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Report Scope & Background

 Examine the opportunities and challenges online voting presents for
participation and governance in First Nations in Canada

» Draws on the experiences of three First Nations: Tsuut'ina Nation,
Wasauksing First Nation, and Nipissing First Nation
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_ The Impact of Digital Technology on

First Nations Participation and
Governance
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Presentation Notes
This project is funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSHRC) Partnership Development 
Research Grant “The Impact of Digital Technology on First Nations Participation and Governance” www.digitalimpactfn.com

The overall research question for the project asks: How can online voting and similar digital technologies contribute to the 
capacity Indigenous communities in Canada to ratify community-based legislation (e.g., land codes. Cannabis legislation) and 
what potential is there for online voting to enhance or limit community capacity and self-determination in the future?

** The photo is of our project website - ” www.digitalimpactfn.com

This specific paper attempts to answer the following research question: How can online voting and similar digital technologies contribute to the capacity of First Nation communities to ratify community-based legislation, and what potential is there for digital technology to enhance or limit community capacity and self-government in the future?




Argument

Online voting is a key tool for:

1. Modernizing community institutions and governance;

2. Improving community connectedness;

3. Enhancing self-determination as part of an iterative path to self-
government
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In exploring this question, we draw on the experiences of one of our project’s community partners, Wasauksing First Nation. 
In the paper, we advance the argument that online voting impacts first nation governance by serving as a tool to modernize Indigenous institutions and governance, improve community connectedness, and by providing an engine to advance community capacity and enhance self-determination as part of an iterative path to self-government. 



Indigenous Governance & Technology

 Indigenous communities face a number of interrelated challenges

 |.e. local governance and community engagement: colonization,
the residential school system, the Indian Act, etc.

 Lack of insight into the strategies and innovations being Indigenous
communities are taking to increase governance capacity.

« Small but growing literature that explores ICT use in Indigenous
communities.
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The context for this research on the role of technology in First Nation governance is set against a historical backdrop of settler colonialism. 

Canada has a very long and violent history of imposing paternalistic legislation designed to subvert and destabilize complex systems of Indigenous governance. This history has left many First Nation communities in a position of dependency, where they continue to face a slew of social, economic, political and legal inequalities. 
Most First Nation communities continue to operate under the provisions of Canada’s Indian Act, which is a highly racist and oppressive colonial legal framework intended to limit the power and authority of First Nation governments within their communities. 

Steps have been taken over the last 3 decades by First Nation leaders and the federal government to scale back and reform aspects of this system to provide First Nation communities with greater legal and political jurisdiction

However, academic research has tended to focus on intergovernmental negotiations, while ignoring some of the more practical and community-level strategies being taken by Indigenous communities to enhance their governance capacity. 

One set of strategies that have begun to be documented in the academic literature is the deployment of digital technologies. Research in this vein has focused on the use of technology to improve governance and service delivery in areas such as health and social housing, community heritage initiatives, education and economic development 
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Whitefish River First Nation

Nipissing First Nation
Shawanaga First Nation

Mississauga First Nation

Batchewana First Nation

Talthan First Nation

Huu-ay-aht First Nation

ish First Nation

2015

2014

2015

2014 & 2015

2015

2011, 2014, 2015

2012

2013

Referendum

Referendum
Agreement Vote

Election/Referendum

Referendum

Agreement Vote
(x2)/Election/Referendum

General Assembly

Referendum

MRP Law

Constitution
Land Code

FNEA/Constitution

MRP Law

Transmission Line
IBA/Council Election/
Management Agreement

General Assembly

Membership Agreement
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This is a table that was put together for the project (it’s a sample and part of a larger table) that goes through each community that has used online voting and the type of vote and topic. 


Our Approach

Community-Based Participatory
Research Approach:

e Collaboration

e Community Participation

e Building Capacity
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This work is guided by a community-based participatory research approach. Here, the focus is on overcoming some of the power inequities that exist between researchers and Indigenous communities through the development of research partnerships which promote empowerment, inclusivity, and respect.
For this specific paper, we partnered with Wasauksing First Nation beginning in 2016 to help support them in their deployment of online voting as part of efforts to ratify land code legislation. 



Community Profiles
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Wasauksing Case Study

Total Counts in WFN Land Code Ratification Vote

Votes Received Totals

—
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e

Digital digitalimpactfn.com
FN 9 g p


Presenter
Presentation Notes
First Nation land codes are community-developed pieces of legislation that replace sections of the Federal Indian Act, enhancing a First Nation’s jurisdiction and control over their reserve lands. As part of this process, First Nations are required to hold ratification vote among their members and successfully meet participation quorums. 

