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Listen to Tanis Fiss

arlier this week, Paul Mar-
tin and most of his Cabinet
met with 70 aboriginal
leaders at an Ottawa sum-
‘'mit that he suggested would
mark a “brighter, healthier and more
prosperous future” for natives. But
anyone looking for serious solutions to
the disastrous conditions that plague
Indian reserves would have had to look

lapidated.

The CTF’s proposal to give deeded
ownership to individual aboriginals
thus makes good sense. So too, does the
abolition of the tax exemption for na-
tives who live and work on reserves,
which Ms. Fiss has rightly identified as
a “perverse incentive” to stay in com-
munities that are not economically sus-

tainable.

Andy Mitehell, the Indian Affairs
Minister, has already dismissed the
CTF's proposal on the basis that it over-
looks the “basic tenet of aboriginal life”
that property is held by a community
rather than by individuals. But this is an
unpersuasive response. Under the Sovi-
et system, remember, communal own-
ership was very much a “basic element
of Russian life” But it was abolished be-
cause it was a system of ownership that
people realized had led them to abject
poverty. Yes, it is true that pre-contact
Indian tribes did not recognize private

property rights in the same way as the
‘Western societies that conquered them.
But does that mean we must doom
them forever, freezing their economic
system to conform to an anthropologi-
calst

It is hard to be optimistic that any
significant reform will come out of
Mr. Martin’s native confab. Recall
that Mr. Mitchell's predecessor,
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tions,” a restructuring of the Indian Af-
fairs department, the creation of a new
secretariat to address Inuit issues, and
an opportunity for native leaders to
rank the government’s performance
through an “Aboriginal Report Card.”
These measures no doubt reflect a well-
intentioned effort on Mr. Martin’s part
to give aboriginals more say over how
Ottawa makes policy and directs fund-
ing. But they will do little to address the
basic problem Ms, Fiss has identified:
the communal structure of the reserve |

system.

1f Mr. Martin is to make good on his
promise to break the “cycle of poverty,
indignity and injustice” that afflicts
aboriginal communities, Mr. Martin
must press forward with real reforms -
even if this means offending the “Indian
industry” In this regard, the bold ideas
advanced by Ms. Fiss are an excellent
place to start.




