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Horse Lake First Nation 

Community Change Committee 
First Meeting: June 16, 2015 

 

Background to creation of the Committee 

The Horse Lake First Nation community is going through a period of unprecedented challenge on a 
number of fronts.  The members, staff and elected leadership are seriously concerned about community 
wellness.  The problems observed and experienced by the majority of members range from concern 
about the Nation’s long-term financial future; lack of direction and strategy evident in almost all 
organizational and service delivery functions; widespread dependency on alcohol and drugs; and a 
population where many people do not feel safe and secure in their own community.  All of this leads to 
frustration and a general mood of unhappiness and discontent which, if left unchecked, could soon 
cause to things come apart in a major way. 

All is not gloom and doom, however.  There are in the community those who feel genuine concern 
about the state of affairs and who will be prepared to do something about the slide if given an 
opportunity and some level of support.  A number of elected leaders, key staff, and community 
members have started speaking up about the urgent need for change and with the right structure and 
limited resources there is no reason not to expect that they will be able to make a difference. 

At a recent community meeting members who have an interest were invited to volunteer to serve on a 
committee of volunteers.  A number of people stepped forward and the first meeting of that group took 
place on June 16, 2015 with a temporary facilitator to begin exploring what might be possible. 

The committee has not been formally structured yet, no terms of reference have been established, and 
no planning has taken place.  Certain key individuals who were expected to attend were not present and 
no resources have been made available.  In truth, this group cannot hope to bring about change without 
the commitment and participation of other members and the leadership. 

In view of the very broad scope of the challenges ahead and the many changes required the group will, 
for the time being, simply be referred to as the Community Change Committee. 

Individuals present at the initial meeting: 

• Katherine Horseman, HRD Manager 
• Elaine Petroski, Housing Director 
• Valerie Joachim, NAADAP Worker 
• Holly Horseman, IRC Crew Coordinator 
• Chantille Petroski IRC Environmental/Site Monitor 
• Tosha Horseman, Receptionist 
• Charlotte Horseman, Home Care 

Discussion 

There was no agenda for the first meeting and the purpose was only to get an initial overview of the 
concerns and the scope of the task ahead if things were to be changed for the better.  As such, the 
discussion was for information purposes only and tended to focus on what people saw as problems – as 
is the case at the beginning of every problem solving process.  Not all the problems were identified and 
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there will be many opportunities to also list the good things about the community and the internal and 
external resources available to address challenges. 

In no order of importance, the issues highlighted (but not discussed in detail) included: 

1. Drug abuse 
This topic was clearly seen as the biggest immediate challenge because it touches the lives of 
all families and members of the community.  The impacts of the drug abuse problem includes 
personal safety, crime (theft and vandalism), the financial stability of all those involved either 
directly or indirectly, health; employment, and much more.  In fact, drug abuse impacts on all 
aspects of community life. 
Addiction/drug abuse rates are estimated to involve 60-70% of the population. 
Disturbing comments were provided about known ‘drug houses’ and the presence of dealers 
from outside who have taken up residence in the community. 
Reference was made to the known practice of members selling purchase orders obtained from 
the administration to others at a discount to obtain money for drug purchases. 

2. Inconsistent or non-application of policies 
Policy guidelines and program rules are applied inconsistently or not at all. 
Members of the Housing Committee doubt their role and usefulness as committee members 
because council does not pay attention to the committee’s decisions and recommendations.  
Recommendations based on priority needs according to the policy are ignored and houses are 
allocated arbitrarily and in some instances even to non-members.  Members have been known 
to ‘sell’ houses allocated to them. 
The existing (new) housing policy is considered not as effective as the previous policy which 
was replaced without proper consultation or input of the administration and community 
members. 
There are no consistent or functional policies in place to guide the provision of financial or 
emergency assistance to members. 
The overwhelming concern is the practice by council or individual councillors to overrule or 
disregard decisions made by staff in accordance with existing policy.  This leaves senior staff 
without authority, creates situations where members can abuse the system as well as the staff, 
and makes budget- and good financial management very difficult, if not impossible. 

