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Abstract
In this article we focus on wellbeing as an important concept relating to bioenergy development
in Canada. We use a three-dimensional or “social” approach to understanding wellbeing, which
includes subjective and relational aspects in addition to the more traditional material dimension
of wellbeing (e.g. financial resources, a healthy environment). Indigenous business leaders
engaged in forestry, energy and related resource sectors were recruited through our partner
organization, the Canadian Council for Aboriginal Business, as a representative sample of key
people to be engaged in the scoping of existing and future bioenergy partnerships in Canada.
Participants often responded in ways that did not discretely fit into categories, but instead
reflected a perspective on their own and their community’s dimensions of social wellbeing,
which we captured through open coding for emergent themes. Our findings on material
wellbeing illustrate that relationships between different wellbeing dimensions need to be
considered for community-appropriate bioenergy development.
Keywords: bioenergy, Indigenous partnerships, renewable energy, social wellbeing
1. Introduction
Globally, Indigenous1 communities continue to be some of the most marginalized in the face of
the growing demand for energy and “greener” solutions to energy production (Hunsberger et al.
2013; Aguilar-Støen 2016). Coinciding with the growth of the renewable resources economy is
the need to acknowledge Indigenous rights and enhance engagement of Indigenous peoples in
resource-based decision-making processes (Bullock and Zurba 2017). Among the suite of
possible energy alternatives, biofuel and/or bioenergy can be derived from any living organisms
or their by-products (biomass). Various technologies are used to produce biofuel and bioenergy,
resulting in different types of impacts to the environment and communities that are aiming to
obtain benefits through engaging in bioenergy production and/or the bioeconomy (i.e., sales and
export of biomass or bioenergy). In Canada, bioenergy is expected to be a major contributor to
renewable energy development (NRCan, n.d.), and forestry is centered to play an important role
in engaging Indigenous communities in the bioeconomy due to their proximity and relationship
We use the term ‘Indigenous’ as the more globally accepted term for First Peoples, which in the
Canadian context includes First Nations, Métis, and Inuit people. We use the term “Aboriginal”
only when it is part of a formal name (e.g., Canadian Council for Aboriginal Business).
1
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with vast forestlands (O’Flaherty et al., 2008). Although bioenergy presents a range of
advantages (e.g., greenhouse gas displacement, energy self-sufficiency, and regional economic
benefits), its widespread use is a point of contention and political debate. The bioenergy industry
is often perceived to overstate its environmental benefits (Popp et al. 2014), and communities
may encounter a number of social, economic and environmental risk and barriers associated with
bioenergy development (Bullock et al. forthcoming).
How resource-based developments might affect the wellbeing of Indigenous peoples is at the
heart of questions around how Indigenous peoples are to engage in resource-based decision
making (Sikka et al. 2013). In considering the wellbeing of Indigenous people and communities
it is important that wellbeing be accounted for in a way that is meaningful and culturally
appropriate (Stetson 2012). A three-dimensional or “social” approach to understanding wellbeing
includes subjective and relational aspects in addition to the more traditional material dimension
of wellbeing (e.g. financial resources, a healthy environment). The material and relational
dimensions are objective because they are based on tangible and outwards experiences, whereas
the subjective dimensions of wellbeing are based on values and perspectives that are processed
internally (Coulthard 2012). The subjective dimension in the social approach includes culture,
beliefs, norms and values that shape people’s feelings about their quality of life, and the
relational dimension contains the social interactions influencing people’s wellbeing (Armitage et
al. 2012). This approach to understanding wellbeing empowers people to express wellbeing
within their own terms, and generates nuanced information through accounting for diverse and
potentially divergent perspectives (Zurba and Trimble 2014). The social approach has been used
for research with, for and by Indigenous communities (Armitage et al. 2012; Zurba and Trimble
2014). It has been especially useful for expressing wellbeing in a fashion that accounts for
cultural constructs and value systems linked to the collectives (Coulthard et al. 2011). The social
approach is therefore highly suitable for accounting for wellbeing according to Indigenous
community-based contexts (Armitage et al. 2012).
This paper has five main parts. The following section reviews the current state of Canadian
energy policy, economy and Canada’s place in the global sector. In particular, Canada’s
bioenergy programming and policy work is juxtaposed with Indigenous rights and goals for
natural resource and local development. Section 3 outlines our interview method, including our
approach to participant recruitment, data collection and analysis, as well as the rationale for our
approach, and it presents relevant participant demographic information. Results on material
relational wellbeing with cultural wellbeing as a cross-cutting theme are presented in section 4.
The final section presents a discussion of our key findings and concluding statements.
2. Background
2.1. Bioenergy development in Canada
Canada is a top five energy producer worldwide, making it a global leader in energy resources
(Council of the Federation 2015). The energy sector is a key driver of the Canadian economy,
creating jobs, supporting important programs and services, and domestic energy demands.
According to Natural Resources Canada, bioenergy accounts for approximately 6% of Canada’s
total energy supply and the Government of Canada is heavily investing in bioenergy systems
research and development through CanmetENERGY (NRCan, 2018a). Bioenergy has been part
of Canadian forestry (mainly in the production of pulp and paper) for over 28 years (Ashton et al.
2007). Forestry contributed over $24.6 billion to the Canadian economy and over 7% of all
Canadian exports in 2017 (NRCan 2018b). Biomass from forestry includes salvaged trees (e.g.,
2

