/CSAP (Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration / Center for Substance Abuse 
Prevention) grant to implement Project Venture. The program 
has operated continuously since that time in Native and other 
communities, regionally, and nationally (SAMHSA). The program 
was originally developed to work with high-risk youth as an 
intervention in substance abuse, but it is designed to be adapted 
to new issues, contexts and settings. These are called “replications”. 
Replicating Project Venture usually involves training from the 
national leaders and connecting with a variety of supports and 
resources for optimum “buy-in” from local organizations and 
subsequent successful implementation.

The program “relies on American Indian traditional values to help 
youth develop positive self-concept, effective social interaction 
skills, a community service ethic, internal locus of control, and 
increased decision-making and problem-solving skills” (SAMHSA). 
Project Venture has been embraced as a good model for the work 
of several organizations.
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Community: Norway 
House, Manitoba
FemNorthNet/CRIAW also had the opportunity to document a leadership development 

model in action in the community of Norway House, a largely Cree First Nation of 

almost 7,000 people in northern Manitoba.  Aboriginal women there organized a 

sharing circle that brought together women from many walks of life, of different 

ages, mothers, Elders, youth – as a way to build sustainable leadership in women in 

this community. This is a model of peer mentoring relationships, in this case, building 

on Aboriginal ceremonies and traditional teachings.  

The sharing circle started by getting 
a group of women together to share 
and learn things, ‘as we go along 
and also learn from our southern 
sisters who are more exposed to our 
Aboriginal culture than those of us 
in the reservation, where it’s almost 
taboo to introduce sacred Aboriginal 
teachings into this very Catholic 
community’.

For one key organizer, building 
sustainable leadership was to grow 
women by ‘coming together to 
support each other in regaining 
our lost identity and lost culture, 
reintroducing sacred ceremonies 
so they start to become part of 
community life. Next we need to 
reclaim the Cree language so that 
children and youth can learn from 
this generation of Elders in their 

lifetime’.

The sharing circles started with a 
focus on adult women because 
they have such important influence 
over young people. Over time 
young women joined the circle 
and gained confidence to call a 
circle when teenage struggles were 
overwhelming.  Pregnant women 
in their last month of pregnancy 
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are invited to the sharing circle at 
a time when they are very big and 
tired. ‘We like to bring the women 
to our circle to give them a blessing 
way to remind them they are these 
beautiful women and that they will 
be bringing a life within a month.’

Because many women carry 
experiences of hardship and have 
trouble processing those emotions, 
the sharing circle ceremonies help to 
loosen those emotions and provide 
support to work through them.  
The circle provides a safe healing 
space to start to find oneself by 
understanding the past, the impacts 
of losing identity & culture and 
the impacts of residential school. 
The circle is a place to find one’s 
voice, start to speak as a woman 
with honesty and respect and find 
support, trust and understanding.

“I feel like I’ve been left out of so 
many things I should have had. 
I feel like I’ve been cheated. But 
the ceremonies that I’ve been to 
have been very emotional.  Not 
just for myself but for a lot of the 
women that were there.  They’ve 
made some of us – we’ve talked 
about this – they’ve made many 
of us feel more secure, more self-
confident, happy and basically 
wanting to experience more 
ceremonies.”

The ceremonies of the sharing 
circle reinforce traditional values 

and practices that value women as 
the givers of life, the ones whose 
practices and knowledge held the 
family and the community together 
as a unit. 

A video was created that captures the 
experience in this community with 
Aboriginal women’s sharing circles 
as a model for developing leadership 
skills through personal growth. It 
demonstrates how women have used 
the sharing circle and why it has been 
effective for them. 

This video will bring increased access 

to, and awareness of this Aboriginal 
model of women’s leadership 
development for knowledge sharing 
in northern communities.  Requests 
for the video can be made through 
the CRIAW office at info@criaw-icref.
ca. 

“Over the past four or so years I’ve seen a number of 
[women] really beginning to grow. Begin to understand 
what has brought them to the place they’re in.  And help 
them begin to be where they want to be. When we come 

together it’s about bringing our heart, our mind, our 
body, our spirit. To bring it in a way that’s respectful and 

truthful.” 

“In building women’s strengths I 
have seen leadership in the women 
evolve from the strength that they 
get from these circles.  I have seen 
women become very strong from 

within. And very confident in 
decision-making and also in living 
their day-to-day lives.  It has been 
wonderful and a pleasure to watch 

the women grow, as well as myself.”
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to, and awareness of this Aboriginal 
model of women’s leadership 
development for knowledge sharing 
in northern communities.  Requests 
for the video can be made through 
the CRIAW office at info@criaw-icref.
ca. 

“We are growing a process of undoing the damage of 
the past for the good of our grandchildren and great-
grandchildren.  Each of us carries follies that are the 

legacies of our ancestors. We are starting to remember 
and to regain their gifts.”
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Section 3

What We Learned
Women are the givers and caretakers of life. It is women’s traditional and unpaid 

work that often weaves and holds families and communities together. When family 

and community relations are strained, it is usually women who step in to mend the 

fraying social fabric.  Across many cultures, and in the North and the South, women 

play a vital role as community leaders.

We learned from each other in 
many ways during the work we did 
together, and we are still learning. 
This section presents what northern 
women told us about leadership, 
about being valued, what we 
learned about inclusive engagement 
and growing new leaders. We 
identify investments and strategies 
that support women as leaders.  We 
talk about the importance of self-
care and explore the value of being 
in a network.  We discuss challenges 
and supports for northern women 
leaders.  We end with what comes 
next. 

