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I. Introduction 

A theme that appears repeatedly in the media and in academic articles – and can be seen 

in some government policies as well – is that First Nations reserves undermine Canada’s national 

security. According to these sources, reserves threaten Canada’s physical and economic well-

being. While the source of these threats is sometimes attributed to the action of individuals from 

a reserve, the reserves themselves are often blamed. This focus on the reserve is evident in the 

oft-repeated argument that discrepancies between the legal regime of the reserve and of the 

federal and provincial governments create pockets wherein criminality flourish. The focus on the 

reserve is also evident in government policy that specifically address security issues on reserves.  

There are at least two problems with the claim that First Nations reserves are a source of 

insecurity for Canada. First, the argument relies on a largely antiquated understanding of national 

security that diverts attention away from more credible threats to Canada’s security. 

Traditionally, national security has focused uniquely on protecting the state from military and 

economic threats. It is increasingly accepted, however, that the referent object of security is not 

just the state but the individuals within it as well. In other words, there is increasing acceptance 

of the idea that if the population of a state is not secure, neither is the state. The types of security 

that matter to individuals include economic, food, health, environmental, personal, community, 

and political security. 

Second, there is little empirical evidence that reserves threaten Canada’s physical or 

economic well-being. For instance, reports of reserve involvement in organized crime seem to be 

overstated, as are fears that reserves pose a military or economic threat to the state. In contrast, 
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when the security of individuals is examined, it is universally agreed that the populations on First 

Nations reserves are less secure than Canadians in general. 

In sum, I argue that painting First Nations reserves as a threat to the traditional 

understanding of national security is a red herring: such thinking detracts from more pressing 

security issues. Instead, human security – a conception of security wherein the referent is the 

individual – should be the issue of greatest concern when examining the relationship between 

First Nations reserves and security. And herein lies the importance of this study: it highlights that 

Canada is likely undermining its security (1) by misallocating resources to fight a national 

security threat that does not exist and (2) by failing to address a security issue that does exist. In 

support of this argument, this paper presents a review of the literature on reserves and security.  

Below, section II explores the concepts of national security and human security. Section 

III explores the purported and actual links between First Nations reserves and Canada’s national 

security. Section IV looks at the relationship between human security and First Nations reserves. 

Section V discusses the implications of the finding in sections III and IV for Canada. Finally, 

section VI concludes with a summary and suggestions for future actions. 

 

II. Security: The State and its People 

National security has traditionally referred to protecting the territorial integrity of the state 

from economic and military threat. Embedded in that proposition is the belief that a secure state 

ensures the security of the population within its borders. Certain events in the twentieth century, 

however, have led many academics and policy-makers to challenge that conception of national 

security. In general, there has been a broadening of factors that are believed to constitute a threat 

to national security. Additionally, there has been a push to not just broaden our understanding of 

national security but to redefine the concept: to change the focus from providing security for the 
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state which then provides security for the people to ensuring the security of the people who then 

ensure the security of the state. The latter formulation is at the heart of the concept of human 

security. Below, I explore the traditional conception of national security, how this conception has 

been broadened over time, and how it has been redefined. Additionally, I examine Canada’s 

understanding of the concept.  

Taking the twentieth century as our starting point, the concept of national security has 

always had the protection of the state from military threat as its core tenet (Buzan 1997, Romm 

1993, Kelly 2002, Ullman 1983). In practice, focusing on the state as the referent of security and 

warfare as its most likely threat was evident in the policy choices made during the Cold War 

(Buzan 1997, Romm 1993, MacFarlane and Khong 2006, Ullman 1983). In particular, Buzan 

(1997) notes that while the United States initially viewed the Soviet Union as an ideological, 

social, economic, and military threat, “…this initially wide conceptualization of security quickly 

narrowed down to a largely military focus under the pressure of a nuclear arms race marked by 

rapid, sustained, and strategically important improvements in technology” (6). Additionally, 

theories regarding national security during this period focused myopically on military threats to 

the state. Realists argued that the key actors in world politics were sovereign states that acted 

rationally to protect their territory and improve their relative power in an international system that 

lacked a legitimate governmental authority to regulate conflicts or enforce agreements (Levy 

1998).  

