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Introduction
The Aboriginal Music Summit was held at the 
Circle of Life Thunderbird House in Winnipeg, 
Manitoba, on September 14, 2007. The Sum-
mit was an opportunity for stakeholders from 
across Canada to spend a full day focusing on 
the future of music development within the 
Aboriginal community. It was a day away from 
email, away from phone calls, and away from 
funding deadlines. It was a day to learn, to 
speak, to listen, and to discuss.

The Aboriginal Music Summit brought together 
over 500 years of experience, as 24 delegates 
from across Canada revisited common goals 
and reestablished working relationships. The 
delegates shared success stories and chal-
lenges, and envisioned a future with even more 
opportunities for Aboriginal people working in 
the music industry.

The day began with an introduction and 
welcome from Alan Greyeyes, the Manitoba 
Audio Recording Industry Association�s (MARIA) 
Aboriginal Music Program Coordinator, and an 
opening blessing by Rob Apetegan, Spiritual 
Advisor at the Thunderbird House. Brian Wright-
McLeod gave an address which described the 
broad history of recorded Aboriginal music and 
provided a cultural context for the impending 
music business discussion. In the � rst group 
session each delegate provided a brief introduc-
tion, focussing on their work and describing 
what they felt was their most signi� cant suc-
cess and biggest challenge. The Honourable Eric 
Robinson, Minister of Manitoba Culture, Heritage 
and Tourism, addressed the group midday, em-
phasizing the important work that the delegates 
are doing, and celebrating Manitoba�s proud 
place as a leader in Aboriginal music develop-
ment. In the afternoon, delegates met in small 
breakout groups to share ideas and discuss 
strategies for future action. There were four 
groups which represented the areas of: funding 
agencies; festivals and music awards; artists; 
and record labels and media. A representative 
from each group presented the top strategies to 
the rest of the delegates and there was a wide-
ranging discussion of the strategies. In the � nal 
session of the day, delegates had the opportuni-
ty to provide � nal thoughts and re� ections, and 
provided suggestions and encouragement for 
capitalizing on the momentum of the Summit 
in moving forward with the development and 
support of Aboriginal music in Canada.

The principal goal of the Summit was to create 
a beginning � to acknowledge the important 
work that has already been done and to begin 
a process of collaboration that will inform 
and support the further development of the 
Aboriginal music community. It is our hope that 
the Summit and this report will provide a sound 
foundation on which the development of exist-
ing and future resources and programs speci� c 
to the Aboriginal music community will be well 
informed, well placed, and well received.

The Aboriginal Music Summit delegates were:
Marty Ballentyne, Artist

Ray St. Germain, Artist

ShoShona Kish, Artist (DiggingRoots)

Stevie Salas, Artist

Wayne Lavallee, Artist

Heather Ostertag, Foundation Assisting Canadian Talent 
on Recordings

Gerri Trimble, Canada Council for the Arts

The Honourable Eric Robinson, Minister of Manitoba 
Culture, Heritage and Tourism

Mike Benson, Manitoba Culture, Heritage and Tourism

David Dandeneau, Manitoba Film and Sound

Lisa Meeches, Eagle Vision Productions

Vince Fontaine, Rising Sun Productions

Brandon Friesen, Arbor Records

Jesse Green, Strongfront Records

Curtis Jonnie, National Aboriginal Recording Industry 
Association

Sam Baardman, Manitoba Audio Recording Industry 
Association

Alan Greyeyes, Manitoba Audio Recording Industry 
Association

Harmony Rice, Association for Native Development in 
the Performing and Visual Arts

Cate Friesen, CBC Radio

David McLeod, Native Communications Inc.

