
N
u

ffi
el

d
 C

an
ad

a

Tatum Claypool
NC 2024 Contemporary Scholar

Indigenous Agriculture: The
Barriers,  Challenges & 
Opportunit ies 

“This is  how you change the wor ld,  the smal lest  c i rc les f i rs t… 
That humble energy,  the k ind that  says,  ‘ I  wi l l  do what I  can do 
r ight  now in my own smal l  way, ’  creates a r ipple ef fect  on the 
wor ld.”

-Richard Wagamese



Nuffield Canada Agricultural  Scholarships

Nuffield Canada Agricultural  Scholarships

Nuff ie ld Canada offers scholarships to agr icul tural  leaders to expand their  knowledge 
and network wi th top indiv iduals around the wor ld,  and to promote advancement and 
leadership in agr icul ture.

As part  of  the larger internat ional  Nuff ie ld community,  which includes the Uni ted 
Kingdom, The Republ ic of  I re land, Austral ia,  New Zealand, France, the Nether lands, 
and Zimbabwe, scholarship recipients become a member of  the over 1,700 strong 
Nuff ie ld alumni who interact  to aid the latest  scholars and cont inue the development 
of  past  scholars.

Scholarships are avai lable to anyone between the ages of  25 and 50 years that  are 
involved in agr icul ture in any capaci ty of  pr imary product ion,  industry,  or  governance.

The scholarship provides indiv iduals wi th the unique opportuni ty to:

1. Access the wor ld ’s best  in food and farming;
2. Stand back f rom their  day-to-day occupat ion and study a topic of  real  interest ;
3. Achieve personal  development through travel  and study;  and
4. Del iver long-term benef i ts to Canadian farmers and growers,  and to the industry as 

a whole.

Applications are due annually.  Visit  Nuff ield.ca for more information.
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Icon Legend

      Icon Description

Thought leadership - pointing out moments in the report to reflect 
on.

Key take aways.

Heart  work- stor ies of  my travels that  lef t  a last  
impression on my heart  and wi l l  s tay wi th me as I  dr ive 
change.

In relat ion to Canada -  point ing out d i fferences or
simi lar i t ies of  other countr ies to Canada.

Fi lm recommendat ions for  fur ther learning.

Recommendat ions for  fur ther reading.

Throughout th is report ,  icons are used as v isual  guides to help readers navigate
key themes, insights,  and recommendat ions.
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Scholar Profi le

To every 
Indigenous farmer,  
rancher,  and 
entrepreneur who 
has ever been to ld 
their  work doesn’ t  
“ f i t  the model”—
this is  for  you. 

My name is Tatum Claypool ,  and I  have the pr iv i lege of  l iv ing on Treaty 6 terr i tory and 
the homeland of  my people,  the Mét is,  in North Batt leford,  Saskatchewan. I  a lways
knew I  was Mét is,  but  growing up, that  knowledge was more of  a whisper than a
source of  pr ide.  My fami ly never spoke of  i t  in a posi t ive way. Other than a few 
photographs of  my ancestors,  there was no connect ion to our her i tage—no stor ies,  no
ceremonies,  no sense of  belonging.   

When I  asked quest ions,  I  was met wi th s i lence or d ismissal .  My mother and aunt ies 
would say our Mét is matr iarchal  l ineage was “crazy,”  and in asylums. The message 
was never spoken aloud, yet  i t  was c lear:  Mét is ident i ty belonged in the shadows, not  
out  in the l ight .  

L i t t le d id I  know that  my ancestors played a crucial  ro le in Mét is h istory by defending 
economic independence and land r ights,  most notably in the 1849 Sayer Tr ia l ,  which 
chal lenged the Hudson’s Bay Company’s t rade monopoly and aff i rmed Mét is f ree t rade 
r ights (Gabr ie l  Dumont Inst i tute,  n.d.) .  Their  legacy as fur  t raders and pol i t ical  actors 
helped shape Mét is resistance, sel f -governance, and cul tural  sovereignty,  paving the 
way for  future generat ions to assert  their  r ights wi th in Canada. 

In smal l - town Saskatchewan in the 1980s, that  sent iment wasn’ t  unique to my fami ly.  
In school ,  at  the k i tchen table,  in pol i t ics,  i t  was everywhere.  Indigenous Peoples were 
to ld to forget the past ,  to move on, to become “Canadian.”  
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Reclaiming a Story Erased

But how can you be expected to “get  over”  something that  never stopped 
happening? When I  was a chi ld,  my generat ion was to ld that  colonizat ion was 
history.  That i t  was over.  But the last  federal ly  run resident ia l  school  in Canada 
didn’ t  c lose unt i l  1996 (Truth and Reconci l iat ion Commission of  Canada, 2015),  
and the 1969 White Paper—designed to erase Indigenous ident i ty through 
assimi lat ion—cont inued to inf luence nat ional  pol ic ies and at t i tudes (Library and
Archives Canada, 2023).  The Indian Act,  f i rst  passed in 1876, st i l l  d ictates what 
is  possible for  Indigenous People in business,  in agr icul ture,  in l i fe (Joseph, 
2018).

I  t read a f ine l ine wi th th is report .  I  must present facts and offer  solut ions,  but  I  
a lso must igni te empathy and energy whi le ext inguishing shame, gui l t ,  or  
indi fference in the reader.  Because i f  we are to move forward together,  we must 
be wi l l ing to set  aside ego.

I  bel ieve that  when al lyship,  empathy,  and authent ic i ty enter the room…ego exi ts 
the room. 

This is  one of  the foundat ions of  reconci l iat ion.

r  
For most of  my ear ly l i fe,  my Mét is ident i ty fe l t  l ike a void—something I  knew existed 
but d idn’ t  know how to f i l l .  I t  wasn’ t  unt i l  my ear ly twent ies that  I  star ted searching fo  
answers.  But in those days,  the internet was weak, resources were scarce,  and the 
Elders who carr ied our stor ies were ei ther gone or s i lent .  When my Mét is grandfather 
passed young, whatever knowledge he held died wi th him. The rest  of  my Elder k in 
were labeled as “c l in ical ly  insane,”  but  through my research,  I  d iscovered that  they 
were l ikely suffer ing f rom untreated dement ia “deemed melanchol ia”  on their  medical  
records—misunderstood and dismissed, l ike so many of  our people.

As I  p ieced together f ragments of  my past ,  I  forged my own path.  I  bui l t  a f ine din ing 
restaurant f rom the ground up, became a sommel ier,  and through my restaurant,  I  
supported essent ia l  local  food systems of  smal l  growers on Vancouver Is land. Yet 
even as I  found success,  I  fe l t  a pul l  back to my roots.  When I  sold my business and 
moved home to North Batt leford,  I  expected to f ind my place. Instead, I  found closed 
doors.

No matter  my exper ience, my educat ion,  my work ethic—I struggled to get  a  good  job 
unt i l  Farm Credi t  Canada (FCC).  I  wanted to work in the  agr icul ture and  food industry,  
and I  bel ieved FCC could provide that  opportuni ty.  I  convinced the hir ing managers to 
take a chance on me, star t ing in loan administrat ion.  Almost seven years to the day,  I  
became the Director of  Internal  Indigenous Relat ions at  FCC.
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The Moment That Changed Everything

One day, ear ly in my career at  FCC, a young man walked through our doors.  He l ived 
on a nearby First  Nat ion and had come in for  a loan to buy a smal l  herd of  cat t le,  to 
bui ld his future alongside his father ’s ranch on their  community ’s land.

He had everything he needed: exper ience, a business plan,  and his father ’s support .  I  
was exci ted to help him.

Then the real i ty  of  the Indian Act (1876) struck.

Because he l ived and ranched on reserve,  I  was not able to help him. That was 
systemic exclusion f rom access to capi ta l .  My only opt ion was to look him in the eye 
and say,  "No, we cannot lend on reserve".

That moment stayed wi th me. I t  gut ted me. I t  was the f i rst  t ime I  t ru ly understood—not 
f rom textbooks,  not  f rom stor ies,  but  f rom l ived exper ience—what systemic barr iers 
real ly meant.  I t  was a kni fe to my heart ,  and I  of ten th ink of  that  young man when I  am 
on the edge of  exhaust ion,  when the weight of  th is work feels unbearable.  His story 
reminds me why I  cannot g ive up.

That moment became my catalyst  and i t  pushed me to jo in the newly formed FCC 
Indigenous Finance team in 2022, to f ight  for  pol icy change, to move the needle 
forward.  Years later,  I  found mysel f  s i t t ing beside a man at  a conference. He to ld me 
the story of  how his son had been denied a loan a few years ago.

I  looked at  h im and said,  “That was me who decl ined him”.

I  to ld him how that  moment changed everything for  me. I  to ld him how, because of  h is 
son, I  made a s i lent  promise to Indigenous Peoples:  to change i t  a l l .

I  promised to mysel f  that  no Indigenous person  want ing to get  into agr icul ture,  
standing where his son once stood, would ever have to hear no because of  who 
they are or where they l ive.

And that  is  why Nuff ie ld became my next  step to f ind the answers to my l i fe long quest.
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Why don’ t  we ta lk about acid rain anymore? When I  was in grade two, I  wrote to 
Greenpeace wi th what I  bel ieved was a br i l l iant  solut ion—using the ef fects f rom acid 
rain to solve other problems. At  e ight  years old,  my logic fe l t  a i r t ight .  And honest ly,  
even now, I  can see what I  was t ry ing to do:  f ix  what was r ight  in f ront  of  me.

Greenpeace wrote back.  Their  message was kind,  but  c lear—the goal  wasn’ t  to make 
acid rain useful ,  i t  was to stop i t  f rom happening at  a l l .  I  was devastated.  But wi th 
t ime, I  came to understand what they meant.

The real  work isn’ t  just  solv ing for  today’s problems. I t ’s  th inking beyond the 
immediate moment—act ing in ways that  support  the generat ions who wi l l  inher i t  the 
outcomes of  our choices.

Thanks for  the lesson, Greenpeace.

Before I  appl ied for  Nuff ie ld Canada, I  had a gut  feel ing that  being chosen was in my 
dest iny.  I  sat  my husband down and la id out  what being a scholar would mean for  us 
for  the next  two years.  I t  would mean long hours planning t r ips,  making connect ions,  
t ravel l ing for  weeks on end, not  seeing each other,  and spending a substant ia l  amount 
of  our money on t ravel .  I t  would also mean that  the best  version of  me would not  
a lways be present,  as I  worked through the uncomfortable spaces of  put t ing mysel f  out  
there as a Mét is c i t izen and grappl ing wi th my insecur i t ies of  not  having the backing of  
a strong educat ion or agr icul tural  background l ike many past  scholars had. At  the end 
of  th is conversat ion,  my husband smi led and said,  “when I  th ink of  a l l  the investments 
in the wor ld we could make wi th our t ime and wi th our money, I  feel  that  invest ing in 
you is the least  r isky move we could make.”   Thank you, Adam, for  your support  f rom 
day one and for  let t ing me backseat dr ive you 3000kms across Ar izona and New 
Mexico wi thout a s ingle complaint .

Thank you to my brother,  Ty.  You have always to ld me I  should work in a space that  
could make big impacts,  and you have always shown interest  in and been enterta ined
by my wi ld ways.  Thank you for  spending two weeks wi th me, wi th your fu l l  t rust ,  as I  
took you across Indigenous communit ies in South Dakota,  Nebraska, and Minnesota.  
Thank you for  being my unwaver ing protector and advocate.
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process.  My fe l low 2024 Nuff ie ld Canada Contemporary scholars:  Sal ly,  Lauren, 
Cheryl ,  Renny, Matt ,  and other fe l low Nuff ie lders Dan, Tom, Wal lace,  Cormac, and 
many more – thank you for  standing up for  me and standing beside me. My best ie 
Nicole for  being game for anything.  To al l  of  FCC’s Senior Leadership,  the Indigenous 
Relat ions team, and the Indigenous Financing team — especial ly  Just ine Hendr icks,  
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ready to take the torch to keep f ight ing for  par i ty,  you are al l  amazing, and I  wi l l  
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Last ly to every Indigenous farmer,  rancher,  and entrepreneur who opened their  doors,  
l ives,  arms, and calendars to me, I  am forever grateful ,  and I  promise to 
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(Above) This piece is a collaboration between Kenneth Letander and me, inspired by a conversation about my 
journey and the reflections shared in this report. I wanted to create something that did not yet exist, a visual 
expression of how I see the land, nature, and home.

When I look out over the river valley near where I live, I am reminded of the abundance that has sustained 
Indigenous Peoples since time immemorial. The wildlife, the wild foods, and the quiet resilience of the land 
continue to nourish and ground me. This image reflects my connection to the place I grew up and still have access 
to. It carries the scent of sage and wild roses and reminds me that the land has a heartbeat.

Through this collaboration, Ken captured the beauty of the land that I see, its generosity, its spirit, and its enduring 
presence.

A heartfelt thank you to the artist, Kenneth Letander from Strat First Inc., and designer of this document. You are 
truly an artist.
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Sponsorship

This sect ion tends to be br ief  in a Nuff ie ld report ,  but  for  my journey,  the sponsorship 
sect ion is one of  the most important  h ighl ights of  my report ,  as i t  shows that  the 
Canadian agr icul ture sector is  only just  star t ing i ts  reconci l iat ion journey.  To begin the
journey,  the i rony descr ibed below l i t  a f i re in my bel ly and 
conf i rmed I  was on the r ight  path.

Let  me tel l  you the story.  

When I  f i rst  heard about the Nuff ie ld Canada Scholarship,  I  never imagined I  would be 
making history wi th i t .  In Nuff ie ld Canada’s 73 years,  no Indigenous scholar had ever 
researched an Indigenous-focused topic.

In March 2023, I  at tended the Advancing Women in Agr icul ture Conference in Calgary,  
Alberta.  A speaker ment ioned the Nuff ie ld Scholarship,  encouraging the crowd to 
apply.  Cur ious,  I  immediately went onl ine,  d igging into past  scholars ’ reports,  eager to 
see what had been done in Indigenous agr icul ture.

But I  found nothing.

No ment ion of  Indigenous farmers.  No Indigenous voices.  No acknowledgment of  the
deep-rooted connect ion Indigenous Peoples have to agr icul ture on these lands.

At that  moment,  I  knew I  had to apply—not just  for  mysel f ,  but  for  every Indigenous
farmer,  entrepreneur,  and young person who deserved to see themselves in th is 
space.

ix

(Lef t )  Bison skul l  at  the Siċaŋġu Food In i t iat ive s i te — 
honour ing the spir i t  of  regenerat ion and the deep 
relat ionship between people,  land, and animals.  
Photo credi t :  Ty Claypool
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Breaking Barriers—Before the Research
Even Began

My appl icat ion was met wi th enthusiasm, but  soon a new chal lenge emerged:
sponsorship.

Since my topic fe l l  “outs ide the norm” of  t radi t ional  agr icul tural  research,  the Nuff ie ld 
Canada Board struggled to match me with a sponsor.  I ronical ly,  th is was exact ly why 
my learning was needed. Indigenous agr icul ture had been over looked for  so long that  
even the funding mechanisms designed to support  agr icul tural  research struggled to 
see i ts p lace.

St i l l ,  I  pushed forward.  I  reached out to large agr icul tural  companies—ones that  had
bui l t  generat ional  weal th on lands once stewarded by Indigenous Peoples.  Many 
agreed to support  me, yet  when i t  was t ime to s ign the cheque, they did not  fo l low 
through. 

I t  was a painful  but  ant ic ipated real i ty,  as Indigenous agr icul ture didn’ t  f i t  their  
“mandate” or  “business model” .

Reconci l iat ion in agr icul ture requires more than land acknowledgments.  I t  means 
recogniz ing that  the success of  agr icul tural  operat ions across Canada was made 
possible by the shar ing of  Indigenous lands. I t  means understanding that  many 
farmers cont inue to bui ld their  weal th on Indigenous lands rented out at  below-market 
value.  I t  is  t ime to demand par i ty.

Yet,  despi te the setbacks,  there were f r iends among us.
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Gratitude for Those Who Said Yes

I  am incredibly for tunate to work for  a company whose leadership doesn’ t  just  ta lk 
about reconci l iat ion but acts on i t .

Farm Credi t  Canada (FCC) stepped forward as my major sponsor,  ensur ing that  I  
could become a Nuff ie ld Scholar.  Their  support  wasn’ t  just  f inancial ,  i t  was a 
recogni t ion of  the importance of  Indigenous inclusion in agr icul ture.

As word spread about my scholarship focus,  Scott  Horner and the team at Verve 
Seeds also stepped in as my secondary sponsor,  generously offer ing their  support  to 
ensure my learning could move forward.

My sponsors’ support  gave me the courage to step into the unknown: long hours of  
studying where to go,  cold cal ls  that  fe l t  l ike shot- in- the-dark prayers,  and t ravel  that  
p laced me in new spaces where I  was never qui te sure how I  would be received. I t  
helped me chase the elusive connect ion that  somet imes stands between Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous wor lds.  I t  reminded me that  someone, somewhere bel ieved that  
th is work mattered. That I  mattered. That Indigenous agr icul ture,  and the stor ies i t  
carr ies,  are worth every mi le.  Thank you from my ful l  heart .  

Indigenous Partner Acknowledgements:

I extend my heart fe l t  grat i tude to al l  partners,  sponsors,  and organizat ions who have
supported and contr ibuted to th is work.  Most important ly,  I  wish to acknowledge the 
community members,  farmers,  leaders,  and matr iarchs who generously shared their  
t ime, welcomed me into their  homes, and entrusted me with their  knowledge for  the 
purpose of  meaningful  knowledge transfer.

Your wisdom, strength,  and leadership cont inue to guide th is journey.  I  am deeply 
humbled by your t rust  and remain commit ted to carry ing your voices forward wi th 
care and integr i ty,  helping shape pol icy and process in ways that  honour your 
contr ibut ions and create last ing impact.
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When people th ink of  agr icul ture,  they of ten picture 
rows of  crops,  t ractors,  and fenced pasturelands. 
But Indigenous agr icul ture chal lenges th is narrow 
view. Indigenous agr icul ture was never just  about 
farming in the convent ional  Western sense. Contrary
to the Hol lywood myth of  Indigenous People as 
nomads aimlessly roaming the plains in search of  
buffa lo,  Indigenous food systems are grounded in 
deep ecological  knowledge and intent ional  land 
stewardship.  

