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Abstract: Water governance and ecosystem function in the Canadian prairies are in a state of crisis.
Compounding this crisis, and adding complexity, is the relationship between the water governance
authority of the state with Canada’s First Peoples. Meaningful engagement of Indigenous peoples in
water governance is a necessary requisite to effective water management. This research characterizes
the extent and depth of Indigenous engagement in watershed planning in the province of Manitoba,
Canada, and examines the degree to which Indigenous rights are incorporated in that engagement.
To do so, we analyze evidence of First Nation people’s inclusion in water governance, planning, and
management processes. We conducted latent and manifest content analyses of watershed plans to
identify the themes and frequency of content related to First Nations and Métis engagement and
triangulated results with key informant semi-structured interviews and document reviews of water
governance policies and legislation. Overall, we find that Indigenous engagement in Manitoba water
governance has increased over time but is still lacking adequate recognition and implementation of
Aboriginal and Treaty rights.
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1. Introduction

Dams, drainage, and land cover change have altered watersheds across Canada [1–3].
Federal and provincial approaches to water and land management have benefited indus-
tries, settlers, and some First Nations. Yet, settler colonial water governance has also
produced disproportionate impacts on Indigenous peoples, who are often excluded from
the decisions that most affect their rights and interests. Scholars have described this as
environmental or water injustice [4–7]. The roots of these injustices are in the structures
and processes of settler colonialism.

Starting with Canada’s “highly decentralized federation” [8] (p. 277), government
responsibilities and jurisdiction over water and the environment are divided exclusively
between provincial and federal governments and within ministries and agencies, neglecting
or overlooking Indigenous laws, rights, and responsibilities [9]. Decentralization not only
enables contextualized approaches to, and innovation in, water and ecosystem management
but also drives fragmentation. The result is a patchwork approach to water management
across Canada [10], with inconsistent and uneven inclusion and engagement of Indigenous
people [9,11–14].

For our purposes, water governance “[consists] of the processes and institutions by
which decisions that affect water are made” [15] (p. 7); watershed planning is a mechanism
of water governance; and Indigenous participation in watershed planning processes is
an example of Indigenous engagement—of Indigenous peoples by government, and by
Indigenous peoples with government institutions and processes. First Nations and Métis
people who want to actively fulfill their traditional water stewardship responsibilities
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beyond reserve borders have to navigate through, participate in, and actively contest the
processes and structures of water governance in Canada [16–18]. These interactions may
be formal or informal; our focus is on formal participation in watershed planning.

We can examine a subset of these formal interactions recorded in watershed plans
and related documents. Prior studies have examined First Nations engagement in water-
shed planning in Alberta [19] and Saskatchewan [20]. This study analyzes Indigenous
engagement in the prairie provinces by describing how Indigenous engagement has been
practiced in provincial water governance in Manitoba, Canada (Figure 1). First, we situate
the study in the broader context of water-related Indigenous–Settler relations in Canada
and the province of Manitoba. Second, we describe the methods and data sources. Third,
we describe the results of our thematic analysis. Last, we conclude with a discussion and
recommendations for policy, practice, and research.
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1.1. Indigenous Engagement and Canadian Water Management

Indigenous–state relations in Canada are complex, contested, and contingent. While
some Indigenous peoples—such as those in the northern territories and parts of British
Columbia—are party to contemporary treaties, settlements, and agreements that articulate
clearly the rights and responsibilities of the parties involved, other Indigenous peoples
in Canada are not [9,21]. Most First Nations in the Canadian prairies are party to historic
treaties with the Crown (Canada in lieu of the British monarchy), where rights and re-
sponsibilities are not explicitly described in contemporary legal terminology [22–24]. Yet,
historic treaties are still influential in structuring the relationships between First Nations
and both federal and provincial governments.

The lack of historic treaties in most of British Columbia and the north means that
the courts recognize Indigenous land as unceded, and First Nations have negotiated
modern land claims that secure Indigenous representation in resource and water man-
agement [25–28]. Northern populations are typically comprised of a greater proportion of
Indigenous peoples, often forming a majority. Through voting and greater representation
in environmental management institutions, their values and interests drive territorial gov-
ernment decision-making more so than in the provinces. Neither of these circumstances
apply in the prairies.

Settler governments and scholars argue that historic treaties were primarily about
land cession and claim that with the 1930 Natural Resources Transfer Agreements, the
federal government transferred sole administrative jurisdiction of lands and resources to
the provinces [24,29]. Cession, according to settler governments, means that First Nations
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gave up any claims to their Aboriginal title in exchange for benefits recorded in the treaty,
and in some cases verbal promises as well [30]. However, the consultations associated
with Aboriginal and Treaty rights fall short of co-governance or co-management seen in
British Columbia and the north; co-governance arrangements are the types of engagements
expected by First Nations as commensurate with being treaty partners [25,26,31,32]. First
Nations also contest and resist the unilateral interpretation of historic treaties as cession,
instead affirming their intent to share the land [22,23]. The limitations on the recognition of
rights and responsibilities flow from the structures and processes of settler colonization.