Catherine Cornelius, Canadian Aboriginal Music Awards

Ron Robert, Canadian Aboriginal Music Awards

Errol Ranville, Aboriginal Peoples Choice Music Awards

Derek McCorrister, Aboriginal Peoples Choice Music 
Awards

Note:
This report makes reference to a couple of a 
terms that will require further discussion and 
proper de� nition. For the purposes of establish-
ing a foundation and simplifying the narrative 
of this report, the term �Aboriginal music 
community� will be used throughout to describe 
Aboriginal artists, industry professionals and 
stakeholders along with supporters from 
outside of the Aboriginal community. The term 
�Aboriginal music� will be used to describe the 
music produced by this community.
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These themes re� ect a desire among the 
stakeholders to work towards success in the 
music industry and also provide support and 
development in the Aboriginal community itself. 
Community development, creating employment 
for Aboriginal people, and the support of the 
telling of Aboriginal stories through the devel-
opment of music are all important background 
issues to this discussion, but were not the focus 
of the Summit and are therefor not addressed 
directly in this report. The important relation-
ship between the support and development 
of Aboriginal music and the development of 
Aboriginal people should be taken as implicit to 
the underlying motives for the Summit and to 
the desire for further support and development
of Aboriginal music in Canada.

Curtis Jonnie (National Aboriginal Recording Industry 
Association) speaking, with Cate Friesen (CBC Radio) 
and David Dandeneault (Manitoba Film & Sound) to his 
left.

Themes Arising from the 
Discussions

Summit participants discussed the challenges 
and opportunities that face the future develop-
ment of Aboriginal music in Canada and met 
in groups of common interest to identify areas 
of priority for future development. While it was 
not the goal of the Summit to create a set of 
de� ned, prioritized recommendations, there 
were several themes that arose as the discus-
sion unfolded. 

A consistent and overarching theme of the 
Summit discussion was that Aboriginal music 
support programs have a signi� cant effect on 
the amount and quality of Aboriginal people�s 
activity in the music industry, but that there is a 
capacity for considerably more development in 
the Aboriginal music community. Future success 
of support and development programs will be 
measured in the creation of sustainable careers 
for Aboriginal people in the music industry. 
The visibility of particular Aboriginal artists, of 
Aboriginal music celebrations, and of Aboriginal 
music support programs cannot be seen as 
successes or end goals in themselves. Programs 
and initiatives need to remain focused on the 
ultimate goal of creating more sustainable 
careers for Aboriginal people in the music in-
dustry and for people producing and supporting 
Aboriginal music.

The discussion revolved around issues of com-
munication and awareness, market research 
and marketing initiatives, development of a 
service industry infrastructure,  professional 
development for artists and artist managers, 
and the creation of meaningful and relevant 
support programs. This report will identify � ve 
thematic areas as a method of summarizing 
and organizing the discussion. Identifying the 
main themes of the Summit discussion creates 
an opportunity for a purposeful report that will 
serve to give direction and guidance for future 
support and development of Aboriginal music. 
These � ve themes do not provide an exhaustive 
reading of the Summit discussion, but are an

attempt to best represent the variety of view-
points, and the generosity and wide ranging 
breadth of the participants input.

The following � ve discussion themes are each 
expressed in the form of a need for the success 
of future support and development of the 
Aboriginal music community in Canada.

In order to secure the success of 
current and future initiatives in 
the development of the Aboriginal 
music community in Canada, there 
is a need for:

1.  Increased awareness and 
communication among artists, industry, 
funders, and support organizations.

2.  Market research on how to 
successfully market Aboriginal music to 
Aboriginal, mainstream domestic, and 
international audiences.

3.  Developing excellent and culturally 
sensitive music industry service providers.

4.  Professional development for Aboriginal 
artists and artist managers.

5.  Flexible support programs, with interac-
tion among support agencies and between 
these agencies and the private sector.

Stevie Salas (Artist) speaking, with Dave McLeod (NCI FM) and Brian Wright-McLeod (The Encylopedia of Native 
Music) to his right.



Main Points Under Each 
Theme

1. Increased awareness and 
communication among 
artists, industry, funders, 
and support organizations.

Communication is a key component for the 
development of the Aboriginal music com-
munity. Communication among organizations, 
artists, and industry will be vital to the success 
of future development initiatives. Awareness 
among artists and industry of development and 
support opportunities, and awareness among 
the agents producing development strategies 
and programs of the activities and needs of art-
ists and industry, is critical to success.