These systems include, but  are not  l imi ted to,  the use of  prescr ibed f i re to regenerate 
grasslands, the plant ing of  the “Three Sisters”  — corn,  beans, and squash — and 
extensive pract ices of  seed saving and shar ing.  They also encompass coast l ine and 
r ipar ian management,  aquacul ture,  sea vegetable harvest ing,  wi ld l i fe stewardship,  
root  and bush food gather ing,  medic inal  p lant  cul t ivat ion,  h ide harvest ing,  and text i le 
creat ion f rom animal hair.  These systems were and are sophist icated,  p lace-based 
approach to food and resource management that  supports both ecological  balance 
and cul tural  cont inui ty.

I t ’s  important  to acknowledge that  th is report  offers only a gl impse into the vast  
knowledge, exper ience, and diversi ty of  Indigenous agr icul tural  pract ices around the 
wor ld.  To Indigenous readers:  i f  your community is  not  ref lected here,  i t  is  not  f rom 
disregard.  The f inancial  scope of  my travels was l imi ted,  but  my commitment to th is 
work and to connect ing wi th you reaches far  beyond the pages of  th is report .

This study explores how Indigenous Peoples across Canada, the Uni ted States,  
Brazi l ,  and Austral ia ( through vi r tual  meet ings) are reclaiming their  r ight fu l  p lace in 
agr icul ture.  I t  is  the f i rst  Nuff ie ld Canada report  to focus solely on Indigenous 
agr icul ture,  and I  carry that  responsibi l i ty  wi th deep humi l i ty.  Through vis i ts to farms, 
food hubs, community cooperat ives,  and sacred seed banks,  I  sought to understand 
how Indigenous Peoples are working to preserve,  protect ,  and sustain their  
agr icul tural  systems  that  are  grounded in ancestral  knowledge, land stewardship,  and 
cul tural  cont inui ty.

Executive Summary
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Main take aways of this Report

1. Access to Capital

Colonial  pol ic ies and long-standing r isk percept ions cont inue to l imi t  access to 
capi ta l  for  Indigenous Peoples in agr icul ture.  Many Indigenous producers are 
evaluated through lending f rameworks bui l t  around pr ivate land ownership and 
convent ional  weal th models—systems that  do not ref lect  Indigenous land tenure,  
pol icy restr ic t ions,  or  the way assets and stewardship responsibi l i t ies are held at  the 
Nat ion level .  However,  f inancing approaches bui l t  wi th an Indigenous lens are 
opening new pathways to capi ta l—models that  bet ter  ref lect  Indigenous land 
management systems and values.

2. Generational Wealth and Knowledge Transfer

Modern agr icul ture is bui l t  on generat ional  cont inui ty of  land, equipment,  ski l ls ,  and 
relat ionships.  For Indigenous Peoples,  th is cont inui ty was disrupted. Colonial  
pol ic ies and legis lat ions,  forced assimi lat ion,  land dispossession,  and the del iberate 
dismant l ing of  Indigenous food systems have fractured intergenerat ional  knowledge 
transmission and disrupted pathways to land-based weal th and inher i tance.

Yet across my travels,  I  wi tnessed a resurgence: youth programs, Elder- led 
teachings,  and seed sovereignty in i t iat ives reviv ing the cul tural  threads that  
colonizat ion t r ied to sever.  

3. Food Sovereignty as Healing

In many communit ies,  rebui ld ing food systems is a lso about restor ing ident i ty.  Food 
sovereignty comes al ive in the hands of  farmers blessing seeds, in k i tchens where 
wi ld plums become jam, and in stor ies shared over meals that  carry the taste of  
memory.  From the boreal  forests of  Saskatchewan to the desert  soi ls  of  New Mexico,  
food is being used not just  to nour ish bodies,  but  to heal  communit ies,  resist  
erasure,  and reclaim joy.

These insights reveal  a t ruth that  can no longer be ignored: Indigenous agr icul ture is
not a new front ier.  I t  is  an ancient ,  resi l ient ,  and evolv ing force that  has endured 
despi te extraordinary odds. The systems and solut ions shared in th is report  are not  
one-size-f i ts-al l .  They are rooted in place, in people,  and in spir i t .  The future of  food 
must include the wisdom, leadership,  and sel f -determinat ion of  Indigenous Peoples.
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This journey was never about f inding 
al l  the answers.  I t  was about l is tening 
deeply,  walk ing gent ly,  and ampl i fy ing
the t ruths entrusted to me. I  hope that  
th is report  sparks something in the 
reader—a shi f t  in perspect ive that  
leads to act ion,  however smal l ,  in the 
direct ion of  par i ty,  just ice,  and true 
inclusion—whether in boardrooms, 
c lassrooms, or  around ki tchen tables.

Reconci l iat ion is not  about returning to 
the past .  I t  is  about making space for  
Indigenous futures—rooted in the land, 
nour ished by the soi l ,  and ref lected in 
the decis ions that  shape our shared 
wor ld.
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Disclaimer

This report  has been prepared in good fa i th but  is  not  intended to be a scient i f ic  
study or an academic paper.  I t  is  a col lect ion of  my current  thoughts and f indings on 
discussions,  learnings,  and vis i ts undertaken dur ing my Nuff ie ld Farming Scholarship.  

The report  i l lustrates my thought process and my quest for  improvements to my
knowledge base. I t  is  not  a manual  wi th step-by-step instruct ions to implement 
procedures.  

Nei ther The Nuff ie ld Farming Scholarships Trust ,  nor my sponsor,  nor any other 
sponsor ing body guarantees or warrants the accuracy,  re l iabi l i ty,  completeness,  or  
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1.0 Introduction

1.1 Context of Study

In th is sect ion,  Nuff ie ld Scholars typical ly  present their  credibi l i ty  to undertake and 
share research.  In my case, I  offer  something di fferent .  I  d id not  conduct formal 
research dur ing my travels,  nor do I  c la im the t i t le of  researcher.  What I  exper ienced 
was deep learning and connect ion—an immersion in stor ies,  pract ices,  and 
relat ionships.  

I t  would be both inaccurate and egot ist ical  to suggest that  I  have developed any 
expert ise on Indigenous Peoples in agr icul ture af ter  just  a year and a hal f  as a 
Nuff ie ld Scholar.  There are over 5,000 dist inct  Indigenous groups across more than 
90 countr ies,  speaking over 4,000 languages 
(ht tps: / /www.worldbank.org/en/ topic/ indigenouspeoples).  I ’ve only begun to scratch 
the surface of  what there is to learn—both in my own country and around the wor ld.

What I  can of fer  is  th is:  my head and heart  are fu l ly  invested in th is work.  Any 
progress I  may help create is not  about me but about honour ing past  generat ions and
helping create space for  those future generat ions to come. 

Let’s begin by sett ing the stage.

Words carry weight,  and i t 's  essent ia l  to be intent ional  wi th the language we use. In 
th is report ,  two key terms appear of ten—barr ier  and chal lenge. Before we move 
forward,  I  want to take a moment to ground us in what these words mean and why 
their  d ist inct ion matters.

Understanding Barriers vs. Challenges

In the context  of  Indigenous- led agr icul ture,  i t  is  important  to dist inguish between
barr iers and chal lenges, as they require di fferent  responses and cal ls to act ion.

• A barrier  is  a structural  or  systemic obstacle that  prevents progress.  These are 
often embedded in pol ic ies,  funding models,  or  social  systems. For example,  l imi ted 
access to capi ta l  due to colonial-era lending cr i ter ia is  a structural  barr ier .  Sect ion 
89 of  the Indian Act protects the personal  property of  First  Nat ions on reserve f rom 
seizure.  Whi le intended as a safeguard,  th is a lso prevents lenders f rom secur ing 
col lateral ,  l imi t ing access to f inancing ( Indian Act,  R.S.C. 1985, c.  I -5,  s.  89).

• A challenge  is  a di f f icul ty that  can be addressed through ef for t ,  st rategy,  or 
innovat ion.  For example,  rebui ld ing generat ional  agr icul tural  knowledge lost  through 
displacement is  a chal lenge being addressed through mentorship,  land-based 
educat ion,  and language revi ta l izat ion (Corntassel ,  2012).
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1.2 Indigenous Agriculture in Canada: A Historical  and Contemporary 
Perspective 

Before I  star t ,  I  need to provide some context  so that  the reader is  walk ing wi th me. 

Indigenous farmers in Canada have faced systemic barr iers to land access,  f inancial  
resources,  and agr icul tural  development for  over two centur ies.  These chal lenges 
have been reinforced by legis lat ive f rameworks such as the Indian Act,  restr ic t ive 
pol ic ies l ike the Pass and Permit  System, and the intergenerat ional  impact of  
resident ia l  schools.  Understanding these histor ical  constraints is  crucial  for  corporate 
decis ion-makers evaluat ing funding opportuni t ies,  as these barr iers cont inue to shape 
the agr icul tural  landscape for  Indigenous producers today. 

Sadly,  th is is  not  an exhaust ive l is t  of  h istor ical  barr iers and outr ight  warfare on
Indigenous Peoples in Canada, and I  encourage you to read more on th is in the 
reading suggest ions sect ion in the appendix.  

Colonial  Policies and Legal Barriers 
to Indigenous Agriculture

Histor ical  pol ic ies and legal  
f rameworks s igni f icant ly shaped the 
development of  Indigenous agr icul ture 
in Canada. Whi le not  a lways codi f ied 
in legis lat ion,  several  federal  
pract ices and administrat ive tools 
restr ic ted mobi l i ty,  market access,  
and land use for  Indigenous Peoples.  
Let ’s explore key moments in history 
that  I  bel ieve are essent ia l  for  a l l  
readers to understand.

The Pass System was implemented 
af ter  the 1885 North-West Resistance
to control  movement off  of  reserves.  
Though never enshr ined in the Indian 
Act,  i t  was enforced by Indian Agents 
and the North-West Mounted Pol ice 
into the 1940s. The system l imi ted 
t ravel  for  t rade, employment,  and 
social  or  cul tural  gather ings,  
contr ibut ing to the isolat ion of  First  
Nat ions communit ies (Carter,  1990).

The legacy of  the Permi t  
System cont inues to  echo in  
today ’s  Canadian agr icu l ture 
sector.  A F i rs t  Nat ions man 
recent ly  shared wi th  me that  
when he went  to  se l l  h is  cat t le  
a t  a  market ,  the auct ion house 
refused to  re lease the 
proceeds f rom the sa le  un less 
he produced a permi t  
author iz ing h im to  se l l .  
Despi te  exp l  a in ing that  th is  
requi rement  under  the Ind ian 
Act  has long been repealed,  
they s t i l l  w i thheld payment .  In  
the end,  he was forced to  take 
h is  cat t le  back home—without  
compensat ion.

This  is  a  s tark  example of  how 
co lon ia l  cont ro l  operates 
outs ide the l  aw to  suppress 
Ind igenous r ights—and why 
many s t i l l  car r  y  the 
generat ional  t rauma and the 
memor y  o f  hav ing the i r  
mobi l i ty  rest r ic ted.

02Indigenous Agriculture: The Barriers, The Challenges and The Opportunities – Tatum Claypool



The Permit System (1885–1951) required First  Nat ions farmers to obtain permission 
f rom Indian Agents before sel l ing or t ransport ing agr icul tural  products off - reserve.  
This pract ice,  a l though not legis lated,  constrained Indigenous farmers '  abi l i ty  to 
access markets and sustain agr icul tural  l ivel ihoods (Daschuk, 2013).

Other provis ions in the Indian Act a lso posed (and st i l l  pose) barr iers.  For example,  
restr ic t ions on using reserve land as loan col lateral  (Sect ions 87 and 89) and 
prohibi t ions on hir ing legal  counsel  wi thout federal  approval  (Sect ion 141, repealed 
in 1951),  l imi ted and st i l l  l imi t  economic sel f -determinat ion (Truth and Reconci l iat ion
Commission of  Canada, 2015).

This sect ion highl ights how colonial  pol ic ies and legal  restr ic t ions created systemic 
barr iers that  cont inue to impact Indigenous agr icul tural  development.  By control l ing 
movement,  restr ic t ing market access,  and l imi t ing legal  and f inancial  autonomy, 
these pol ic ies undermined the abi l i ty  of  Indigenous communit ies to independent ly 
part ic ipate in convent ional  farming. Rather than support ing growth,  the Indian Act 
and other pol ic ies enforced dependence, d isrupted t radi t ional  pract ices,  and 
excluded Indigenous farmers f rom equi table part ic ipat ion in the agr icul tural  economy.

After  reviewing the pol ic ies and legis lat ive restr ic t ions out l ined above,
i t  becomes clear why many Indigenous farmers chose to leave 
agr icul ture.  The l imi tat ions made i t  d i ff icul t  to access markets or 
purchase inputs dur ing key crop cycles,  leading many to step away 
from farming rather than cont inue under such restr ic t ive condi t ions.

The Intergenerational Impact of Residential  Schools and the Disruption of
Indigenous Food Systems

The resident ia l  school  system, which forc ib ly removed Indigenous chi ldren f rom their  
fami l ies and communit ies f rom the late 19th century to the 1990s, caused profound and 
last ing harm to Indigenous Peoples across Canada. Among i ts many devastat ing 
impacts was the systemat ic disconnect ion f rom Indigenous food systems and 
tradi t ional  forms of  agr icul ture.  These inst i tut ions not only at tempted to erase 
language and cul ture but  a lso disrupted the t ransmission of  land-based knowledge, 
agr icul tural  pract ices,  and food sovereignty that  had been sustained for  generat ions 
(Truth and Reconci l iat ion Commission of  Canada [TRC],  2015; Morr ison, 2011).
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“Ki l l  every buf fa lo you can! Every buf fa lo dead is an Indian gone”.

— Colonel  Richard I rv ing Dodge, as c i ted in Phippen (2016)

Decimation of a Food System and a Keystone Species: The Buffalo (Bison)

Before European contact ,  an est imated 30 to 60 mi l l ion buffa lo roamed the plains of  
North America,  forming the foundat ion of  both the prair ie ecosystem and the food 
systems of  many Indigenous Nat ions.  By 1890, fewer than 1,000 buffa lo remained 
across the ent i re cont inent,  most in capt iv i ty or  isolated protected areas (Nat ional  
Park Service,  n.d. ;  Sanderson et  a l . ,  2008).

In Canada, the mass exterminat ion of  the buffa lo in the 19th century was not only due 
to commercial  overhunt ing but a lso served as a del iberate colonial  tact ic to dismant le 
Plains Indigenous food systems and coerce Nat ions into s igning and complying wi th 
Treaty terms. Whi le no formal law mandated the s laughter,  off ic ia ls in the Department 
of  Indian Affa i rs c lear ly understood that  starvat ion could force Indigenous Peoples 
into submission and dependence on government- issued rat ions (Daschuk, 2013; 
Carter,  1990).  The Canadian government enabled th is by permit t ing American hunters
into prair ie terr i tor ies and refusing to protect  dwindl ing herds.

For Nat ions such as the Cree, Blackfoot,  Nakoda, and Saul teaux, the buffa lo were a 
keystone species—central  to diet ,  economy, ceremony, and ident i ty.  I ts  
d isappearance caused widespread hunger,  d isplacement,  ecological  col lapse, and the 
erosion of  food sovereignty.

“Our way of  l iv ing is gone, there are no more buffa lo,  we have to f ind a new way to 
feed our people".  

— Chief  Mistawasis,  1876 
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(Left)  White bison f rom the herd at  Mét is Crossing,  Alberta,  
Canada — a sacred symbol of  hope, renewal,  and cul tural  
strength.  
Photo credi t :  Tatum Claypool
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Rethink the 
definit ion of
agriculture:    

Mobi l i ty  is  
agr icul ture.

The Dog Slaughter 
Init iat ive 
(1950s–1970s):  A 
Colonial  Assault  on
Inuit  Food 
Sovereignty

Between the 1950s and 1970s, Canadian 
author i t ies—primari ly  the Royal  Canadian 
Mounted Pol ice—systemat ical ly  k i l led 
thousands of  Inui t  s led dogs (qimmii t )  in 
communit ies across the Eastern Arct ic.  
Though never formal ized through wr i t ten 
law, th is pract ice funct ioned as de facto 
pol icy and caused i r reversib le damage to 
Inui t  food systems and sovereignty 
(Qik iqtani  Truth Commission [QTC],  
2010).

The Dog Slaughter Initiative 
illustrates how policies—
formal or informal—can 
dismantle food systems that 
are not rooted in Western 
agricultural models. For Inuit, 
mobility was agriculture: the 
qimmiit were not just 
transportation but a lifeline to 
culturally and nutritionally vital 
harvesting practices

Sled dogs were central  to Inui t  subsistence, enabl ing long-distance travel  for  hunt ing,  
t rapping,  and trade. As federal  assimi lat ion effor ts accelerated,  Inui t  mobi l i ty  was 
seen as incompat ib le wi th forced set t lement and governance. The slaughter of  
q immii t ,  of ten wi thout explanat ion or consent,  destroyed tradi t ional  harvest ing 
pract ices,  cut  off  access to country food, and interrupted land-based knowledge 
transfer between generat ions (Watt-Clout ier,  2015).  Fami l ies became increasingly 
re l iant  on cost ly,  non-tradi t ional  foods f rom colonial  markets,  leading to nutr i t ional  
decl ine and economic marginal izat ion.