Settler colonization is a “complex social formation. . .[with] continuity over time”, and
its nature as “a structure rather than an event” [33] (p. 390) implicates settler institutions
and systems [9]. Colonization has produced inequalities in power, security, and well-
being by privileging Western knowledge systems and prioritizing hegemonic settler values
and interests [34–37]. Even with international support through instruments such as the
UNDRIP [38], Indigenous rights and responsibilities in Canada are unevenly recognized,
respected, or implemented by federal and provincial governments.

The quality and extent of Indigenous engagement fluctuate according to prevailing po-
litical ideologies, the state of the economy, and national or regional social sentiment [39–41].
While the province of British Columbia has passed legislation to implement the UNDRIP,
other provinces have not, instead skirting questions of Aboriginal title and free, prior, in-
formed consent by reasserting jurisdiction through legislation and repeatedly contradicting
First Nations’ interpretations of treaty agreements. This dual strategy of avoidance and
denial extends to local levels in the context of water management and planning.

Provincial and federal governments create or recognize entities and authorize them
to conduct and implement watershed or water resources planning. While most provinces
have discursively adopted an integrated approach to management, the details of laws,
policies, and institutions for implementing it vary [42]. There are, however, common themes.
Indigenous peoples are often classified as stakeholders [8,43] and are allowed to participate
in planning and management alongside other interested groups such as industry, local
governments, and non-government organizations [44,45]. These processes and institutions
of water management on the prairies are structurally inadequate for the full recognition of
Aboriginal and Treaty rights [4,9,46–48]. Given the role of law and policy in structuring the
inclusion of Indigenous peoples in water governance, we next describe how Manitoba’s
approach to Indigenous engagement has changed over time.

1.2. Water Management and Planning in Manitoba

Before exploring the institutional context of Manitoba’s water governance, we briefly
describe its hydrography. The province of Manitoba is wholly within the Hudson Bay
drainage basin, with significant flows, lakes, and reservoirs throughout. Several large water
bodies—Cedar Lake, Lake Manitoba, Lake Winnipegosis, and Lake Winnipeg—cover much
of the southern half of the province (see Figure 2). These lakes are fed by the Saskatchewan
and Assiniboine Rivers from the west and Red River from the south. Lake Manitoba flows
into Lake Winnipeg, which then flows through the Nelson River into Hudson Bay. Also
flowing into Hudson Bay are the Churchill River, from Saskatchewan through northern
Manitoba, and the Hayes and Gods River, draining the central-eastern region.

According to the provincial power generator, five major river systems in the province
have also been modified to produce electricity: an extensive series of reservoirs and dams
are used to regulate flows for 16 hydroelectric generating stations. This power is used
within Manitoba and exported to other provinces and the United States. Historically, dams
in the north were designed, constructed, and operated without consideration of impacts on
northern First Nations communities [2,3].

Land in the south not covered by lakes was historically considered “wet prairie”, a
unique tall-grass prairie. Now, much of the southern region is characterized by drainage
ditches, levees, and culverts used to convert the wet prairie to agriculture [1,49]. In its
totality and for each individual case, drainage and dams have been a contentious project
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and continue to have social, ecological, and hydrological impacts on communities across
the province.

Water 2024, 16, x FOR PEER REVIEW 4 of 18 
 

 

 
Figure 2. Map of Manitoba, Canada, depicting extents and distribution of Aboriginal reserve land, 
conserved and protected areas, surface water, and watersheds with plans. 

According to the provincial power generator, five major river systems in the province 
have also been modified to produce electricity: an extensive series of reservoirs and dams 
are used to regulate flows for 16 hydroelectric generating stations. This power is used 
within Manitoba and exported to other provinces and the United States. Historically, 
dams in the north were designed, constructed, and operated without consideration of im-
pacts on northern First Nations communities [2,3]. 

Land in the south not covered by lakes was historically considered “wet prairie”, a 
unique tall-grass prairie. Now, much of the southern region is characterized by drainage 
ditches, levees, and culverts used to convert the wet prairie to agriculture [1,49]. In its 
totality and for each individual case, drainage and dams have been a contentious project 
and continue to have social, ecological, and hydrological impacts on communities across 
the province. 

Over the last 25 years, Manitoba has implemented numerous water policies, origi-
nally focusing on water quality, conservation, use and allocation, water supply, flooding, 
drainage, and education, but without explicitly addressing First Nations and Métis rights 
[50]. In 2003, the Manitoba Water Strategy [51] established an integrated approach to im-
plementing the 2000 strategy. This involved updating water legislation, funding planning 
and implementation, and recognizing the existence of Aboriginal and Treaty rights. The 

Figure 2. Map of Manitoba, Canada, depicting extents and distribution of Aboriginal reserve land,
conserved and protected areas, surface water, and watersheds with plans.