ABOUT LEADERSHIP 

Many Women Don’t See 
Themselves As Leaders
Many of the women whom we tried 
to engage in leadership training did 
not see themselves as community 
leaders. This was especially true 
for the women who did not feel 
highly valued in their community, 
or in Canadian society generally. 
It was hard for many women who 
felt marginalized (at the margins or 
excluded) in their community, to 
feel they could become - or actually 
were - community leaders. They did 
not think their views were important 

enough, or that influential people 
in the community would listen to 
them if they did speak up.  Some 
were afraid to express their concerns 
publicly.  

A key ingredient for leadership 
training in all of the communities 
was developing a sense of self-
value and worth. It allowed women 
to recognize their strengths and 
honour their knowledge and 
experiences as northern women. 
This encouraged women to feel 
their concerns were important in the 
community. Linking women with 
community organizations helped 
amplify the voices in the community 

“Well, I think any leadership first 
starts with being able to lead yourself, 
and being able to figure out what you 
like and what you don’t like.  Women 

play a lot of roles, internally they have 
their own roles as mothers, sisters, 
grandmothers, mentors, coaches, 

and then external roles, where they, 
you know, sit on boards and they’re 

chairpersons, or they’re presidents …
you know they belong to other groups 

that affect a lot of things that are 
important.”
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to influence decision-makers.

“Putting value to the work that’s 
done”, one woman emphatically 
stated, is what we need to see 
happen. Women’s work - in general 
– and in particular as community 
leaders is undervalued.  One leader 
spoke about how her salary was 
lower than she expected - she didn’t 
feel her work was valued, given 
the many serious issues she was 
responsible for on behalf of her 
community. 

Why Do Women Not See 
Themselves As Leaders?

“We have lost our identity and 
we have lost our culture. So we’re 
working toward regaining it.  We 
have supported each other. We are 
growing women to a way of being 
so that they carry themselves in any 
environment, in any event that they 
choose. Not just in their workplace, 
but whatever they choose.”

Colonization of northern 
communities - and the rest of 
Canada - by European settlers 
undermined women’s important 
leadership roles in traditional 
Aboriginal systems of community 
governance.  Colonialism sought 
to eliminate Aboriginal traditions, 
languages, ceremonies, values and 
world-view. European values and 
systems imposed the authority of 
foreign governments (colonists) and 
men (patriarchy). The colonial and 
patriarchal systems still influence 
these communities. Women feel 
their effects in the devaluing of their 
cultural identities, knowledge and 
skills.

The written history of northern 
development often focuses on 
men’s roles as explorers, trappers, 
fishers, miners and other workers. 
Yet women have been present 
throughout, playing vital but little 
recognized roles including caring 
for children, picking berries and 

other more-household focused 
roles. Women contribute to survival 
and the quality of life in northern 
communities. 

Leadership Takes Many 
Forms

“I had one person say ‘if you can lick 
a postage stamp you can be part 
of the disability movement’. That’s 
a form of leadership.  As is sending 
an email, speaking on You Tube, 
putting out messages on list-serves. 
There are lots of things you can do 
from bed…I’ve actually had some 
women on our national board who 
took teleconferences from a hospital 
bed.”

Leadership training also helped 
women see that leadership can take 
many forms and that many women 
can be or are now leaders. 

We found a variety of examples 
of how women are northern 
community leaders. Some are in 
formal leadership positions as an 
elected official, Board member, 
Executive Director. Many other 
women in northern communities 
provide leadership as volunteers 
and informally, bringing women 
together to talk, providing support, 
encouragement, information about 
their rights (eg Landlord/tenant), 
and connecting with others inside or 
outside community for help. Women 
also showed leadership by organizing 
community fund-raising, organizing 
group buying to lower costs, taking 
advantage of election campaigns 
to raise issues, using social media 
and email campaigns to make sure 
women’s interests are included. 

Some women said they tried to 
get involved as community leaders 
but found organizations in their 
communities to be dominated by 
men, who did not value women’s 
input.  This discouraged them 
from getting or staying involved. 

ABOUT LEADERSHIP 

Many Women Don’t See 
Themselves As Leaders
Many of the women whom we tried 
to engage in leadership training did 
not see themselves as community 
leaders. This was especially true 
for the women who did not feel 
highly valued in their community, 
or in Canadian society generally. 
It was hard for many women who 
felt marginalized (at the margins or 
excluded) in their community, to 
feel they could become - or actually 
were - community leaders. They did 
not think their views were important 

“Well, I think any leadership first 
starts with being able to lead yourself, 
and being able to figure out what you 
like and what you don’t like.  Women 

play a lot of roles, internally they have 
their own roles as mothers, sisters, 
grandmothers, mentors, coaches, 

and then external roles, where they, 
you know, sit on boards and they’re 

chairpersons, or they’re presidents …
you know they belong to other groups 

that affect a lot of things that are 
important.”

D E V E L O P I N G  W O M E N  L E A D E R S  I N  N O R T H E R N  C O M M U N I T I E S  |  4 3



Some women community leaders 
were seen as having a different 
approach from male leaders. But not 
all women felt represented by all 
women leaders in their community.  
For example, some Aboriginal 
women spoke of feeling judged 
and looked down on by women 
who ran some of the local services 
for women. Because they felt 
uncomfortable they avoided using 
those services. This attitude also 
undermined their sense of value and 
seeing themselves as leaders.