In 2006, the Qik iqtani  Truth Commission invest igated the impacts of  colonizat ion in 
the Arct ic,  aff i rming that  the dog slaughter was a systemic act  of  control—an at tack on
cul ture,  food secur i ty,  and Inui t  sel f -determinat ion.  The loss of  q immii t  was not merely 
logist ical ;  i t  represented the erosion of  a knowledge system and relat ionship wi th land 
foundat ional  to Inui t  ident i ty (Qik iqtani  Truth Commission 2010; McHugh 2013).
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Canadian Policy Barrier:  The Scrip System and Métis Land Dispossession

The Scr ip System  was a colonial  pol icy that  devastated Mét is agr icul ture and food
sovereignty in Canada. Introduced af ter  the 1870 Manitoba Act and the 1885 
resistance, i t  offered indiv idual  Mét is land or money vouchers in exchange for  
re l inquishing col lect ive land r ights.  Whi le appear ing benevolent ,  the system was 
designed to dismant le Mét is nat ionhood ( Indigenous Peoples At las of  Canada n.d).

Scr ip undermined Mét is k inship-based landholding by pr ivat iz ing land distr ibut ion.  
Without legal  or  administrat ive support ,  many Mét is were defrauded or coerced into 
sel l ing their  scr ip to speculators.  The resul t  was widespread dispossession across 
fer t i le homelands l ike Red River,  Batoche, and Southbranch, where Mét is once 
farmed, ranched, and traded sustainably.

The system destroyed r iver lot  agr icul ture—adapted to prair ie ecologies—and forced
Mét is into marginal  existences as "road al lowance people",  l iv ing wi thout land 
secur i ty,  services,  or  infrastructure.  Excluded from sett ler  programs l ike 
homesteading support  and farm loans, Mét is communit ies lost  intergenerat ional  
agr icul tural  capaci ty.

The Scr ip pol icy was not merely f lawed—it  was a tool  of  d isplacement.  I ts  legacy 
endures in landlessness,  poverty,  and broken food systems. To restore Mét is food 
sovereignty,  redress must include land return,  f inancial  rest i tut ion,  and renewed 
recogni t ion of  Mét is agr icul tural  knowledge as foundat ional  to Canada’s prair ie 
economies (Tei l let ,  2019; Sprague, 1988).

This is  only a br ief  l is t  of  the losses exper ienced in Indigenous food 
systems and agr icul ture—and I  have not even touched on the profound 
impacts fe l t  by Coastal  communit ies,  whose f ishing,  harvest ing,  and 
marine-based food tradi t ions have been equal ly d isrupted by colonial  
pol ic ies and environmental  degradat ion.
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(Left)  My fr iends and role models — Monica James, 
Mi l ton Tootoosis,  and Mi l ton Greyeyes — leaders 
advocat ing for  Indigenous voices and advancing 
Indigenous agr icul ture across Canada. 
Photo credi t :  Unknown
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1.3 Key learning Questions

• How do colonial-era pol ic ies cont inue to shape Indigenous access to land, 
f inancing,  and agr icul tural  opportuni ty today?

• What would a f inancial  system look l ike i f  i t  valued Indigenous forms of  weal th,  such 
as land stewardship,  community knowledge, and cul tural  cont inui ty were on equal  
terms with monetary assets?

• What are the long-term consequences of  capi ta l  exclusion on Indigenous food
producers,  and how can al ternat ive f inancial  models address them?

• How can land and water governance systems be reformed to pr ior i t ize Indigenous
sel f -determinat ion whi le enabl ing sustainable infrastructure development?

• What are the roles of  t radi t ional  knowledge and intergenerat ional  mentorship in
restor ing Indigenous agr icul tural  capaci ty,  and how can i t  be protected f rom 
extract ion?

• What global  Indigenous agr icul tural  pract ices can inform Indigenous food system
restorat ion in Canada?

• In what ways can food sovereignty in i t iat ives support  community heal ing,  strengthen
cul tural  resi l ience, and improve mental  heal th in Indigenous communit ies?

• How can pol icymakers,  lenders,  and the agr icul tural  industry measure Indigenous
Return on Investment (ROI) in ways that  ref lect  Indigenous values of  sustainabi l i ty,
cul ture,  and community wel l -being?

1.4 Methodology

This report  was shaped by the places I  v is i ted,  the people I  met,  and the stor ies they 
shared wi th me. I  t ravel led across North America and into Brazi l ,  walk ing farm f ie lds,  
s i t t ing at  k i tchen tables,  and l is tening to knowledge keepers,  farmers,  and 
entrepreneurs.  Along the way, I  gathered case studies,  asked hard quest ions,  and 
paid c lose at tent ion to the patterns—economic,  cul tural ,  and systemic—that kept 
appear ing.  I  a lso took t ime to compare Indigenous agr icul tural  models,  read through 
data and pol icy documents,  and looked for  the threads that  t ie i t  a l l  together.  This 
was not just  a Nuff ie ld Scholarship—it  was a journey to understand how Indigenous 
Peoples are part ic ipat ing in agr icul ture today, and what is  get t ing in their  way. 

For the f i rst  t ime in a Nuff ie ld Canada report ,  Indigenous fo lks have  review and had 
a plat form to provide feedback.  I  commit ted to returning th is report  to many 
Indigenous indiv iduals and communit ies who contr ibuted their  knowledge throughout 
my learning process,  as wel l  as Indigenous fo lks contr ibut ing to Indigenous 
agr icul ture around the globe. Their  feedback has been  incorporated into my f inal  
report ,  to ensure respectfu l  and accurate representat ion of  their  perspect ives and an 
Indigenous lens on the content.  I  want to thank the Nuff ie ld Canada Chair  and the 
report  commit tee for  support ing th is approach as a step toward their  reconci l iat ion 
and more inclusive pract ices in the report  process.
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For too long, research involv ing Indigenous Peoples—especial ly  in agr icul ture—has 
been done to them, not  wi th them. Often extract ive and rarely inclusive,  these 
approaches have over looked the depth and br i l l iance of  Indigenous agr icul tural  
knowledge. With th is report ,  I  set  out  to do th ings di fferent ly.  I  d id not  want 
Indigenous part ic ipants to be just  interv iewees or case studies,  I  wanted them to help 
shape the f indings,  to te l l  their  own stor ies,  and to guide what mattered most.

Indigenous Peoples have cul t ivated complex,  sustainable food systems for  
generat ions—systems that  of ten surpass Western industr ia l  models in ecological  
balance and long-term vis ion.  The Food and Agr icul ture Organizat ion (FAO) est imates
that Indigenous communit ies are stewards of  approximately 80% of the wor ld ’s 
remaining biodiversi ty (FAO, 2021).  This is  not  coincidental—it  ref lects generat ions of  
deep-rooted knowledge, intent ional  land stewardship,  and a relat ionship wi th the 
Earth that  is  both pract ical  and sacred.

In Canada, the Truth and Reconci l iat ion Commission has issued clear cal ls  to 
reshape how we engage in th is work.  Cal l  to Act ion #62 urges the inclusion of  
Indigenous perspect ives in educat ion,  including agr icul tural  educat ion,  whi le Cal l  to 
Act ion #92 chal lenges the business sector to adopt the Uni ted Nat ions Declarat ion on
the Rights of  Indigenous Peoples and to ensure that  Indigenous communit ies benef i t  
f rom economic development on their  own terms (Truth and Reconci l iat ion Commission 
of  Canada, 2015).

By weaving Indigenous voices into every step of  th is report—from the quest ions 
asked to the val idat ion of  the f indings—I have tr ied to honour those cal ls and walk a 
path of  ethical ,  col laborat ive learning.

08

(Above) The Three Sisters — corn,  
beans, and squash — are t radi t ional  
companion crops grown together to 
sustain one another.
Photo credi t :  Tatum Claypool

(Above) Siċaŋġu Food In i t iat ive s i te.
Photo credi t :  Tatum Claypool
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1.5 Objectives of the Study

This report  explores f ive key themes cr i t ical  to advancing Indigenous- led agr icul ture:

1. Land and Water Rights
2. Access to Capi ta l
3. Capaci ty & Generat ional  Knowledge Transfer
4. Access to Markets
5. Food Sovereignty

Each theme is examined through case studies,  h istor ical  context ,  and
community-dr iven solut ions.
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2.0 Land and Water Rights

2.1 Structural  Barriers to Land and Water 
Sovereignty

Secure access to land and water is  fundamental  to 
Indigenous agr icul tural  sel f -determinat ion.  Across 
Canada and global ly,  colonial  and set t ler-state 
pol ic ies and legis lat ion have systemical ly denied 
Indigenous Peoples legal ,  pol i t ical ,  and ecological  
control  over their  ancestral  terr i tor ies.

Colonizat ion dismant led relat ional  land 
stewardship systems, replacing them with 
extract ive,  commodif ied models of  ownership.  In 
many cases, Indigenous communit ies remain 
wi thout formal t i t le to their  lands.  Even when 
recognized, t i t les are of ten non-transferable,  held 
in t rust ,  or  governed through restr ic t ive leasing 
regimes, compromising the abi l i ty  to bui ld equi ty,  
secure f inancing,  or  invest  in long-term 
infrastructure (GreenAmerica.org;  Indian Act,  
1876; a lso see Sect ion 32.1,  repealed 2014).

Water access fo l lows a s imi lar  exclusionary 
pat tern.  Sett ler  infrastructure and legal  
f rameworks,  such as water l icensing have 
pr ior i t ized industr ia l  and urban users whi le 
Indigenous Nat ions face unpredictable,  
inadequate access.  For instance, I  v is i ted the 
Indigenous Farm Hub in Albuquerque, New 
Mexico,  where t radi t ional  f lood i r r igat ion 
techniques along the Rio Grande persist ,  but  the 
Farm Hub is a l lowed only four to f ive seasonal  
f loodings per year,  even though First  Nat ions r ight  
holders farmed on the banks of  that  r iver for  
thousands of  years pr ior.  The unpredictable water 
avai labi l i ty  t iming fa i ls  to al ign wi th crop cycles,  
p lacing Indigenous agr icul ture at  a r isk.

Water in the Desert

Water ta lk wi th James @
Spir i t  Farms:

Their  land is Bureau of  
Indian Affa i rs (BIA) land, 
and they are not  a l lowed to 
dig a wel l  l ike their  
neighbours (who are 
set t lers)  are easi ly able too.  

There is a lot  of  water in 
the aqui fers,  so i t  is  not  a 
supply issue, but  rather a 
bureaucracy issue f i l led 
wi th red tape from the BIA.

To manage the issue of  no 
water on their  farm, they 
have water tanks placed al l  
over the reservat ion,  at  
other fo lks’  p laces,  and 
they also haul  water f rom 
Gal lup New Mexico,  which 
is 2 hours away. Normal 
ra infal l  is  10 inches of  ra in 
a year and 3 feet  of  snow a 
year,  as they are in a 
desert  at  very high 
al t i tude.   These condi t ions 
add to the constraints of  
farming in the desert .
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In the USA, land tenure issues are fur ther compl icated by histor ical  pol ic ies l ike the 
Dawes Act.  Lands were f ragmented into "al lotments" held in t rust  by the federal  
government,  l imi t ing Indigenous autonomy and prevent ing that  land f rom being used 
as col lateral .  Whi le the Winters Doctr ine (1908) technical ly aff i rms Indigenous water 
r ights,  enforcement is  sporadic,  and legal  set t lements can drag on for  decades, 
leaving many Nat ive communit ies wi thout re l iable water sources for  agr icul ture.  

Dur ing my travels to Makoce Ag on Pine Ridge, the need for  long-term land access 
emerged as a cr i t ical  theme. Makoce is act ively pursuing a 25-year zoning agreement 
to replace their  current  5-year lease, recogniz ing that  only secure tenure can enable 
infrastructure development,  food hub expansion,  and workforce sustainabi l i ty.

Simi lar  dynamics are evident in Austral ia,  where the Nat ive Ti t le Act  of  1993 
recognizes l imi ted land r ights for  Indigenous  and Torres Strai t  Is lander Peoples.  
However,  these r ights of ten lack the economic power necessary for  agr icul tural  sel f -
determinat ion.  

Nat ive t i t le does not grant exclusive ownership,  secure access to water,  or  the 
author i ty to develop infrastructure wi thout navigat ing complex approval  processes. 
Much of  the land under Nat ive t i t le remains leased to non-Indigenous ent i t ies,  fur ther 
stal l ing Indigenous- led agr icul tural  expansion.  Compounding th is is  the “dry t i t le”  
problem, where Indigenous communit ies may gain access to land but are rout inely 
excluded from water l icensing f rameworks,  render ing agr icul tural  use v i r tual ly  
impossible wi thout state intervent ion (Nat ive Ti t le Act ,  1993).

Ul t imately,  land and water sovereignty are not  just  about agr icul ture;  they are about 
d igni ty,  future planning,  and the r ight  to thr ive on one’s own terms.

(Above) Team at Indigenous 
Farm. 
Photo credi t :  Tatum Claypool

(Above) Flood i r r igat ion 
systems in Albuquerque. 
Photo credi t :  Tatum Claypool

(Above) Flood i r r igat ion
canals.
Photo credi t :  Tatum 
Claypool
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2.2 Impacts on Indigenous Agriculture

Barr iers to land and water access have 
profound and endur ing effects on 
Indigenous agr icul ture.  They sever the 
cont inui ty of  ancestral  food systems such 
as shi f t ing cul t ivat ion,  rotat ional  grazing,  
seed col lect ion,  and ceremonial  
harvest ing.  As communit ies are forced into 
dependence on external ly sourced, of ten 
nutr i t ional ly infer ior,  store-bought foods, 
food secur i ty and sovereignty deter iorate.  
The inabi l i ty  to secure land t i t le or  re l iable 
water access prevents investment in 
infrastructure and blocks opportuni t ies to 
scale Indigenous agr icul tural  enterpr ises.

These constraints also erode 
intergenerat ional  knowledge transfer,  
d isconnect ing youth f rom land-based 
educat ion and l ivel ihoods. Without the 
secure r ight  to access,  manage, and 
protect  their  own terr i tor ies,  Indigenous 
Peoples are systemat ical ly  excluded from
ful ly part ic ipat ing in agr icul ture on their  
own terms.

Who owns Indigenous food?

Have you ever considered who 
owns the r ights to the food you 
eat or  the technology behind i t? 
In Canada, the process of  making 
maple syrup was f i rst  developed 
by Indigenous Peoples and is 
deeply connected to cul tural  
teachings.

I  had the pr iv i lege to speak wi th 
Joshua Gi lbert ,  a Gomeroi  man 
and cat t le farmer f rom New South 
Wales,  Austral ia.  He shared a 
c lear-eyed account of  the 
chal lenges facing Indigenous 
agr icul ture,  part icular ly around 
the commodif icat ion and 
intel lectual  property thef t  of  
t radi t ional  bush foods. The 
commercial izat ion of  bush foods 
wi thout Indigenous consent is  a 
cr i t ical  issue that  deserves much 
at tent ion and dialogue.

The impl icat ions for  Indigenous 
sovereignty and cul tural  
knowledge are s igni f icant.  Our 
food choices are part  of  that  
story.  By understanding where 
our food comes from and who 
benef i ts,  we can support  systems 
that  respect and honour 
Indigenous innovat ion and 
ownership.

To learn more,  p lease refer to the 
appendix to f ind the detai ls  on 
Joshua’s book.
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(Above) Indigenous Food Lab in Minneapol is 
— a space reclaiming food sovereignty and 
celebrat ing Indigenous cul inary t radi t ions.
Photo credi t :  Tatum Claypool
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3.0 Access to Capital

3.1 Barriers in Financial  Systems

Access to capi ta l  remains one of  the most persistent  and systemic barr iers to 
Indigenous agr icul tural  growth global ly.  Mainstream f inancial  inst i tut ions are 
typical ly  structured around colonial  legal  f rameworks and Western concepts of  
weal th,  which of ten fa i l  to recognize Indigenous forms of  land stewardship,  
col lect ive weal th,  and relat ional  reciproci ty.  In many cases, Indigenous lands cannot 
be used as col lateral ,  render ing Indigenous farmers inel ig ib le for  convent ional  
f inancing.  Even wi th v iable business models,  Indigenous borrowers regular ly 
encounter excessive scrut iny,  heightened r isk assessments,  and reject ion based on 
systemic bias.  This leads to what some descr ibe as a "credi t  desert" .

In Canada, pol ic ies such as Sect ion 89 of  the Indian Act,  which prohibi ts the seizure 
of  certa in property on reserve,  effect ively exclude Indigenous land, homes, and 
certain personal  property f rom being used to secure agr icul tural  loans.  Meanwhi le,  
current  lending pract ices remain r ig id,  extract ive,  and of ten prof i t -dr iven, fa i l ing to 
al ign wi th community-based goals,  regenerat ive land use pract ices,  or  Indigenous 
economic phi losophies.  These histor ic and contemporary exclusions combine, 
leaving Indigenous farmers disproport ionately undercapi ta l ized, l imi t ing 
infrastructure investment,  scal ing opportuni t ies,  and access to value-added markets.

Throughout my Nuff ie ld journey,  Indigenous producers across Brazi l ,  the Uni ted 
States,  Austral ia,  and Canada expressed str ik ingly s imi lar  concerns regarding 
systemic f inancial  exclusion.  In Brazi l ,  farmers c i ted the complexi ty and 
inaccessibi l i ty  of  programs such as the Fundo Const i tucional  de Financiamento do 
Norte (FNO),  which involves bureaucrat ic hurdles that  d isproport ionately 
disadvantage Indigenous appl icants (da Si lva,  2020).  In Austral ia,  many First  
Nat ions landholders are required to lease their  own land back to themselves or a 
business ent i ty to sat isfy commercial  lending requirements,  as non-fee s imple land
is typical ly  inel ig ib le for  use as col lateral  under mainstream banking f rameworks 
(Langton & Mazel ,  2008; Indigenous Land and Sea Corporat ion,  2021).

Despi te vast ly d i fferent  nat ional  contexts,  these chal lenges consistent ly ref lect  a 
global  pat tern:  f inancial  systems are not  designed to accommodate Indigenous land
tenure and t i t le restr ic t ions,  governance, or  values,  resul t ing in under investment,  
credi t  denial ,  and the st i f l ing of  Indigenous agr icul tural  growth.
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3.2 Five Key Barriers in Financial  Systems
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1 Land Tenure and Collateral  Limitations  
Indigenous land systems are incompat ib le wi th standard col lateral  models,  
and many f inancial  inst i tut ions are not  wi l l ing to enterta in an unsecured loan
opt ion to remove this barr ier  to entry.  Without the abi l i ty  to use equi ty in 
owned land, i t  is  d i ff icul t  to access capi ta l .