Over the last 25 years, Manitoba has implemented numerous water policies, orig-
inally focusing on water quality, conservation, use and allocation, water supply, flood-
ing, drainage, and education, but without explicitly addressing First Nations and Métis
rights [50]. In 2003, the Manitoba Water Strategy [51] established an integrated approach to
implementing the 2000 strategy. This involved updating water legislation, funding plan-
ning and implementation, and recognizing the existence of Aboriginal and Treaty rights.
The 2003 strategy introduced the idea of reconciliation in water management, characteriz-
ing Indigenous–state relations in terms of “mutual recognition, respect, resource sharing
and responsibility” [51] (p. 7). While constitutionally protected rights are to be “defined
and respected”, specifically in the context of water use and allocation (p. 13), the strategy
does not explain how or when it will happen. First Nations engagement could occur via
additional targeted public engagement-style consultations or by individual and group
interviews—an “accommodation” from the government for remote reserve communities
and individuals who cannot travel to attend meetings. These engagements were conducted
by individuals, organizations, or committees that were not legally empowered to recognize,
define, or accommodate Aboriginal and treaty rights [52,53]. Water use and allocation
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decisions—those subject to Aboriginal and Treaty rights—would be addressed outside of
the planning process.

In 2014, the Surface Water Management Strategy [54] was released, describing “three
pillars of action” for sustainable water management: water quality, extreme events, and
“co-ordination and awareness” (p. 6). This strategy seeks to decentralize decision-making
and integrate “local priorities, issues, and solutions [into plans] within a municipal and
provincial perspective” (p. 21). It also proposes capacity building and improving or enhanc-
ing participation and again calls for the recognition of and respect for Aboriginal and Treaty
rights. The strategy does not explain how recognition of those rights or responsibilities will
be implemented. For example, the strategy recognizes the significance of wetland ecosys-
tems to “First Nations and Métis traditional ways of life” (p. 11) and establishes wetland
protection as a policy goal but does not articulate how First Nations or Métis people are to
be involved in establishing measures and criteria of success in wetland protection relative
to the recognition and protection of their rights.

Pillar 3 of the strategy states that planners and decision-makers must “Ensure that
shared governance approaches are inclusive of all watershed stakeholders, including Métis
communities and First Nations” (p. 24), reiterating the “official” position toward their
relationship with Indigenous peoples as stakeholders in integrated water management,
not as nations in co-governance. The strategy is in some ways contradictory, seeking
better relationships with Indigenous peoples, but still choosing to constrain engagement to
management-level discussions: First Nations are again listed alongside other stakeholder
groups, not as Nations.

More recent changes to water policy and legislation in Manitoba came in early 2020 [55],
with a new water management strategy in 2022 [56]. Alongside administrative changes
(conservation districts renamed as watershed districts, and adjustments made to their
boundaries), the districts were also empowered to enter into partnerships “with non-
municipal entities, including Indigenous nations” [57]. Watershed planning authorities
(WPAs) must also consult with “any band, as defined in the Indian Act (Canada), that
has reserve land within the watershed” [55]. While enabling partnerships and requiring
consultation are positive steps towards greater Indigenous inclusion during planning
and implementation, they do not resolve the exclusion of Indigenous peoples during
the development of provincial water policy and legislation, both of which are integral
to collaborative water governance [28]. These provisions also fall short of recognition of
Aboriginal and Treaty rights, as the consultations are not rights-based—that is, they are
not intended to fulfill government’s Duty to Consult in response to potential impacts on
constitutionally protected rights.

The latest strategy again includes a goal to “advance Indigenous inclusion in water
management” [56] (p. 30). The strategic objectives associated with this goal center on
including Indigenous knowledge in water management, clarifying “the respective [wa-
ter management] roles” of government and Indigenous communities, and support the
inclusion of Indigenous communities in water management activities undertaken by local
governments, authorities, and organizations. As no plans have been completed under this
policy, we do not examine it further.

We note that Manitoba’s watershed plans are non-statutory. During the preparation
or amendment of zoning bylaws or municipal development plans, decision-makers at
local and regional levels must consider—but not abide by—the policies and objectives
of “an approved watershed plan” [58] (p. 14). The implementation of plans relies on
voluntary actions of individuals, landowners, and other entities. Although these plans
are not enforceable, they do provide insight into the local issues and contexts in which
Indigenous engagement does or does not occur.

With respect to water management and impacts on Aboriginal and Treaty Rights, it is
important to note that many impactful decisions are made outside of watershed planning.
Hydroelectric projects in Manitoba are planned and managed by Manitoba Hydro, a
Crown corporation, and effects from these projects are outside the domain of watershed
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planning [59]. Conversely, watershed plans do not significantly influence the planning of
Manitoba Hydro’s projects.

Climate change adaptation and planning also influences water management in Mani-
toba. Published in 2017, their strategy begins with an acknowledgement of the significance
of Indigenous and local knowledge in guiding adaptations to climate change. Water is iden-
tified as a pillar of action within the strategy, with key actions including the promotion of
beneficial management practices in agriculture, water storage (no net loss wetland drainage)
to protect against flood and drought, the management of excess nutrients, protection of
aquifers and shorelines, and the enforcement of regulations [60].

1.3. First Nations in Manitoba

According to Indigenous Services Canada [61], there are 63 First Nation bands in
Manitoba with approximately 163,000 registered members across five different linguistic
groups. The population of First Nation members between the northern and southern
regions is not precisely known, but estimates based on representation in the primary tribal
organizations suggest that there are slightly more First Nation people in the south than
the north [62]. Not all First Nation people are members of reserves. With treaties, lands
were set aside for First Nation people. Approximately half of the registered members live
on-reserve, though this does not mean that members living off-reserve do not participate
in the cultural practices or social activities of their communities. A map of reserve land is
shown in Figure 3.
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Due to colonialism, isolation, and systemic racism, First Nation people in Canada
typically experience poorer socio-economic conditions than non-Indigenous Canadians [63].
According to the 2016 census, First Nations people in Manitoba did not complete high
school at 3.7 times the rate of non-Indigenous people [64]. These statistics do not, however,
reflect the knowledge, understanding, and wisdom of Indigenous knowledge as it relates
to water management. They do, however, suggest that education is a barrier to engaging in
water management processes and water governance regimes that privilege or are exclusive
to “Western” scientific knowledge.