“When we women, like, get together 
in one big circle - they don’t judge us 
or anything like that. We don’t judge 
each other...”

ABOUT INCLUSIVE 
ENGAGEMENT

The Challenges Of Inclusive 
Community Engagement In 
Northern Communities
Our objective was to engage women 
who were under-represented as 
northern community leaders.  This 
included Aboriginal women, women 
with disabilities, immigrants, and 
young women.

Conditions for women in northern 
communities can make it especially 
difficult for many to get involved. 
Little or no public transit makes it 
hard for people to attend events. 
Many women walk long distances 
to participate even though they 
did not always feel safe doing so.  
Inaccessible physical infrastructure 
and a shortage of support programs 
such as wheelchair accessible transit, 
sign language, and attendant care 
makes it difficult for disabled women 
to be involved in community events 
or get engaged as community 
leaders. Many women workers did 
not have control over their work 
schedule, barring their participation 
in activities.

Even though this project provided 
many key supports for participation 
(childcare, transportation, food, 
disability accommodations, and 
more), not all of these groups 
of women participated in each 
community, for a variety of reasons. 
Disabled and immigrant women 
were the hardest to engage in most 
communities. It was not possible to 
engage Aboriginal women in one 
community where they were in a 
small minority. In the North there 
may not be organized groups of 
people who associate according to 
these identities and experiences, 
and individuals are harder to identify 
and reach. However, FemNorthNet 
partners and participants developed 
a much deeper understanding of the 
barriers to community leadership for 
northern women. 

Immigrant women, as newcomers 
to these communities, often feel 
pressure to fit in and not cause a 
stir. This is true for immigrants who 
are temporary foreign workers, with 
very high risks on their participation 
in community activities, especially 
when those activities involve 
voicing concerns. The possible 
consequences are prohibitive: 
including the loss of a job and/or 
loss of a place to live with no family 

to rely on nearby. A community 
organization for newcomer 
immigrants provides safety for 
individual expression of needs and 
can also play a role representing 
these needs in the community and 
engaging in community discussions 
to ease tensions that can emerge 
with an influx of new immigrants. 

ABOUT ‘GROWING’ NEW 
LEADERS

It Takes Time To Grow New 
Leaders
There are many reasons that women 
are under-represented. It takes time 
and resources to engage people, 
especially new people. It is easier 
to engage women who are already 
engaged, than to engage women 
who are not. This continues to leave 
out women who are not currently 
involved in community activities.

We learned it takes a lot of time 
to build confidence and deep 
engagement with women who 
do not feel valued or have trouble 
seeing themselves as community 
leaders.

It takes time to identify what is 
most needed and what is needed 
long-term in the face of rapid 

“I just want to say, maybe I had 
more of a ‘square’ sense of: ‘I’m 

in this corner, and you’re in that 
corner’ talking with each other, but 
I feel I’ll never be accepted. But in a 
circle there’s room for everybody. 
And we’re all in this together, and 

we’re all here to support each other.”
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community change due to economic 
development in the North.

Community leadership needs 
are ever-changing as northern 
communities are being changed, 
including by the intense demands of 
resource development. Leadership 
material and training opportunities 
need to speak to the needs of 
changing northern communities. 

Risks Of Being A Northern 
Woman Community Leader
The risks of being a northern woman 
community leader can run deep. It 
can feel and be unsafe at times to 
speak out as a community leader, 
especially when you represent a 
minority view in the community. 

It is often not popular in a northern 
community that promotes the 
economic advantages of new 
industry, to voice concern over 
negative effects of development. 
It is hard to recommend that 
development be slowed down 
and even harder to suggest that it 
should not occur at all.  This point 
of view may not be well-received, 
even when it is expressed as concern 
that the development will affect the 
whole community badly - damage 
or destroy the local environment, 
drive up local prices for housing 
and food, and otherwise widen the 
gap between those who benefit 
and those who are left behind.  
There are tremendous pressures to 
conform and support local economic 
development as the only option to 
provide jobs and increase wealth in 
the community. It is hard to always 
feel like you are on the opposite side 
of an argument.

“[Leadership means] being able to 
respect that not everybody is always 
going to agree, but to be that role 
model, that, you know, it’s okay to 
express your opinion and to be who 
you are -whatever that is for you.”

Adapting To New Women 
Leaders 
It’s not always easy supporting new 
women to become community 
leaders. Different perspectives and 
new ways of doing things can take 
some getting used to, especially if 
leaders and communities have been 
used to things a certain way for a 
long time. Community organizations 
can have trouble adapting their 
practices to include new women 
leaders. These changes may be even 
more challenging when the woman 
leader is also Aboriginal, disabled or 
a recent immigrant. 

Newer leaders may struggle with 
leadership roles at first, lacking 
experience and needing to 
learn. It may be because they are 
representing views that have had 
little voice.   Existing leaders need to 
support and trust that newer leaders 
will develop their own leadership 
skills, and accept that things can 
be done differently even if they 
disagree. Existing leaders need to 
find a way to step back and yet be 
supportive of new leaders. This can 
be a challenge and a complicated 
balancing act but is crucial for 

growing new women community 
leaders who reflect the diversity in 
northern communities. 

Investments To Support 
Diverse Northern Women 
Leaders
Northern communities need 
additional human capacity as well 
as financial and other resources to 
be able to develop northern women 
community leaders.  Northern 
community organizations’ resources 
are stretched already, simply trying 
to deal with the needs of their 
communities.  In smaller, northern 
communities the needs are large yet 
there are fewer organizations and 
people to do the work.