from fire, pests and disease), residues from harvesting and thinning operations, unsuitable trees
redirected from lumber mills, and purpose-grown plantation trees (NRCan 2018c). In order to
support the development of the biomass industry in Canada, the Canadian Forest Service
conducts research to identify additional sources of biomass and improve the efficiency of fibre
growth, harvesting, collection and transportation to bioenergy conversion facilities, in order to
prove the viability and sustainability of biomass supply (NRCan 2018b). Canada also
participates along with 16 other countries in research through the International Energy Agency
(IEA), and is planning on supporting further research on bioenergy due to a shared anticipation
that forest bioenergy will become increasingly attractive as ecological and economic needs
evolve (NRCan 2018c).
In Canada, bioenergy policy falls within both federal and provincial jurisdictions. NRCan
(federal) has several past and on-going policies that support heat and power production from
forest, agriculture and municipal sectors. All Canadian provinces and territories have policies
and programs aimed at supporting biofuels development and partnerships, though some are more
advanced than others (Bullock and Zurba 2017). For example, British Columbia’s Bioenergy
Network has invested approximately $1.64 million into 12 capacity building projects, including
market evaluations, availability studies, and planning and technical feasibility studies (BC
Energy Network n.d.). Bioenergy development has also been a part of Canada’s strategic
priorities programming (NRCan 2012).
Given the significance of Canada’s energy role, the sector also attracts investment as well as
international demand. Canada is thus in a leadership position with respect to how it engages in
international markets and, increasingly, energy partnerships. More so, the potential local
outcomes of all of this investment, attention and expertise development, coupled with the locus
of forest bioenergy installations and fibre production, points to the need for demonstrated
Canadian leadership in meaningful Indigenous, rural and remote community engagement.
2.2. Bioenergy development and Indigenous communities
Bioenergy development effects on wellbeing for Indigenous communities vary depending on the
region and biomass source. Forestry related bioenergy production in the global north and south
often differs significantly because of how biomass is produced and harvested. In the north,
woody biomass as a by-product of forestry is more prevalent as a source for bioenergy (Sikka et
al. 2013). Over 600 Indigenous communities have lands and traditional territories in Canada’s
Boreal Forest (NRCan n.d.), and Indigenous engagement in energy development is being heavily
promoted in Canada (Gris 2013). High demands are placed on Indigenous communities in
Canada to participate in energy development because of their proximity and access to forests,
their own needs for energy and economic development, and their rights to natural resources are
perceived to provide access to fibre (Eckerberg 2015). Furthermore, governments and
proponents are acknowledging that more needs to be done to design and conduct proper
engagement processes, build cross-cultural partnerships, and understand similarities and
differences in views and values (Coates and Crowley 2013). According to the Canadian Energy
Strategy, provincial and territorial governments seek to be officially involved in international
energy dialogues, while their commitment to collaboration with their Indigenous leadership
counterparts is based on observing Aboriginal and treaty rights. At the same time, growing
global demand and international firms place demands on Indigenous communities and lands
where local goals, perspectives and needs may differ from those embodied in current
international strategic agreements. This creates trilateral, multi-level, and in the case of
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bioenergy, multi-sector (e.g., energy and forestry) arrangements for engagement that involve
parties with different rights, capacities, and objectives, as well as different forums for engaging
one another.
Bioenergy development in Canada has the potential to impact and/or benefit Indigenous
communities in similar ways to other natural resources developments, such as forestry and other
types of energy projects (Krupa 2012; Zurba and Bullock 2018). Benefits to Indigenous
communities from resource development projects generally include short- and/or long-term
economic gains, such as employment and other forms of community enhancements such as
infrastructure (Caine and Krogman 2010). Impacts can also be both short- or long-term,
including ecological degradation and the depletion of wellbeing for community members,
including impacts on Indigenous rights and civil liberties (Vermeulen and Cotula 2010). Other
examples of adverse effects to wellbeing include the contamination of lands and waters, as well
as the disconnection from traditional territory and practices, such as hunting, fishing, trapping
and traditional medicine gathering (Tobias and Richmond 2014). Connected to these impacts and
the disassociation from traditional ways of life are emotional pain and numerous social effects
affecting individuals and entire communities (Craft, 2013). The trans-generational negative
impacts associated with colonization and ongoing development on traditional territories, as well
as their impacts on individual and community wellbeing and governance is only beginning to be
understood and represented in the emerging literature from communities and academics (BigCanoe and Richmond 2014).
There is a major gap in the current literature on how renewable energy development affects
the wellbeing of Indigenous people and communities; however, some studies have been
conducted. A study by Sikka et al. (2013) looked at socio-ecological (material) wellbeing in the
context of energy independence for Indigenous communities in Alaska and found bioenergy had
potential for enhancing economic, environmental and social outcomes, such as enhancing core
assets, employment generation and decreased oil dependency. In this case several environmental
and economic risks were also identified, such as supply shortages and market vulnerability
(Sikka et al., 2013). Another study by Bullock et al. (forthcoming) explored Indigenous
perspectives on bioenergy development and found that perspectives around the favourability of
bioenergy opportunities were diverse and often depended on geographic contexts (i.e., remote
and/or northern communities versus southern communities), previous experiences with starting
new business enterprises, and knowledge of biomass production and its potential ecological and
socio-economic outcomes. A nuanced yet reliable knowledge base that indludes information on
how the bioeconomcy will affect Indigenous people’s is required if Canada is to foster and
maximize innovation needed to have a bioenergy industry that will contribute to community and
national economic development and environmental goals. Such a knowledge base will require
different stages of engagement and inquiry beginning with the people who will be some of the
first points of contact for scoping bioenergy partnerships Indigenous communities, such as
Indigneous business leaders with knowledge and experience in forestry, energy and related
resource secotors.
3. Methods
3.1. Recruitment of participants
This research analyzes Indigenous business leaders’ perspectives around bioenergy development
and wellbeing using an interview questionnaire with closed-ended as well as open-ended
questions. Our research partner, the Canadian Council for Aboriginal Business provided a
4

