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OPEHIHG STATEMENT OF GEORGE SRADEN 

Mr. Chairman: 

The discussi ons which we are beginning today 
are of grea t his tor ical I mporta nce to a l l Cana di ans. 
lt was less than a year ago that Canada patriated 
I t s Cons t itution. The 17 th of Ap r i l , 1982 was a 
day of celebration In this country , but for the 
aborig i na l people , potria ti on of the Constit ution 
did not resol ve the burning Issues which t hey deem 
critical to their survival os proud and distinct 
peoples In the mosaic we ~noK as Cana da. Today 
for the first time, the aborigina l people, through 
t heir elected representatives, have been afforded 
an opportunity to meet with the First Ministers 
to add r ess t hese matters whic h are of such gr ave 
concern to them. 

This First Ministers' Confe rence Is also siqnlfl
cant in tha t it Is the I nitial oppo rtunity for 
the Govern~ents of the Yukon and the Northwest Terri
tories to partic i pate In the Constitutional process. 
For the first time. due recognition has heen ni ven 
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to appr ox i mate l y 70 ,000 re s i dents of this co un t ry by 
allowing them , t hro ugh their elec ted go vernment al 
representatives, to ta ke part tn a confe rence 
deali ng with constitutional matters which affect 
them as Cana d i ans. The Go vernment of the northwest 
Territo r ies Is p l eased to be ab l e to pa r t i ci pate 
In these ta l ks which are o f such fun damen t a l impo r tan c~ 
to the aboriqinal people of this country. lt would 
be my hope that this conference will mark the 
begi nn i ng o f a t re nd t ha t wll I see territorial 
parti ci pHion in all fut ure cons tltuilona l meeti ngs. 

Hr . Chairman, the Govern11ent of the fiorth\1tst 
Territor i es br i ~gs to t his Conference a unique 
perspect i ve . The ma jority of t he r esidents of t he 
Northwe s t Te r rito ri es a re abo r i ginal peopl e an d th is 
f act 1s r e flected In the composition of the 
Legislative As sembly. Because of its unique status, 
the Government of the Northwes t Territories Is able 
t o br i ng fo rwa r d a v i ewpoi n t di ffe ren t f rom t hat 

tt o f any other gove rn ment 1n Canada an d~h a s a s pe c i ~ l 
r esponsibility to see that the case of the abor i ginal 

' ~~~·· people of the north 1s put forward/ r feel that 
t he Government of the Nor t hwes t Territories will 
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be able t o grea t ly assis t In the reso l ution of 
these Important I ssues which the abor i gi nal 
delegates have brought to the t•ble for d i scussion . 

Mr. Chairman, we are t oday embarking on a ' 
t ask that Is of the upmost importance to the aboriginal 
peoples of Canada. As t he aborigina l peopl es of 
this country, t he Indi an. lnu1t and Hetis people . 
are en tit led to special rights over and above 
those enjoyed by other Canad ians. The Constituti on 
Act 1982 recognizes the special s tatus of our 
aboriginal people and establishes thi s first 
Ministers' Conference as the vehicle to I den tify 
and define aborigina l rights for inclusion In the 
Constitut i on. 

I recognize tha t the job before us is not an 
easy one. The aborigina l peop l e of Canada have 
long sought a resolu t ion of t he compl e • Issue of 
aborigina l rights. lt will requl re a great deal 
o f hard work bo t h at th is Conference and In t he 
future to adequ•tely address some of the more 
difficult I ssues. Sut I be li eve that il i s of 
fundamental i mportance tha t the de legates app roach 
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th i s conference with a sp1rl t of understanding and co-operat i on. It wou l d be •Y hope that du r i ng the course of the next two days , we will be ab l e t o accomModate dtver~ent viewpoint$ and reach a consensus on matters of substantial importance to aborig i nal peop l e . 