Northern communities need to 
invest in community infrastructure 
that will benefit women, and their 
families. This was true for all of the 
communities where we were active. 
There are severe shortages of – and 
a growing need for - affordable, 
accessible and safe housing, and 
transition homes, especially places 
that are accessible to disabled 
women needing to escape domestic 
violence. There is also inadequate 
infrastructure in the form of formal 

“I didn’t even at that point in my 
life, understand the challenges that 
would come to me being an elected 
woman leader. I prepared myself 
mentally, spiritually, emotionally 

for what may happen as an 
Aboriginal person, and I needed to 

prepare because I did encounter 
those things, but I wasn’t prepared 

for the gender inequality.” 
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childcare programs, social and 
health care services, mental health 
services, justice facilities and 
programs, and immigrant settlement 
services. In some communities 
there are few or no organizations 
with the mandate and resources to 
advance the interests of women. 
Sometimes the capacity of existing 
organizations is limited to meeting 
immediate needs rather than 
addressing broader or underlying 
issues that are significant to women.

Across communities, our discussions 
identified many barriers to women’s 
community involvement as 
structural – conditions embedded 
in communities and difficult to 
overcome simply with opportunities 
to participate. Conditions like 
women’s daily struggle to survive 
as they deal with poverty, violence, 
children and youth services or justice 
issues. The day-to-day struggle 
makes it hard for many women to 
get involved in community activities 
or leadership development. 

These deeper structural factors make 
it difficult to grow new women 
leaders in northern communities. For 
example conditions in northern 
communities can make it difficult for 
current women leaders to train and 
mentor others.  They can be so busy 
dealing with needs of their 
community that they cannot take on 
more leadership and mentoring 
commitments. 

Northern communities are 
changing. Even small, predominantly 
Aboriginal communities with no 
large-scale industry, often have 
new immigrants moving in from 
the global South.  In booming 
northern communities, employers 
increasingly turn to temporary 
foreign workers to fill jobs.  This 
creates community tensions, as 
local people feel shut out of jobs by 
immigrants. There also may be a lack 
of understanding between people 

from different cultures, languages 
and experiences.

Money, staff and infrastructure, 
such as buildings and social 
programs, are required in northern 
communities to support activities 
and provide gathering spaces. The 
lack of infrastructure that provides 
gathering places for diverse groups 
in many northern communities is a 
huge issue. Some spaces are limited 
to a specific group – by membership 
or by custom. More must be done 
to enable diverse groups to come 
together. Communities should 
provide physical infrastructure 
in order to facilitate the voices 
and accommodate the needs of 
those who are often or somewhat 
absent (including in our leadership 
work). 

Community groups need to 
include diverse voices and 

community perspectives from 
those representing the interests of 
Aboriginal, women, immigrants, 
disabled, youth and others whose 
concerns may otherwise be left out 
of a northern resource-development 
agenda.  Community organizations, 
with sufficient resources, will be 
able to bring diverse voices to 
community tables to develop 
plans to benefit all members of the 
community and to find ways to 
address tensions that will arise as 
communities change with economic 
investment and new people coming 
in. 

Women’s centres, friendship centres, 
independent living centres  and 
community living programs, youth 
centres, immigrant and newcomer 
centres are all needed in northern 
communities.   

“For us in thinking about 
leadership, it had to be 

sustainable. I tried to figure 
out how to do it. For me it is 
bringing back that identity 

piece to each woman and we 
grow from that. You can do 

it in many ways, in different 
capacities, in whatever you 

work in. Because collectively, 
we go out and grow and 

engage with other people and 
we spread it in a very good 

way.”
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ABOUT THE IMPORTANCE 
OF SELF-CARE
The need for self-care by northern 
community women leaders was 
a theme that came up in many 
conversations and rang out loudly. 
In some northern communities, 
there is simply too much work 
to do and too few women who 
can take on an additional role 
of community leadership.  With 
economic restructuring, often the 
additional social care demands are 
falling to women in the community. 
For instance, one participant was 
continuously providing shelter for 
people who would otherwise be on 
the street. Many of these are small 
communities with high needs, few 
resources and few women.  Many 
current northern female community 
leaders were grappling with the 
need to spend more time on self-
care so they do not burn out, but 
worried about who would do the 
work instead of them.   

Self-care is important for most 
women who tend to put others’ 
needs ahead of their own. For 
Aboriginal women, the need for 
self-care goes even deeper. It 
involves recognizing the impacts of 
colonialism - trauma and loss due 
to having land, culture, language 

and traditions taken away- and 
starting the healing process. The 
fallout from colonialism includes 

intergenerational trauma caused 
by the forced removal of children 
from families and communities 
into residential schools and later 
into ‘child protection’. This puts an 
increased strain on the communities 
and the women who are trying 
to heal and to help others heal. 
The women leaders in these 
communities, who are trying to 
ensure a healthy future, are working 
with many acute needs, while also 
looking at the long-term effects of 
economic development. This is a 
challenging situation; how to ensure 
that a community truly prospers, 
closing the gap between those 
who benefit, and those who are left 
behind.  