There currently exist programs and organiza-
tions that support Aboriginal people in the mu-
sic industry, of which many Aboriginal people 
are unaware. In addition, there are programs 
of which people are aware, but which are still 
under-subscribed.

In order to best serve the Aboriginal music com-
munity, support programs and organizations 
recognize the importance of input from Aborigi-
nal artists and industry leaders. Communica-
tion from industry leaders is vital to building 
support programs with impact, but is not always 
easy to obtain.

It is a challenge to offer support to a constitu-
ency that can be, understandably, sceptical 
of support from government agencies. It is 
necessary that support programs and organiza-
tions are increasingly persistent in reaching Ab-
original people and successfully portraying the 
nature and intent of their support. In addition, 
programs with juried access have the dif� culty 
of wanting to appear accessible while having to 
turn some applicants away. Communication with 
unsuccessful applicants is necessary in order to 
keep them engaged in the program and willing 
and able to address de� ciencies and reapply. 

Lastly, is the importance of communication and 
awareness among artists and Aboriginal people 
working in the music industry. Doing business 
in the music industry relies substantially upon 
personal relationships. It is invaluable for art-
ists and industry personnel to share knowledge 
and build networks of communication among
themselves.

2. Market research on how 
to successfully market 
Aboriginal music to 
Aboriginal, mainstream 
domestic, and international 
audiences.

The marketing of Aboriginal music to local, 
national, and international audiences is a 
major concern for artists and record labels and 
market research is a fundamental step in this 
process. There are many facets to this challenge 
including � nding the audience for Aboriginal 
music, learning how to reach that audience, 
and learning how to best present the Aboriginal 
aspects of an artist, or an artist�s music, to the 
market.

Support for the music industry is focused 
considerably on the creation and distribution of 
recordings. A marketing plan for the distribu-
tion and sales of a recording is an essential part 
of any successful application for support in the 
music industry. Marketing plans are also at the 
centre of a successful business plan for artists 
and record labels. However, little baseline data 
exists for the marketing and sales of recordings 
by Aboriginal artists.

Errol Ranville (Manito Ahbee Festival).

Successful Aboriginal artists are operating 
within a �third� stream where they are not sim-
ply marketing their music exclusively to either 
Aboriginal or so-called mainstream audiences, 
but to both. A marketing plan for these 

artists must recognize the different artistic and 
economic realties of these two markets, and be 
able to reconcile the differences internally.

Artists marketing their music within the main-
stream music industry are faced with the chal-
lenge of knowing how to best capitalize on the 
positive aspects of an Aboriginal music brand 
while maintaining a strong individual identity. 
All businesses and organizations involved in 
the marketing of Aboriginal music are working 
to create a strong Aboriginal music brand that 
supports the work of Aboriginal artists while
not turning away mainstream music consumers 
or obscuring the particularities of individual 
music projects.

Artists marketing their music to international 
audiences are in need of market research that 
helps de� ne how those international audiences 
will best recognize and be receptive to Canadian 
Aboriginal music. The use of language and 
symbols that may denote Aboriginal music in 
Canada, may evoke something else outside of 
Canada. In Europe, for example, the use of the 
term Aboriginal may be taken as referring to 
Indigenous Australians more so than Canadians.

Exporting Aboriginal music to international, 
niche, and non-mainstream markets is a growth 
area for the Aboriginal music community. 
Adapting other niche-market marketing models 
and further developing the ability for the 
Aboriginal music community to thrive without 
relying on the North American major label 
system are priorities.

There is also an opportunity for the work that is 
being done by the Aboriginal music community 
in marketing a cadre of related but not always 
similar music to mainstream and niche markets 
to be shared with or applied to other music 
industry communities in Canada and abroad.

