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Making a House a Home:
Indigenous Engagement
and Housing Design in BC

Outline
◉ Background – importance of housing design and engagement
◉ Research questions and methodology
◉ Best practices for engaging Indigenous communities in housing
design initiatives

“

“We have to talk about where First
Nations people came from, before we
talk about what they want.”
-Housing Manager of a First Nation

Housing Conditions in Indigenous Communities
30% of on-reserve households and 28% of off-reserve
households are in core housing need, compared to 15.8%
for all non-Indigenous households
Key issues:

•
•
•
•
•
•

Overcrowding
Mold
Affordability
Housing in need of repair
Lack of protection from the elements
Housing shortages

The Role of Design in Housing Adequacy
Culture

Housing design has not historically
considered the cultural and social
needs of Indigenous peoples.

Living
patterns
Basic
physical
needs

Research Questions
1. What are the distinct housing needs and desires in
Indigenous communities ?
2. What are effective ways to engage with Indigenous
peoples to learn more about housing needs and
desires?
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Methodology
• Literature review on housing policy and engagement methods
• Interviews with experts in Indigenous engagement, housing
management, and housing design
• Case studies or in-depth review of 3 housing and engagement
initiatives in Indigenous communities

Engagement

Key Principles of Engagement
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Before the Project: Foundations for Success
Build and sustain relationships:
• Cultural competency training
• Research the community
• Determine the level of
engagement
• Obtain leadership approval
• OCAP Principles

OCAP PRINCIPLES

Ownership
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During the Project: Best Practices
Cultural considerations
• Indigenous supervision
• Elders and youth
• Traditional opening
• Native language
• Honour cultural
practices
• Respect the pace

Preparation and planning
• Skill and planning
• Make it meaningful
• Mix it up
• Be respectful
• Prepare for children
• Clarity
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During the Project: Strategy
Sessions
• Qualitative Interviews
• Walking Tour
• Focus Groups
• Surveys
• Design Charrette
• Home Visits
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Exercises
• 3D modeling
• Graphic facilitation
• Poetry
• Backcasting/visioning
• Social media and apps

Arviat Community and Housing Design Charrette
Arviat is an Inuit hamlet with a population of 2,000 that is growing
quickly. There is a critical need for more housing in Arviat, which in
2002 had 252 public housing rental units. Fifty of the units had five
or more occupants.

representative from Natural Resources Canada (NRCan) and a
ventilation expert from Yukon Housing Corporation.

Accountability

During the Project:
Strategy
There was simultaneous
translation from English to Inuktitut, the
Inuit language, and from Inuktitut to English.

From Oct. 18 to Oct. 20, 2005, Canada Mortgage and Housing
Corporation (CMHC) and the Nunavut Housing Corporation held a
three-day Community Design Charrette — a brainstorming
workshop — to explore important community issues, to suggest ways
to relieve the housing shortage and to discuss design solutions.

Sessions
• Qualitative Interviews
• Walking Tour
• Focus Groups
• Surveys
• Design Charrette
• Home Visits
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by an Elder during a housing design charrette in
Arviat (CMHC)

Day One — Community Strengths,
Issues and Values
Figure 1 Satellite image of Ar viat
Arviat, at 60 degrees north in the Territory of Nunavut, is built

Arviat Elders opened the charrette with presentations about the way
Inuit lived before there was government housing; the traditional Inuit
hunting lifestyle and how the Inuit built igloos according to weather
and snow conditions.
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A traditional post-and-beam design was necessarily excluded due to the high cost of
materials, the required special equipment, and the required construction knowledge which,
at this time, would have to come from outside the community.
Units were designed as both two-storey and one-storey duplexes, as shown in Fig. 5. A
duplex design requires less materials and excavated land per unit than individual units, thus
reducing construction and infrastructural costs. The concept design remains flexible to
permit the construction of a triplex or fourplex, further reducing construction and infrastructural costs per unit. Cost estimates for both the one-storey and two-storey duplexes
could meet the CMHC maximum unit price standard of $120,000 per unit (2006 pricing for
semi-detached, one-bedroom in Northern BC), provided that economical choices are made
regarding finishes and mechanical systems.
To address lack of available housing, higher density housing is used (i.e. higher number
of people per area of land). A two-storey duplex is placed on one lot and a one- or twostorey triplex on the adjacent lot. While increasing density, this arrangement still allows
adequate yard space for traditional activities and parking for cars and boats. The design
provides accommodation for five people on the housing waitlist, reduces the construction
cost per unit and makes more efficient use of service infrastructure. Further, the reduced
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Exercises
• 3D modeling
• Graphic facilitation
• Poetry
• Backcasting/visioning
• Social media and apps
House build produced from a 3-D modeling
session in Haisla First Nation (Mactavish et
al., 2012)
123

Fig. 5 Singles apartment site design from gaming session. Shown in image are the two-storey design, onestorey design, work area and smokehouse. Prepared by Tracey Mactavish and Marie-Odile Marceau and
property of MEJA

A traditional post-and-beam design was necessarily excluded due to the high cost of
materials, the required special equipment, and the required construction knowledge which,
at this time, would have to come from outside the community.
Units were designed as both two-storey and one-storey duplexes, as shown in Fig. 5. A
duplex design requires less materials and excavated land per unit than individual units, thus
reducing construction and infrastructural costs. The concept design remains flexible to
permit the construction of a triplex or fourplex, further reducing construction and infrastructural costs per unit. Cost estimates for both the one-storey and two-storey duplexes
could meet the CMHC maximum unit price standard of $120,000 per unit (2006 pricing for
semi-detached, one-bedroom in Northern BC), provided that economical choices are made
regarding finishes and mechanical systems.
To address lack of available housing, higher density housing is used (i.e. higher number
of people per area of land). A two-storey duplex is placed on one lot and a one- or twostorey triplex on the adjacent lot. While increasing density, this arrangement still allows
adequate yard space for traditional activities and parking for cars and boats. The design
provides accommodation for five people on the housing waitlist, reduces the construction
cost per unit and makes more efficient use of service infrastructure. Further, the reduced

Accountability

During the Project: Strategy

Relationship
Building

Project
Engagement

Exercises
• 3D modeling
• Graphic facilitation
• Poetry
• Backcasting/visioning
• Social media and apps
House build produced from a 3-D modeling
session in Haisla First Nation (Mactavish et
al., 2012)
123

Fig. 5 Singles apartment site design from gaming session. Shown in image are the two-storey design, onestorey design, work area and smokehouse. Prepared by Tracey Mactavish and Marie-Odile Marceau and
property of MEJA

Accountability

During the Project: Strategy

Relationship
Building

Project
Engagement

Exercises
• 3D modeling
• Graphic facilitation
• Poetry
• Backcasting/visioning
• Social media and apps
Graphic recording of the 2017 Joint Gathering (Michelle Buchholz)
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After the Project: Sustained Engagement
Evaluation
• Meaningful, engaged
participation
• Valuable output for
project

Accountability
• Keep your promises
• OCAP Principles
• Relationship building
• Representation
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“

If you are an organization, it’s not
meaningful just to release a report and
then say you’re doing something. […]
There is this larger issue of Indigenous
people not being represented in decisionmaking positions.
Ginger Gosnell-Myers, Indigenous Relations Manager at City of Vancouver
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