directory of Indigenous businesses and their leadership (referred to as “business leaders” from
here on) from across Canada that was used as a sample frame. We used the inclusion criteria that
business leaders must be involved in forestry, energy or an allied natural resource sector.
Purposive sampling of this sort is a highly appropriate technique for qualitative research that
aims to obtain detailed knowledge relating to particular topics (Palinkas et al., 2015). After
research ethics clearances were completed, all business leaders (N = 126) in the sample were
contacted by email and asked to participate in the study, and eighteen business leaders in total
agreed to take part in the interviews. Demographic information was requested for all participants,
as well as information relating to the participant’s business (location, sector) and role within the
business (Table 1).
[Insert Table 1]
Most of the participants were male, which is typical in natural resource sectors in North
America. The total age range for participants was wide; however, most participants fit within the
rage of 41 to 50 years of age. The highest level of education for participants was highly variable.
All participants held upper-level positions within their companies. Most participants resided in
British Columbia and Ontario, and businesses were located almost equally on and off reserve
land.2 Business leaders from companies that fit within the natural resources sector in a broad
sense were the most prevalent, followed by forestry and energy.
3.2. Data collection
Participants were interviewed by phone by trained interviewers whom also conducted the process
of informed consent, which included sending a copy of the consent form by email. Participants
were given the option of abstaining from responses to any questions. The length of the interview
depended on how much each participant wanted to say in response to the questions. Interviews
lasted from approximately ten to thirty-five minutes. Business leaders who were unfamiliar with
bioenergy were given a brief summary of bioenergy sources and outputs so that they could
proceed with the questions that followed from a more knowledgeable standpoint.
The close-ended questions in the interview script allowed for short responses relating to
demographics and the open-ended questions allowed for the emergence of different subthemes
that were deemed important by the participants (Cresswell, 2012). Open-ended questions fell
within the following interview schedule categories: (i) knowledge of bioenergy; (ii) perspectives
on the risks and barriers associated with Indigenous involvement in bioenergy development; and,
(iii) perspectives on the benefits and opportunities associated with Indigenous involvement in
bioenergy development. Wellbeing was a strongly emerging subtheme within all categories and
interviewers used probes when wellbeing was highlighted by participants in order to elicit deeper
and more detailed responses (Cresswell and Poth, 2016). Interviews were digitally audio
recorded and the log technique for data recording was used (after Merriam, 2016). This
technique involved listening to interviews multiple times and transcribing participants’ most
2