We learned from each other 
that despite the differences in 
backgrounds and settings, self-care 
is a common need and a critical - but 
often unacknowledged - aspect of 
leadership development. We heard 

that it is often seen as a “luxury”, 
something one can “indulge in” once 
the work at hand is done, rather 

than an integral part of life: being 
a mother, being an employee or a 
volunteer, as a leader, or in any other 
role a woman may have. Self-care is 
nothing fancy, it’s simply supporting 
oneself to be as healthy as possible. 
Easier said than done. 

Taking Time For Connection 
and Reflection 
Ongoing reflection and evaluation 
was a key to the success of this work. 
Three face-to-face meetings of the 
FemNorthNet partners involved in 
northern community leadership 
development were invaluable. They 
provided rich opportunities for 
peer learning, collaborative goal 
setting and method-development, 
and planning. Conference calls 
and Skype calls in between kept us 
connected and sharing, clarifying 
goals, evaluating what worked 
and did not, and establishing what 
adjustments needed to be made and 
why. 

WHAT IS SELF-CARE?                                    
Valuing yourself - as you are 
Valuing others - as they are               

Valuing those who support you  
Finding safe environments to take 

care of yourself 
Being around people who value you 

Self-care is holistic. Self care is 
responsive. Self-care is another way 

the personal is political. 

Self-care is 
important 

for most 
women 

who tend to 
put others’ 

needs ahead 
of their own. 
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Face-to-face gatherings were key to 
sharing our experiences, reflecting 
on and adjusting our plans 
throughout our work together. We 
learned together about how to 
work respectfully with each other 
as diverse women from different 
cultures, classes and abilities. We 
explored ‘northern’ versus ‘southern’ 
perspectives on the issues in the 
Network. Face-to-face meetings 
were also valuable to support 
northern community leaders who 
felt others in their community do 
not understand, support or share 
their values and ideas. 

Whether face-to-face or from a 
distance, we saw that great learning 
occurred when we took the time 
to reflect and make adjustments 
based on our new awareness. There 
needs to be ongoing programs 
of leadership development so 
women can develop these skills, 
and confidence, to increase the 
opportunities for marginalized 
women to take on leadership roles 
in community organizations.  This 
will enhance capacity to foster 
positive change and to adapt to 
their changing future.

Networking For Support 
And Learning
Through this work, community 
leaders gained deeper 
understanding of what is involved 
in engaging new women. We 
increased community discussions 
about women’s leadership and 
inspired young women by engaging 
them with women leaders in action.

We learned from each other, 
regardless of age or background, 
or role in the work we did together.  
One of the academic partners said, 
“My skills were developed, too.” 
Another academic partner was an 
Aboriginal person from one of the 
communities. She welcomed the 
opportunity to contribute as one 

of, and alongside, other community 
leaders. FemNorthNet, a national 
network of northern communities, 
organizations and universities, 
worked well together in part 
because we used our positioning 
to support communities to achieve 
what they needed to do. This 
made a difference on-the-ground 
and helped to amplify issues and 
interests beyond the community 
borders.

Framing our work through an 
Intersectional Feminist Framework, 
we built in a structure that 
supported this co-learning. This 
did not mean that our work was 
without disagreement and tension. 
However, we tried to recognize 
these moments as highlighting 
critical issues for us to pay attention 
to. When we approached these 
tensions with respect for each other 
and respect for the issue, these 
often proved to be significant points 
of awareness, learning and growth. 
We came to understand mentoring 
as being a mutual learning, and as 
a beneficial two-way relationship. 
We reached a group of diverse 
women who were often excluded.  
We helped women who did not 
see themselves as leaders start to 
recognize their leadership skills and 
potential.

Northern women community 
leaders spoke of the benefits they 
received from their connection 
to other networks.  Networking 
and connection to groups and 
individuals outside the community 
may be even more important for 
women community leaders in 
northern communities where they 
may feel isolated, alone in their 
views and with limited opportunity 
for exposure to new ideas and to 
develop new skills. 

Self-Care Starter
Self-care can be different 
things to different people. 
Here are a few examples 
of ways the women in this 
project said they practice 
self-care – try to make 
your own list of what 
replenishes and supports 
you…

• Do a sweat 
(sweatlodge)

• Do a smudge

• Go berry picking 

• Have tea with a friend 
who listens to you 

• Go off on the land  

• Be creative - do some 
sewing or beading with 
other women, learn 
origami

• Step back and 
remember why you 
work so hard

• Connect with people 
within or outside your 
community who you 
feel understand you

• Ask for help with 
something (and feel 
good about asking!)
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Berry Picking Together & 
Other Outcomes

“The most important outcome 
in this community was to bring 
women from different groups 
together to meet and talk.  It was 
the first time that I can remember 
Inuit, Innu and non-Aboriginal 
women getting together to talk. 
They were concerned about how 
building the dam at 
Muskrat Falls would affect 
them, their families and 
communities.”

Community organizations 
play an essential role 
in developing women’s 
community leadership in 
northern communities, 
as do networks. We 
found many examples of 
networks that supported 
the development of 
women community 
leaders.  They ranged 
from informal to formal 
gatherings, with little to 
significant institutional 
support. Some of these 
supportive settings might 
not be strictly defined 
as a network. We came 
to understand that gatherings of 
women that empowered them 
could be the very thing that 
enabled women to connect to one 
another, their community and their 
environment, in a way that would 
bring them into the conversations 
about community issues that matter 
to them. 

Even informal networks, like one that 
gets together for berry picking, can 
provide a strong foundation for 
developing women community 
leaders.  One challenge is that these 
informal networks still usually need 
organizational resources and 
support to survive and thrive, and it 
is getting harder to secure this 

support as social needs increase and 
resources shrink, or fail to keep up. 