2 Discrimination and Knowledge Gaps in Lending Institutions  
Indigenous agr icul tural  borrowers are f requent ly perceived as high-r isk by 
mainstream lenders,  not  because of  their  business fundamentals,  but  due to 
a persistent  lack of  cul tural  understanding by lenders and inst i tut ional  b ias.  
Many f inancial  inst i tut ions have l imi ted knowledge of  Indigenous governance 
structures,  communal land tenure,  or  col lect ive business models,  so they shy 
away from coming into communit ies or explor ing lending to communit ies for  
agr icul ture.  

This of ten resul ts in unreal ist ic  or  inappropr iate lending requirements.  For 
example,  dur ing many interv iews, I  heard the common theme that  lenders 
of ten require an Indigenous agr icul tural  operat ion to submit  a business plan 
using a commercial  template that  assumes pr ivate land ownership,  
h ierarchical  management,  and indiv idual ized prof i t—al l  of  which can conf l ic t  
wi th Indigenous governance models,  t radi t ional  land stewardship structures,  
and shared economic benef i ts.  Such mismatches not only delay f inancing but  
also send a c lear message that  Indigenous ways of  doing business remain 
invis ib le or undervalued in the f inancial  system.

3 Inadequate and Inflexible Loan Products
Loan products are rarely ta i lored to Indigenous producers.  For instance, 
wi thout land to col lateral ize an agr icul ture loan, one of  the opt ions is an 
unsecured loan. Unsecured loans of ten have a short  loan amort izat ion of  f ive 
to seven years,  as opposed to a land-backed loan that  could support  a 
twenty- f ive year or  more amort izat ion schedule.  This puts Indigenous 
producers on community land at  a cash f low disadvantage that  restr ic ts their  
abi l i ty  for  operat ional  expansion and the abi l i ty  to capi ta l ize on opportuni t ies.
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4 Lack of Indigenous-Led Financial  Infrastructure in Indigenous 
Communities

Indigenous communit ies cont inue to face a cr i t ical  gap in local ly accessible,  
cul tural ly  re levant f inancial  infrastructure.  Mainstream banking inst i tut ions 
rarely operate wi th in Indigenous communit ies,  and i t  is  common for lenders 
to expect potent ia l  c l ients to navigate distant  branches, urban off ices,  or  
onl ine plat forms that  are misal igned wi th rural  real i t ies or cul tural  
preferences. In many cases, bankers do not come to the people,  resul t ing in
a f inancial  system that  is  physical ly  and relat ional ly out  of  reach.

This disconnect perpetuates exclusion.  However,  Indigenous- led and 
relat ionship-based lending models are chal lenging th is status quo. 
Community Development Inst i tut ions (CDIs) l ike Akiptan 
(ht tps: / /www.akiptan.org/)  in the Uni ted States are intent ional ly designed to 
meet Indigenous producers where they are—both geographical ly and 
cul tural ly.  Akiptan’s approach emphasizes t rust ,  f lat  interest  rates,  and 
f lexib le repayment plans rooted in agr icul tural  cycles and community 
pr ior i t ies.

In Canada, the Indigenous f inancing team at Farm Credi t  Canada 
(ht tps: / /www.fcc-fac.ca/en/f inancing/agr icul ture/ indigenous) is  beginning to 
break the mould by t ravel l ing direct ly to Indigenous communit ies,  foster ing 
long-term relat ionships,  and meet ing people where they are.  Their  outreach
model is  helping to level  the playing f ie ld by offer ing the same proact ive,  
personal ized service that  non-Indigenous producers have long received. 
These effor ts s ignal  a shi f t  toward equi ty and accessibi l i ty,  but  such 
approaches remain the except ion rather than the norm across the f inancial  
sector.
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5 Intergenerational Wealth and Operational Succession Disruption

The global  agr icul ture industry is  bui l t  on the foundat ion of  generat ional  
knowledge and weal th.  Farms that  survive over decades do so because of  
land passed down, ski l ls  shared across generat ions,  and accumulated equi ty  
that  enables access to credi t ,  capi ta l  investment,  and eventual  succession.  
Without th is intergenerat ional  cont inui ty,  the agr icul tural  systems of  most 
countr ies would not  exist  in their  current  form.

For Indigenous Peoples,  these foundat ional  p i l lars were systemat ical ly  
d isrupted. In Canada, Indigenous veterans were denied access to land and 
capi ta l  through the Veteran’s Land Act (1942) ,  which offered favourable loans  
and farmland to returning non-Indigenous soldiers but  appl ied discr iminatory 
restr ic t ions or outr ight  exclusions to First  Nat ions veterans (Lackenbauer,  
2007).  Simi lar ly,  Indigenous farmers were excluded from many post-war 
agr icul tural  grants and subsidies,  including credi t  programs offered by the 
Prair ie Farm Rehabi l i tat ion Administrat ion (PFRA) and provincial - level  
support  for  land acquis i t ion (Carter,  1990).

These exclusions severed pathways to asset accumulat ion and farm 
succession.  Whi le set t ler  farmers inher i ted land, equipment,  and establ ished  
f inancial  re lat ionships,  Indigenous producers of ten began wi th nothing and 
were burdened by a lack of  access to capi ta l  and legal  obstacles to land 
ownership.

In Austral ia,  Indigenous  s tockmen were subjected to decades of  unpaid or 
underpaid labour under state-sanct ioned wage control  pol ic ies,  inc luding the 
Abor ig ines Protect ion Act (1909) (NSW) and simi lar  legis lat ion across 
Northern and Western Austral ia.  These pol ic ies wi thheld wages in t rust  
accounts that  were of ten never paid,  a form of  economic dispossession that  
denied ent i re generat ions the chance to save, invest ,  or  purchase land (Kidd,  
2006).  The long-term consequences have been the disrupt ion of  not  only 
weal th t ransfer but  a lso operat ional  knowledge and succession planning,  
leaving many Indigenous agr icul tural  enterpr ises wi thout the foundat ional  
stabi l i ty  that  fuels mainstream farming success.
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What is the Big Risk?

3.3 Consequences of Capital Exclusion

Limited access to capital prevents Indigenous farmers from investing in infrastructure, participating in 
value-added markets, and implementing regenerative agricultural practices rooted in traditional 
knowledge. As a result, many operations become dependent on short-term grants that are often 
restrictive and unsustainable, hindering long-term growth, innovation, and economic sovereignty.

I often challenge others on their risk perception for Indigenous Ag producers. If 
this space has been underserved, ignored and excluded, then I ask, “on what 
data are you basing your credit risk perception?” In Canada, many ranchers and 
farmers do not have access to capital but are running a business on reserve for 
3 or 4 generations. How is that possible without access to credit? Pretty simple, 
they cash flow their business from their operations. If they want to expand their 
herd or buy a tractor, they save and then buy it with no debt instruments. I feel 
that an operation that can cash flow itself is the lowest risk operator out there. 
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(Lef t )  Terry Lerat  and I  at  the Red Crow Col lege 
Indigenous Agr icul ture Conference. Terry farms 
with his fami ly,  helps lead his Nat ion-owned 4C 
Farms on Cowessess First  Nat ion  and plays a 
key role wi th the Nat ional  Circ le for  Indigenous 
Agr icul ture & Food. His dedication inspires me 
to work harder and do more for Indigenous 
Peoples in agriculture.  Photo credi t :  Michel le 
Sandercock
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Value of the Earth’s lungs on a balance 
sheet?

At the 2024 Nuffield Contemporary Scholars Conference in Brazil, one of the presenters had spent a 
substantial amount of time with the Indigenous Peoples living in the Amazon, who have sustainably 
practiced agriculture for close to 14,000 years. I went up to him after his presentation to discuss his 
vision for Indigenous Peoples, focusing on protecting the Amazon and the continuance of subsistence 
farming.  His point was clear – the world needs to be ready to compensate those who are stewarding 
and protecting the lands. What he said stuck with me. The Amazon has been touted the lungs of the 
Earth, having a large influence on weather patterns across the globe. Why would we not want to support 
its protectors to indirectly support the weather patterns across the world to keep crop growing conditions 
in check? 

Working in the financial industry, I strive to understand how my peers perceive and assess risk, enabling 
me to present ideas for improving access to capital in ways that resonate with them. A conversation with 
the presenter mentioned above sparked the idea of creating an ‘Indigenous lens’ balance sheet—and 
ultimately rethinking the traditional accounting equation of Assets = Equity – Liabilities.

What if this equation read

Assets = Stewardship + Collective Knowledge – External Liabilities

With the explanation below:

• Assets represent more than material wealth; they include land, culture, language, kinship, and food
systems—gifts held in trust for future generations.

• Stewardship replaces equity, recognizing that value comes not from ownership, but from caring for
and sustaining relationships with land, water, and all beings.

• Collective Knowledge reflects intergenerational wisdom, oral histories, and ecological
understanding—critical assets in today’s climate and food crises.

• External Liabilities are the imposed systems (colonial policy, economic exclusions, extractive
industries, etc.) that deplete or disrupt Indigenous-held value.

As we reduce external liabilities by dismantling systems and leaning into reconciliation, we can 
increase assets as a path forward.
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4.0 Access to Markets

4.1 Barriers in Market Access

Access to markets is a critical yet often overlooked barrier for Indigenous agricultural producers. Without 
reliable markets, Indigenous farmers face difficulty generating consistent revenue, which directly impacts 
their ability to demonstrate financial viability, repay loans, and plan for long-term business growth. 
Mainstream markets are often inaccessible due to geographic isolation, systemic biases, and structural 
disadvantages that favour large-scale agribusinesses.

Many Indigenous communities in North America operate in food deserts where the nearest grocery store 
is hours away or controlled by monopolistic pricing structures. This reality undermines autonomy and 
perpetuates Indigenous Peoples' roles as price takers, not price setters. Moreover, a lack of cooperative 
structures, processing facilities, and transportation networks prevents many Indigenous communities 
from scaling production or reaching broader markets.

Market exclusion is not just an economic barrier—it is also a financial credibility issue. Lenders depend 
on business plans that forecast sales and demonstrate repayment capacity. When Indigenous producers 
cannot prove secure market access, even strong business models are seen as high-risk by financial 
institutions.

4.2 Five Key Barriers to Market Access 
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1 Geographic Isolation and Infrastructure Deficits
Many Indigenous communities lack access to nearby distribution hubs, paved roads, and cold 
storage facilities. This creates logistical challenges that prevent the timely delivery of 
agricultural products and limit sales opportunities.

2 Lack of Aggregation and Cooperative Models
Without co-ops or food hubs, Indigenous producers sell as individuals, unable to reach volume 
thresholds needed for large buyers or regional contracts.

3 Price Manipulation and Monopolies
Community grocers often set prices without competition, while Indigenous farmers have little 
negotiating power. This creates instability in income projections.

4 Absence of Business Support and Market Literacy
Indigenous producers frequently lack access to culturally relevant business training, 
mentorship in product pricing, and tools for financial forecasting, making it hard to build 
bank-ready business plans.

5 Non-Monetized Returns Undervalued by Lenders
Traditional food systems offer cultural, ecological, and health benefits that are not reflected in 
conventional profit-loss statements, yet are essential to long-term viability.
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During the 2024 Nuff ie ld 
Contemporary Scholars 
Conference, I  had the opportuni ty 
to explore Indigenous part ic ipat ion 
in agr icul ture in Brazi l  through a 
presentat ion on the Amazon, a 
v i l lage v is i t ,  and a conversat ion 
wi th an Indigenous art is t ,  Al ine.  
The discussion highl ighted how 
Indigenous Peoples have a deep 
agr icul tural  h istory in the Amazon 
but are now pr imar i ly  engaged in 
subsistence farming wi th l imi ted 
part ic ipat ion in commercial  
markets for  crops l ike corn and 
soy.  Al ine emphasized that  access 
to markets and scalabi l i ty  are the 
biggest chal lenges for  Indigenous 
farmers.  A potent ia l  solut ion 
discussed was the creat ion of  an 
Indigenous- led cooperat ive,  
enabl ing communit ies to scale 
product ion,  access markets,  and 
ensure long-term economic 
sustainabi l i ty.  Al ine was inspired 
by Indigenous f inancing in i t iat ives 
in Canada and expressed interest  
in connect ing wi th Indigenous 
leaders in Canada to explore 
col laborat ive opportuni t ies.

(Above) Al ine and I  in Brazi l .
Photo credi t :  Steve Larocque
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5.0 Agriculture Knowledge Capacity and
Generational Knowledge Transfer

5.1 Disruption of Knowledge Systems

Colonial  educat ion systems deeply disrupted the intergenerat ional  t ransfer of  
agr icul tural  knowledge. In Canada, resident ia l  schools forc ib ly removed Indigenous
chi ldren f rom their  communit ies,  sever ing t ies to t radi t ional  food systems, land 
stewardship,  and farming pract ices.  This disrupt ion has led to a s igni f icant loss of  
agr icul tural  l i teracy among Indigenous youth and low part ic ipat ion in commercial  
agr icul ture today.

Simi lar  pat terns of  d isrupt ion exist  g lobal ly.  Colonial  pol ic ies not  only dispossessed 
the land but a lso delegi t imized Indigenous knowledge. Across cont inents,  
state- imposed school ing systems and economic marginal izat ion have systemat ical ly  
replaced Indigenous ecological  expert ise wi th Western agr icul tural  norms. The resul t
has been a rupture in the relat ionships between land, knowledge, and ident i ty.

These pol ic ies were not s imply educat ional  fa i lures—they were mechanisms of
erasure that  undermined the sovereignty and sustainabi l i ty  of  Indigenous food 
systems across generat ions.

5.2 Rebuilding Through Mentorship and Land-Based Education

Despi te the legacy of  pol ic ies designed to disrupt  Indigenous food systems and 
agr icul tural  cont inui ty—from the Pass and Permit  System to the systemic exclusion 
f rom Veteran’s Land Act benef i ts—Indigenous communit ies across Canada and 
beyond are leading a powerful  resurgence of  land-based knowledge and 
intergenerat ional  learning.  This revi ta l izat ion is not  happening in isolat ion;  i t  is  fueled 
by intent ional  mentorship models,  cul tural ly  rooted agr icul tural  educat ion,  and the 
spir i tual  reclamat ion of  ancestral  knowledge systems.

Programs l ike the Farmer in Residence at  the Indigenous Farm Hub in New Mexico 
provide immersive,  hands-on t ra in ing rooted in both t radi t ional  and modern 
techniques. Elders and exper ienced producers bless seeds and share teachings wi th
new farmers,  ensur ing that  agr icul tural  revival  is  not  just  technical  but  spir i tual .  
Simi lar ly,  the Chicken Tractor Program at Makoce Ag in South Dakota supports 
fami l ies in bui ld ing smal l -scale poul t ry operat ions through a mentorship model .  

Broader land-based educat ion movements support  these in i t iat ives.  For example,  the 
Ho-Chunk Nat ion combines youth work programs with regenerat ive farming pract ices,
including a nat ive corn seed bank used in cul tural  ceremonies,  ensur ing both cul tural  
preservat ion and agr icul tural  resi l ience. At  Rosebud Reservat ion,  the Sicangu Food 
Sovereignty Project  br ings youth into gardens to learn food product ion alongside 
Elders,  pair ing mentorship wi th exper ient ia l  learning.  
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Nevertheless,  th is resurgence is not  wi thout chal lenges, as there is a shortage of  
Indigenous farmers t ra ined in both t radi t ional  and contemporary methods. 
Colonizat ion del iberately disrupted land-based knowledge transfer,  resul t ing in an 
erosion of  agr icul tural  cont inui ty.  The path forward,  therefore,  demands more than 
ski l l -bui ld ing—it  cal ls  for  heal ing.  Mentorship programs in th is context  become sacred 
spaces for  cul tural  reconnect ion,  economic empowerment,  and the restorat ion of  
Indigenous land relat ionships.

As many Indigenous farmers and ranchers age wi thout successors,  succession 
planning is emerging as a cr i t ical  pr ior i ty.  Longer land leases create the foundat ion 
for  cont inui ty,  a l lowing infrastructure to be passed on and adapted by the next  
generat ion.  Without a succession plan,  the steep learning curve in agr icul ture—
already emot ional ly and f inancial ly  taxing—can deter younger community members,
especial ly  when ear ly fa i lures that  most new entry producers exper ience can 
undermine morale.

The Osmosis of Business
At the 2024 World Indigenous Forum in Alburquerque, New Mexico,  
something a presenter said stuck out for  me. “Business and agr icul ture
should be part  of  fami ly conversat ions,  so chi ldren grow up seeing 
economic leadership as normal."  

Not coming from a farming background, I  am always cur ious why kids 
come back to the farm to l ive and work.  My only answer is that  they 
grew up in agr icul ture and have the passion to be producers,  ranchers,  
and ag business people through osmosis.  This is  why I  am a strong 
proponent of  support ing grassroot indiv iduals on community lands,  so 
that  their  chi ldren have the opportuni ty to grow up in agr icul ture on 
their  t radi t ional  lands,  and that  one day they may come back to work on
their  parents farm or their  Nat ion's farm. This is  a cr i t ical  step for  
Nat ion farm succession planning.
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6.0 Food Sovereignty

6.1 Food as Culture: Healing and 
Resistance

Throughout my Nuff ie ld journey,  I  came to 
understand food sovereignty not  as a theory 
but  as a l iv ing and breathing movement,  
rooted in cul ture,  ceremony, and resistance. 
From the seed banks of  San Xavier Co-op to 
the plates of  pre-colonial  foods at  Owamni,  
every v is i t  in my travels aff i rmed that  food is 
not  just  sustenance; i t  is  a vessel  of  
Indigenous autonomy and intergenerat ional  
knowledge.