Reserve lands are held by the Crown rather than by individuals or organizations and First
Nations have the “right to exclusive use and occupation, inalienability and the communal nature
of interest” (AANDC, 2018).
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specific and full responses verbatim, taking notes on the responses to questions and paying
special attention to the tone of the response, as well as other verbal cues recorded detailed field
notes (Merriam, 2016).
3.3. Data analysis
The data coinciding with wellbeing lent to a thick description and interpretation of results, which
is especially appropriate for analyses that aim to maintain social-cultural constructs in the data
(Geertz, 2008). Specifically, we delineated units of meaning from the data and extracted themes.
One senior researcher reviewed and coded the interview data and field notes for statements
relating to the three dimensions of social wellbeing towards ensuring data reliability. NVivo, a
computer aided qualitative data analysis software, was used for organizing data and coding
themes. The textual data was then handled according to van Manen’s (1990) method for data
analysis, which involves reducing reoccurring and textual data that was emphasized by
participants into the emergent sub-themes. The three parent themes in our analysis were ‘material
wellbeing’, ‘relational wellbeing’ and ‘subjective wellbeing’. Four subthemes emerged under the
material wellbeing theme, which were ‘employment’, ‘infrastructure’, ‘land-based livelihood
practices’ and ‘environmental sustainability’. One subtheme, ‘connection to ceremony’, emerged
under the subjective wellbeing theme’. Four subthemes emerged under the relational wellbeing
theme, which were ‘relationships with the land’, ‘relationship with oneself’, ‘relationships within
the community’, and ‘relationships with industry / proponents’.
4. Results
In keeping with the conversational format utilized participants often responded in ways that did
not discretely fit into such categories, but instead reflected a perspective on their own and their
community’s dimensions of social wellbeing, which we captured through open coding for
emergent themes. The dimensions that were emergent during the interviews with business
leaders are summarized in Table 2, which presents material and relational dimensions (objective
dimension) of wellbeing as discrete, and the connection to culture (subjective dimension of
wellbeing) as a cross-cutting subtheme.
[Insert Table 2]
4.1. Material wellbeing, including connections to culture
Material wellbeing emerged strongly when business leaders responded to the question, “What do
you think are the socio-economic benefits and risks of bioenergy development for Indigenous
communities?” In response to this question, the participants talked about how bioenergy could
potentially improve the socio-economic situation of their communities, or Indigenous
communities in general, by creating opportunities for prosperity through employment. As an
example, a community shareholder from a forestry service provider (participant 02) related
economic prosperity to the quality of the planning that would potentially go into a bioenergy
development project. The participant specified that investments and work force are important
aspects of bioenergy development that would contribute to enhancing the community members’
ability to prosper, participate in environmental management, and have a healthier environment:

6

“The socioeconomics, if planned properly, and if investments are planned properly, you get
a work force that can actually go out and they’re learning, and they’re able to pay their
bills… They can actually start working together more to get out on the land and start
managing it. It’s just a healthier environment for them.”
However, the participant also had some reservations about how enhanced prosperity could a
double-edged sword for the wellbeing of people in the community, and described some of the
social problems that become either enhanced or more prevalent in communities with increased
incomes. The participant qualified their statement by saying that the work environment and
education could contribute to diminishing this negative potential outcome for wellbeing:
“[Greater prosperity would] enable a population to go out and keep their bad habits going,
so you get drinking and driving charges, drug related charges; you get abuse that stems
from it. So, you know, it’s how do you create a good work environment and teach
responsibility to the people that are actually out there working on behalf of your
community”
Infrastructure was also an emergent subtheme relating to material wellbeing. Participants
mainly talked about community infrastructure when asked, “Do you think biomass should be
developed on Indigenous lands?” Participants often related infrastructure to energy
independence, as well as the benefits of reducing energy costs by having their own bioenergy
operations. A director from an Indigenous renewable energy project (participant 06) related
energy dependence to energy costs and First Nations being able to access power during outages,
which would enable a community to restore their everyday operations and services, without
being fully dependent on power companies:
“Some bands are at the ends of lines, so during a power outage they are the last to get
fixed. They pay very high transmission costs. Sometimes exceeds the power costs.”
Several participants responded to a number of questions in the interview guide with
comments about land-based livelihoods practices, a topic at the cross-section of material
(objective) and cultural (subjective) wellbeing. A participant who is a natural resources company
owner (participant 04) conveyed their worldview when responding to the question about “the
socio-economic benefits and risks of bioenergy development.” For this participant, the materials
that could be used for bioenergy held value and meaning that were connected to traditional
livelihoods (food foraging) practices. The participant explained how colonization and land-based
policies have changed the ability to manage traditional foods through controlled burns:
“I have other uses for the biomass besides creating money and energy… One of our Elders
made this document. It’s called ‘Burning Mountain Sides’ and it goes like this: They burnt
the mountainside so they would get good crops there. They told others who went there to
do the same. Our only hills were like a garden, but now because of the white man really
watches us we don’t burn anything. We realize already it seems the things that we
had eaten before, our forefathers, have disappeared.”
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The participant’s response speaks to relational wellbeing as well as to material and
subjective wellbeing because it describes a change in relationship with the land - something that
will be discussed further in the next section. The participant’s (02) reflections also connected to
material, subjective and relational wellbeing in the context of land-based livelihood practices and
how Indigenous people’s happiness is often more associated with their ability to practice their
land-based cultural traditions.
“Some people don’t need an ‘economy’ around them. They’ve got land and see that as
their economy. They’re happy going out fishing and hunting and picking berries and
powwowing and making arts and crafts. Some communities are just happy doing that and
they need land to be able to do it.”
The sustainability of the environment also emerged as a subtheme relating to material
wellbeing, especially when asked “What do you think are the benefits and risk of bioenergy
development for the environment?” Several participants stated that bioenergy could contribute to
environmental sustainability in a broad sense (i.e., by reducing carbon emission and making use
of “waste wood”), but that there were issues that could arise at the community level with regards
to forests and the local environment. Some participants were not in favour or were reluctant to
develop bioenergy from forestry by-products; however, several participants stated that forestbased bioenergy would be acceptable and could maintain a healthy local environment. For
example, participant 06 talked about bioenergy development on Indigenous lands as being
acceptable as long as it was done in a responsible fashion:
“You’ve got to plan it out before you go out and do it. You can’t be like the movie
The Lorax where you’re chopping down all the forest to feed the power plants… If you do
it responsibly [planting trees], it will be okay.”
Furthermore, a director of a natural resources company (participant 08) related sustainable
bioenergy development to the ability of First Nations to prosper economically:
“One of the biggest walls that First Nations face is economic development within their own
land. If there’s an opportunity to do it in a sustainable manner, then we should try to
sustain it and grow it.”
4.2. Relational wellbeing, including connections to culture
As reported in the previous section on material wellbeing and connections to culture, ‘land-based
livelihoods practices’ were reflected on as being part of material, subjective and relational
wellbeing. Several participants spoke about bioenergy development as something that could
potentially negatively impact their relationship with the land. One business owner from a forestry
company (participant 09) drew an explicit connection between social wellbeing, the land and
harvesting practices for bioenergy development:
“A social downfall would be that we’re taking this much from the land.”
Relationships within the community also emerged as a subtheme under relational wellbeing.
Most participants spoke of intra-community relational dynamics in terms of leadership and how
8

