
Audit of Programs & Offerings 
for Aboriginal Artists

Summary and Progress Report | March 30, 2015

Introduction
The Edmonton Arts Council (EAC) is a not-for-profit organization that supports and promotes 
the arts community in Edmonton. The City is home to the second largest urban Aboriginal 
population in Canada, made up of individuals of First Nations, Inuit and Métis ancestry. 
For many Aboriginal Edmontonians, the creation of art, the practice of culture and the 
bonds of community are all intrinsically linked. While incredible gains have been made 
over the past decade, many local Aboriginal people continue to face barriers that may limit 
their participation in the greater Edmonton arts and civic community. In June 2013, the 
Edmonton Arts Council began a process to review its programs and offerings in order to 
build a foundation of sustainable support for the Aboriginal arts community. Working with 
Promethean Heritage and Cultural Services and directed by the EAC’s Aboriginal Initiatives 
Committee, consultations were held with Aboriginal artists and other community stakeholders 
to audit the Council’s current practices. Promethean completed that report in August 2014, 
along with producing a series of recommendations to enhance and build relationships with 
our Aboriginal communities. The audit and recommendations were unanimously accepted 
by the board. Public support for the arts is fundamental in creating livable, enjoyable cities 
and Edmonton’s continued success depends in no small part to the vitality of its Aboriginal 
community and artists.

The  Aboriginal Experience
While many of the concerns and challenges experienced by urban Aboriginal artists 
are shared by all artists, they are also informed by the unique nature of the Aboriginal 
experience in Canada. This includes the ongoing effects of colonialism and the deliberate 
disenfranchisement that has inhibited the socio-economic progress of Aboriginal people, as 
well as the cultural resiliency that has allowed many practices, beliefs and art forms to endure. 
In recent decades, Aboriginal people have pushed back against Pan-Indianism, a belief that 
fails to recognize the diversity across Indigenous Nations and cultures. Within contemporary 
Aboriginal art there is a tremendous variety of expression that encompasses both “traditional” 
activities as well as new and experimental forms. Aboriginal artists may operate independently 
or in collaboration with Indigenous arts organizations as well as institutions that serve the 
broader arts community. It is this diversity that informed the audit process and forms the basis 
for its recommendations. The Edmonton Arts Council recognizes that many Aboriginal people 
are weary of government institutions, including municipal agencies such as the Edmonton 
Arts Council. In developing its understanding of the needs of Aboriginal artists, the Council 
recognizes that change must first come from within. As part of the process, the Arts Council 
staff have committed to undertaking the necessary education and training to better recognize 
and respond to Aboriginal communities.



Communications & Outreach
There are many Aboriginal artists and organizations that have found success with the 
assistance of the Edmonton Arts Council. Despite these successes, many Aboriginal artists are 
not engaged with the EAC and there is a palpable sense that the Council should improve its 
communications and outreach. The primary external communication tools for the Arts Council 
are digital – the website, weekly eNewsletter and social media pages – but the success of 
these tools depends on foreknowledge of the Council, and it is unlikely to reach those artists 
who are not already aware of the organization. The EAC has expanded its presence in social 
media with a concentrated effort to highlight the work and achievements of local Aboriginal 
artists through its blog and press releases. This has helped to increase their visibility within the 
broader Edmonton community.  

Relationship Building
Within the Aboriginal community, there is a strong emphasis on personal relationships. In 
response to the earlier Cultural Diversity Audit, the EAC established the Community Liaison 
position in October 2013 to develop positive relationships with diverse communities in 
Edmonton, and to move the EAC towards better representing and reflecting the plurality of 
our community. To date, the Liaison has been successful at building awareness of the Council 
among diverse communities through one-on-one engagement and creating a presence at 
community and cultural events. The EAC has also been building a rapport with Aboriginal 
artists through the delivery of grants and public art workshops in Aboriginal-run arts centres, 
such as the Sun and Moon Visionaries Gallery. This approach is intended to create a safe space 
for engagement, in an environment that allows artists to feel comfortable speaking openly. 
Ensuring that Aboriginal artists have an appropriate space to practice and present their work 
has been a priority for the Arts Council and it continues to explore opportunities to ensure the 
sustainability of these venues. As the EAC develops, it will continue to explore opportunities to 
engage with Aboriginal artists. 