What Supports Northern 
Women Community Leaders 
Northern community women 
leader experience many challenges, 
including living with multiple roles 
and few resources to support them 
in these roles. By building on the 

many strengths of northern women 
leaders – resilience, resourcefulness 
and commitment, to name a few - 
we can transform the challenges into 
opportunities for positive change.  
Some examples are listed here. 

• Networking within and across 
communities to engage women

• Finding external partners 
(universities, organizations, etc.) 
that share in the values of your 
work

• Cultural and historical traditions 
of story-telling contributing to 
a learned sense of collective 
capacity to face and make 
change

• Women who are already 

occupying (formal and informal) 
leadership positions and are 
ready to engage others

• Having mechanisms for 
engaging and sharing with 
women that are culturally 
relevant and more consistent 
with how women approach 
issues (for instance, the use of 
creative skills to discuss and 

share concerns; the 
sharing of food and 
friendship as a means 
to value and welcome 
the participation of 
otherwise silenced 
women

• Being recognized 
as having something 
to contribute and be 
asked 

• Being supported and 
valued for what you 
can do, not judged for 
what you are unable 
to do 

• Funding that 
supports (and 
establishes) 
northern community 
organizations to 

foster community engagement. 
This should include teaching 
Aboriginal history, traditions and 
language, providing newcomer 
immigrant services, programs 
to engage youth, providing 
resources and supports to the 
disabled and other services to 
promote social inclusion

• Learning from relationships with 
other strong women 

• Supporting each other so we are 
not carrying our burdens alone

• Filling multiple roles as mothers, 
sisters, grandmothers 

• Recognizing and valuing 
leadership in its many forms and 
even the small steps

The Value Of A  
Berry-Picking Group

To get out on the land (which northern women 
feel strongly connected to, but is increasingly 
difficult to access given distance, and the cost of 
vehicles, gas and supplies that accessing the land 
requires)

To connect as women, get to know each other, 
develop understanding and trust, to talk about 
their concerns

To feel less isolated and less like strangers, to 
strengthen social connections in the community
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• Being open-minded and flexible 
as a parent and carrying these 
into leadership roles 

• Acknowledging a diversity of 
perspectives and how that 
can contribute to discussions, 
planning, leadership 

• Wanting to make positive 
community change. 

ABOUT WHAT COMES 
NEXT

Unanswered Questions Vs. 
Unquestioned Answers: 
Framing Future Action
The unquestioned answer is 
“Economic development! It’s good 
for everyone!”  An Aboriginal Elder 
in one community provided some 
guidance when she explained 
that she is not against economic 
development.  She understands 
and supports the need for people 
to have jobs. She is against the idea 
that economic development means 
the people and the animals must 
lose the natural environment they 
have always lived in.

There are downsides to economic 
development and economic 
restructuring that need to be 
explored and understood.   For 
example, how will different groups 
of women be affected? And what 
can we do to influence decisions 
about economic development 
to reduce the negative impacts 
on communities, women and the 
environment?

There are many more questions 
that can be asked to inform the best 
possible response to community 
economic restructuring. There are 
many kinds of action that can come 
as a response to the impacts of 
restructuring. What works for you, 
your community group and context 
is up to you to find out. We hope this 
report will help you find your way.

There is no end to this story…the 
process is never finished. Women 
will continue to work hard - in 
every place around the world – to 
lead the way in creating healthy 
communities.

This Is Important Work! …
Now What Do I Do?
Sometimes it may be hard to know 

what the impact of restructuring 
changes will be on women. Even 
when it is clear that it will be bad 
news for women or certain groups 
of women, it is hard to know what to 
do. But taking action, alone or with 
others, can play an important role in 
continuing to influence the process 
of restructuring.

As an individual you can always 
learn more about the issue. You can 
gather with other women to decide 
how to get more information and 
what to do about your concerns.  
You may choose to express your 
concerns to other community 
leaders, government representatives 
and publicly in a letter to the editor 
of your local paper.

You can join others taking action 
on the restructuring issue since 
collective efforts often bring 
about change. You may find others 
interested in restructuring at 
your local women‘s organization 
or community organization. 
Together you could identify and 
share information about support 
services for women workers in their 
communities. You could map your 
community’s social infrastructure 
and share your findings and the gaps 
with public officials. You may want to 
use arts activities (such as theatre) or 
a blog to share what you learned in 
your community and some actions 
that can be done. 

This section is adapted from the 
‘Women and Restructuring Factsheet’ by 
Deborah Stienstra on the FemNorthNet 
/ CRIAW website (http://criaw-icref.ca/
publications/factsheets).

For more information please visit: 
www.criaw-icref.ca/femnorthnet
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Section 4

RESOURCES
This section is a collection of tools that were useful in our work. It includes guiding 

questions to help you identify where to start similar work in your community. There 

are also several resources that were created by the women in the communities who 

were working on leadership development, such as self-care ideas. Please use them!  
Who Are The Women In 
Your Community?
The first step in getting women 
involved is getting to know 
the diversity of women in our 
community.  This helps us see 
who is under-represented, who 
is represented, and how their 
experiences are the same or 
different.

• How do we know which 
women and how many are in 
our community? (Aboriginal, 
immigrant, young, disabled, 
lesbian)

• What are their different socio-
economic statuses? (Which 
women are financially well-
off and which are struggling 
financially)

• What barriers do women 
with disabilities experience in 
their communities (no ramps, 
no sidewalks, no accessible 

transportation, limited support 
services ...)