it is necessary for bioenergy developments to have strong leadership and communication if they
are to benefit community and reflect community values. One energy company owner (participant
10) stressed the importance of leaders first acknowledging that they themselves need to develop
knowledge regarding the sector:
“Leadership is important in communicating with First Nations. The first thing the leader
would need to do is admit they don’t know what is going on.”
‘Relationships with proponents and industry’ was also a strongly emergent subtheme. This
data emerged especially when asked “What kinds of partnerships would be helpful in the
transition to bioenergy?” Most participants, at the very least, made some comments about how
they thought that industry partners should play a role in helping communities establish new
bioenergy enterprises - for community uses, as well as for export beyond the community.
Perspectives on relationships with proponents and industry in this sense were strongly connected
to thoughts about how partnerships should be evolved and how participation within a partnership
ought to take place. For example, participant 02 reflected on an on-going renewable energy
(hydro run of the river) project and talked about the importance of the attitudes that proponents
come forward with, how participation styles differed among as well as within communities, and
how having the right people within a partnership is important for developing a realistic business
plan. Accordingly:
“[The proponent] needs to do due diligence before partnering with a community and ask if
[the community] is ready for it… In their minds they’ve already assumed that because
we’re First Nations that we will fail… We all have different ideas about how we want to
participate. You need to have a clear investment plan. A lot of the time we don’t. We don’t
have the right people sitting at the table with us to talk about what it’s going to cost us up
front. We’ve got to realize that we have to pay debt off. We have to realize that you don’t
just actually get into the business and have dividends start flowing.”
Participant 08 also commented on relationships with industry proponents and the importance
of knowledge sharing towards building First Nations capacity and finding opportunities for
meaningful collaboration.
“There’s something to be said for professionals with knowledge traveling to Nations so
people can lean over a map in a boardroom table and say ‘Hey, this is what we’ve got’ and
the person with the knowledge can say ‘Hey, we have something that can fit.”
5. Discussion and conclusions
The push for bioenergy expansion on Indigenous lands in Canada, and the country’s standing as
a world energy leader, mean that Canadian companies and governments—including Indigenous
and settler—must take a leadership role in building the sustainable energy sector and
communities that will see development on their lands. Indigenous business leaders stand to play
a prominent role in new partnerships linked to forest-based bioenergy as they possess the
business and local knowledge that could help such initiatives. This paper used the social
wellbeing framework to explore wellbeing perspectives of Indigenous business leaders’ involved
in energy, forestry and other allied natural resource sectors, with an eye to better understanding

9

how different aspects of wellbeing can be accommodated. Below we outline some main points of
discussion.
Our findings on material wellbeing illustrate that relationships between different wellbeing
dimensions need to be considered for community-appropriate bioenergy development. It may not
be the case that employment opportunities alone provide automatic benefits and improvements
(Armitage et al. 2012; Zurba and Trimble 2014); social wellbeing considerations such as mental
health need to be considered as part of a larger development strategy to support new industries
and the Indigenous community members who will lead and support such initiatives (Sikka et al.
2013). New employment opportunities are essential, but especially those linked to broader goals
and needs outlined by the community in a wellbeing-informed business plan.
Furthermore, findings regarding new infrastructure and self-sufficiency confirm findings
from other studies (Berkes and Ross 2013; Sikka et al. 2013) that outline the importance of
infrastructure investment and development to local resilience. Rural, remote and northern
Indigenous communities often lack vital infrastructure to bridge physical (and cultural divides)
such as in energy, but also road, rail and air transportation, high-speed internet, health, and
education. In this way, it is acknowledged that new energy infrastructure could support
wellbeing improvements in areas beyond the obvious sectoral needs for energy. This is because
energy is central to the provision of other services and activities that are, in turn, also
crosscutting for youth and adult wellbeing, such as access to properly equipped housing, food
and water, education and services for seniors (Cook, 2005).
Participant perspectives on livelihood generation highlight that traditional practices and
economies may be impacted by bioenergy development in a way that could negatively impact
wellbeing. It must also be acknowledged that not all Indigenous people and communities will
value such opportunities in the same ways given their own livelihood choices and practices. New
“opportunities” may not be of benefit to everyone or be perceived by all to be valuable, and new
bioenergy projects could be perceived as negative if they do not accommodate non-market and
traditional practices and needs. Likewise, land stewardship for environmental sustainability is a
major consideration in decisions and practices related to on and off reserve natural resource
extraction and energy projects (Sikka et al. 2013). As pointed out by participants in this study,
the importance of and demand for economic development within communities makes new
energy projects attractive; however, such new developments cannot override environmental
stewardship roles and responsibilities. Local involvement in decision making and business
ownership can potnetially engrain Indigenous stewardship values into practices and enhance
links between human and environmental wellbeing.
Relational aspects of wellbeing, including intra-community relations and relationships with
the lands, will be critical for the development of energy partnerships that are meaningful to
Indigenous communities. Normative aspects of business partnership development are important
to maintaining relational wellbeing, that is, participants in this study point out that industry
community relationships should be made to help communities advance their local agendas as
well as produce energy for export, rather than be purely extractive. Findings show that
relationships with industry are valued, especially those that support the kinds of local and
technical knowledge exchanges needed to mount successful bioenergy partnerships. Participants
involved in this study recognized the importance of confirming the suitability of partners, or
matching communities with industry proponents according to mutual goals and views. Relational
wellbeing includes more than the ties between and among partners; it involves pairing the skills
and competencies of individuals in leadership teams that can help bring forward effective plans
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for energy development that support other relationships, such as intra-community and landfocussed relationships that are important to Indigenous peoples.
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Table 1. Participant demographic information
Participants: Indigenous business leaders involved in energy, forestry and other natural
resources (n = 18)
Gender