Aboriginal Arts Gathering
Many Aboriginal artists that participated in the audit were interested in an event that would 
give them greater exposure with the EAC and the Edmonton arts community. Likewise, the 
Edmonton Arts Council was keen to engage with artists and meet with other prairie arts 
funding bodies that are exploring similar initiatives. In response, the Arts Council began 
developing a two day gathering to connect Indigenous artists from the prairie region, 
prairie arts funding bodies and arts organizations in order to discuss and learn about the 
challenges and opportunities within Aboriginal arts communities. Through a series of 
discussions, workshops, tours and networking opportunities, the goal is to ensure that our 
Aboriginal arts communities are vibrant, supported and connected with the broader arts and 
civic community. It is also an opportunity to explore how arts funders can help to promote 
inclusion and engagement for the Indigenous arts community to thrive. The gathering will 
take place at the end of May 2015 and the outcomes will help to shape the direction of the 
Edmonton Arts Council.
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Grants & Programs
Aboriginal Arts Funding
A core function of the Edmonton Arts Council is to serve as the administrative body that 
awards arts grants to individuals and organizations. The majority of artists consulted during 
the audit had never applied to the EAC for funding and a few were not aware that the 
Council existed. A common discussion that emerged was the feasibility of a dedicated 
Edmonton Aboriginal arts council or specific funds earmarked for Aboriginal artists. While 
there was some interest for these initiatives, deeper discussion revealed profound pitfalls to 
a segregated approach. Given the fluidity of identity and the competitive nature of the grant 
process it could create problems within the community as to whether or not recipients were 
authentically part of the Aboriginal community. It could further entrench categories of haves 
and have-nots and contribute to the lateral violence - displaced anger or violence directed at 
one’s own community – that has been a concern within the Aboriginal population. The EAC 
is continuing to research possibilities related to Aboriginal arts funding streams and access to 
grants, with these issues in mind.

Equity and Juries
The EAC has been focused on reviewing its programs and developing policies built upon 
equity, a process that removes barriers to ensure all artists have the same opportunity for 
success and engagement. Within Aboriginal communities there are different value systems 
that may inhibit their engagement with the EAC’s grant programs. The emphasis on critical 
appraisal and professionalism might dissuade Aboriginal artists, where humbleness and 
humility are two values that prevent them from declaring themselves as professional. Likewise, 
the emphasis on critical and professional acceptance may be isolating for artists who value 
their art as a community or spiritual endeavor and do not actively seek to have it critically 
appraised. With the exception of the MicroGrant Program, all grant applications are reviewed 
by a jury of local artists. The EAC’s policies state that whenever possible, juries should reflect 
the EAC’s goal of total equity, which includes: artistic disciplines, cultural communities, sexual 
orientation, gender, age and disability factors. As the Arts Council actively seeks out Aboriginal 
artists, they increase the pool of prospective jurors who can bring varying perspectives to the 
evaluation and funding of local art.

Public Art & Cultural Diversity in the Arts Grant
There has been an increase in Aboriginal participation within the Public Art program as 
well as the Cultural Diversity in the Arts grant. Public Art exists in the public realm and 
is free and accessible to everyone. It can take many forms, from temporary exhibits to 
permanent structures, and it encompasses all artistic disciplines. Like other EAC initiatives, 
it is a competitive program, and general community workshops, and information sessions 
for specific calls are offered to familiarize artists with the process. Of the thirty local artists 
engaged in Public Art projects in 2013, six self-identified as Aboriginal artists. In 2015 it was 
announced that one of four major Public Art projects initiated through the new downtown 
arena development would be awarded to renowned Aboriginal artist, Alex Janvier. Throughout 
the coming year, several other Public Art commissions will be completed by Aboriginal artists 
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including Rebecca Belmore, Faye Heavyshield and William Frymire, and Destiny Swiderski. The 
Arts Council continues to explore opportunities to push the boundaries of Public Art and to 
educate artists on its potential in order to create an inclusive environment that encompasses 
a variety of artistic expressions. Public Art staff have begun to examine whether the current 
system of competitive calls is appropriate to attract local, emerging and also Aboriginal artists 
of high repute to appropriate opportunities, or if limited, and/or direct invitational calls are 
more appropriate. Protocol is also another element to be considered for inclusion in “standard” 
public art practices when working with Aboriginal artists.

In response to the Cultural Diversity Audit, the Edmonton Arts Council transformed the 
Cultural Diversity in the Arts Award into a project grant. It was felt that the award had the 
unintended effect of isolating cultural diversity from the mainstream granting process. The 
purpose of the grant is to encourage artists from culturally diverse communities to participate 
in the grant process while continuing to support those who face cultural, linguistic or historical 
barriers to accessing support. Recipients are announced at the EAC’s annual Winter Social 
Gala, which has been an important step in raising public consciousness about the value and 
visibility of culturally diverse artists. The number of grant applicants has increased dramatically 
and in 2014, and two of the eight recipients were Aboriginal artists. Recognizing Aboriginal 
artists and their contributions to the greater Edmonton community will increase the vibrancy 
and diversity of our arts community.

Conclusion
Deeper engagement between the Edmonton Arts Council and Aboriginal communities is 
a process. The audit has been part of a continually evolving relationship that will ensure the 
continued viability of all parties for generations to come. The entire Edmonton community 
is best served by an Arts Council that is responsive and attentive to the needs of Aboriginal 
artists. As this relationship evolves, new opportunities and challenges will emerge. The 
Edmonton Arts Council will strive to serve the Aboriginal arts community as effectively as 
possible through transparency, inclusive policies and a willingness to adapt.
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