3. Employment 
The unemployment rate is estimated at 40%. 

4. Governance initiative 
There is misunderstanding, confusion and uneasiness about the recent steps taken to improve 
the governance structure.  Committee members feel that the process should have started with 
the administration to provide a solid structure and empower staff to implement existing 
policies and rules without political interference. 
This unease probably resulted from lack of communication and may not necessarily indicate 
opposition to the process. 
Across the board there appears to be so much dysfunction that any attempt to bring about 
change would have to be structured as openly and with the widest possible involvement of 
members, leadership, and staff. 
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Concern was expressed that no councillors or the administrator attended the meeting.  This 
raises questions about the level of commitment to the process. 

5. Lack of communication and public awareness 
On many levels members are not properly informed.  This applies to virtually all aspects of 
community life, governance, financial management, and program and service delivery. 
Under these circumstances people draw their own conclusions and the field is wide open for 
the spread of misinformation and rumour. 

6. Community wellness 
Community wellness is obviously of major concern and it involves the full spectrum of local 
conditions. 
Members are living in fear.  Parents are not involving themselves in the lives and dangers faced 
by their children.  Elders are not fulfilling their traditionally important role as guardians of 
community values. 
The opinion was expressed that people can play the ‘blame game’ for only so long and that it is 
time to stop looking back and do something.  Everybody has a responsibility to be a positive 
role model and contribute to the overall good of the community. 
Many members are concerned and over time some have become involved in attempts to 
improve the situation.  Most of them have given up, however, because of lack of support. 
Committee members have come forward as volunteers to try and address the need for change 
and they believe that, with the support of leaders and elders, they will be able to recruit other 
concerned members to get involved. 

Next steps 

The Chief and some members of Council have shared their concerns and the need for change with the 
community and administration.  These concerns cover a broad range of issues and in many respects 
reflect the same issues highlighted by the committee members – with the addition of matters 
concerning the financial future of the community. 

Efforts are underway to gather information and determine the scope of the challenges facing Horse 
Lake.  Initiating the committee is a first step and much remains to be done to formalise the effort to 
introduce change.  The range of issues facing Horse Lake is so wide and runs so deep that that they 
cannot all be confronted and dealt with at once.  It is necessary to develop a strategy and plan of action. 

This will require a planning process consisting of four stages: 

1. Gather information about the current situation in a number of areas, including: 
a) Financial resources and management 
b) Social programming – health, education, employment, etc. 
c) Governance structures, policies, and processes – for council and administration 
d) Economic development 
e) Land matters 

This stage will present a picture of the present situation and will include both positive and 
negative aspects of life in Horse Lake.  Before it can do anything to bring about positive 
change, the community will need to know exactly what things are like at present. 
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2. With broad input (from council, staff and members) develop a picture of what the community 
wants to look like in future.  On a realistic level, what do we want life to be like for the Horse 
Lake First Nation?  This will provide the community with a target to work towards – because 
nothing can be fixed or changed if we do not know what it is we want to achieve. 

3. Examine everything the community has to work with in getting from where it is to where it 
wants to be. 
This involves listing everything that could either help or hinder progress and is called a SWOT 
analysis (identification of all available STRENGTHS, WEAKNESSES, OPPORTUNITIES, and 
THREATS).  In other words, what good things do we have going for us that we can build on; 
what are our weaknesses in coping with the issues; what opportunities do we have that we 
can work with and towards; and finally, what is there that would threaten our success both 
inside and outside the community? 
It is very important to know what the community is facing if it wants to make plans to address 
the changes needed. 

4. Making plans: 
Once we know in detail 

 what our world looks like at the moment; 
 what we want our world to look like; and 
 what we have going for and against us in working to fix things; 

it becomes fairly easy to figure out what we have to do to change things for the better. 
The plans we make will lay out in a simple and straightforward way what we have to do first; 
who should be involved in doing it; when it should be done; and what the end result will look 
like if we have done it correctly. 

Although the planning process may sound difficult and complicated when first looked at, it really is not – 
provided everybody involved is prepared to work at it and keep working at it.  In the end it amounts to 
eating an elephant one bite at a time.  It can be done and it works! 

Recommendation 

The group of volunteer participants who met on June 16th recommends to Council and the community 
that a structured process be started to plan and build a better future for the community, but wants to 
make it very clear that the process will not work if Council, staff, and concerned members are not 
committed to getting involved and working together. 

What is at stake is too important not to start the process now. 