N

%

Male

13

72

Female

3

No response

2

N

%

British Columbia

7

39

17

Manitoba

1

0.5

11

Ontario

5

28

Newfoundland

1

0.5

Age range

Province residing

31-40

2

11

Nunavut

2

11

41-50

6

33

No response

1

0.5

51-60

5

28

60+

3

17

Energy

4

22

No response

2

11

Forestry

5

28

Energy and forestry

1

0.5

Identity

Sector

First Nations

8

44

Natural resources

7

39

Métis

2

11

No response

1

0.5

Inuit

3

17

Settler

1

0.5

Owner

8

44

Other

2

11

President / Director

3

17

No response

2

11

Shareholder

1

Manager

5

28

1

0.5

Highest level of education

Position in the company

High school or
graduate equivalency

3

17

No response

Trade school

3

17

Business location

College / Some
university

3

17

On-reserve

8

44

Undergraduate degree

2

11

Off-reserve

7

39

Graduate degree

5

28

Both on and offreserve

2

11

No response

2

11

No response

1

0.5

Table
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Table 2. Emergent subthemes and potential outcomes (both positive and negative) relating to
social wellbeing. Subjective wellbeing was distinguished as a crosscutting theme relating to
certain emergent subthemes under material and relational (objective forms of) wellbeing.
Dimension of
wellbeing

Emergent
subthemes

Potential outcome for wellbeing
+ve

-ve

Material
wellbeing
(objective)

Employment

Employment
opportunities as
leading to greater
prosperity within
the community

Employment and
new prosperity
leading to social
problems (e.g.,
drug abuse,
spousal abuse)

Reduced
marginalization
of culture in
decisionmaking
(indirectly
discussed)

Infrastructure

Bioenergy is a
good source of
energy for First
Nations
communities to
rely on and it could
bring other
infrastructure to
communities

None discussed

None discussed

Land-based
livelihood
practices

None discussed

Bioenergy
development can
affect access to
the traditional
livelihoods
practices, such as
harvesting of
traditional food
and medicines

Cultural
traditions
guiding
livelihood
practices

Environmental
sustainability

Bioenergy is a
carbon neutral
(more sustainable
fuel source)

Risk of
deforestation for
the sake of energy
production

Cultural
perspective on
sustainability

Relationship
with the land

None discussed

Taking too much
from the land

Cultural value
systems for the
relationship
with land

Relationships
within the
community

None discussed

Relationships
within the
community can be

None discussed

Relational
wellbeing
(objective)

Connection to
culture
(subjective
wellbeing)

complicated by
new resource
developments
Relationships
with proponents
and industry

Potential for
relationships with
industry to help
Indigenous
communities build
capacity for
bioenergy in their
communities

There is the
potential for
further
marginalization if
partnerships are
not developed in a
fashion that
benefits
Indigenous
communities

None discussed