3. Developing excellent and 
culturally sensitive music 
industry service providers.

Parallel to the need for culturally sensitive mar-
ket research and marketing plan development, 
is the need for artist managers, booking agents, 
record labels, distributors, and other music 
industry service providers who understand 
the commercial music industry and also have 
knowledge of Aboriginal culture and community. 
Simply supporting artists and the creation of 
recordings is not enough; Aboriginal 



Gerri Trimbble (Canada Council for the Arts), Wayne 
Lavallee (Artist) and ShoShona Kish (DiggingRoots).

people in the music industry need the sup-
port of infrastructure for producing records, 
marketing, and distribution that will implement 
the culturally aware marketing plan discussed 
above and is equipped to succeed simultane-
ously in Aboriginal, mainstream domestic, and 
international niche markets.

Artists are often working with different levels of 
management. While many independent artists 
are self-managed, others are managed by com-
mitted friends or family members who share a 
passion for the music of the artist but are not 
experienced or connected in the music industry. 
Others are managed by professional managers 
with experience in a mainstream music market, 
but without an understanding of developing a 
career that includes Aboriginal-speci� c oppor-
tunities. Development programs aimed at artist 
managers should have the � exibility to be able 
to reach and support all of these varied artist 
advocates. 

There is a strong desire that Aboriginal people 
in the music industry be working from the most 
current business model and with the most cur-
rent technology. In an industry where the model 
for success is changing rapidly, it is impera-
tive that the Aboriginal music community stay 
absolutely up-to-date with advances in music 
production, marketing and distribution.

4. Professional develop-
ment for Aboriginal artists 
and artist managers.

The pressing need for excellent and culturally 
sensitive music industry service providers 
cannot eclipse the importance of professional 
development for artists themselves and for 
artist managers. Artists and artist managers will 
always be the heart and soul of the industry and 
they must be equipped to negotiate their way 
through the complexities of the music business. 

Professional development serves to embolden 
and empower artists to make the best deci-
sions for their careers and themselves. Building 
sustainable careers is the chief concern among 
artists, and professional development is the 
keystone to that process.

Aboriginal music development and support 
programs such as MARIA�s Aboriginal Music 
Program would be invaluable if established in 
each jurisdiction across Canada.

5. Flexible support pro-
grams, with interaction 
among the support agen-
cies and between these 
agencies and the private 
sector.

Aboriginal music support programs have to be 
� exible enough to meet the speci� c needs and 
circumstances of the community. The Aboriginal 
music community is faced with business oppor-
tunities and barriers that are unique � differing 
from the mainstream music industry as a result 
of the speci� c cultural and socio-economic re-
alities of many Aboriginal people in Canada, and 
differing from the development of Aboriginal 
art because of the market-driven aspects of the 
music industry.

Both industry and government acknowledge 
that there is a need and a desire to work closely 
together on the development of the Aboriginal

music community. Strength will come from proj-
ects that draw on the expertise and investment 
of multiple agencies and the private sector.

Patience is necessary when looking for success 
and results in these development programs. 
Sustainability and program penetration cannot 
be measured immediately. Programs need to 
be given time to grow, to gain participants, and 
show results over time.

While the need for support programs targeted 
speci� cally at the Aboriginal music community 
may seem self-evident to the participants in the 
Summit, there is a continual, if latent, need to 
convincingly articulate the importance of these 
initiatives to others.

Closing Plenary Themes

In a round of � nal thoughts and closing com-
ments, there were two main themes that arose. 
These were, quite simply, that 1. there is much 
work to be done, and 2. cooperation and com-
munication such as was initiated in the Summit 
will be necessary in accomplishing future 
development goals. The participants were 
encouraged and energized by the con� rmation 
of common interests and the passion and coop-
eration that were exhibited throughout the day. 
The importance of including artists� voices in 
future discussions of the support and develop-
ment of Aboriginal music was also reiterated as 
being extremely valuable to the development 
process.

The delegates of the Aboriginal Music Summit at the Cirlce of Life Thunderbird House in Winnipeg, Manitoba on 
September 14, 2007.