Textual documentation of public and Indigenous engagements in watershed planning
is recognizable by the use of keywords, concepts, and content related to Indigenous Peoples.
This evidence is considered here as both an output and outcome of Indigenous participation
in watershed planning and water governance. We explain our methods in more detail next.
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2. Methods and Data

This study uses content analysis of watershed plans to describe Indigenous engage-
ment in Manitoba’s water governance and watershed planning processes. Examining the
documents that structure and serve as a record of engagements between Indigenous peoples
and the state, such as policies, legislation, and resource management plans, can give insight
into the opportunities, barriers, and contexts of engagement [65,66]. We consider watershed
planning as a subset of water governance institutions, practices, and processes. As outputs
of the planning process, watershed plans are our objects of content analysis. We identify
and count how often Indigenous-related keywords occur in Manitoba’s watershed plans,
and then we thematically code the keywords according to their apparent and contextual
use in the document. A diagram representing the process is shown in Figure 3.

2.1. Content Analysis

Content analysis is “a research method for the subjective interpretation of the content
of text data through the systematic classification process of coding and identifying themes
or patterns” [67] (p. 1278). The purpose of a content analysis is to “draw inferences
about related patterns in the contexts in which those texts are produced or used” [68]
(p. 28). A similar approach has been used to study water governance in Saskatchewan
and Alberta [19,20] and climate change in British Columbia [69]. Our content analysis
has two components: a summative approach explored the manifest use of words and
phrases, and an interpretative approach explored the latent meaning in the use of the
keywords [67]. Taking into consideration the context in which the words are used adds a
qualitative dimension that “strengthen[s] the validity of the inferences that are being made
from the data” [70].

We argue that resource management plans can tell a story of Indigenous
(dis)engagement [71,72]. These plans are produced within specific legislative frameworks,
are developed, informed, and influenced by people—members of the public, organizational
representatives, or government employees—who participate or are otherwise involved in
the planning process, and apply a generic framework to a particular time and place [73,74].
In short, if the practice of watershed planning is the translation of water policy into water
management, then we can look to plan documents for evidence of Indigenous engagement
in provincial water governance.

The lead author conducted keyword searches of the plans to identify content related
to Indigenous engagement in the watershed planning process. Initial keywords included
the following list, and more specific identifiers were included as they appeared in the plans
(e.g., specific names of First Nations):

“first nation?” OR “indig*” OR “aborig*” OR “m?tis” OR “cree” OR “dene” OR
“dakota” OR “nation” OR “indian”

The keywords were coded according to their use and surrounding text according to
its context [75,76]. For example, the code of “Implementation” applies to text referencing
a management action, or the code “Recognition” if keywords appeared in the context of
Aboriginal or Treaty rights. An initial set of codes was established from a subset of water-
shed plans with an Indigenous content [77]. Coding and sorting were iteratively revised
and refined [67] until the text was coded into categories that were “mutually exclusive and
exhaustive” [70]. We identified five themes with varying numbers of subthemes.

The lead author was the sole coder, an approach that can be criticized for potentially
compromising the reliability of the analysis [70,75]. However, the validation of findings was
supported through triangulation [70], achieved by conducting semi-structured interviews
with government watershed planners that wrote or were involved in producing some of
the watershed plans included in the study.

2.2. Data

The dataset included 22 watershed management plans, including draft and final plans
but excluding supplementary documentation such as background studies, memorandums
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of understanding, terms of reference, and stakeholder feedback summaries. Background
studies and stakeholder feedback are typically integrated into the plans as their factual basis,
or sometimes as appendices. It is important to note that summary reports only address
public stakeholder engagements and not consultations with First Nations communities.
The watershed plans bring all this information together, and for that reason they are
the focus of the analysis. Documentation from watershed planning can be found by
clicking on the respective watershed on the Government of Manitoba’s website, https:
//www.gov.mb.ca/sd/water/watershed/iwmp/index.html (accessed on 2 February 2024).
The documents are typically linked in the Planning Documents tab within those pages.

Watershed plans were completed between 2006 and 2018. Figure 2 shows a map of
Manitoba, including polygons for water, land designations, and watershed boundaries,
differentiated by the year in which the watershed plans were completed. Some plans
were developed under Manitoba’s 2003 water strategy, and the rest were completed after
publication of the 2014 surface water strategy. Given that the 2014 strategy emphasized
building capacity for engagement, we might expect more evidence of engagement in the
later plans. We explore this possibility below.

3. Results and Analysis

Using the keyword and thematic counts, we calculated the relative proportion of
thematic coding in each plan, the relative proportion that each plan accounts for in the
overall coding in each theme, and tallied the number of themes in each plan as a measure
of thematic diversity (TD). We also describe how coding varies over time by dividing the
plans into two periods (see below). The term “keyword occurrence” (KO) refers to the
presence of a keyword. Next, we describe the themes and then their distribution.