Romm (1993), however, is quick to note that, while military security has always been a 

most-conspicuous element of U.S. national security, it has always incorporated a non-military 

element as well. For instance, threats arising from global economic interdependence appeared on 

the U.S. security agenda as early as the 1930s (Romm 1993) and in the 1980s, the U.S. declared a 
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“war on drugs.” To this day, drug trafficking is still viewed as a threat to national security 

(Romm 1993; Kelly 2002; Brown 1992; Andreas and Price 2001).  

Issues that came to light during the Cold War and shortly thereafter, however, also 

encouraged some to endorse a broadening of the concept. Such issues include, but are not limited 

to, state vulnerabilities to resource scarcities such as oil, environmental degradation, uncontrolled 

population movements, and transnational organized crime. According to Ullman (1983), it is 

necessary to broaden the definition of national security since failing to do so ultimately leaves a 

state underprepared to face threats that may be even more dangerous to state security than war, a 

threat that began to seem less and less likely with the waning of the Cold War.  

Events that took place during this same period, however, also led to an even more 

profound questioning of the concept of national security. In particular, the ability of the state to 

ensure the security of its citizens came under fire, literally and figuratively: the all-too-frequent 

episodes of warfare that took an enormous toll on non-combatants throughout the twentieth 

century created the impression that states were no longer willing or able to protect their citizens 

from physical harm.  

The argument that the appropriate referent of security is the individual and not the state 

gained momentum following the end of the Cold War. According to MacFarlane and Khong 

(2006), “if the exigencies of the Cold War stacked the deck in favor of the state, as opposed to 

individuals, and emphasized military security instead of the other dimensions of security, its 

sudden demise in 1989 unleashed forces that seemed to confirm the arguments of those who 

urged switching the referent of security away from the state to human beings and extending 

security’s domain to include societal upheaval brought about by internal war, economic privation, 

famine, ecological devastation, and refugees” (133). The idea that the individual was the 

appropriate referent of security was captured in the concept of human security: a notion that 
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branded itself as a challenge to the state-centric conception of national security (MacFarlane and 

Khong 2006; UNDP 1994; MacLean 2009) 

Human security, in general, is poorly defined (MacFarlane and Khong 2006, Paris 2001-

02, Amouyel 2006, King and Murray 2001-02). However, it is largely agreed upon that it (1) 

prioritizes the individual as the referent of security and (2) is a concept where security and human 

development concerns meet (Hampson et al 2002; UNDP 1994, King and Murray 2001-02). The 

human security paradigm, therefore, recognizes a long list of threats to the individual including 

threats to one’s physical survival, one’s welfare, and/or one’s identity (MacFarlane and Khong 

2006). More specifically, the UNDP (1994) argues that human security encompasses several 

more discrete security issues including economic, food, health, environmental, personal, 

community, and political security. 

In practice, however, although human security was much talked about in the 1990s, it has 

never displaced the expanded understanding of national security (Amouyel 2006; Paris 2001-02; 

MacFarlane and Khong 2006). Instead, concerns for human security have been added to the list 

of national security concerns. As it stands presently, the state is still the primary referent of 

security. Some states, however, do recognize the importance of ensuring the security of 

individuals as well. This new focus on the individual is clearly evident in the increasing 

willingness of states to intervene militarily in order to mitigate humanitarian crises: the goal of 

which is to enhance the security of individuals under threat.   

Canada, for instance, recognizes both the state and the individual as referents of security. 

In its first and only comprehensive national security strategy, Canada lists the threats it is focused 

on addressing (Privy Council Office 2004). These threats – terrorism, proliferation of weapons of 

mass destruction, failed and failing states, foreign espionage, natural disasters, critical 

infrastructure vulnerability, organized crime, and pandemics – can reasonably be viewed as 
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reflecting concerns that fit within the extended national security framework. For instance, the 

threat of natural disasters speaks directly to the threat of environmental degradation; terrorism, 

the proliferation of weapons of mass destructions, and failed or failing states speaks to classic 

military concerns; foreign espionage and critical infrastructure vulnerability speak to economic 

concerns; and the threat posed by organized crime, well, speaks to the threat posed by organized 

crime.  