For Indigenous Peoples,  reclaiming food 
systems can be an act  of  recla iming ident i ty.  
Colonial  food systems—through commodity 
foods, resident ia l  school  d iet ,  and the 
suppression of  harvest ing r ights—were never 
s imply about nour ishment;  they were 
del iberate tools of  control ,  designed to sever 
re lat ionships wi th land, cul ture,  and one 
another.  Today, many Indigenous communit ies 
are restor ing those foodways on their  own 
terms, using food not only to nour ish but  to 
heal ,  resist ,  and rebui ld.

In many of  the communit ies I  v is i ted,  food was 
spoken of  in sacred terms—as a relat ionship,  
not  a commodity.  Sovereignty in th is sense is 
not  l imi ted to product ion or access;  i t  is  the 
f reedom to def ine how food is grown, 
prepared, shared, and passed on. I t  is  where 
resistance becomes revi ta l izat ion.

DNA food

My brother and I  were lucky 
to eat  at  Sean Sherman’s 
restaurant Owamni 
(ht tps: / /owamni.com/) and his
heartwork Indigenous Food 
Lab (  ht tps: / /nat i fs.org/)  that  
only serve pre-colonial  
foods.  No dairy,  no pork,  no 
gluten,  or  any other foods 
brought to North America by 
set t lers.  My brother summed 
i t  up perfect ly by saying,  
“ th is food is what my DNA is 
asking for” .  The meal 
stunned us as a spir i t  f i l l ing 
meal .  I  came back wi th Chef 
Sherman’s cookbook and 
have created many of  h is 
recipes wi th local  Indigenous 
foods.
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(Above) My brother Ty Claypool at 
Owamni by the Sioux Chef.
Photo credit: Tatum Claypool

Indigenous Agriculture: The Barriers, The Challenges and The Opportunities – Tatum Claypool



6.2 Intersections with Health,  Education, and Justice

The l ink between food and wel lness is undeniable.  Across the regions I  v is i ted,  I  
heard stor ies of  the profound impacts of  colonial ly  imposed diets—skyrocket ing rates
of d iabetes,  mental  i l lness,  and heart  d isease.  I  a lso wi tnessed the t ransformat ive 
power of  returning to t radi t ional  foods.

In New Mexico,  the Indigenous Farm Hub is using food as a teaching tool ,  where
young people are not  only feeding their  communit ies but  learning about the 
ecological  and spir i tual  responsibi l i t ies that  come with i t .

Food is medic ine,  and food educat ion is just ice work.  To reclaim our food is to 
reclaim our future.  I t  a lso means protect ing water,  land, seeds, and language, 
recogniz ing that  these elements cannot be separated f rom heal th or heal ing.

As I  learn f rom Elders and land stewards,  food sovereignty is increasingly being 
understood as a human r ight .  I t  a l igns wi th Art ic les 20 and 26 of  the Uni ted Nat ions 
Declarat ion on the Rights of  Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP),  which aff i rm the r ight  to 
t radi t ional  economies and to maintain and strengthen connect ions to ancestral  lands 
(Uni ted Nat ions,  2007).

Every t ime an Indigenous fami ly p lants a garden, hunts wi th intent ion,  shares a 
harvest ,  or  star ts a farm l ike Spir i t  Farms, they are assert ing a form of  
sel f -determinat ion that  chal lenges the systems of  control  that  sought to erase them. 
Food sovereignty is not  a return to the past—it  is  a del iberate act  of  shaping the 
future.

We must invest  in those already leading th is work by providing strong and sustainable
funding models.  One example is Jacob Beaton and his team at Tea Creek, who are 
t ra i lb lazing a scalable,  community-dr iven approach for  First  Nat ions across Canada. 
Despi te their  success,  inconsistent  funding puts Tea Creek’s future at  cont inual  r isk—
jeopardiz ing i ts abi l i ty  to offer  v i ta l  t ra in ing and support  to Indigenous Peoples.

Tea Creek is an Indigenous- led t ra in ing farm that  b lends hands-on agr icul tural  and 
t rades t ra in ing wi th cul tural  knowledge shar ing for  Indigenous youth and adul ts.  I ts  
impact is  far-reaching:  reclaiming t radi t ional  food ski l ls ,  creat ing jobs,  and bui ld ing 
intergenerat ional  agr icul tural  capaci ty.  The program also provides essent ia l  
wraparound supports such as food, t ransportat ion,  and mental  heal th care,  ensur ing
that part ic ipants can thr ive both on and off  the farm.

The wheel has been invented, now let’s recognize i t ,  support i t ,  and use it !
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Learn more at: https://www.teacreek.ca and take the time to watch the 
documentary at https://www.teacreekfilm.ca/



7.0 Conclusion

7.1 Key Findings
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1 Indigenous Food Systems Are Systems of Resistance and Resurgence
Indigenous agr icul ture is not  a new concept,  but  an ancient  pract ice disrupted
by colonizat ion.  Across Canada and beyond, Indigenous Peoples are 
reclaiming food sovereignty as an act  of  cul tural  heal ing,  pol i t ical  resistance, 
and economic resurgence.

2 The Existence of Indigenous led Agriculture and Food Sovereignty 
Projects Are Vulnerable 
Many Indigenous- led agr icul ture and food sovereignty in i t iat ives are dr iven by 
a smal l  group of  dedicated indiv iduals who invest  their  hearts,  energy,  and 
of ten their  l i fe savings into advancing outcomes for  their  communit ies.  This 
work is emot ional ly intense and physical ly  demanding, p lacing a heavy 
burden on these leaders and increasing the r isk of  burnout—ult imately 
threatening the sustainabi l i ty  of  the ent i re in i t iat ive.  Without consistent  
support  f rom both the agr icul ture industry and government,  long-term viabi l i ty
and leadership succession wi l l  remain uncertain.

3 Land Tenure and Water Access Are Foundational Barriers
Secure,  long-term on Nat ion land leases for  Indigenous producers and access
to water are essent ia l  to Indigenous agr icul tural  development.  Without these, 
infrastructure investments,  succession planning,  and food secur i ty in i t iat ives 
remain unstable and opportuni t ies to scale up to access markets wi l l  not  be 
possible.  

4 The Health of the Land Reflects the Health of the People
Sites l ike Ho-Chunk Farms exempl i fy how regenerat ive land pract ices and 
access to cul tural  foods are t ied to community wel l -being.  Investments in 
sustainable farming, heal thcare,  and housing create heal th ier,  more resi l ient  
Nat ions.

5 Access to Capital  Remains the Largest Structural  Barrier
Mainstream f inancial  inst i tut ions of ten exclude Indigenous producers due to 
misconcept ions about land col lateral  and r isk.  Al ternat ive models l ike Akiptan 
demonstrate the success of  t rust-based, cul tural ly  a l igned lending.
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6 Youth Engagement and Knowledge Transfer Are Crit ical  for Continuity
Many agr icul tural  leaders are aging,  wi th few succession plans in place. 
Global  focus on Indigenous youth engagement in agr icul ture needs to be a 
pr ior i ty.

7 Food Deserts Are a Persistent Threat to Sovereignty and Health
In places l ike Pine Ridge and Rosebud, lack of  nearby grocery stores,  pr ice
monopol ies,  and poor infrastructure compound food insecur i ty,  h ighl ight ing 
the need for  local ized food hubs and community-owned food systems.

8 Indigenous-Led Solutions Must Be Nation-Based, Not One-Size-Fits-All
Economic development and agr icul ture in i t iat ives must be grounded in the 
governance, values,  and goals of  each Nat ion.  Pan-Indigenous models of ten
miss local  nuance, thus fa i l  to del iver sustainable resul ts.

9 The True Return on Investment Is Return on Indigenous (ROI)
Success should be measured not only in f inancial  terms, but  a lso in cul tural  
revi ta l izat ion,  land restorat ion,  community wel lness,  and intergenerat ional  
weal th.  

(Above) Montezuma's Cast le Nat ional  
Monument,  Ar izona, USA. 
Photo credi t :  Adam Voel tz

(Above) Brainstorming wi th women from 
Indigenous communit ies at  the Ar izona 
Food Systems Gather ing —shar ing ideas,  
strength,  and vis ions for  the future of  
Indigenous food sovereignty.
Photo credi t :  Adam Voel tz
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1 Transform Financial  Systems to Reflect Indigenous Realit ies
• Establ ish Indigenous- led f inancial  inst i tut ions that  of fer  t rust-based, f lexib le 

loan models ta i lored to community weal th wi th a strong understanding of  how 
to navigate government- imposed pol ic ies and col lateral  restr ic t ions.

• Reframe lender assessments to include non-monetary return on investment 
indicators such as land stewardship,  cul tural  revi ta l izat ion,  and youth 
engagement.

• Develop lending instruments that  recognize Indigenous land governance on 
non-fee s imple t i t les.

2 Support Infrastructure for Indigenous-Controlled Food Systems
• Fund Indigenous- led food hubs, mobi le processing uni ts,  commercial

k i tchens, and decentral ized distr ibut ion systems.
• Support  cooperat ive market ing models and shared infrastructure to bui ld

community-based value chains.
• Invest  in long-term infrastructure through mechanisms l ike 25-year zoning

agreements or Nat ion-to-Nat ion land-use contracts.

3 Reform Colonial  Legislation and Policy Barriers
• Repeal  or  amend restr ic t ive sect ions of  the Indian Act that  l imi t  land use as 

col lateral  or  require federal  oversight  for  economic act iv i ty.
• Develop a Nat ional  and/or Internat ional  Indigenous Agr icul ture Pol icy

Framework rooted in Indigenous governance and food sovereignty whi le
consider ing al l  Indigenous food systems from land to sea.

• Implement land return and co-governance strategies to restore Indigenous
jur isdict ion and stewardship over t radi t ional  terr i tor ies.

4 Embed Intergenerational Learning and Agricultural  Education
• Invest  in school-based and land-based agr icul tural  educat ion that  revives

tradi t ional  knowledge and ski l ls .
• Fund Indigenous- led cert i f icat ion programs and Tradi t ional  Ecological

Knowledge (TEK)-based agr icul tural  curr icula.
• Embed Elder–Youth mentorship models and seasonal  land-based learning as 

a foundat ion of  a l l  agr i -educat ion effor ts.

5 Ensure Sustainable Succession and Project Continuity
• Create long-term funding streams for  Indigenous projects that  pr ior i t ize

7-generat ions planning.
• Support  leadership development and succession planning wi th in 

Indigenous- led agr icul tural  enterpr ises and non-prof i ts .
• Develop tools to prevent burnout among key changemakers,  including shared

governance and team-based leadership.

6 Recognize and Scale Indigenous Innovation
• Incent iv ize procurement of  Indigenous foods and services by inst i tut ional

buyers such as schools,  hospi ta ls,  and governments.
• Recognize Indigenous seed systems, ceremonial  crops,  and tradi t ional

harvest ing pract ices through cul tural  and intel lectual  property protect ions.
• Fund Indigenous research inst i tut ions to restore agr icul tural  languages,

calendars,  and spir i tual  foodways.

7.2 Recommendations for the Canadian Agriculture Sector
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7 Strengthen Land and Water Sovereignty
• Aff i rm Indigenous land and water r ights as foundat ional  to agr icul ture,

wel l -being,  and food sovereignty.
• Support  Indigenous- led water governance models that  center t radi t ional

knowledge and protect  ecological  cycles.

8 Rebuild Market Access and Pricing Equity
• Fund cooperat ive aggregat ion programs to al low Indigenous producers to

reach volume thresholds for  larger markets.
• Address pr ice manipulat ion in isolated communit ies by support ing

Nat ion-owned grocery and retai l  models.
• Provide cul tural ly  re levant t ra in ing in f inancial  forecast ing,  pr ic ing,  and

business planning.

9 Protect and Promote Seed and Food Sovereignty
• Support  Indigenous seed banks,  protect  t radi t ional  seed var iet ies under

Intel lectual  Property ( IP) law, and integrate seed-saving into educat ional  
systems.

• Fund community seed sovereignty projects,  t radi t ional  food forests,  and
cul tural ly  rooted Community Supported Agr icul ture (CSA) models.

10 Embed Food Sovereignty in Health,  Justice,  and Education
• Integrate food sovereignty into publ ic heal th and educat ion pol icy,  as a

response to diet-re lated diseases.
• Develop food-as-medic ine programs in col laborat ion wi th Indigenous heal th

organizat ions and Elders.
• Embed tradi t ional  foodways in school  meals,  cul tural  educat ion,  and youth

programming.

11 Build National and Global Indigenous Networks
• Establ ish global  Indigenous knowledge-shar ing plat forms to exchange best

pract ices in regenerat ive agr icul ture and land-based economics.
• Fund Indigenous- led gather ings,  convergence events,  and exchange

programs to connect youth,  Elders,  and pract i t ioners.

12 Measure Success by Return on Indigenous Investment (ROI)
• Redef ine agr icul tural  success to include:
◦ Cultural  revi ta l izat ion through food systems.
◦ Land heal ing and environmental  stewardship.
◦ Wealth c i rculat ion wi th in fami l ies and Nat ions.
◦ Long-term community resi l ience over short- term prof i t .
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13 Address Structural  Isolation and Capacity Gaps
• Provide core operat ional  funding to Indigenous agr icul ture organizat ions

rather than project-based grants.
• Increase investment in community-based technical  support ,  f inancial

l i teracy,  and infrastructure planning.
• Develop tools for  peer- to-peer learning,  mentorship cohorts,  and Indigenous

agr icul tural  leadership pipel ines.

14 Enshrine Indigenous Representation in Governance
• Ensure dedicated seats for  First  Nat ions,  Inui t ,  and Mét is leaders on

nat ional  and provincial  agr icul tural  boards,  counci ls,  and advisory bodies.
• Require that  a l l  publ ic agr icul ture pol icy reviews include consul tat ions wi th

First  Nat ions,  Inui t ,  and Mét is governments and knowledge holders.

7.3 Final Reflections

Food is a relat ionship,  not  a commodity.  For Indigenous Peoples,  reclaiming 
agr icul ture is not  about returning to the past ,  but  creat ing sustainable,  
sel f -determined futures.  This report  is  not  a conclusion,  but  a cont inuat ion of  our 
col lect ive responsibi l i ty  to support  Indigenous food systems grounded in land, love,  
and l iberat ion.

(Above) Cl i ff  Dwel l ings at  Walnut Canyon Nat ional  Monument,  Ar izona USA.
Photo credi t :  Adam Voel tz
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8.0 Appendices

Appendix A
Nuffield Research Project – Travel Log

The fol lowing is a t ravel  log and descr ipt ion of  the purpose of  the t ravel .  

Travel Log

Country Destination Travel Dates Travel Focus
Canada Regina, 

Saskatchewan
November 20 - 26, 2023 Indigenous Agriculture 3-day 

event and Nuffield Canada New 
Scholar awards.

Canada Edmonton, Alberta February 19 - 23, 2024 Attended hemp conference with 
First Nation that was new to the 
industry.

Brazil Bonito March 7 - 19, 2024 2024 Contemporary Scholars 
Conference.

Canada Blood Tribe First 
Nation, Standoff, 
Alberta

May 5 - 10, 2024 Blood Tribe/Red Crow College 
Buffalo Harvest and 3-day 
Indigenous Ag conference.

Canada Langham, 
Saskatchewan

July 18, 2024 Indigenous VIP day, Ag in Motion 
Show.

Canada Millbrook First Nation, 
Halifax & Prince 
Edward Island (PEI)

July 27 - August 1, 2024 Millbrook First Nation and PEI 
tour.

USA Minnesota, Nebraska 
& South Dakota

September 3 - 13, 2024 On reservation operation site 
visits.

USA Arizona & New Mexico October 23 - November 7, 
2024

On reservation operation site 
visits, World Indigenous Business 
Forum Conference, and Arizona 
Food Systems conference.

Canada Regina, 
Saskatchewan

November 25 - 29, 2024 Indigenous Ag Summit at Western 
Canadian Agribition.

USA Las Vegas, Nevada December 9 - 13, 2024 Intertribal Agriculture Conference.

30Indigenous Agriculture: The Barriers, The Challenges and The Opportunities – Tatum Claypool



31

(Above) Minnesota,  Nebraska & South Dakota September 2024

(Above) Ar izona & New Mexico October -  November 2024

(Left )  Brazi l  March 2024
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Appendix B -  Case Studies

Building Trust Through Connections

One aspect of  being a Nuff ie ld Contemporary Scholar that  no one warns you about is  
the amount of  research required to f ind the r ight  connect ions — the people you need 
to v is i t  and learn f rom. The next  level  of  d iscomfort  comes when you have to ask 
these indiv iduals i f  you can come onto their  operat ion,  take up their  valuable t ime, 
and then trust  you enough to share fur ther connect ions to expand your learning 
network.

In the Indigenous space, "researchers" have histor ical ly  entered communit ies to study 
Indigenous Peoples and their  ways of  knowing. Far too of ten,  th is research has been 
extract ive:  leaving nothing of  value behind,  using knowledge unethical ly,  or  doing 
nothing at  a l l  wi th the informat ion gathered. This history has created deep mistrust  
toward outs iders seeking access to Indigenous communit ies.  From the start ,  I  knew 
that  I  would need to bui ld genuine t rust  wi th key connectors and communit ies to f ind 
the relat ionships necessary for  meaningful  learning — the "s ix degrees of  separat ion" 
that  would al low me to l is ten,  not  just  study.

Fortunately,  through my growing network of  l ike-minded indiv iduals,  I  met Antonious 
Petro f rom Regenerat ion Canada, who introduced me to Reginaldo (Regi)  
Haslet t -Marroquin.  Regi  became a t rusted connector,  generously opening doors to 
projects and operat ions wi th in Indigenous communit ies.

In Indigenous spaces, re lat ionships are precious and require careful  tending.  These 
connect ions form a c i rc le of  l ike-minded indiv iduals who wi l l  dr ive change and 
champion the future of  Indigenous agr icul ture and food sovereignty.