3.1. Theme Descriptions

We identified five themes, along with subthemes, and organized the thematic results
into two temporal groups (periods) according to the year of plan publication (pre- or post-
2013), which roughly aligns with finalization of the 2014 water strategy. The first period
spans four years, and the second spans five; each period has 11 plans. Table 1 shows the
annual thematic and total distributions of KOs, TD, and the number of plans with and
without codes by year. Table 1 also subtotals KOs for each theme by period, showing the
temporal distribution of coding within themes.

Table 1. Frequency of keyword occurrences in each theme by year.

Year Participation Land Representation Recognition Implementation Thematic
Diversity

# of Plans
w/KO

# of Keyword
Occurrences

2009 0 0/1 0
2010 15 0 0 0 0 1 2/4 15
2011 17 10 4 2 2 5 4/4 35
2012 0 0/2 0

P1 subtotal 32 10 4 2 2 Avg 1.1 6 50

2014 11 14 27 6 4 5 4/4 62
2015 13 20 40 27 31 5 3/3 131
2016 1 5 4 2 14 5 1/1 26
2017 2 2 0 0 0 2 1/1 4
2018 5 3 12 9 4 5 2/2 33

P2 subtotal 32 44 83 44 53 Avg 4.0 11 256

Total 64 54 87 46 55 Avg 2.5 17 306

Proportion 20.9% 17.6% 28.4% 15.0% 18.0%

3.1.1. Participation

Coding for Participation typically relates to engagement mechanisms such as general
public meetings and invitations to participate in the process or on committees. Other

https://www.gov.mb.ca/sd/water/watershed/iwmp/index.html
https://www.gov.mb.ca/sd/water/watershed/iwmp/index.html
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examples of participation coding include acknowledgments of Indigenous participants and
their contributions, the mention of participating agencies with an Indigenous mandate,
and the mention of Indigenous participation in other resource management committees or
processes. Coding for participation does not mean that a First Nation participated in the
process. Notably, in only two occurrences were “public meetings” discussed explicitly in
relation to Indigenous peoples, and only one plan indicated that public meetings were held
on reserve or in an Indigenous community (Fisher). Indigenous peoples are infrequently
noted as participating on the project management team, and sometimes on the watershed
team (effectively as a stakeholder).

As shown in Table 1, Participation codes are the most widespread but not the most
frequent, appearing 64 times across 16 plans and accounting for 20.9% of total thematic
KOs. Distribution across the two periods is the same but relatively uneven across plans
given that there are 32 KOs across 6 plans in P1, and 32 across 11 plans in P2.

3.1.2. Land

The theme of Land refers to the use of Indigenous keywords in describing some aspect
of geographic space. Land-related codes are most often and extensively applied to map
labels (12 plans, 33 KOs), they less often and extensively describe the relative location of
various geographic features (7 plans, 12 KOs), and they occasionally refer to reserve land
and TLE parcels (4 plans, 5 KOs) or activities on Crown land that may trigger rights-based
consultation (3 plans, 4 KOs).

It is the second most extensive theme, appearing 54 times across 12 plans and account-
ing for 17.6% of KOs, and coding in P2 is more than four times that in P1 (Table 1).

3.1.3. Representation

Content coded as Representation is either a direct quotation attributed to an Indige-
nous participant, or indirect, as part of a summary or synthesis of interviews and Indige-
nous input through public engagement. This content typically includes representations of
Indigenous knowledge, values, and interests. Most codes were grouped into one of three
major subthemes: environmental change and impacts; responsibilities and relationships;
and interests and values.

Representation-themed content was most frequent, found 87 times across 10 plans,
accounting for 28.4% of KOs, and it was nearly forty times as frequent in P2 than P1
(Table 1). Given the relevance of this theme to engagement and the descriptions of changes
to watersheds observed by Indigenous peoples, we describe some of the subthemes in
more detail below.

Environmental Change and Impacts

Codes for environmental change and impacts were most wide-spread and frequent
for the Representation theme (7 plans, 15 KOs), highlighting issues such as “more fre-
quent flooding” and “increased surface water flows” (Cook’s—Devil’s), rising lake levels
(Westlake), and changes in stream flow volume and timing (Swan Lake). Some of the
causes identified are the following: channelization and drainage infrastructure for agri-
culture (Pembina), breaks in beaver dams (Southwest Interlake), low-lying geography
(Fisher River), or hydroelectric infrastructure and management (Carrot—Saskatchewan).
Observations of erosion from denuded creeks and ditching in agricultural fields, with subse-
quent sedimentation downstream, are noted as negatively impacting the extent and quality
of aquatic and riparian habitats (Swan Lake, Cook’s—Devil’s, Carrot—Saskatchewan).
Agricultural drainage, forestry, and peat harvesting activities are specifically identified as
impacting riparian areas and fish habitats. The loss and alteration of habitats was described
as affecting not only animals (5 plans, 11 KOs) but also plants, medicines, water, and ice
quality as well (4 plans, 7 KOs). Indigenous observers noted changes in animal population
and behavior because of these changes (4 plans, 8 KOs), including dispersal (Swan Lake),
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changes in migration patterns and population—especially for moose (Westlake, Swan Lake,
Dauphin Lake, and Fisher River)—and changes in fish species and abundance (Westlake).