Canada, however, is also committed to promoting human security, both domestically and 

abroad. On the home front, Canada’s national security strategy notes that “there can be no greater 

role, no more important obligation for a government, than the protection of its citizens” (Privy 

Council Office 2004, vii). In other words, Canada recognizes the value of the individual as a 

referent of security. Additionally, in foreign affairs, Canada has pursued the promotion of human 

security in name and in deed. Between 1996 and 2000, the promotion of human security was 

explicitly incorporated into Canada’s foreign policy (Bernard 2006; MacLean 2009). 

Furthermore, it was evident in Canada’s notable involvement in the establishment of the 

International Criminal Court; the drafting of the Anti-Land Mine Convention and, also, the 

Optional Protocol on Involvement of Children in Armed Conflicts; and in Canadian involvement 

in humanitarian efforts in the Balkans, Haiti, and East Timor (Bernard 2006). Subsequent 

governments have since moved away from explicitly using the term, “but in practice, human 

security remained” (MacLean 2009, 65).  

 

III. First Nations Reserves and National Security 

There is a general sentiment evident in the media, the academic literature, and in 

government actions and publications that First Nations reserves threaten Canada’s national 

security. In particular, the argument has been made that reserves pose a military and economic 
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threat to Canada. It has also been repeatedly argued that reserves are a haven for criminal 

activities that affect the rest of Canadian society. In all three cases, however, there is a lack of 

empirical support for these conclusions. These arguments and their relationship to Canadian 

national security are explored below. 

 

Reserves as a military threat 

The sentiment that First Nations reserves pose a military threat to Canada is evident in 

federal policies and in popular sentiment. The relationship between Canada and First Nations 

reserves has always centered on the issue of security. The establishment of what was later to 

become the reserve system by the Royal Proclamation of 1763 was meant to protect “Indians” 

and “Lands of the Indians.” Presently, however, the federal government, at times, treats reserves 

as the home to hostile forces. Although this point of view is never made explicitly, I argue that it 

can be inferred from the numerous federal initiatives that seem to identify reserves as physical 

threats to the state. For instance, the First Nations Organized Crime Initiative – an initiative 

meant to assist First Nations Police Services fight organized crime in and around their reserves – 

is funded by the Public Service and Anti-terrorism Initiative, an initiative meant to combat and 

prevent terrorism within Canada, to support international initiatives, and to protect infrastructure 

(Public Works and Government Services Canada 2006; Office of the Auditor General of Canada 

2014). Similarly, Proulx (2014) reports that the leaked Department of National Security and 

Defence (2005) Draft Counterinsurgency Manual identifies radical Native American 

organizations, such as the Mohawk Warrior Society, as insurgents in pursuit of greater political 

control over their reserves. And, most notably, the Canadian Forces (CF) were called in to assist 

federal and provincial police manage confrontations with First Nations at Akwesasne and at Oka 
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in 1990 (Swain 2010; Winegard 2009; King 2012), the latter of which involved the deployment 

of 2,500 members of the CF, along with jets, tanks, and armored personnel carriers (King 2012). 

Additionally, the promotion of the stereotype of the First Nations “warrior” by the media 

has gone a long way towards reinforcing this perception of reserves as security threats (Royal 

Commission on Aboriginal Peoples 1996, Harding 2005). This characterization gained 

considerable momentum as a result of the biased reporting of the Oka crisis in 1990: the Royal 

Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (1996) and Harding (2005) found that the media played up 

the confrontation between Mohawks and the Sûreté du Québec (SQ), the Royal Canadian 

Mounted Police (RCMP), and the CF and largely neglected to give as much attention to the 

socio-political factors that led to the barricades on the reserve. Further refining the point, Roth, 

Nelson, and David (1995) found that the media was keen to adopt “the government discourse” of 

Mohawk “thuggery and terrorism” (77). Henry and Tator (2002) found that the media covered the 

Burnt Church crisis in much the same way.  

Empirical evidence that reserves pose a military threat to Canada, however, is difficult to 

find. While it is undeniable that First Nations members and reserves played a role in armed 

confrontations with either federal or provincial security forces on multiple occasions,1 the 

violence was always limited. In other words, I believe that there were too few First Nations 

members involved in these confrontations to warrant the generalization that all First Nations 

reserves deserve to be labeled as military threats.2 For instance, only 63 First Nations members 

were at the heart of the Oka crisis (the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples 1996). 

