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IIn Canada, Indigenous-led charities are 
vital to many communities, including 
where I live in Winnipeg, Manitoba. 
These organizations deliver culturally 
appropriate services that holistically 
support Indigenous families. In turn, 
Indigenous people feel a sense of 
belonging and develop the resiliency 
needed to work toward undoing the 
damages of colonialism and recognizing 
our own potential. 

However, while demand for culturally 
appropriate, high quality, evi-
dence-based services is growing, many 
Indigenous organizations survive year-
to-year primarily on project based fund-
ing, despite only a small portion of 
grants being allocated to these commu-
nities. According to the report 2017 
Measuring the Circle: Emerging Trends in 
Philanthropy for First Nations, Métis and 
Inuit Communities in Canada, conduct-
ed in Manitoba, less than two% of phil-
anthropic dollars went to Indigenous 
charities. More shockingly, this figure 
includes giving to Indigenous-focused 
charities that serve Indigenous peoples 
and to Indigenous-led charities that 
serve, employ and are governed by 
Indigenous people, who are an even 
smaller subset of these recipients. This 
is an important distinction that requires 
education across the sector because 
there is a critical need to consult with 
Indigenous people and create space to 
incorporate their voices. 

Although our current systems create 
challenges and barriers for Indigenous-
led organizations to access philanthrop-

ic support, the philanthropic sector 
plays a vital role in fostering collabora-
tive and supportive relationships 
between Indigenous charities and the 
government to ensure they receive 
access to sustainable, long-term fund-
ing. 

SUPPORT FROM THE COMMUNITY 

As an Indigenous person, I am passion-
ate about this issue because of the criti-
cal values I have learned from my 
Ojibway culture and relatives. I learned 
early on that our connection to the land 
and each other is a sacred responsibility. 
Through them, I received important 
lessons about connecting to the land 
and only taking what is needed, honor-
ing our elders and young children, car-
ing for each other, and giving back to 
those who need it. There is so much 
richness and wisdom in traditional cus-
toms and practices that can influence 
transformative approaches. With this in 
mind, and the opportunities for the 
philanthropic sector to take action, I am 
optimistic for the future. 

These teachings—along with the care 
and dedication I’ve seen from Indigenous 
staff in communities to ensure that 
everyone is taken care of regardless of 
age or circumstance—inspired me to 
become an Indigenous fundraiser. These 
charities know their communities better 
than anyone else, and they are incredi-
bly innovative in developing and deliv-
ering services. It is my hope that their 
stories can be told and become more 

widely known and recognized. 

In 2015, when the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission of Canada 
released its Calls to Action, members of 
Canada’s philanthropic sector prepared 
the Philanthropic Community’s 
Declaration of Action to promote and 
encourage positive action on reconcilia-
tion within the charitable sector. To 
date, the statement has been signed by 
more than 100 charities, nonprofits, 
foundations and community organiza-
tions throughout Canada. Last year, the 
National Inquiry into Missing and 
Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls 
released its final report. There were 231 
calls for justice, which speaks to equity 
and opportunity. 

Following this declaration and the Calls 
to Action, I hoped that Indigenous-led 
charities and communities would be 
overwhelmed with donations. This has 
not been the case. While awareness 
about the need to create equity, partner-
ships and a shared funding model with 
Indigenous charities has grown, sub-
stantial change has yet to happen. 

However, I would like to share one 
example of how an Indigenous-led 
organization made a significant differ-
ence and the importance of philanthro-
py in making that happen. 

In Winnipeg, there are many Indigenous 
children and youth in the child welfare 
system. The Ma Mawi Wi Chi Itata 
Centre—which translates to “we all

work together to help one another”—is 
an organization dedicated to Indigenous 
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solutions that support and rebuilds fami-
lies. Thanks to a $1 million grant from 
The Winnipeg Foundation, the organiza-
tion was able to leverage an additional $1 
million from the Province of Manitoba 
and $500,000 from the federal govern-
ment that allowed it to scale up a Family 
Group Conferencing Program. This inno-
vative program assists parents and 
extended families in successfully reunit-
ing with their children. 

While many might believe that govern-
ments provide ample funding for 
Indigenous-led charities and communi-
ties, this is not the case. The matching 
government funding would not have 
been possible without the initial philan-
thropic gift, which was the result of years 
of relationship-building between the 
community, the Indigenous-led organiza-
tion and the foundation. 

DOING OUR PART AS FUNDRAISERS

An estimated 150,000 Indigenous chil-
dren have been forced to attend residen-
tial schools, a school system created to 
deny Indigenous children access to their 
culture while assimilating them to 
Canadian traditions. As a child, my 
mother was forcibly removed from her 
community and placed in residential 
school. She never fully recovered from 
her experience, and this made my child-
hood difficult and challenging. But what 
I did have was the support of the 
Indigenous charities that served the com-
munity. They played a vital role for me 
and so many others. I would not be 
where I am today if it were not for my 
family and my community. I feel grateful 
to now be surrounded by people who 
change lives, take risks and speak up 

against inequality. 

Since then, I have committed to increas-
ing my knowledge about fundraising and 
developing new networks and connec-
tions. I want to encourage more equitable 
and meaningful engagement with 
Indigenous-led charities. I have surveyed 
the successes and challenges of commu-
nity and diversity and I feel grateful to 
now be surrounded by people who 
change lives, take risks and speak up 
against inequality. The results survey 
highlighted the need for education and 
building respectful relationships with 
Indigenous-led charities and communi-
ties within our sector. 

The results prove why it is so important 
to not only have more Indigenous fund-
raisers, but also to provide them with 
opportunities like the ones I have 
received over the years. 

We can initiate change. If we continue on 
this path, it is possible for the sector and 
government to recognize the critical role 
Indigenous-led charities play in our com-
munity’s overall well-being. But it will 
require us to work together. 

This effort will take many years of advo-
cacy and education, but there is some-
thing that you can do right now. During 
this unprecedented time, the Indigenous 
community is expected to experience the 
most devastating impacts of COVID-19. 
While Indigenous-led charities and com-
munities are mobilizing and developing 
their own strategies, the philanthropic 
sector can play a key role in ensuring 
organizations receive the required fund-
ing to address urgent needs. Your sup-
port in advotacting for more funding 
Indigenous-led charities can help make 
this possible.
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