Indigenous Relations and Responsibilities

Text that discussed Indigenous relationships and responsibilities were almost as
extensive and frequent as those for environmental change. References included place-based
relations (7 plans, 16 KOs) including stewardship (Netley—Grassmere, Fisher, Central
Assiniboine, Cook’s Creek—Devil’s Creek), and familial and tribal connections to specific
areas (Westlake, Central Assiniboine, Swan Lake, Carrot—Saskatchewan). There were also
several general statements about traditional and contemporary use (5 plans, 7 KOs), most
often in relation to conservation-focused plan objectives meant to support traditional use
activities. Indigenous relationships with and responsibilities for water (4 plans, 6 KOs)
acknowledge water “as the source of life for all living things. . . [water is] alive and is a
spirit” (Swan Lake, similar in Cook’s—Devil’s Creek, Carrot—Saskatchewan) and that
“women are responsible for caring for the water” (Fisher River). All mentions of water in
the context of Indigenous peoples refer to the significant role water has in the ecosystem
and human health.

Indigenous Interests and Values

Representations of Indigenous interests and values emphasized fishing, wildlife, and
medicines. Fishing interests and values (6 plans, 12 KOs) discuss the significance of fish
species—such as sturgeon—to First Nations communities (Central Assiniboine, Swan Lake,
Fisher, Cook’s, Carrot—Saskatchewan, Dauphin Lake); three plans mention Indigenous
commercial fishing interests. Wildlife interests and values were the second-most frequent
and extensive (5 plans, 12 KOs), with observations on loss of wildlife habitat, declining
moose population and health (Carrot—Saskatchewan, Dauphin Lake, Swan Lake), concerns
about human impacts on wildlife generally, and comments about the important relationship
between land, water, and wildlife. Only the Fisher River plan mentions Aboriginal and
Treaty rights in relation to wildlife. Access to traditional medicines was interwoven with
other concerns around traditional land use, food harvesting, wildlife, and ecology. Other
references include general statements of community concerns, descriptions of community
drinking water systems, statements of traditional knowledge, and mentions of Indigenous
non-government organizations.

3.1.4. Recognition

Recognition coded text discusses the inclusion of Indigenous peoples and communities
in water and resource management processes and institutions, self-determination, and
First Nation–Crown treaties. Recognition-coded content appears 46 times across 10 plans,
accounts for 15% of KOs, and is 22 times more frequent in P2 than P1 (Table 1). Given the
relevance of this content to Aboriginal and Treaty rights, we again describe some of the
subthemes in more detail.

Integration

Integration is the most frequent and extensive sub-theme under recognition (9 plans,
33 times), discussed in terms of consultation (peat harvesting in Fisher River and
Cook’s—Devil’s Creek; hydroelectric water management in Carrot—Saskatchewan) and
Aboriginal and Treaty rights in relation to traditional land use and harvesting in parks
(Dauphin Lake, Fisher River, and Carrot—Saskatchewan). Reference to Indigenous knowl-
edge typically appears as an objective or goal to “incorporate traditional knowledge into de-
velopment plans” (Swan Lake, Cook’s Creek—Devil’s Creek, and Carrot—Saskatchewan).
Additionally, a few plans mentioned agreements, partnerships, shared jurisdiction, fund-
ing, and the inclusion in planning of government agencies with a mandate to administer
Indigenous programs, administration, or funding.
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Self-Determination

Reference to traditional territory comprises the bulk of coding for self-determination.
Text about treaty territories could be coded as location (Land theme) or relationships to
place (Representation theme), but text is coded as self-determination when the context is In-
digenous decision-making within historic and contemporary land bases. Self-determination
also includes mentions of First Nation authority in development planning and band ad-
ministration; there is no mention of consent in any of the plans. Treaty relationships are
mentioned explicitly twice (Cook’s—Devil’s and Carrot—Saskatchewan) and indirectly in
reference to treaty land entitlements (Cook’s—Devil’s).

3.1.5. Implementation

The theme of Implementation relates to the inclusion of Indigenous peoples and
communities in management actions. Implementation-themed content occurs 55 times
across 8 plans, accounting for 18% of all KOs (Table 1). Distribution between periods is
again much higher in P2 than P1, by a factor of more than 26. The Dauphin Lake plan is
an outlier with the most occurrences (14) of all plans, and where implementation has the
highest proportion of codes relative to other themes (56%, see Supplementary Materials).

The bulk of implementation coding focuses on management actions and objectives, or
recommendations, measures of success, and identifying whether Indigenous communities
have supporting, lead, or co-lead responsibilities. Source water protection for Indigenous
communities is also mentioned in terms of wastewater (Central Assiniboine); groundwater
extraction, pollution, and aquifer recharge (Central Assiniboine and Fisher); source water
protection zones (Carrot—Saskatchewan); and the sealing of abandoned wells (Fisher and
Carrot—Saskatchewan).

3.2. Theme Distribution

First, we show how theme proportions and diversity change over time, and second,
we describe how thematic proportions change with increasing diversity.