Wasauksing was ultimately successful in meeting these quorums, ratifying their land code in February of 2017. 



Research Methods

« Community-based Participatory Research (CBPR) methodology that
iIncluded:

» Surveys via AskingCanadians platform

S McMaster
. University E
e Paper voters, N=66 T
* Internet voters, N=15 p—" v
e Semi-structured interviews ——
* On site participant observation —
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In terms of data collection, we relied on 3 methods. 

The first were exit surveys with both paper and internet voters, Survey questions probed voter satisfaction, rationale for use, concerns, likelihood of future use, digital access and literacy, participation histories and standard sociodemographic items.

We also conducted on site participant interviews with political and bureaucratic leaders in the community. These were semi-structured, open-ended interviews where the goal was to garner community perceptions of online voting adoption. 

Finally, the research team also performed on-site participant observation on the day of the vote. 

In analyzing the data, we focused on inductively identifying key themes in community perceptions toward the introduction of online voting. 



®)

Findings: Innovation & Community Modernization

* Online voting part of broader approach to
modernize governance through the deployment o
digital technology

“So currently, every First
Nation that is in the
development process will be
doing e-voting. There are none
that are opting out of it. Every
one of them is going that route.
The way | see it going is that it
will replace mail in ballots, we
won’t have that cost anymore.
So it will just become that.”

* Online voting cheap and effective avenue to
engage community members

 Can modernize governance, but not
replacements for traditional structures
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The first of the three themes that came out of our analysis was the connection between online voting and the modernization of First Nation governance 
For the interviewees we spoke with, the use of online voting in the land code referendum vote was viewed as a way for the community to innovate governing practices to meet the contemporary and modern needs of their members. 

And one of the biggest challenges that online voting was brought in to address was the issue of off-reserve residency. 

For remote and rural First Nations like wasauksing, were off-reserve can be anywhere from 50 to 70 percent, it can be very difficult to engage those living off-reserve with local political issues happening on-reserve  

And this poses a particular challenge when it comes to ratification votes and community referenda, where there are certain benchmarks and quorums set by the federal government that need to be reached

In analyzing the interviews, it was clear that off-reserve members were a target population for the use of online voting in the land code vote. And for the administrators and politicians we interviewed tools such as online voting were looked at to be more effective and cost-efficient than more traditional outreach methods. 

There was certainly a more general sentiment that technology online voting was part of an increasing trend toward the digitization of First Nation governance. 
For instance, one administrator who had worked with many different first nation communities expressed the view that eventually over time all votes will be done electronically and the community will do away completely with in-person paper balloting, and that the adoption of digital technology is part of an inevitable evolution in First Nation governance.

This view leads into another sub-theme of our interviews which was focused on potential tensions between digital innovation and traditional political practices and norms

This is an important issue to look at especially when we’re talking about questions of self-governance and self-determination, where the renewal of cultural traditions are really central within visions of decolonization and indigenous resurgance. 

Overall, within the interviews we conducted, there were certainly discussions of concerns that people in the community had toward online voting. Some of these concerns were similar to what has been noted in other non-indigenous contexts, where people have questions and concerns around registration, vote verification and threats of hacking

But another set of concerns were, I guess you could say First Nation specific. And these concerns had less to do about technology itself and more to do about the history of Indigenous-Settler relations in Canada. All of interviewees discussed the general feeling of apprehension of people in the community toward any sort of change from the status quo out the fear that any change may work in some unforeseen way against the broader political interests of the community and further extend the power and authority of non-indigenous governments. 

This general apprehension led some community members to be distrustful or uneasy about the prospects of internet voting

None of these concerns were expressed as being fatal to the prospects of online voting, but it did highlight to us that in a first nation context digital innovations shouldn’t be viewed as replacements for existing practices and opportunities to participate. Rather, digital technology needs to implemented in more of a supplementary fashion 



Findings: Community Connectedness

- Online voters more likely to live off-reserve, paper voters on reserve

- Remote voting methods clearly desired by the community _-
- 2/3 of votes cast remotely _-
- Paper voters support the change ==

- 28% “in all circumstances”
- 35% “in special circumstances”
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The second major theme that we’ve identified within our study is the role of online voting in improving political participation and contributing to an overall sense of civic connectivity within the community 

So if we start by looking at some of our survey data, its very clear that online voting saw the greatest uptake among off-reserve residents. In total 2/3rds of the ballots cast in the referendum were done so remotely, with about half of those being through online voting. 