• Where do women live in and 
around this community?

• Do they live alone, with a 
partner, children, extended 
family?

• Do they work inside -or outside 
the home?

• What hours do they work?

• How do they view their identities 
and experiences?

Questions To Help Engage 
Diverse Women In Your 
Community
Here’s something to think about: If 
you talk about the questions below 
with the women in your community, 
you are practicing Intersectional 
Gender-Based Analysis!

• How do women connect 
with other women in your 

community?

• What community groups are 
women involved in? 

• How do women hear about 
community events? 

• Who is generally excluded from 
community groups? 

• How could we reach specific 
groups of women? (e.g. Through 
a Friendship Centre, other 
community organizations, 
local media, church or religious 
groups, etc.)

• What works best to reach 
the diversity of women in 
your community? (Print, 
word of mouth, radio, church 
announcements)

• What hours are women available 
to engage in events?

• Do these hours differ for 
different groups of women? 
Why?
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• How have women been 
successfully involved in your 
community (events)?

• How could men in the 
community support women’s 
involvement in leadership 
activities? (as spouses, fathers, 
community leaders...)

• What type of commitment do 
women want to make? (time, 
type of involvement) 

• What places are most accessible 
for all women to go to? 
What hinders their physical 
ability to get there? (lack of 
transportation, far away)

Questions to Ask About 
Northern Economic 
Development Plans 
• How will this investment/

resource development affect 
different groups of women in 
the community and surrounding 
territory? 

• What do women need to benefit 
from this development? 

• What community needs do 
women share?

• What is needed for different 
groups of women? For example, 

all women in the community 
may need more formal, 
affordable childcare to be able 
to find jobs.  Aboriginal women 
have a specific need for childcare 
programs to be culturally 
relevant, offered in their 
language and have Aboriginal 
staff.

Adapted from Questions to 
help Engage Diverse Women in 
Your Community in Leadership 
Development by Laura Gamez for 
FemNorthNet. 

‘Roots of Strength’
This is a participatory exercise 
involving a large mural with a tree 
trunk and branches drawn on it.  
Participants received a piece of 
paper in the shape of a ‘tree root’ 
and were asked to write on the tree 
root important skills, knowledge, 
and experiences that they bring to 
the group. Once done, they add their 
roots of strength to the mural.

‘Group Contract’
1. Participants trace hands in 

circle on paper; put what they 
can be counted on for in hand; 
things we want as part of group 
inside hands; things to leave out 

around hands.

2. Question for discussion:  What 
do you need from others to 
speak your truth, listen with your 
heart, and be open to learning? 
Summarize the points on 
flipchart paper

3. Short discussion about 
expectation; Add points to the 
flipchart paper

4. Post the ‘group contract’ (the 
points from expectations 
discussion on flipchart paper) on 
a wall 

5. Re-visit the group contract as 
part of the evaluation process.

Action Planning 
• For each idea: (a) what is our 

theory of change?; (b) what 
does success look like?; (c) what 
are the steps forward?; (d) what 
does each of us contribute?; (e) 
what do we need help with?

• Personal commitments (next 
week I will…; next month I 
will…; in the next 6 months I 
-will…)

Excerpts from Labrador West Leadership 
Training program. Developed by Leah 
Levac
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Questions To Get Women Talking About 
What Leadership Looks Like To Them

• Can you tell me about the work that you do? 
• How did you come to be in this position?  
• What led you to becoming a leader? Did you have mentors?  
• How would you describe your leadership style?
• What sorts of things facilitate women’s involvement and engagement?
• What sorts of things make it difficult for women to be involved with issues in their community?
• Are there factors that you feel are specific to your community that contribute to women’s participation?
• Do you have suggestions for young women who are interested in becoming involved, taking on leadership 

roles in their community?
• What would you like to do next as a leader / to inspire or engage women?

From FemNorthNet interview questions for northern community women leaders.



How Do We Create Positive 
Change?

In many different ways!

1.  Little things matter.

• Staying out of gossip
• Listening to someone who needs 

to talk
• The way in which you raise your 

children

2.  Help Others.

• Elders
• Children
• Foster Children
• Volunteer
• Vulnerable population 

3.  Act Locally.

• Vote
• Participate
• Attend
• Seize opportunities

4.   Respect.

• Earth
• Each Other
• Animals
• Yourself
• Other’s opinions

5. Acts of Kindness.

• Say hi and smile at a stranger
• Provide assistance

6.  Self Care.

• Keep your energy up to be able to 
give it back to your community

From Thompson Neighbourhood Renewal 
Corporation, Women’s Community 
Leadership Training Manual, 2013. 

Using A Vision Board To 
Create Positive Change

Overview

The participants will focus on 
taking action based on what they 
want to see in the future.

Activities

1. How do we create positive 
change? 

• Group discusses different 
forms of creating positive 
change, add to the list of How 
do we create positive change 
(above) if needed. 

2. Vision Board: Participants will 
create a vision board.

• What do you want to see in 
your future?

• What do you want to focus 
your time and energy on?

• What is important to you?

• What are your goals?

From Thompson Neighbourhood 
Renewal Corporation Women’s 
Community Leadership Training 
Manual, 2013. 