About These Case Studies

The fol lowing case studies represent just  a few of  the remarkable people and places I  
v is i ted dur ing my Nuff ie ld Canada journey.  Each one was chosen for  the way i t  
i l luminated the power of  Indigenous agr icul ture — not only as a means of  growing 
food, but  as a pathway to heal ing,  sovereignty,  and intergenerat ional  strength.

These vis i ts stood out because they sparked something in me: a quest ion,  a lesson, 
or  a sense of  new possibi l i ty.  They are not  the only stor ies worth te l l ing.  Across 
Canada and beyond, I  encountered many more changemakers whose voices,  
teachings,  and act ions are etched in my heart  — and careful ly  stored on my hard 
dr ive.

I f  you are interested in learning more about the other farms, communit ies,  and 
leaders I  met along the way, I  warmly invi te you to reach out.  I t  would be my honour 
to share those stor ies and cont inue the conversat ion.
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Case Study 1:  Poul t ry-Centered Regenerat ive 
Agr icul ture (PCRA)

Through PCRA ,  I  bel ieve we demonstrate a new way of  th inking,  of  re lat ing,  of  
working as part  of  nature so that  a l l  who come in contact  wi th our ecosystems 
wi l l  know that  we can bui ld a bet ter  wor ld for  everyone.

    — Reginaldo Haslet t -Marroquin 
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I  could have stayed for  weeks at  PCRA to l is ten and learn f rom Regi .  I  
th ink the rebel l ious spir i ts  that  both he and I  possess could resul t  in a 
change tornado i f  we l ived c loser and were in the same country.  His 
passion and dedicat ion added a log to the f i re that  burns in my soul .  I  
was so very for tunate to meet him and have some of  h is t ime.

The vis i t  to PCRA in Northf ie ld,  Minnesota,  of fered a profound explorat ion into the 
intersect ion of  food sovereignty,  Indigenous knowledge, and systemic chal lenges 
embedded with in agr icul ture.  Led by Reginaldo (Regi)  Haslet t -Marroquín,  who l ived 
through the Guatemalan c iv i l  war and wi tnessed f i rsthand how food systems can be 
weaponized as tools of  control ,  the farm stands as a l iv ing model  of  regenerat ive 
agr icul ture and resi l ience. Regi  shared how histor ical  tact ics—from chemical  warfare 
on crops to government- imposed barr iers restr ic t ing local  food movement—cont inue 
to favor large corporat ions over community producers.  His farm, which t ransi t ioned 
from chemical ly t reated monocul ture land to an organic,  mul t i -enterpr ise regenerat ive 
system, integrates elder wisdom, youth educat ion,  and economic sel f -suf f ic iency.  
Discussions emphasized the pi t fa l ls  of  industr ia l  organic farming, the USDA’s role in 
erasing Indigenous poul t ry breeds, and the urgent need to reclaim tradi t ional  food 
systems rooted in land stewardship and community governance. Hazelnut  bushes 
form the understory in PCRA’s regenerat ive poul t ry model ,  where s low-growth 
chickens are raised beneath their  protect ive canopy wi th in an agroforestry system. 
This integrated approach improves soi l  heal th,  enhances biodiversi ty,  and creates a 
low-barr ier  pathway for  new farmers.  Their  fu l ly  integrated vert ical  model ,  f rom seed 
to hatchl ing to processing,  ref lected the care and intent ion behind every element of  
the operat ion.  

Regi ’s hol is t ic  v is ion embraces shortening value chains,  restor ing ancestral  
pract ices,  and bui ld ing col laborat ive Indigenous- led networks to foster t rue food 
sovereignty.  His bel ief  that  Indigenous communit ies already possess the land, 
knowledge, and resi l ience to reset food systems, but  must act  col lect ively rather than 
indiv idual ly,  echoes through every layer of  the enterpr ise.  In col laborat ion wi th,  the 
nonprof i t  Regenerat ive Agr icul ture Al l iance,  PCRA models a pathway where 
ecological  restorat ion,  cul tural  resurgence, and economic empowerment grow 
together.

Location: Northf ie ld,  Minnesota,  USA (Ancestral  Dakota Terr i tory)
Visit  Date: September 2024
Founder: Reginaldo Haslet t -Marroquin,  Guatemalan-born Indigenous leader

Community and Context
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PCRA operates on ancestral Dakota lands, guided by Indigenous ecological principles and a 
regenerative ethos. Led by Reginaldo Haslett-Marroquin—an Indigenous farmer, visionary, and 
systems builder—the initiative centers on ecological justice, food sovereignty, and systems 
transformation. The farm stands in direct resistance to industrial food systems that have 
historically marginalized Indigenous knowledge and autonomy.
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Key Barriers & Challenges

• Industrial  Agriculture Narratives:  Regi  chal lenges both convent ional  and
“organic”  poul t ry systems, not ing that  industr ia l  organic operat ions of ten mirror
convent ional  pract ices but wi th reduced oversight .

• Regulatory Barriers:  USDA regulat ions favour large agr ibusiness and discourage
local  food movement through myths (e.g. ,  f ru i t  f ly  contaminat ion) that  restr ic t
Indigenous t rade.

• Infrastructure Limitations:  At tempts to scale mobi le poul t ry processing were
unsuccessful ,  pushing PCRA to pursue permanent faci l i t ies—an endeavou r
requir ing substant ia l  capi ta l .

• Food Sovereignty Threats:  USDA’s distr ibut ion of  ster i le poul t ry to communit ies
is  viewed as a form of  b io logical  erasure,  threatening t radi t ional  breeds and
sel f -determinat ion.

35

t  

Vision and Philosophy

PCRA envis ions a new food system—one that  restores the land, centers Indigenous 
wor ldviews, and bui lds mult igenerat ional  weal th.  Their  model  of  poul t ry-centered 
agroforestry re imagines  chicken farming as a tool  for  ecological  heal ing,  economic 
empowerment,  and cul tural  restorat ion.  For Regi ,  th is work is no  just  agr icul tural—it  
is  a form of  resistance and a pathway to l iberat ion.

Indigenous People have the land, the resistance spiri t ,  and the community
strength to reset food systems.   

— Regi  Haslet t -Marroquin

Key Practices and Programs

•Poultry Agroforestry:  Chickens are raised in rotat ional  agroforestry systems under
canopies of  hazelnut  and elderberry,  mimicking natural  forest  ecosystems.
• Integrated Enterprise Model:  A vert ical ly  integrated business supports seed-to-
market operat ions—hatchery,  feed, product ion,  processing,  and market ing—creat ing
a c losed- loop system.
•Slow-Growth Breeds :  Unl ike industr ia l  models,  Tree-Range®chickens grow slowly,
wi thout ant ib iot ics,  in environments that  foster natural  behavior .
•Nonprofit  and For-Profit  Collaboration :  Regenerat ive Agr icul ture Al l iance
(nonprof i t )  provides t ra in ing and capaci ty bui ld ing,  whi le the PCRA dr ives market
development.
•Education and Mentorship:  Through the Regenerat ive Poul t ry Product ion t ra in ing
program, PCRA supports Indigenous and marginal ized farmers across the U.S.
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Innovative Solutions

• Interconnected Enterprises: Each enterpr ise—whether a poul t ry l ine,  soup 
company, hazelnut  co-op, or  manure business—must be sel f -sustain ing before
i t  scales.

s 

e 

• Alternative Feed Systems:  Exper imentat ion wi th sprouted grains quadruple 
protein levels and reduces dependency on imported soy meal.

• Elder-Led Knowledge Integration: PCRA pr ior i t izes Elder wisdom—such as 
the cul tural  and economic role of  hazelnuts—into food planning and  crop 
design.

• Narrative Reclamation:  The model  shi f ts f rom “def ic i t  th inking” to “abundanc 
f raming",  h ighl ight ing the inherent weal th in t radi t ional  lands,  re lat ionships, 
and ecosystems.

Impacts

r  

• Ecological:  Reforestat ion through agroforestry increased biodiversi ty,  carbon 
sequestrat ion,  and improved soi l  heal th.

• Community:  Supports low-barr ier  farmer entry,  bui lds economic pathways fo 
underserved communit ies,  and fosters food sovereignty through local  food 
systems.

• Systems Change: PCRA's approach shortens value chains,  bui lds 
farmer independence, and models regenerat ive economies rooted in 
land-based intel l igence.

Reflections and Takeaways

a 

• Food as a Weapon and as a Remedy:
Regi shared how, in his youth,  the Guatemalan mi l i tary destroyed 
Indigenous crops as an act  of  war.  Today, he sees food systems as 
form of  heal ing—where land, knowledge, and cul ture converge to 
resist  and rebui ld.

• True Sovereignty is Structural:
Food sovereignty is not  just  about product ion—it ’s about who owns 
the land, the processing plants,  the distr ibut ion channels,  and the 
narrat ive.

• Nation Over Individual:
While PCRA empowers indiv iduals,  Regi ’s deeper message is 
col lect ive:  one farmer can be erased by pol icy—but a nat ion of  
farmers can col lect ively defend i tsel f .
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Regi descr ibe his approach to the vert ical  integrat ion in his model  as 
one of  pat ience and bui ld ing a sol id f i rst  base business layer before 
adding the next .  He said,  “ i f  I  have one can of  gas and 10 t rucks to f i l l ,  
i f  I  only put  a l i t t le b i t  of  gas in each truck,  none of  the t rucks wi l l  reach  
their  dest inat ion.  But i f  I  put  the fu l l  can into one truck,  I  can reach the 
dest inat ion and then come back to work on the other 9 t rucks one by 
one, so that  in the end al l  of  the t rucks make i t  to the end goal . ”   I  
loved this  analogy  and I  have used it  many t imes this year.  I  feel  in 
the Indigenous space, corporations need to take it  slow and be 
deliberate,  so that they can get to the destination and uphold al l  
the promises they have made to Indigenous Peoples. 

37

(Above) Regi 's  Jungle Chickens.
Photo credi t :  Tatum Claypool

(Above) Regi  and I  at  PCRA
 Photo credi t :  Ty Claypool
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When you asked a student at  my high school  what a farmer looks l ike they would te l l  
you a whi te guy wi th cowboy boots and a cowboy hat on.  They didn’ t  see themselves
as farmers…We just  let  them use our land to do that .

    — Aaron LaPointe,  Senior Director of  Business Operat ions,  Ho-Chunk 
Inc.   

Case Study 2:  Ho-Chunk Farms 

Regi connected me with the CEO of Ho-Chunk Capi ta l ,  Aaron LaPointe
who put the team together to faci l i tate my t ime with the Ho-Chunk Inc.  
team. 

The Winnebago Tr ibe has bui l t  a thr iv ing and 
heal thy community on the land they purchased 
many years ago from a neighbour ing First  
Nat ion.  They were not a l lot ted land by the 
government and had to purchase land for  their  
members.  When we entered the community,  we
could feel  the heal th and prosper i ty that  the 
leadership of  th is community have bui l t  on the 
fer t i le land they purchased. 

The hospi ta l i ty  that  my brother and I  were 
shown by Cory Cleveland and Char l ie Earth,  two 
young professionals working for  Ho-Chunk 
Farms and Ho-Chunk Inc. ,  was humbl ing.  We 
were greeted wi th gi f ts f rom their  Authent ic 
Nat ive American food and gi f ts company Sweet 
Grass Trading Co. and Cory faci l i tated a 
high- level  presentat ion of  Ho-Chunk Inc. ,  
Ho-Chunk Farms, and their  subsidiary 
companies.  

Af ter  the presentat ion,  Cory and Char l ie toured 
us around the Tr ibe’s farm to see their  crops 
and meet their  team, the bison operat ion wi th a 
v is i t  wi th their  community conservat ion off icer,  
and their  town si te,  completed wi th a farmer ’s 
market for  members to sel l  their  produce and 
products.  Af ter  hours of  tour ing us around and 
answering many quest ions,  we ended wi th lunch 
at  the Tr ibe-owned coffee shop run by members 
of  the community.

Healthy Country, 
Healthy People…

Over the last year, I 
have heard folks say 
many times that “the 
health of the land 
reflects the land of its 
people”. We could feel 
that with the work being 
done by the Winnebago 
Tribe and that they are 
focusing on the health of 
both the land and their 
people.
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If you are interested in seeing the Indian corn harvest and its 
significance to the community, please click on the link below:

https://youtu.be/kWMLG4aDVic?si=77ItSK91UTdC-r1m

In USA, non-members of Native American communities can 
purchase homes on the reservation, which is different from the 
reserve system of Canada. I left Ho-Chunk considering how I 
could get a Visa to live in the community of Ho-Chunk to be 
surrounded by Indigenous changemakers like Charlie and Cory.

Location: Winnebago Reservation, Nebraska, USA (Ho-Chunk Territory)
Visit Date: September 2024
Contact: Ho-Chunk Farms Sweetgrass Trading Co.

Community and Context

The Ho-Chunk people of Nebraska have endured a long history of displacement, dispossession, and 
legal marginalization. Policies such as the Dawes Act fractured their traditional land base, disrupting the 
continuity of agricultural practices and community cohesion. Ho-Chunk Farms—part of the Winnebago 
Tribe’s broader economic development strategy—is an act of reclamation. Through land stewardship, 
intergenerational knowledge transfer, and sustainable food systems, the community is reasserting its 
sovereignty, not only over land but over health, wealth, and cultural identity.

Vision and Philosophy

At the heart of Ho-Chunk Farms is a vision to restore food sovereignty and build a community-rooted 
agricultural economy. The initiative seeks to strengthen the Winnebago Nation’s relationship with land 
through regenerative farming, economic empowerment, and cultural revitalization. Their goal is not 
merely to produce food, but to re-weave agricultural life into the spirit and structure of the Nation.
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Key Practices and Programs

• Row Crop Farming: Ho-Chunk Farms cultivates over 7,500 acres of tribal land, operating a full
harvest line across 3,000 acres. Crops are grown using stewardship-based practices with an
emphasis on regenerative approaches.

• Native Corn Seed Bank: A culturally significant seed patch maintains Indian corn used in ceremonial
soup at funerals, protecting biodiversity, and honouring ancestral foodways.

• Bison Herd Management: A herd of 51 woodland bison, including two bulls, is managed with care
and ceremony. While not yet scaled for commercial production, the herd fulfills spiritual and cultural
purposes, and a few animals are harvested annually for community distribution.

• Regenerative Poultry Plans: The Tribe plans to establish poultry barns on the non-profit farm site,
expanding food production and economic diversity.

• Land Tenure Innovations: The Tribe has implemented a land lease policy giving itself the first right of
refusal on Bureau of Indian Affairs–managed land, a strategic move to safeguard land continuity and
prevent further alienation.

Education and Workforce Development

• Youth Employment Programs: High school students work part-time during school hours, providing
early exposure to farming careers.

• Ho-Chunk Ambassadors: Youth participate in ambassador roles, working 3–5 hours per day while in
school to support farm operations and learn leadership skills.

• Post-Secondary Partnerships: Online and on-site agricultural education is delivered through
partnerships with colleges, building technical and business skills among Tribal members.

• Cultural Events: The Indian Corn Harvest program invites youth to participate in traditional practices,
deepening connection to land and culture.

Challenges

• Historical and Structural Barriers: Generations of land loss, exclusion from agricultural funding, and
fragmentation of cultural knowledge continue to hinder Indigenous food economies.

• Operational Barriers: The high cost of modern farming equipment and the complexities of land
tenure arrangements challenge both expansion and autonomy. Growth is further slowed by the
non-profit status of the farm, which limits access to private investment.

• Social and Economic Pressures: Food insecurity and health disparities are urgent issues on the
reservation. Attracting and retaining youth in agriculture requires more than jobs—it demands a
meaningful reconnection to identity, purpose, and community.
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Strengths and Innovations

• Revenue Redistribution: In 2025, Ho-Chunk Farms generated a record-breaking $2.1 million in land
lease payments that were distributed back to the Tribe and its members, turning land stewardship into
community-wide economic benefit.

• Farm Market Site: The farm operates a community market with a commercial kitchen, providing
space for food sales, meal preparation, and cultural events.

• Holistic Governance: Profits from Ho-Chunk Inc. support land acquisition and farm investments,
creating a sovereign cycle of reinvestment and growth.

• Food Sovereignty Integration: The bison herd, native seed bank, and planned poultry barns
embody a multi-species, multi-generational approach to Indigenous agriculture that is both culturally
rooted and economically strategic.

Impacts

• Community Empowerment: Greater access to culturally relevant foods has improved community
wellness and reinforced collective identity.

• Land Stewardship: Expanding from 6,500 to 7,500 acres of farmable land demonstrates growing
self-determination and regenerative capacity.

• Youth Engagement: Workforce initiatives and cultural education programs are laying the groundwork
for long-term leadership succession and food system resilience.

Both Charlie and Cory are graduates of the agriculture programs and were Ho-Chunk 
ambassadors. Their pride in their community, their dedication to Indigenous agriculture, 
and their deep knowledge of their community’s history and business was evident and 
obvious markers of the success of the community’s capacity building approach. 

The Ho-Chunk Nation only allows organic acres around areas that their members 
would be affected by from the spraying of pesticides, that includes homes, schools, 
hospital, and other areas where members of the Nation visit. I think this should be 
considered by Indigenous community leadership who are leasing out their lands.
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Above: Tradi t ional  corn grown for  the 
annual  Indian Corn Harvest ,  shared 
wi th and celebrated by the community.  
Photo credi t :  Tatum Claypool

(Above) The Ho-Chunk Farms team 
standing proudly in their  2024 corn cash 
crop.
Photo credi t :  Ty Claypool

(Above) The Ho-Chunk Community 
Bison Herd — a powerful  symbol of  
resi l ience, renewal,  and connect ion to 
the land.
Photo credi t :  Tatum Claypool

(Above) Cory present ing the innovat ive 
partnership structure of  Ho-Chunk Farms, 
highl ight ing their  model  of  
community-dr iven agr icul tural  success.  
Photo credi t :  Tatum Claypool
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Case Study 3: Makoce Agriculture Development – 
Regenerating Lakota Food Sovereignty

We’re creating systems change that comes from within our nation—to provide land and opportunity for 
Native food producers, to provide education on regenerative growing practices, and to develop the 
infrastructure needed to sustain access to healthy nourishing foods.