3.2.1. Temporal

The distribution of thematic coding between periods (Table 1) shows that except for
Participation, P2 generally has much higher KO counts. Not only are there more plans
with KOs in P2, but there are also more KOs per plan than in P1. Thematic coding is more
evenly distributed across the themes in P2, and P2 has a greater average thematic diversity
(4.0 vs 1.1).

The proportional distribution of KOs between themes and periods is shown in Figure 4
and Table 1. Within P1, Participation is most frequently coded by a wide margin (64% of
period coding), followed by Land (20%); Representation, Recognition, and Implementation
accounted for the rest. Within P2, the variance is less uneven: Representation is most
frequently coded (32% of period coding), followed by Implementation (21%), Land (17%),
Recognition (17%), and Participation (13%).

Six plans in Period 1 have Indigenous keyword occurrences: two plans from 2010 and
four from 2011. Those six plans have 50 KOs between them, which is approximately 16% of
total KOs across all plans. As shown in Table 1, all plans in Period 2 have KOs, accounting
for approximately 83% of the total; two years in P2 are particularly significant: 2014 (24%),
and 2015 (51%). Figure 3 and Table 1 show that there is greater variation in KOs for P2 than
P1. In short, more plans in P2 had KOs, and those plans had most of the total KOs. A list
of the plans and details such as the year of publication and KO tallies can be found in the
Supplementary Materials.

Plans published in P2 have more evidence of Indigenous inclusion and more themes
coded on average. In particular, the change in the dominant theme from Participation
in P1 to Representation in P2 suggests that Indigenous engagement in the planning pro-
cess moved from mostly invitations to a point where Indigenous voices and interests
were being heard at meetings or through interviews and subsequently incorporated into
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watershed plans. We also see Indigenous peoples more often identified as partners or
participants in Implementation activities in P2. While we may try to explain this change as
a result of the 2014 strategy, there are other influential factors that are not addressed by the
content analysis.
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3.2.2. Diversity

We can also look at how much each theme contributes to theme diversity. As shown
in Table 2, most Participation KOs are either in plans with all five themes, or where
Participation is the only theme. Land KOs appear the most in plans with all five themes
and in plans with two or four themes. Representation KOs are only apparent in plans that
have three or more themes but essentially only in those with four but usually five themes.
Recognition KOs appear in plans with three or more themes, but again most of these are in
plans with four or usually five themes. Finally, Implementation KOs appear only in plans
with four or five themes, and then most often in plans with five themes.

Table 2. Proportion of thematic coding by thematic diversity.

TD PAR LAND REP REC IMP

1 34% 0% 0% 0% 0%

2 16% 22% 0% 0% 0%

3 5% 4% 2% 7% 0%

4 5% 20% 24% 11% 11%

5 41% 54% 74% 83% 89%

KOs 64 54 87 46 55

When we consider the relationship between KOs and thematic diversity, we can see in
Figure 5 that the relative proportion of Participation coding generally decreases with in-
creasing thematic diversity, with codes shifting towards Land (TD = 2), then Representation
and Recognition (TD = 3), and for higher levels of thematic diversity (4+), Representation
becomes dominant.
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4. Discussion

This study sought to characterize Indigenous engagement in watershed planning
in Manitoba. Over time, Indigenous-related content in Manitoba’s watershed plans has
increased in frequency, extent, and diversity. As the diversity of Indigenous content
increases, themes related to representation become most common. Later plans show greater
attention to the knowledge and experiences of Indigenous peoples, and Indigenous peoples
also have more often been included as actors or partners in implementation. However, we
did not find an increase in the mention or detailing of Aboriginal and Treaty rights in the
context of water management.

4.1. Structural Recognition

Treaty relations are foundational for First Nation–Crown (government) relations.
The repeatedly stated policy intended to define and respect Aboriginal water rights for
allocation and use through planning [51,54] did not lead to the articulation of water rights
in watershed plans. Treaty-related content in plans is brief and does not address Indigenous
water rights within their traditional territories. Recent government policy acknowledges
Indigenous peoples’ interests in the wetland ecosystem, yet Indigenous observations of
environmental change documented in plans show that community interests and values
related to wetlands do not trigger a rights-based response by government. In fact, allocation
and use are not the primary Indigenous concerns represented in the plans.

Water quality, environmental water, and impacts on water from land cover and land
use change impact Aboriginal and Treaty rights, but regulations for these impacts are
beyond the reach of the “integrated” watershed planning process—whether these rights
are based on use and allocation or incidental to other already recognized rights [78,79].
In addition, most drainage projects and licenses are approved by the province through a
separate regulatory process, and provincial fisheries management occurs through a branch
of government that does not have jurisdiction to regulate upstream land use, even if it
degrades fish habitat (Manitoba regional fisheries manager, 2019). Watershed planning
institutions lack the appropriate mandate to recognize Indigenous water rights, let alone
the means of defining and upholding Indigenous rights in relationship to wetland or
ecosystem values.

Even if water-related rights were to be determined through planning and articulated in
watershed plans, water planning authorities are still not empowered to consult, and where
appropriate, accommodate Indigenous peoples in accordance with their constitutionally
protected rights [52,53]. Even though legislative changes in 2020 allow for partnerships
between watershed (conservation) districts and First Nations, districts have no authority
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to regulate land use changes that may impact Indigenous rights. Instead, achieving plan
objectives requires voluntary uptake, especially when involving private land.