                                                
1 Oka is not the only time that First Nations have gotten into violent, newsworthy confrontations with either 
provincial and/or federal security forces. Other instances include confrontations at Gustafsen Lake (1995), Ipperwash 
(1995), Burnt Church (1999), Caledonia (2006), and Akwesasne (1990).  
2 The only confrontation that involved a significant number of First Nations members would be the confrontation 
between several hundred Mohawks and federal and provincial forces in and around the Akwesasne reserve in 1990 
(Swain 2010). However, even given the large number of First Nations members involved, this was but one 
confrontation. It is difficult to convincingly argue that one incident reflects the likely behaviors and preferences of all 
First Nations members on all reserves.  
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Similarly, Ipperwash involved 35 First Nations members (King 2012) and Gustafsen Lake 

resulted in charges against 14 First Nations members (Swain 2010). Given the limited nature of 

these confrontations, it is only fair to speculate that the threat that reserves pose to Canada is 

overstated. Additionally, there has been strong opposition to these armed confrontations by many 

of the First Nations members on the reserves at the heart of the violence and from those outside 

of those reserves as well (Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples 1996; Swain 2010). 

 

Reserves as a haven for organized crime 

It has also been argued that reserves are havens for organized crime, another national 

security concern for Canada. The most often repeated argument concerning the link between 

reserves and organized crime is as follows: law enforcement is relatively ineffective on reserves 

and, therefore, the prohibition on criminality is lower on reserves than elsewhere (Daudelin, 

Soiffer, and Willows 2013; Dickson-Gilmore and Whitehead 2002; Jamieson 1999; Thompson 

2003; Public Safety Canada 2012). Presently, the responsibility for providing on-reserve police 

services is shared between the federal, provincial, and First Nations governments (Office of the 

Auditor General of Canada 2014). Unfortunately, the role that each government is to play in the 

process is unclear. This confusion has led to the lack of effective law enforcement on many 

reserves (Office of the Auditor General of Canada 2014). The lack of effective law enforcement 

lowers the likelihood that a criminal will suffer any official sanctions for his/her misdeed. In 

other words, the ability of the police to deter crime on a reserve is weaker than in other 

jurisdictions; reserves, therefore, present an environment that is more permissive to organized 

crime.  

The role of perceived policing inefficiencies in failing to curb organized crime on the 

Akwesasne reserve has generated significant attention from the media, academia, and 
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government. The Akwesasne/St.Regis reserve straddles international (Canada-U.S.) and 

provincial (Ontario-Québec) borders. The policing regime for this reserve, therefore, is the 

responsibility of multiple organizations with imperfectly overlapping jurisdictional reach: on the 

Canadian side alone, the organizations directly responsible for policing include the RCMP, the 

Ontario Provincial Police (OPP), the SQ, and the Akwesasne Mohawk Police Service. Despite 

the numerous police forces operating in and around the reserve, it has been repeatedly noted that 

Akwesasne is a hotbed of smuggling and the home to organized crime, including, but not limited 

to, aboriginal organized crime groups. The smuggling of tobacco, guns, drugs, and immigrants 

between Canada and the U.S. has been well documented.3  

While it is undeniable that tobacco, guns, drugs, and immigrants have been smuggled 

over the border, through Akwesasne, the amount is relatively small and there is little evidence 

that the smuggling involves organized crime. It is questionable, therefore, whether the focus on 

Akwesasne as a national security threat is warranted. Daudelin, Soiffer, and Willows (2013), for 

instance, find that the geography of the area makes high volume trade unlikely. Additionally, 

they find that the various law enforcement groups operating in and around the reserve coordinate 

effectively and that “…tobacco aside, the region is not a major entry point for illegal goods 

coming into Canada” (18). Furthermore, legal records provide little evidence that that smuggling 

is related in anyway to organized crime on the reserve (Daudelin, Soiffer, and Willows 2013). In 

support of this last point, Dickson-Gilmore and Whitehead (2002) conclude that organized crime 

is “an aberration in aboriginal offending patterns” (16) and Goff finds that aboriginal gangs, in 

the estimation of urban police force members, are not all that “organized.”4 

 

                                                
3 This assessment is based on an analysis of Canada Border Service Agency seizures reports, 2006 to 2010. 
4 Goff (2005) notes that aboriginal gangs, in the estimation of urban police force members are not “organized,” at 
least when compared to outlaw motorcycle gangs. 
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Reserves as a threat to Canada’s economy 

In addition to being viewed as posing a military threat to the state and being a sanctuary 

to organized crime, the sentiment has repeatedly appeared in the media that First Nations reserves 

pose a threat to Canada’s economy. Protecting Canada’s economic well-being is a national 

security goal therefore anything that reserves do to undermine this well-being poses a threat to 

Canada’s national security.  