D E V E L O P I N G  W O M E N  L E A D E R S  I N  N O R T H E R N  C O M M U N I T I E S  |  5 3



Ten Tips from Thompson for Self Care

Take a walk  
Nothing beats a dismal day than a 
refreshing walk. Even 5-10 minutes 
of brisk walking outdoors can 
enliven your spirits and help you 
recharge. Take deep breathes to 
release the tension, and you’ll notice 
an instant change in your well-being.

Connect with nature  
Bring a live plant to your home or 
office and take pride in maintaining 
and preserving it. You can connect 
with nature in other ways, by simply 
affirming the beauty around you, 
and mindfully taking in the stars, 
sun, or even a cloudy day!

Journal about your thoughts  
This can help clear your head, and 
really reflect on what is on your 
mind. Carry a journal with you and 
you’ll soon find yourself turning 
to it more often than not. Putting 
thoughts to paper also helps you 
organize your ideas, so it can bring 
perspective on persistent problems 
and thoughts.

Make a to-do list  
Putting your ideas and thoughts 
on paper greatly increases your 
chances of getting them done. 
Oftentimes the ‘blues’ is simply 
feeling overwhelmed. Discourage 

this pattern by writing a to do list, 
and checking off each item after 
completion. This will improve your 
idea about the project or task 
immediately!

 Turn off the television! 
Although television can be a great 
way to unwind, it can also do a 
number on your mental health. Try 
it for a couple days, and you’ll find 
yourself much more interested in 
your own life, and the world around 
you.

Learn to forgive  
We often get caught up, or hung up, 
on the trivialities of relationships 
because we haven’t truly forgiven 
another person. Learn the process, 
and joy, of forgiveness, and you’ll 
realize that forgiving yourself is often 
the first step.

Sing  
Even if you’re not a singer, 
sometimes you’ve just got to belt 
out your favorite song! Sing along 
to something you already know 
if you can’t sing on your own, but 
clear your head with some uplifting 
music!

Change your diet 
Good nutrition is key to a balanced 
and healthy lifestyle, but can also 

help when you are feeling down. 
Invest some time in seeking out 
what works best for you and your 
body, and work towards eliminating 
junk food and excess sugar that can 
lead to extreme highs and lows in 
your day or week. Try and follow a 
balanced approach to your current 
food choices, and you will make slow 
but steady changes for a lifetime.

Cut back on alcohol  
When you’re feeling down, drinking 
may relieve your worry temporarily, 
but it will not help you solve any 
problems. Drink only out of necessity 
when you’ve got troubles on your 
mind, and you’ll feel much stronger 
and resolute as a result!

Write a poem  
Even the least creative person can 
scribble down random thoughts, 
ideas, or something that rhymes. Tap 
into your creativity and pick up some 
styles that suit your personality. Take 
up a creative writing class at your 
local college, or search online free 
poetry workshops to brush up on 
skills and techniques.

Adapted from 25 Self-Care actions, from 
Thompson Neighbourhood Renewal 
Corporation Women’s Community 
Leadership Training Manual, 2013. 
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FINAL 
WORDS

“When women 
pull together we 
have a stronger 

connection, 
and a stronger 

voice.”

“When you get to see
people change, or
people be open, or

for me, to learn
something new ...

from people - that’s
really exciting!”

“I think part of
being a Northern
leader is being
grateful for the

opportunities we
get.”

“Whether its friends,
colleagues - I am just
surrounded by a lot
of strong women, so 
I have learned and
taught equally in all
my relationships.”

“My leadership 
style is to be 

open-minded and 
to be ready for 
any shifts that 

take place. And to 
be willing to meet 

women where they
are.”

“I get inspired easily
by being around

other women who
have such passion in
their voices and light

in their eyes!”

D E V E L O P I N G  W O M E N  L E A D E R S  I N  N O R T H E R N  C O M M U N I T I E S  |  5 5



5 6  |  L I B B Y  D E A N  A N D  J A N E  S T I N S O N ,  F e m N o r t h N e t  C R I A W



The FemNorthNet Logo

Flying geese are an enduring image common to northern communities of FemNorthNet. For some 
First Nations, geese in flight are a model for team leadership that speaks to Indigenous core values 
of caring, sharing, and collaboration. When geese are flying together in a V- formation, their range 
of flight is over 70% greater than when one is flying alone. The goose at the front of the V bears 
the full brunt of the wind so those flying behind honk loudly in encouragement and support. 
When the lead goose becomes tired, she falls back to the end of a line and another goose moves 
into the lead position. If a goose becomes unable to fly due to exhaustion or illness, two other 
geese land with her and keep her company until she is either able to fly once again or dies. No one 
is left behind. 

All of the northern communities in the Network are located near water. The colour blue of the 
logo honours women’s role as Keepers of the Water. Human life begins in the water of women’s 
wombs so women and water have a sacred relationship and a sacred trust. The waters of the 
womb that sustain new life are only as healthy as the rivers and waters of the earth; a primary 
consideration in life sustaining economic development. The woman who created our new logo 
is Nathalie Coutou, a multi-talented artist who owns the Khewa Gallery in Wakefield, Quebec. 
Nathalie is proud of her Native heritage and passionately promotes other Indigenous artists while 
also promoting business skills for women. This logo design was chosen unanimously by members 
of the Northern Caucus of the Network who represent the three communities of Happy Valley-
Goose Bay, Labrador West, Thompson, Manitoba and by our FemNorthNet representative from 
the DisAbled Women’s Network. 
Written by Deborah Chansonneuve
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