For example, agricultural drainage—leading to declines in water quality, wetland
loss, species abundance, and species diversity—may impact Aboriginal rights to fish,
hunt, and gather. Illegal drainage has long been an issue that the province has struggled
to address [80]. The province is responsible for regulating drainage; while some water-
shed/conservation districts are involved in the licensing of drainage activities, they are
not empowered to consult or even required to inform potentially affected First Nations
of drainage licensing applications. Community members of Wuskwi Sipihk First Nation
identified extensive illegal drainage as the cause of impacts locally to the First Nation and
across the province. Yet, plans included no discussion of how the district, provincial or local
governments, or local landowners would address such impacts in relation to Aboriginal
and Treaty rights.

4.2. Participation and Processes

As in Alberta and Saskatchewan, First Nations are considered by the province to be
stakeholders, and the government considers the planning process to be a function that
does not impact Aboriginal and Treaty rights and therefore does not trigger the duty to
consult. This position is consistent with other prairie provinces with historic treaties [19,20].
Community consultation, as an extension of public consultation within the existing water
management framework, reproduces the stakeholder relationship model and continues
to exclude Indigenous peoples from nation-to-nation water governance [28,48]. Such
a framing of Indigenous peoples as stakeholders is a critical divergence from the best
practices of Indigenous engagement in water governance identified in the literature [48,81].
Instead of best practices, Indigenous peoples are repeatedly treated as stakeholders, and
their interests and values are weighted equally with those of other stakeholders.

While there are examples of cooperation in implementation between First Nations
and conservation districts, there has been little to no representation of Indigenous peoples
on conservation district boards [82] and limited consultation with First Nations on the
development of water policy and legislation. In fact, requests from Wuskwi Sipihk First
Nation to be consulted by the government over the most recent changes to water policy
and legislation were met by delays and deferrals (Wuskwi Sipihk Treaty Land Entitlement
manager, 2023, personal communication).

The goals stated in the 2014 Surface Water Strategy were to increase inclusion, build
capacity, and recognize Aboriginal rights in the context of water use and allocation [54]. We
found evidence of an increase in inclusion but did not find evidence of specific programs
or funds aimed at building Indigenous capacity to participate in planning or water man-
agement. We also found sparse discussions of Aboriginal and Treaty rights in any context,
let alone water use and allocation. While community self-selection or self-exclusion from
resource planning may account for some of the absence or weakness in the recognition
of Aboriginal and Treaty rights, interviews with watershed planners reinforced that this
was a systemic issue—watershed planners recognize that Aboriginal and Treaty rights
exist, but they are to be defined and accommodated in other processes—through fisheries
management, wildlife management, and through hydroelectric water use licensing. While
Aboriginal and Treaty Rights in the context of forestry, parks, and protected area manage-
ment planning are mentioned in some watershed plans—and these may have incidental
water rights attached [79]—these rights were not substantively related to management
actions or recommendations. We find that overall, implementation is inconsistent, uneven,
and Aboriginal and Treaty rights are still largely unrecognized.

5. Conclusions

The presence of Aboriginal reserve land in a watershed is identified in the legislation
as a trigger for consultation with First Nations communities. Aboriginal inclusion has been
a key policy directive in Manitoba’s water strategy for the last 20 years. Yet, Aboriginal and



Water 2024, 16, 1734 15 of 18

Treaty rights are not discussed in any significant degree in most of the watershed plans we
examined. The overall increase in the amount of Indigenous engagement between time
periods may be a result of the Government of Manitoba’s emphasis on Indigenous inclusion
and capacity building in its 2014 surface water strategy, but we cannot draw a conclusion
on this without additional evidence of programming and funding to build capacity.

In summary, even though drainage, land use change, and resource extraction likely
impact Aboriginal and Treaty rights to fish and hunt, these activities are regulated externally
to Manitoba’s “integrated” watershed planning process. The non-regulatory nature of
watershed plans means that watershed planning itself does not trigger a legal Duty to
Consult and, where appropriate, accommodate. We view this as a failure in the current
water governance approach in Manitoba. The integration of watershed planning and
management appears incomplete and incapable of sufficiently addressing First Nations’
concerns, interests, and rights. Any efforts to address Indigenous rights and interests are
not explicitly recognized, and they are limited to recommended or voluntary actions or are
considered incidentally as part of broader conservation goals. Indigenous participation
in watershed planning may influence some watershed objectives or actions, but arguably,
Indigenous peoples should seek alternative arenas to further their rights-based claims.

Adapting water management to future climate change will involve significant changes
to water management practices and infrastructure. While the protection of human health
and life is a shared goal, Indigenous peoples must be consulted to determine the numerous
relations to land, water, and more-than-human life that comprise and give meaning to their
cultural milieu. The specific impacts they do and will continue to experience are mediated
by their webs of relationality, their social determinants of health, and their geographies.
Effective (and inclusive) water governance in Manitoba must be responsive to the distinct
needs, interests, and rights of Indigenous peoples.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at https:
//www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/w16121734/s1, Table S1: Frequency of thematic keyword occur-
rences and content variables by plan.
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