When First Nations reserves are being discussed in the media, it is frequently noted that 

blockades, occupations, and boycotts that originate on reserve lands or involve reserve residents 

lead to revenue losses for large industry and, also, small businesses. For instance, a review of 

Maclean’s articles, from January 1991 to the present, reveals that, out of the 63 articles that 

discussed First Nations reserves, 10 discussed possible threats that reserves pose to the economic 

well-being of the general population. The only other themes that appeared more often were (1) 

criminal activities and (2) poverty on reserves. Both themes appeared 18 times each.  

The sentiment that reserves pose an economic threat, however, does not seem to be as 

prevalent as the claims that reserves pose a military threat and/or that they facilitate criminality. 

There is no indication that the government has identified reserves as a threat to Canada’s 

economic well-being. Similarly, the economic threat of reserves is not discussed in the academic 

literature either.  

 

IV. First Nations Reserves and Human Security  

In contrast to concerns focusing on national security and First Nations reserves, relatively 

little attention has been paid to examining the relationship between human security issues and 
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reserves.5 The literature that does exist, however, suggests that the populations on reserves are 

less secure than Canadians in general. This same literature also demonstrates that First Nations 

members on reserves are less secure than First Nations members living off-reserve, a finding that 

suggests that the security problem may be a function of the reserve itself. 

Human security is a relatively broad and holistic conception of security (UNDP 1994): it 

recognizes virtually an unending number of threats and this recognition makes the concept 

difficult to define and even more difficult to measure (MacFarlane and Khong 2006, Paris 2001-

02, Amouyel 2006, King and Murray 2001-02). For instance, the UNDP (1994) – in the most 

authoritative description of the concept to date – does not provide a concise definition of human 

security. It does, however, identify the components that should be included in one: the UNDP 

(1994) notes that human security is an issue in both rich and poor states; that the concept is 

people-centered; and that it encompasses several types of security including economic, food, 

health, environmental, personal, community, and political security. The UNDP, however, does 

not identify where the dividing line between security and insecurity lies.  

Given the authoritative nature of the UNDP’s understanding of human security and that it 

is unclear where the dividing line between security and insecurity lies, this paper will examine 

the economic, food, health, environmental, personal, community, and political security of First 

Nations reserves relative to the rest of the Canadian population. For the purpose of this paper, 

insecurity will be defined as any measure below the national average.  

There has been a considerable amount written about the economic well-being of those on 

First Nations reserves relative to those who are not. Without exception, it has been found that 

First Nations members on-reserve have lower incomes, have lower earnings, and are more likely 

                                                
5 In contrast, there is considerable information on the relationship between First Nations members, in general, and 
issues that fall within the field of human security. 
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to be unemployed or underemployed relative to Canadians in general: in other words, reserves 

present an area that is economically insecure relative to the rest of Canada. According to the 

UNDP (1994), “economic security requires an assured basic income – usually from productive 

and remunerative work, or in the last resort form some publicly financed safety net” (25). Based 

on that description, reasonable measures of economic security, therefore, include income, overall 

earnings, and unemployment rates.  

Across all of those measures, the statistics for First Nations reserves fall below the 

national average and below the average for First Nations members living off-reserve. For 

instance, Pendakur and Pendakur (2011) find that both First Nations men and women have lower 

incomes and earnings than British origin men and women, a proxy for men and women from the 

Canadian majority (see table 1).6 Men on First Nations reserves earned 53 percent less than 

British origin men in 1996, 50 percent less in 2001, and 48 percent less in 2006. On-reserve First 

Nations women had lower incomes and earnings than British origin women as well, although the 

numbers aren’t as shocking: the greatest discrepancy was earnings in 2001 (23 percent) and the 

smallest discrepancy was in income in 1996 (2 percent). Table 1 also demonstrates that First 