— Nick Hernandez, Founder and President of Makoce Agriculture Development 

When my brother and I arrived at Pine Ridge Reservation, we took some time to visit the 
graveyard at Wounded Knee to pay our respects. The devastation of this massacre 
could still be felt as we walked through this sacred space. We both were deeply shaken 
after our time in the site of the killing of some 300 Lakota People, with the majority of 
them being women and children.  We laid down tobacco and did not take pictures, as to 
pay respect to the souls that were present. I can say I hated being a tourist of this 
sacred site and I watched as those passing through stopped to snap some Instagram 
pictures, walked on graves, and hashtagged their way around the site with disregard.

Again, the power of Regi’s network brought me to another changemaker Nick Hernandez, who is the 
CEO and founder of Makoce Ag on Pine Ridge Reservation. Nick works closely with Regi and has 
implemented the PCRA poultry model in his community. Nick has brought the processing trailer to his 
people to close the supply/value chain gap and market access. Chickens raised and processed on Pine 
Ridge are fed in the community school. Makoce Ag has also built an industrial kitchen for community 
members to use to prepare foods for resale in an inspected, food safe environment, which has led to 
many new entrepreneurs now being able to open businesses and create an economy in the community.

We were unable to meet with Nick, as he was out harvesting berries with his family, but I was able to 
have a virtual call with him beforehand to learn his vision and what barriers and challenges he has to 
battle in his quest for food sovereignty and food security in his community. 

Luckily, Makoce’s farm manager, A.J Granelli, was gracious enough to take time away from his family 
and his farm to spend a couple hours with us to show us around the farm site and walk us through their 
mobile chicken processing plant that they purchased the year before. He also toured us through their 
newly built community space with the industrial kitchen and a meeting space for workshops and learning 
events. Their next steps are to fulfill their dream of a food hub on the community and the building of 
more chicken barns on the land they are leasing from the Nation. 
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The visit to Makoce Ag on Pine Ridge Reservation highlighted the farm’s rapid growth from 18 to 350 
processed birds and its transition from a volunteer-run initiative to an operation with 14 employees. 
Makoce is pioneering regenerative poultry production, offering mentorship programs like the Chicken 
Tractor Program and Intern Program to support local families in starting their own poultry operations. 

The farm is working toward financial sustainability, shifting from free participation to a loan-based model 
through potential partnerships with Community Development Institutions (CDIs). Food security remains a 
major challenge, with no grocery stores within 85 miles, forcing reliance on costly food sources or travel 
to Rapid City. 

To address this, Makoce is developing a food hub, leveraging an AWS Commodity Grant to support local 
food entrepreneurs and working toward a 25-year commercial zoning agreement for long-term 
infrastructure investment. The farm aims to decentralize food production, ensuring sustainable, 
Indigenous-led food systems that empower local communities.

Location: Porcupine, Pine Ridge Indian Reservation, South Dakota (Oglala Lakota Nation)
Visit Date: September 2024
Contact:  https://makoceag.org 

Community and Context

The Pine Ridge Indian Reservation, home to the Oglala Lakota Nation, spans over 1.7 million acres—yet 
95% of its food is imported. Generations of colonial land policies, underinvestment, and systemic 
exclusion have created severe food insecurity and health disparities. Makoce Agriculture Development 
(MAD) is working to reverse these patterns by centering Indigenous food systems, restoring land 
stewardship, and building community-led infrastructure for food sovereignty. In Lakota, makoce means 
land—this initiative embodies the belief that the land itself holds memory, healing, and renewal.

Vision and Philosophy

Makoce Agr icul ture Development envis ions a sel f -suff ic ient  Oglala Lakota food 
system grounded in cul tural  integr i ty,  economic resi l ience, and regenerat ive 
relat ionships wi th the land. Their  mission is to rebui ld Indigenous foodways by 
blending ancestral  knowledge wi th community-rooted innovat ion—ensur ing that  food
is not  just  sustenance, but  a pathway to sovereignty,  heal th,  and intergenerat ional  
heal ing.
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Key Practices and Programs

• Poultry and Agroforestry Production: Following the PCRA model, MAD is developing a regenerative 
poultry and hazelnut operation that emphasizes agroforestry, soil health, and low-barrier farmer entry.

• Chicken Tractor and Mentorship Programs: Participating families are supported with hands-on 
training and infrastructure to begin raising poultry at home. A new initiative in development envisions a 
“barn-building exchange”, where community members first work together to construct a barn at Makoce 
Agriculture Development. In turn, the same team would then help each participant build their own barn 
on their home site—creating a ripple effect of independent, locally rooted poultry operations across the 
community.

• Mobile Processing Infrastructure: A mobile poultry processing plant has been acquired to support 
decentralized production and address regulatory barriers.

• Land Acquisition: Have started to secure a 24-acre lease for a food hub and purchased 40 acres for 
their production site, a significant feat given the challenges of tribal land leasing systems.

• Food Hub and Entrepreneur Network: A large-scale food hub is under development, with a 
commercial kitchen to support meal preparation, training workshops, and local food business 
incubation.

• Food Systems Institute: This educational wing offers community courses in culinary arts, nutrition, 
farming, and traditional food harvesting, creating space for knowledge transmission and economic 
opportunity.

• Commodity Support: Through the AWS Commodity Grant, MAD can purchase and redistribute wild 
harvested foods like wild plums and sour cherries, circulating local wealth and food culture.

Challenges 

• Structural and Historical Barriers: Centuries of land theft, infrastructure neglect, and extractive food
policies have disconnected the Oglala Lakota from their foodways and land. Pine Ridge remains a food
desert, with the nearest affordable grocery store over 85 miles away.

• Operational Challenges: The complexities of tribal land tenure and a lack of basic infrastructure
(including water and electricity in many homes) limit the pace of development. A steep learning curve in
poultry production led to high mortality rates in 2024, prompting reconsideration of free participation in
the chicken program.

• Social and Economic Pressures: Diet-related illnesses are widespread, tied directly to the lack of
local food systems. Building community-wide economic resilience and cultural renewal through food is a
long-term, multi-layered effort.
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Strengths and Innovations

• Community-Directed Planning: A Community Advisory Committee guides all major decisions,
ensuring that development reflects community priorities.

• Sustainable Finance: A $2.5 million Bush Foundation Community Innovation Grant is funding the
build-out of the food hub and processing infrastructure.

• Evolving Financial Models: MAD is exploring forgivable microloans through Community
Development Institutions (CDIs), creating ownership and commitment among new poultry farmers
without imposing rigid repayment structures.

• Capacity Building: Community use kitchens and commercial facilities will host trainings for local
food entrepreneurs and young people, supporting not just food production but economic mobility.

Impacts

• Cultural Revitalization and Health: Increased availability of traditional and locally produced foods is
reconnecting community members to land and wellness practices.

• Environmental Stewardship: Regenerative practices are restoring prairie ecosystems, promoting
water conservation, and reducing dependency on external inputs.

• Community Outcomes: More families are participating in agriculture, infrastructure investments are
underway, and health-focused initiatives are taking root through school food programs and youth
engagement.

Community Highlights

• Education and Exchange: Hosted the Second Annual Convergence Conference (September 2024),
a gathering space for Indigenous food system leaders to learn, share, and grow together.

• School Integration: Efforts are underway to integrate locally raised chickens into Pine Ridge school
food programs.

• Knowledge Sharing: Makoce has welcomed delegations from other Indigenous communities,
including Ho-Chunk Farms, reinforcing intertribal collaboration and movement building.
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The change in landscape some seven hours away from Ho-Chunk was dramatic. From 
the fertile lush land of the Winnebago Tribe to the shrubby grasslands of the Great 
Plains of Pine Ridge, we could feel a shift in opportunity for food sovereignty and food 
security.

Reflections

Indigenous Agriculture: The Barriers, The Challenges and The Opportunities – Tatum Claypool



A d d  y o u r  n e w  t ex t

Let’s dwell for a moment on the food security piece of the equation. We drove across the Rose Bud and 
Pine Ridge Reservations, stopping at places like the Siċaŋġu Food Sovereignty Initiative. At each stop, 
we heard the same message—affordable food access is a major challenge. There are fewer than five 
grocery stores across an area that can take six to seven hours to drive. These stores are difficult to reach 
because there is no public transportation infrastructure, such as a bus line, on the reservations. Most of 
the grocery stores are owned by the same person, creating a monopoly over what foods are stocked. 
This owner can set prices at will, and according to community members, those prices are often exorbitant 
and out of reach for many residents. This is a clear example of how food insecurity can manifest—not 
only through scarcity of food, but through lack of access, affordability, and choice.

The vast tracks of grasslands and few amenities on the reservation made my brother and I nervous, as 
we are used to stopping at our leisure to grab snacks or gas. This isolated anxiety that we felt was 
needed so that we could lean in and really understand what the folks at our next stop at Makoce Ag were 
up against. 

(Above) Wounded Knee — a place of  sorrow, 
strength,  and the unbroken spir i t  of  a 
People.  
Photo credi t :  Tatum Claypool

(Above) The new chicken barn r is ing at  the 
Makoce farm si te — a symbol of  growth and 
new opportuni t ies for  the community.  
Photo credi t :  Adam Voel tz
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(Above) Mobi le chicken processing uni t  on the Pine Ridge Reservat ion — br inging food 
sovereignty c loser to home and empowering local  producers along the value chain.  
Photo credi t :  Tatum Claypool

(Above) Future s i te of  the Makoce Food Hub and Business Distr ic t  — where community,  
cul ture,  and commerce wi l l  come together to nour ish generat ions.
Photo credi t :  Tatum Claypool
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Case Study 4: Covenant Pathways & Spirit Farm – 
Regenerating Navajo Foodways

“We’re creating systems change that comes from within our nation—to provide land and opportunity for 
Native food producers, to provide education on regenerative growing practices, and to develop the 
infrastructure needed to sustain access to healthy nourishing foods.”

— James Skeet, Co-founder of Covenant Pathways and Spirit Farm 

I travelled many miles the last year, met many inspiring changemakers, but my time 
with James and Joyce Skeet at Spirit Farms changed the trajectory of my life. I did not 
have anyone connect me with James and Joyce, rather I “cold called them” via email 
after finding them on the internet. I explained about being on a Nuffield scholarship and 
why I wanted to come and meet them. I imagined that they were too busy to have me 
come visit but Joyce emailed me immediately that I was welcome to visit. 

49

I was a bit rattled when I arrived as we crossed a time zone that we did not realize and we almost arrived 
late, which for me late is never fashionable. Upon arrival, I was instantly calm with the vibe of the desert 
oasis. James welcomed my husband and I into the hogan to have tea and discuss all things Indigenous 
agriculture. I was sharing with James about about Indigenous agriculture in Canada and when I finished, 
he said to me that he knew I was coming to see them and that he has been thinking about Canada a lot, 
and now knew why. He said he had a dream about me and knew I was coming to visit them. 

He told me that I was going to lead a generational change with the work I am doing. However, what will 
get in my way and what I need to be careful of is that I will be the bearer of the message, but I will not be 
able to execute on all the work that needs to be done. My job is to speak the truth with humbleness and 
without ego. 

Then he read in my soul that I fight many battles, and that the front side of my body is hard and tough but 
that the back side of my body is scarred from the lashes of the whips of those that oppose this work. I 
cried silently as he told me this, as one would when they have just had their soul read and future told. I 
left Spirit Farm a different person. James gave me the permission I needed to push forward in this space, 
to make changes that I won’t see in my lifetime, and live in the ego free consciousness that none of this 
is about me. 

I would have never stepped foot on that farm without being a Nuffield Scholar.  
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Ever thought about biocosmology? Me neither, not until I drove into the middle of the New Mexican 
desert to visit James and Joyce Skeet at Spirit Farms. They "dry" farm in the desert. No well on the 
property and have to harvest rainwater or haul in water 1 hour away and then treat the city water so that 
it is suitable for the plants and animals on their farm.  They have Churro sheep, which were brought to 
New Mexico in the 1500s by the Spanish along with horses.  James says this breed of sheep is the only 
one that can aid in reversing the desertification of their reservation lands.  Through Indigenous 
Regenerative Intelligence methods and ways of knowing, James and Joyce have brought the desert 
back to life with Bio-Char and an amazing composting program. 

Location: Vanderwagen, New Mexico (Diné Bikéyah, Navajo Nation)
Visit Date: November 25, 2025
Contact: https://newmexicospirit.farm/ | https://www.flavorsofthehogan.com 

Community and Context

Situated in the high desert of the Navajo Nation, Spirit Farm rises from ancestral land once tended by 
the founder James' grandfather and father. Following decades of soil degradation, illness in his family, 
and the breakdown of traditional food systems, James returned home with a vision: to restore both the 
land and the health of his People. The Navajo Nation, like many Indigenous territories, bears the scars 
of colonial land policies and forced dependence on processed, imported food. Through Spirit Farm, 
Covenant Pathways is reviving the spiritual and ecological roots of food sovereignty—one acre, one 
sheep, one seed at a time.

Vision and Philosophy

Covenant Pathways seeks to regenerate land, culture, and community by integrating ancestral Diné 
wisdom with regenerative agriculture. Their goal is to create a self-sustaining food system rooted in 
Indigenous values, spiritual ecology, and communal renewal.

Core Pillars:

1. Biocosmology – Treating biology through a spiritual lens, acknowledging the sacred relationship
between humans and nature.

2. Connection – Bridging Indigenous knowledge with modern technologies to restore relationships with
land.

3. Regeneration – Healing broken farming systems while reviving spiritual practices for future
generations.
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(Left)  With James and Joyce Skeet at  Spir i t  Farms 
— a v is i t  so r ich in wisdom and connect ion,  I  d idn’ t  
want i t  to end.
Photo credi t :  Adam Voel tz
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Guiding Goals:

• Heal soil and soul through biocosmology and ancestral wisdom.
• Combine traditional and modern practices to enhance crop yields and reduce water use in the

desertified landscape.
• Build an education platform for local growers.
• Grow nutrient-dense, culturally appropriate food.
• Establish Spirit Farm as a site of renewal, revival, and reciprocity.

Key Practices and Programs

• Livestock and Crop Production: Spirit Farm raises nutrient-dense meats including pork, beef, and
mutton, and is expanding its flock of Landrace Churro sheep—an important cultural and culinary
breed.

• Bio-Char and Composting Innovations: Drawing on Indigenous technologies and scientific methods,
Spirit Farm has developed a custom Bio-Char system and advanced composting model designed to
reverse desertification and enhance water retention.

• Demonstration Farm: The farm operates as a teaching and demonstration site, sharing regenerative
techniques adapted to the high desert with Navajo and Zuni communities.

• Education and Training: Spirit Farm offers workshops, mentorships, and youth training, centering
cultural renewal, land stewardship, and food literacy.

• Water Management: Despite available aquifers, Spirit Farm faces intense restrictions from the Bureau
of Indian Affairs (BIA) that prohibit the drilling of private wells. Water must be hauled from Gallup, NM
—two hours away—and distributed via water tanks placed across the reservation.

• Land Use and Legacy: The farm is located on family land passed down through generations. James’
return reflects a broader movement to confront diet-related diseases and reassert Indigenous control
over food and health.

Barriers and Challenges

Structural Barriers:

• Legacy of land dispossession and policy-driven disruption of Indigenous food systems.
• BIA restrictions prevent the drilling of private wells, blocking essential access to water.

Operational Challenges:

• Restoring severely degraded, desertified soils.
• High financial and labour burdens due to lack of infrastructure, especially water access.
• Difficulty securing stable funding streams for ongoing farm operations and expansion.
• Groundbreaking tools like the Bio-Char system require partnerships for development, testing, and

succession planning.
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Social and Economic Pressures:

• Addressing high rates of chronic disease linked to food insecurity.
• Ensuring continuity of Spirit Farm’s work through leadership development and succession planning.
• Navigating inequitable funding landscapes that prioritize large NGOs over grassroots Indigenous

producers.

Broader Systemic Issues:

• Climate change and chronic drought.
• Under-resourced federal funding that fails to keep pace with inflation and population growth.
• Lack of agricultural infrastructure such as commercial kitchens and local food hubs.

Reflections from Water Access Dialogue:

• BIA policies convert private wells into public community wells, discouraging investment.
• Spirit Farm’s adaptive use of distributed water tanks reflects resilience in the face of unjust regulation.
• Water must be hauled long distances, dramatically increasing operating costs and limiting scale.

Strengths and Innovations

Indigenous-Led Solutions:

• Spirit Farm is a model of Navajo-led regenerative farming and food sovereignty.
• Flavors of the Hogan, a sister enterprise founded 15 years ago, provides jobs, local food products, and

additional income streams.
• Agro-tourism Initiative: A farm-based Airbnb allows visitors to stay, learn, and immerse themselves in

the Spirit Farm experience.
• Community barter systems help neighbours meet essential needs without relying solely on cash.
• Secured funding from sources like the Growing Justice Fund supports outreach, operations, and farm

development.

Capacity Building and Education:

• Spirit Farm operates as a living classroom, offering hands-on education for Navajo and Zuni youth and
adults.

• Workshops, apprenticeships, and land-based employment programs support knowledge transfer and
community empowerment.

• Emphasis on cultural renewal and food literacy grounded in Diné values and land-based pedagogy.

Technological Innovation:

• The Bio-Char composting system is designed for scalability and could support water retention across
arid lands.

• Regenerative grazing and compost systems restore soil health and ecosystem function in the high
desert.
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Outcomes and Impacts

Community Benefits:

• Increased access to locally produced, culturally rooted foods.
• Strengthened community ties through land-based learning and food sharing.
• Economic opportunities created through agro-tourism, local sales, and job creation.

Environmental Stewardship:

• Soil rehabilitation using traditional methods enhanced by regenerative practices.
• Increased biodiversity and land health through diverse farming approaches.