More importantly, we found that there was very broad support in the community for the use of online voting. When asked if they would use online voting in a future vote, 63% of paper voters indicated that they would do so. 

Further to that, survey respondents were asked how they would prefer to vote if they could not attend a physical poll location. Forty-nine percent chose online voting, 22 percent voting by mail, 10 percent said they would vote by proxy, 5 percent by telephone and 5 percent reported that they would abstain in such circumstances. 
This suggests to us that online voting may be increasingly important to providing access and equality in political participation, and that over time uptake of online voting may grow as people become more familiar and comfortable with the technology 



Findings: Community Connectedness

- Online voting and social media tools to improve connectedness

- Created participatory opportunities
- With local government;
- Between members

- Networks & information exchange
essential to vote success

| think digital technology is a really good
communications tool. It used to be when
communities were smaller, word of mouth was the
way to get everything out, and we still rely on that
quite a bit but because we’re a little bit more
spread out, we have a set number of community
members that live here on reserve and then off
reservers are fairly spread out. It gives us that
opportunity to be able to connect with them and
make them feel like they’re part of the reserve and
they’re still part of the voting processes and they're
still part of the governance of the reserve and the
community and their people.

digitalimpactfn.com
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A lot of the qualitative data that we collected also speaks to this theme of connectivity. 

One of the most common or recurring feedback we received was when we asked community leaders about the role of digital technology, many spoke about the benefits that digital technology has already had in helping to create diffuse networks of information exchange and communication not only between official leaders and members, but between members as well. 

These sorts of peer-to-peer connections were looked at as being really important to the success of the land code vote in that they helped to get the word out about the vote and increase the collective knowledge of community members, especially those that were unable to attend in-person meetings about the vote. 

So the key point that we came away with was larger than just participation, digital technologies can help to establish more diffuse, dynamic linkages and civic connections between community members that have been a challenge for First Nation communities to establish



Findings: Self-Determination & Self-Government

« Community consultation significant
challenge

“The UN Declaration guarantees our
inherent rights. We're taking back
jurisdiction on many fronts and
developing laws, and asserting our
rights but we'll need digital tools to
do this.”

» Online voting helped consult with

community members
 Enabled quorum

* Enactment of self-government in its
own right

~
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The third and final theme that emerged from our analysis was the relationship between online voting and the community’s pursuit of self-determination and self-government

I will note that in conducting our research in partnership with the community, one of the major things they were interested in understanding were the ways that digital technology could be leveraged to help further community capacity and support their ongoing push for self-government 
What we found was that online voting positively contributed to self-government in two key ways. 

The first is fairly straightforward, it provided the capacity to consult with community members living off-reserve which ultimately contributed to the successful ratification of the land code legislation

The second is a little less straightforward. One of the key insights we gathered from the interviews was that the ability of the community to choose to adopt online voting as an option in the ratification vote was an empowering process in and of itself. 
 
So here, online voting made both a strategic or more tangible contribution to self-government, as well as a symbolic contribution. It was very clear from those who we spoke with that the ability of the community to define the terms of the vote independent of the Canadian government was a real source of pride that signalled the community was in control of their own affairs



Conclusion and Implications

« Advancement of self-determination and community well-being
o Part of iterative approach to self-government
 May not be successful in all Indigenous communities

* Introduction must be directed by the community
» Consistent with broader political goals

15 digitalimpactfn.com


Presenter
Presentation Notes
What this all leaves us with is an optimistic view for the potential of digital technology to have a positive impact on first nation governance, self-determination and participation. 

Its evident from both the survey results and the interview data that the community experienced gains in capacity from the use of online voting, and that the technology has the potential to be an effective tool as part of an iterative or incremental approach to self-government

But of course in making these conclusions we want to avoid any sort of technological determinism by suggesting that any and all deployments of technology will invariably contribute positively to self-government

We recognize that there are some important conditions and factors that contributed to the success of online voting in this case 

And the two we would highlight just in closing are that firstly the introduction of online voting was guided by the community, and second that the technology was consistent with the broader political goals of the community. 

And obviously more work needs to be done to better understand these conditions on a more general level to suggest that they might apply to other community’s as well 



For more information: www.digitalimpactfn.com

Chelsea Gabel: Gabelc@mcmaster.ca
Nicole Goodman: Nicole.Goodman@brocku.ca
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Governance Structures of First Nations Elections in
Canada
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