Nations men off-reserve earned 35 percent less than British origin men and in 1996, 32 percent 

less in 2001, and 23 percent less in 2006. Although off-reserve First Nations men earn less than 

their British-ancestry counterparts, the discrepancy is not as large as the ones between on-reserve 

men and British origin men. This same pattern applies for income as well. In addition, Sharp and 

Lapointe (2011) find that, compared to non-Aboriginals, First Nations members on reserves had a 

higher unemployment rate (24 percent versus 6.3 percent).7 

                                                
6 Lamb (2013) reports similar findings concerning income disparities. 
7 These numbers are based on the 2006 federal census.  
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There is also reason to believe that those living on First Nations reserves do not enjoy the 

same level of health security as Canadians living off-reserves, whether they be First Nations 

member or not. For instance, the Royal Commission on Aboriginal People (1996) find that those 

living on reserves have a lower life expectancy than Canadians in general: whereas men and 

women off reserves have an estimated life expectancy of 74.6 years and 80.9 years, respectively, 

men on reserves have a life expectancy of 62 years and women on reserves have a life expectancy 

of 69.6 years. Additionally, those on reserves are more likely to be coping with a mobility, 

hearing, seeing, or speaking disability relative to Canadians in general (Royal Commission on 

Aboriginal People 1996).8 Also, on reserves, the age standardized prevalence rate for diabetes is 

three to five times higher than for Canadians in general and the tuberculosis rate was 8 times the 

national average in 1997 (Probert and Poirier 2003). Furthermore, looking beyond physical 

measures of health, Kielland and Simeone (2014) report that “the 2008–2010 First Nations 

Regional Health Survey (RHS) found that approximately half of on-reserve First Nations people 

experience moderate to high levels of psychological distress, a term used to measure an 

individual’s level of anxiety and depression. Comparatively, one third of the general population 

experiences similar levels of psychological distress” (3). In contrast, First Nations members off-

reserve have better vital statistics than those on-reserve but worse than Canadians in general: the 

same pattern observed for economic security (Royal Commission on Aboriginal People 1996). 

	   	  
1996	   2001	   2006	  

	   	  
On-‐Reserve	   Off-‐Reserve	   On-‐Reserve	   Off-‐Reserve	   On-‐Reserve	   Off-‐Reserve	  

Income	  
Men	   43%	   27%	   45%	   29%	   56%	   23%	  

Women	   2%	   4%	   9%	   15%	   9%	   10%	  

Earnings	  
Men	   53%	   35%	   50%	   32%	   48%	   23%	  

Women	   14%	   10%	   23%	   25%	   9%	   12%	  
Table 1.Proportionate differences in earnings between First Nations men and women compared to British-origin men 
and women. Source: Pendakur and Pendakur 2011. 

                                                
8 In contrast those on reserves are less likely to be dealing with agility disabilities and are equally likely to be dealing 
with “other” disabilities (Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples 1996) 
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Similarly, it is likely that those living on reserves have less personal security than 

Canadians not living on reserves. The UNDP (1994) notes that personal security implies 

“security from physical violence” (30). According to Brzozowski, Taylor-Butts, and Johnson 

(2006) the rate of violent crime was much higher on-reserve than off: “compared to the rest of 

Canada, on-reserve rates were eight times higher for assaults, seven times higher for sexual 

assaults and six times higher for homicides” (10). However, it is unclear how the First Nations 

population on-reserve compares to the First Nations population off-reserve since those statistics 

were not reported.  

Not all the types of security that are incorporated into the idea of human security, 

however, are easily compared across populations and, therefore, it is not possible to speak to the 

relative community and political security of different groups. Community security and political 

security are difficult to define, let alone measure. According to the UNDP (1994), community 

security refers to the vulnerability of certain groups and political security refers to the state’s 

respect for human rights. Given that it is unclear what “vulnerability” implies, at present, I am 

unable to determine whether or not First Nations members on reserves are more vulnerable than 

Canadians in general or First Nations members living off-reserve.  

In contrast, there are many measures of human rights available since the concept of 

human rights is much better defined than “the vulnerability of certain groups” (UNDP 1994, 32). 