It is unli ke ly that the aborigina l l eaders 
will achieve all they had hoped t o accomplish In t hese two short days of talks. Time Is limited 
and the agenda 1s comprehensive. But this confe r ence should be viewed as a very posit i ve be ignn1ng toward the final re solut ion of t hese long standi ng grie 

vance s which have been a source of frustration to the abori~ina l people or this country since we l l before confederation. 

Mr. Chairman, I beli eve that we, as the elected l eade r s of the governments of t his country have a deep and abid1nq responsib i lity t o address t hese issues in a ~ean ingful way. The d i scussions wh ich we un dertake today wi ll have far reaching lcplica tlons for a l l of the peop l e of Canada. For centuries , 
the aboriginal people of this country have suffered 
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injustices; we have been given the opportunity 
t o seek to redress soee of those w~ongs. We have been entrusted with the obligation to work toward 
provid i ng a jus t and equitoble treatment of the 
righ ts of the aboriginal people and the entrenching of those rights in t he Constitution. Ne must be cognizant of this responsibility and work with 
aboriginal leaders to reach a consensus on some 
of these matters today and to l ay the foundation for a continuing dialogue In the future. 

lt Is someti~es said that the true worth of a 
country may be measured by the way In which lt 
treats its rolnorit i es. This Is especially true 
when the minorities are the country's aboriginal peoples . The degree to which we live up to the 
commlttment made to the aboriginal people in the Constitution Act 1982 will to a large extent reflect the moral fibre of t hi s nation. 

The aboriginal people have valid rights based on their usage of land fro• time i mmemori al and 
their aboriginal status. Past history has shown 
that in areas where treaties have been signed , 
aboriginal people often received i nadequa t e 
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conpensation for their land , and the rights wh i ch 
they acquired unde r those treaties have, fn many 
in stonces, been erroded and dimi nis hed by legis lat i on. To prov i de protec tion fo r aboriq inal rights, they 
must be clearly defined and entrenched In t he 
Constitution. Noral considerations demand that 
a liberal and genero us inte rpretat ion be given to 
these rights once t hey are given constitutiona l 
recognit i on. Canad~ans will only fee l ••onerated for the past treatment of the aborigi nal peoples 
when t he rfghts of the s e peopl e are recogn ized, 
respected and given the highest protec tion from 
further trespass. 

Mr. Cha i rman, much val uable work has already 
been done by our Ministers and o ffic i a ls In prepar
atory meetings with aboriginal leaders and I bel ieve that because of those efforts, all of us here tod•y 
have a c leare r Idea of the meaning of t he topics 
which the aboriginal peop l e have put forward. The 
convening o f this First Minis ters' Conference has 
created a trenendous publ i c awareness of the issue s 
tnvolved in the question of aboriginal rights. An 
agenda, jointly submitted by the three abor iginal groups has 
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been recoaaended to the First Ministers as the 
working docu~ent of this Conference. We must now 
seek to build upon the previous accomplishments 
of our Ministers and officials, with a view to 
leaving the Confe rence tomorrow afternoon with an 
accord to take back to our legisl atu res which 
accord will serve as the basis for a resolution to 
provide for constitutional amend~ents in the area 
of aboriginal rights~ 

If our Constitution is to be a model for emulation 
and regarded with esteem by Canadians , it must provide for an honourable and equitable treatment of 
aboriginal rights. To assist the native people 
to ~atnta ln their dignity, to increase their 
self-sufficiency and to enhance their rights as 
a collectivity means extending to them constitutional guarantees and protection. We must approach these 
talks with · fresh inslghts and an understanding 
of the goals and aspirations of the aboriginal 
people. 
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Mr . Cha irman , the Government of the Northwest 
Te r ritor ies l ooks forward to active ly participating 
In the discussions at this conference. I an sure 
tha t with a sp i rit of good will, mutual respect 
and the poli t ica l wi ll t o succeed, we can make 
su bstantial strides toward the reso lu tion of these 
major Issues which have been Identified by the 
aboriginal peop l e as _be ing so critical to them. 