Aboriginal Music Summit 
Delegate Booklet
To provide a context for the discussions 
at the Aboriginal Music Summit, MARIA�s 
Aboriginal Music Program developed a 
Delegate Booklet with information about 
the event, a snapshot of the Aboriginal 
music scene in Canada, information about 
music industry support for english speak-
ing Canada, information about AMP Camp 
and delegate pro� les.  

The contents of the delegate booklet follow.

APPENDIX A
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introduction

The time has come to 
reaf� rm our working 
relationships, revisit our 
shared goals, and most 
importantly, ask our-
selves a number of key 
questions.

Thanks to the hard work and dedication 
of people like you, Aboriginal music 
industry professionals in Canada have 
a number of opportunities available to 
them.  There are music award shows 
to honor their accomplishments and 
elevate them into the national spotlight; 
broadcasters and media outlets to help 
them reach the hearts and homes of 
Aboriginal people; funding programs 
to help them record, market and tour 
broadcast quality albums; and, devel-
opmental programs to help them build 
upon the quality of their craft and their 
understanding of the industry.  But 
something seems to be missing and the 
time has come to reaf� rm our working 
relationships, revisit our shared goals, 
and most importantly, ask ourselves a 
number of key questions.
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Greetings,
As Minister of Culture, Heritage and Tourism, I am pleased to welcome 
you to the � rst-ever Aboriginal Music Summit. 

Manitobans deserve to be proud of our province�s contributions to the 
wealth of Aboriginal music talent in Canada. This conference will bring 
many of the industry�s key players together in a forum that is bound 
to further build on the success of this burgeoning sector. Your valued 
input will provide essential feedback for identifying the next steps in 
the development and evolution of Canada�s Aboriginal music scene. 

I wish you well as you meet to share your ideas, your wisdom and your 
collective experiences as we chart a course for what promises to be an 
exciting future. 

Eric Robinson, Minister 
Manitoba Culture, Heritage and Tourism  



agenda

DiggingRoots
Ontario

8:00 am  Coffee, dainties and fruit   
 served

9:00 am Opening Ceremony by Elder

9:15 am Opening Remarks

9:30 am First Discussion: CURRENT  
 CONTEXT

12:00 pm  Lunch served 
 (Entertainment at 12:35 pm)

1:00 pm Second Discussion: FUTURE  
 CONTEXT

2:30 pm Lifestyle Break

2:45 pm Third Discussion: WRAP-UP

4:00 pm Meeting Adjourned



snapshot of the 
Aboriginal music scene 
in Canada

Yukon Territory
6 Artists/Bands
2 Aboriginal Radio Stations
1 Funder
1 Music Industry Association 

Northwest Territories
9 Artists/Bands
1 Aboriginal Radio Station
1 Funder
No Music Industry Association

Nunavut
5 Artists/Bands
2 Aboriginal Radio Stations
1 Funder
No Music Industry Association

Saskatchewan
25 Artists/Bands
7 Aboriginal Radio Stations
2 Aboriginal Music Labels
2 Funders
1 Music Industry Association

Manitoba
89 Artists/Bands
4 Aboriginal Radio Stations
4 Aboriginal Music Labels
5 Funders
1 Music Industry Association

Ontario
54 Artists/Bands
13 Aboriginal Radio Stations
3 Funders
No Music Industry Association 

Quebec
12 Artists/Bands
15 Aboriginal Radio Stations
3 Funders
2 Music Industry Associations

Atlantic
9 Artists/Bands
10 Aboriginal Radio Stations
4 Funders
3 Music Industry Associations

British Columbia
50 Artists/Bands
3 Aboriginal Radio Stations
3 Funders
1 Music Industry Association

Alberta
25 Artists/Bands
3 Aboriginal Radio Stations
1 Aboriginal Music Labels
1 Festival/Award Show
1 Funder
1 Music Industry Association

Eagle & Hawk
Manitoba