Unfortunately, the quantitative measures that would be the most useful for this study do not 

provide data on sub-state units such as reserves or even regions. In other words, the quantitative 

data on Canada provided by human rights databases – such as the Cingranelli and Richards 

(CIRI) Human Rights Data Project and the Political Terror Scale – cannot help us determine if 

the population on reserves are more insecure than the population living off of reserves.  
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Unfortunately, food security is another measure on which I am unable to compare the on-

reserve population to the off-reserve population. In contrast to community and population 

security, however, where the lack of measures and data appropriate for comparison were missing, 

appropriate quantitative measures for food security exist, but no studies comparing the security of 

on-reserve and off-reserve populations – whether to Canadians in general or First Nations 

members only – have yet been done. 

In summary, it seems that those living on reserves enjoy less economic, health, and 

personal security that either Canadians in general or First Nations members living off-reserve. 

Even though I am presently unable to determine if a similar disparity exists for environmental, 

food, political, and community security, I nonetheless argue that human insecurity is a concern 

on reserves since there is considerable evidence that it is an issue and no evidence to indicate that 

it isn’t. 

 

IV. Implications 

In summary, it seems that there is little evidence that First Nations reserves pose a threat 

to Canada’s national security: they do not seem to pose a credible military or economic threat, 

nor are they a haven for organized crime. In contrast, there is significant evidence suggesting that 

reserves affect the human security of those living within its borders: at a minimum, those living 

on reserves do not enjoy the same level of economic, health, or personal security as Canadians 

living off reserves. There are at least two noteworthy reasons why Canada and Canadian policy-

makers should care about these findings: (1) the misallocation of resources towards non-existent 

security threats may ultimately undermine Canada’s security more than enhance it and  (2) not 

addressing a credible security threat undermines Canada’s security and its international 

reputation. 
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First, Canada should pay attention to these results since basing policies on the erroneous 

belief that reserves pose a threat to national security can only result in the mismanagement of 

resources. Canada, like all states, has a finite supply of funds and expertise that it can throw at a 

security threat. Consequently, the resources spent on a non-existent security threat are resources 

that cannot be spent elsewhere, therefore, not only would investing in a non-existent threat be 

wasteful, but it could also increase Canada’s insecurity by leading to the underinvestment in 

more credible threats. 

Unfortunately, presently, it seems like the Canadian government does recognize First 

Nations reserves as posing a threat to national security. It is funding policing initiatives on 

reserves with money from an initiative meant to address terrorist threats, the Draft 

Counterinsurgency Manual issued by the Department of National Security and Defence (2005) 

identifies radical Native American organizations as insurgents. And, a disproportionate show of 

force has been employed to address limited violence in or around First Nations reserves. It 

remains unclear, however, how high this issues is prioritized on the federal agenda and which, if 

any, other programs/initiatives were cut or underfunded due to the presence of reserves on the 

national security agenda.  

Second, Canada would be wise to recognize that human insecurity on First Nations 

reserves is an issue that must be addressed. Failing to address this security issue is problematic in 

many ways, the most obvious of which is that it undermines Canada’s stated security goals. 

Human security has been a national security goal since Lloyd Axworthy was Foreign Minister, 

1996-2000 (MacLean 2009). Although Axworthy’s goal was to incorporate concern for human 

security into Canada’s foreign policy, the blurring of the lines between domestic and foreign 

security concerns and between military and policing issues made it almost inevitable that the idea 

would come to apply to domestic security concerns as well (Liotta 2002; Andreas and Price 
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2001; Mathews 1989; Andreas 2003; Popescu 2012). The 2004 national security policy suggests 

that this has indeed happened. The document seems to recognize that individual Canadians have 

become an important referent of security.9 In sum, it seems that Canada is, in principle, interested 

in promoting human security both outside and inside of its borders. Unfortunately, by failing to 

recognize and address human insecurities on First Nations reserves, Canada is failing to meet the 

latter goal. 

Another way that failing to address human insecurity issues on First Nations reserves may 

be problematic for Canada is that it may damage our reputation as a “good global citizen.” As a 

middle power state, Canada has worked to influence international affairs by using soft power to 

promote normative goals, such as respect for human security (Bernard 2006). The moral authority 

behind these efforts, however, is likely diminished when the state fails to address human security 

issues at home. Tarnished authority could mean a loss of influence in international affairs. More 

likely, however, Canada’s continued apathy towards domestic human security issues in effect 

invites non-governmental organizations, intergovernmental organizations, and states to pass 

judgment on Canada’s internal affairs. Such ‘shaming’ could amount to nothing or it could affect 

policy choices. In other words, it is possible that continuing to ignore human security within 

Canada will lead to actors outside of Parliament having some degree of influence over its policy 

choices. 