Metrics of Success:

• Expansion of livestock and heritage Churro sheep flocks.
• Increased participation in workshops and community programs.
• Nutrient-dense meats supplied to local families and institutions.
• Spirit Farm’s influence and methodology are spreading to other Indigenous communities across New

Mexico.

(Above) My husband and his new best f r iend. 
Photo credi t :  Tatum Claypool

(Above) Joyce showcasing their  off -gr id 
dehydrator — a testament to innovat ion 
and sel f -suff ic iency.  
Photo credi t :  Tatum Claypool
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(Above) Churro Sheep. 
Photo credi t :  Tatum Claypool

(Above) Finished Bio-Char — ready to give 
new l i fe back to the soi l .
Photo credi t :  Tatum Claypool

(Lef t )  Custom-bui l t  Bio-Char processor —
turning waste into renewal.
Photo credi t :  Tatum Claypool
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Case Study 5: San Xavier Cooperative Farm – 
Revitalizing Tohono O’odham Agriculture

We’re not talking first-generation, second-generation farmers. We’re talking 4,000 years.

— Katie Hilbert, Marketing and Sales Coordinator at San Xavier Cooperative Farm

San Xavier Co-op offers the option to pay for a tour of the operation. This was different 
from any of the operation/farms that I visited. I just went on the website, paid to book a 
time and day, and we showed up for the tour. Our tour guide was very hospitable, 
guided us around the learning garden for the community and showed us through the hay 
fields, the seed bank, and the retail area. I imagine that they get lots of folks coming 
through and the guides run through their standard presentation.  As we went through the 
tour, our guide and I began to connect on our visions for Indigenous agriculture. At the 
end of the tour, we both got emotional, were hugging each other, and she was telling me 
how important the work I want to do is and to not stop the fight for parity and prosperity 
for those who cannot fight for it. My husband noted as we pulled away from San Xavier 
Co-op there was a visible emotional connection, and that our tour guide felt heard and 
valued for the work she has done for her People. 

Location: San Xavier District, Tohono O’odham Nation, Tucson, Arizona
Visit Date: November 2025
Contact: San Xavier Cooperative Farm

Community and Context

The Tohono O’odham Nation has lived and farmed in the Sonoran Desert for thousands of years, 
adapting to the arid climate through sophisticated irrigation and dryland farming systems. Colonization, 
policy-driven land allotment, and environmental degradation severely disrupted these systems, 
resulting in loss of traditional knowledge and dependence on imported, processed food. Established in 
1971, the San Xavier Cooperative Farm is a community-led effort to reclaim and revitalize traditional 
Tohono O’odham agricultural practices while strengthening cultural identity, health, and local 
economies.
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Vision and Philosophy

Rooted in the Himdag, the Tohono O’odham “way of life”, San Xavier Cooperative Farm envisions an 
agriculture system guided by ancestral values and ecological balance. The farm seeks to restore food 
sovereignty, teach cultural knowledge, and create economic opportunities through land-based practices 
that honour Elders, water, animals, plants, and future generations.

Core Goals:

• Restore traditional agricultural practices rooted in Tohono O’odham knowledge.
• Promote food sovereignty and health through locally grown, culturally relevant foods.
• Support economic development through sustainable and diversified farming.
• Ensure the transmission of agricultural knowledge to younger generations.
• Integrate cultural values into every aspect of farm operation.

Key Practices and Programs

• Traditional Crop Cultivation: The farm grows staple Indigenous crops including tepary beans,
60-day corn, squash, and mesquite. These foods have deep cultural significance and are well
adapted to the local desert ecology.

• Sustainable Forage Production: Production of high-quality hay and feed without chemical pesticides
or herbicides offers both a revenue stream and a model for low-impact farming.

• Community Enterprise Development: A farm store sells local produce and mesquite products, while
a catering business prepares meals using ingredients grown on-site—generating income and
reinforcing community ties to food production.

• Seed Sovereignty: An on-site seed bank and partnerships with organizations like Native
Seeds/SEARCH help protect and propagate traditional seed varieties.

• Cultural and Agricultural Education: The farm offers hands-on workshops in traditional farming and
wild harvesting techniques, working closely with schools and universities to bring young people into
food production and land stewardship.

• Land Use and Tenure: San Xavier Cooperative Farm manages approximately 1,700 acres using
traditional irrigation systems and sustainable growing practices adapted to the desert climate.

• Knowledge Integration: Farming is not simply economic—it is spiritual and cultural. The Himdag
frames how farming is done, ensuring that respect and relational accountability are built into each
decision and action on the land.

Barriers and Challenges

Historical and Structural Barriers:

• The General Allotment Act (Dawes Act) fragmented land ownership, creating long-term challenges for
coordinated land management.

• External development and groundwater extraction have depleted local water sources, undermining
traditional irrigation systems.
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Operational Challenges:

• Balancing economic needs with cultural commitments can create tensions—alfalfa is grown as a
cash crop, but maintaining traditional food cultivation is core to the mission.

• Ongoing infrastructure and program development require sustained and reliable funding.

Social and Economic Pressures:

• A shift from traditional diets to processed foods has contributed to significant health disparities within
the community.

• Inspiring agricultural interest among youth is essential for the long-term vitality of food sovereignty
efforts.

Strengths and Innovations

Indigenous-Led Solutions:

• Programs like Wild Harvest reconnect community members to seasonal gathering, food preparation,
and the land itself—reviving practices that were nearly lost.

• The seed bank and farm store serve as community anchors, restoring food autonomy while
supporting cultural and economic resilience.

Financial and Infrastructure Models:

• Crop diversification includes alfalfa production as a steady income source that supports the
cultivation of traditional foods.

• Strategic partnerships—such as with Native Seeds/SEARCH (Southwestern Endangered Aridland
Resource Clearing House)—enhance seed preservation and strengthen intertribal food networks.

Capacity Building Approaches:

• Collaborations with local schools and universities integrate agricultural education into broader
community learning.

• Volunteer programs and farm-based learning opportunities engage the community directly in
seasonal growing cycles and food system work.

Outcomes and Impacts

Community Impacts:

• The farm has increased access to healthy, culturally appropriate food and helped rebuild a sense of
collective pride and purpose.

• Traditional farming knowledge is being revitalized and shared across generations, strengthening
cultural continuity.
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Environmental Stewardship:

• Sustainable farming methods have improved soil health and biodiversity.
• The farm is restoring traditional irrigation systems that conserve water and reflect Tohono O’odham

innovation.

Metrics of Success:

• Expansion of farmable land has allowed more diverse planting and economic stability.
• Educational programming has grown in reach, with more youth and community members engaging

with the farm.
• Traditional seeds are being preserved and returned to community fields, reconnecting families to

ancestral foodways.

(Above) Entrance to San Xavier Co-op Farm 
— where t radi t ion and sustainabi l i ty  grow 
hand in hand. 
Photo credi t :  Adam Voel tz.

(Above) Seed corn preserved in the San 
Xavier Co-op seed bank — protect ing 
ancestral  knowledge for  future harvests.  
Photo credi t :  Tatum Claypool
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(Above) A goodbye hug from a new fr iend — a moment of  warmth and connect ion I ’ l l  never 
forget.  
Photo credi t :  Adam Voel tz
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Case Study 6: Native Seeds/SEARCH – Stewarding 
Seed Sovereignty in the Southwest

We envision a future where arid-adapted and traditional crops are abundant in the gardens, farms, and 
kitchens of our region; where Indigenous seeds are in the hands of Indigenous growers.

— Native Seeds/SEARCH Mission Statement

Visiting Native Seeds/SEARCH (NS/S) felt like stepping into a sanctuary—a sacred vault 
of memory, resilience, and possibility. It was the kind of place you might imagine 
discovering after an apocalyptic collapse: a quiet seed bank holding the keys to 
humanity’s survival and the regeneration of our food systems. Their vision is both clear 
and powerful: “We envision a future where arid-adapted and traditional crops are 
abundant in the gardens, farms, and kitchens of our region; where Indigenous seeds are 
in the hands of Indigenous growers, and all communities are supported in keeping their 
unique seeds and agricultural heritages alive” (Native Seeds/SEARCH n.d.).
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That vision came to life as we walked through their gardens and seed vault, where every seed 
seemed to carry not only genetic material, but stories, memory, and responsibility. One of the most 
moving aspects was learning that seeds are freely available to local Indigenous communities—a true 
act of reciprocity and restoration. This work is not about stockpiling seeds for some distant future. It is 
about planting them now, returning them home, and protecting them with reverence for seven 
generations to come.

Location: Tucson, Arizona; Tohono O’odham Territory
Visit Date: November 2025
Contact: https://www.nativeseeds.org

Community and Context

The Sonoran Desert has long been home to Indigenous Peoples such as the Tohono O’odham, whose 
dryland farming practices were finely tuned to the rhythms of aridity, monsoons, and deep cultural 
relationships with food. Colonization and land policies like the Dawes Act fragmented those systems, 
while environmental degradation and urbanization threatened the future of traditional crops. Native 
Seeds/SEARCH (NS/S), founded in 1983, emerged to conserve the agricultural biodiversity of the 
Southwest and return seeds to the Indigenous growers who have long stewarded them. Today, NS/S 
serves as both a conservation organization and a movement to rematriate seeds, protect cultural 
foodways, and build regional food resilience.

Vision and Philosophy

Native Seeds/SEARCH envisions a future where traditional, arid-adapted seeds are abundant in 
gardens, farms, and kitchens—especially in the hands of the Indigenous communities from which they 
originated. Their work is rooted in reciprocity, ecological stewardship, and the protection of ancestral 
agricultural heritage.
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Core Goals:

• Restore access to Indigenous seeds for Indigenous growers.
• Preserve genetic and cultural diversity of desert-adapted crops.
• Support community food sovereignty through education and seed distribution.
• Increase climate resilience through regenerative and traditional farming systems.
• Uphold Indigenous seed stewardship protocols through ethical conservation.

Key Practices and Programs

• Seed Sovereignty and Rematriation: The Indigenous Seed Request Program provides free seeds to
Indigenous community members for farming, education, and ceremony. This ensures that seeds are
returned to the communities who stewarded them for generations.

• Conservation and Regeneration: NS/S maintains a seed bank with over 1,900 accessions of
culturally significant Southwest crops such as tepary beans, 60-day corn, and chiltepines. Seeds are
regularly grown out to maintain viability and to adapt to shifting climate conditions.

• Educational Outreach: The organization provides public workshops and resources on seed saving,
Indigenous food systems, and regenerative agriculture. They also collaborate with schools and farms
to build agricultural literacy.

• Community Collaboration: NS/S partners with farms such as San Xavier Co-op, tribal colleges, and
grassroots Indigenous initiatives to embed seed stewardship in land-based learning and cultural
revival.

• Land Use and Tenure: While NS/S is not a production farm, it operates demonstration plots and seed
grow-out fields on its property in Tucson, stewarding land in service to cultural and ecological
continuity.

• Knowledge Integration: Indigenous frameworks of relationality, respect, and seed as relative—not
commodity—guide how the organization stores, shares, and teaches about seeds.

Barriers and Challenges

Historical and Structural Barriers:

• Fragmented land tenure and disrupted foodways due to colonial policies like the Dawes Act.
• Climate change and increasing drought threaten the viability of traditional crops.

Operational Challenges:

• Balancing growing public interest in rare seeds with the core mission to serve Indigenous communities.
• Reliance on fluctuating grant funding to support education, staffing, and infrastructure.

Social and Economic Pressures:

• Ongoing erosion of traditional seed knowledge due to intergenerational disruption.
• Limited Indigenous representation in seed policy and national food systems discourse.
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Strengths and Innovations

Indigenous-Led Solutions:

• The Indigenous Seed Request Program centers sovereignty and access by distributing thousands of
seed packets each year to Native growers.

• Ethical seed stewardship practices ensure that cultural and spiritual relationships to seeds are
honoured.

Financial and Infrastructure Models:
• Operates as a non-profit with earned revenue from retail seed sales, which funds community

programming.
• Works across sectors—conservation, education, and farming—to maximize impact and resource

sharing.

Capacity Building Approaches:

• Offers seed saving mentorships, educational guides, and school programming that bridges cultural
knowledge with ecological science.

• Supports regional food movements by restoring foundational relationships to ancestral seeds and
growing methods.

Outcomes and Impacts

Community Impacts:

• Seeds are being returned to communities, gardens, and ceremonies—strengthening identity, nutrition,
and land-based healing.

• Indigenous growers across Arizona, New Mexico, and beyond have increased access to traditional
seeds.

Environmental Stewardship:

• Long-term seed preservation protects biodiversity in one of the world’s most climate-stressed
ecosystems.

• Grow-out trials and bio-regional seed adaptation support food resilience under changing conditions.

Metrics of Success:

• Over 500 Indigenous growers are supported annually through free seed access.
• Active conservation of more than 1,900 traditional seed accessions.
• Increasing partnerships with tribal farms, schools, and food sovereignty networks across the

Southwest.
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(Lef t )  A gi f ted squash — a reminder of  
generosi ty,  resi l ience, and the l iv ing spir i t  of  
the seeds shared wi th in the seed bank. 
Photo credi t :  Adam Voel tz

(Lef t )  Corn dry ing for  seed — carry ing forward 
the promise of  next  season’s harvest .  
Photo credi t :  Tatum Claypool
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(Lef t )  A col lect ion of  ancient  corn var iet ies 
— preserved in the seed bank to carry their  
stor ies into future generat ions.  
Photo credi t :  Tatum Claypool

(Lef t )  Dr ied f lowers — saved for  seed and 
the promise of  future blooms. 
Photo credi t :  Tatum Claypool
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Appendix C -  Reading Recommendation List 
for Continued Learning

Canada

Lost Harvests: Prairie Indian Reserve Farmers and Government Policy – Sarah Carter (1990)
The North-West is Our Mother: The Story of Louis Riel’s People, the Métis Nation – Jean Teillet (2019)

Indigenous Food Systems: Concepts, Cases, and Conversations – Edited by Priscilla Settee & Shailesh 
Shukla (2020)

United States

Native Food Sovereignty: Indigenous Food Systems, Education, and Community Wellness – Edited by 
Devon A. Mihesuah & Elizabeth Hoover (2019)

The Sioux Chef’s Indigenous Kitchen – Sean Sherman with Beth Dooley (2017)

The Farmer’s Lawyer: The North Dakota Nine and the Fight to Save the Family Farm – Sarah Vogel 
(2021)

Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the Teachings of Plants – Robin 
Wall Kimmerer (2013)

Australia & Aotearoa (New Zealand)

In the Hands of the People: The Struggle for Aboriginal Workers’ Rights in Australia – Diane Smith & 
Heather Goodall (2008)

Dark Emu: Aboriginal Australia and the Birth of Agriculture – Bruce Pascoe (2014)

First Knowledges: Plants – Past, Present and Future – Zena Cumpston, Michael-Shawn Fletcher & 
Lesley Head (2022)

Kai and Culture: Food Stories from Aotearoa – Tracy Berno, Pip Duncan & Claire Smith (2015)

Australia's Agricultural Identity - An Aboriginal Yarn Joshua Gilbert (2025)

Latin America & Global South

Decolonize the Diet: The Global Politics of Indigenous Food – Edited by Laura G. Pereira & Maywa 
Montenegro de Wit (Forthcoming 2025)

Ecological Calendars and Indigenous Agriculture: Andean Communities and Climate Resilience – 
Gerardo Pizarro & Patricia Howard (2021)

Note: This list is just a starting point—far from exhaustive—as there are many 
more articles and books worth exploring beyond what’s included here.
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Term Definition

Access to Capital The ability of Indigenous producers to obtain financing, loans, or 
investments to start or scale agricultural operations. Often 
constrained by colonial-era land laws and discriminatory lending 
practices (TRC, 2015).

Ancestral Intelligence (AI) A term coined in the report to describe the original form of "AI": 
generational wisdom rooted in land-based knowledge and cultural 
teachings. 

Barriers vs. Challenges Barriers are structural and systemic, while challenges are local or 
strategic issues that can be addressed through effort and innovation 
(Corntassel, 2012).

Bison Economy Refers to pre-colonial food systems based on the buffalo. Destroyed 
as a tactic of colonization (Daschuk, 2013; Carter, 1990).

Cows and Plows Treaty-based promises to support Indigenous farmers with cattle and 
equipment, often unfulfilled (RCAP, 1996).

Community In this report, community means Indigenous community where 
members live together on designated lands.

Community Development 
Financial Institution (CDFI)

Financial institutions like Akiptan that provide culturally appropriate 
services to Indigenous communities. 

Community-Supported 
Agriculture (CSA)

A subscription model supporting local food production. Adapted for 
Indigenous food sovereignty. 

Food Hub Facilities for food aggregation, processing, and distribution, rooted in 
Indigenous community priorities. 

Food Sovereignty The right of Indigenous Peoples to define and control their own food 
systems (UNDRIP, 2007; Morrison, 2011).

Indian Act (1876) Canadian law restricting land use and economic development for 
First Nations (Indian Act, RSC 1985, c. I-5).

Land Tenure Collective, culturally grounded systems by which Indigenous 
Peoples steward and govern their lands .

Métis Scrip System Colonial policy displacing Métis families through privatized land 
vouchers (Teillet, 2019).

Nation (on Nation) In this report, the term is used interchangeably with community. See 
community for definition.

Regenerative Agriculture Farming practices that restore ecosystem health. Aligned with 
Indigenous ecological values. 

Appendix D - Glossary
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Regenerative Indigenous 
Intelligence (RII)

Combining traditional ecological knowledge with 
regenerative methods.

Return on Indigenous (ROI) Measuring cultural, ecological, and intergenerational wealth instead 
of profit. 

Seed Sovereignty The right to save, use, and share traditional seeds. 

Subsistence Farming Small-scale food production for local consumption. Foundation of 
many Indigenous food systems. 

Trust Land Land held by the Crown or U.S. Government for Indigenous use. 
Cannot be used as collateral (Indian Act, 1985; US DOI, 2021).

Veteran’s Land Act (VLA) 1942 Canadian policy that excluded many Indigenous veterans from 
land grants (Lackenbauer, 2007).
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