Unfortunately, many of the (in)actions of the federal government suggest that insecurities 

on reserves is not being accorded sufficient attention. First, the data concerning human security 

                                                
9 The document states that “a core responsibility of the Government of Canada is to provide for the security of 
Canadians. The right to life, liberty, and security of the person is enshrined in our Charter of Rights and Freedoms” 
(Privy Council Office 2004, 1). 
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on reserves is deficient. Valuable data – such as information on food security and vital statistics10 

– are not being recorded for all reserves. The lack of such important data makes it difficult to 

identify and appropriately address issues. Second, to date, there is no evidence that the 

government recognizes that human security deficiencies should be addressed holistically. There 

is considerable evidence that the security issues that comprise human security are causally related 

to one another. For instance, better health outcomes are linked to access to better diets and 

potable water, suggesting that health security, food, and environmental security are 

interdependent. Although it is presently unclear how all of the different types of security that 

contributes to human security are linked,11 the observation, at minimum, suggests that 

approaching each security concern without considering the impact on the others in inappropriate, 

if not detrimental. And, at the extreme, these interdependencies suggest that a broad, holistic plan 

for addressing insecurities would be the most effective and efficient. 

 

VI. Conclusion and Recommendations 

In summary, counter to popular and professional opinion, Canada’s First Nations reserves 

are not a threat to Canada’s national security. In contrast, the individuals living on reserves are 

subjected to a greater degree of economic, health, and personal insecurity than either Canadians 

in general or First Nations members living off-reserve. Given that Canada does recognize 

individuals as an appropriate referent of security, it is fair to state that reserves do affect Canadian 

security concerns, but within the domain of human as opposed to national security. 

                                                
10 Health Canada, “First Nations Comparable Health Indicators.” Accessed 09 September 2014. Available at: 
http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/fniah-spnia/diseases-maladies/2005-01_health-sante_indicat-eng.php; Health Canada, “A 
Statistical Profile on the Health of First Nations in Canada Vital Statistics for Atlantic and Western Canada, 
2001/2002.” Ottawa: Health Canada, 2008. 
11 Some outstanding questions include: are all the different types linked to one another; are they bidirectionally 
linked; are they unidirectionally linked; is the correlation between linked pairs always positive; and does the 
correlation apply equally to improvements as to declines? 
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Unfortunately, Canada has largely failed to recognize and address human insecurities on reserves 

and such a failure may further undermine Canada’s security (1) by overinvesting in non-existent 

threats and underinvesting in credible threats to the security of Canadians and (2) by undermining 

Canada’s moral authority and influence in international relations. 

The most fundamental recommendation that flows from these findings is that Canada 

needs to invest in human security at home and not just focus on promoting human security 

abroad. As an academic, I suggest that important steps in addressing human insecurity on 

reserves is (1) to better understand the degree of human insecurity on reserves and (2) to figure 

out why insecurity is so acute on reserves relative to the rest of Canada. First, better data on 

human security is necessary for both reserves and for Canada as a whole. With better data, it will 

be possible to better identify and define any actual or potential issue. Additionally, better data 

could be used to help assess the impact of interventions meant to improve human security.  

Second, it is necessary to explore why reserves are less secure than the rest of Canada. In 

general, the Indian Act is blamed for the hardships and insecurity on reserves. While this answer 

may not be wrong, it does not provide a comprehensive explanation of the relationship. For 

instance, this explanation does not explain why some reserves do better than others. Also, 

blaming the security situation on reserves on the Indian Act leads to an over-simplistic (and 

untested) conclusion that repealing the act would fix the issues. In contrast, a better 

understanding of the relationship between reserves and human security would help design more 

effective solutions. Testing alternative explanations is needed. 

These recommendations, however, are confined to actions that are within my areas of 

competency as an academic. As an individual, however, my recommendation is that waiting for 

further research to be completed before any action is taken is unconscionable. Although it is 

important to know more about the relationship between reserves and human security, data 
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gathering and analysis – no matter how well meaning – is no reason to delay in addressing 

insecurities.  
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