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The ToquahT naTion

CommuniCaTing Through Change
Sarah Robinson, Director of Operations, Toquaht Nation

The ToquAhT nATion iS A SMAll, proud nuu-chAh-nulTh nATion ThAT hAS lived Along 
vAncouver iSlAnd’S rugged weST coAST for over 10,000 yeArS. in The 1990S, Along wiTh 
oTher locAl nuu-chAh-nulTh nATionS, The ToquAhT nATion enTered The newly creATed bc 
TreATy proceSS. AlMoST 20 yeArS lATer, ToquAhT And four oTher nATionS, Along wiTh The 
provinciAl And federAl governMenTS, SucceSSfully coMpleTed TreATy negoTiATionS.  
The Maa-nulth First nations Final agreeMent Took effecT on April 1, 2011.

With the treaty came a new governance structure, new powers, new responsibilities, and new 
challenges. Toquaht is no longer an Indian Act band shackled to the will of Ottawa. It is a proud, 
self-governing and sovereign Nation, with significant responsibilities to its citizens. One of those 
responsibilities is to conduct and represent itself as the professional, transparent, and accountable 
government that it is. It became clear that new communication strategies were required to be 
successful in this new, post-treaty environment. 

First, we worked with EnRae Design to create a colourful, visually-engaging website. Our website 
had not been updated in many years, which is not recommended in today’s online world. A badly 
designed or out-of-date website is the modern-day equivalent of showing up at a job interview in 
sneakers and jeans. Your online presence is now a direct reflection of who you are as an organization. 
Potential investors and the public will judge your website accordingly. We also recently added a 
blog section to our website so that we can explore specific issues – in detailed, plain language – that 
Toquaht citizens want to hear about.

Second, we settled on a professional e-mail address format and implemented it across the board, so 
that our government employees are easy to get hold of. (A friend of mine once told me about a First 
Nation she worked at where staff used personal e-mail addresses like babygurl101@hotmail.com – a 
made up example, to highlight the point. Also not recommended.)

Third, we began regularly posting on social media platforms like Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram. 
We modified our Facebook page (www.facebook.com/ToquahtNation) so that only approved 
Admins can post. Any derogatory comments are deleted immediately. If a Toquaht citizen posts an 
inappropriate comment, we reach out to that citizen individually via Facebook Messenger to explain 
its deletion, to encourage them to contact the office directly with any complaints, and to find a 
solution. Since we began approaching Facebook in this way, the derogatory comments have wound 
down significantly. 

Of course, we have no control over what people post on their private Facebook pages, but at least 
if a potential investor or a member of the public searches for the Toquaht Nation on Facebook, 
they’ll find a professional and respectful profile page. We use Facebook Events to invite citizens to 
community meetings, events, and Council elections. We often have Toquaht citizens contact us over 
Facebook Messenger with their questions and comments. Facebook is a great way to keep in touch 
with citizens who live “away from home” or who move around a lot. Although some citizens may 
change locations or addresses frequently, their Facebook account typically remains the same.

Our Twitter account (www.twitter.com/ToquahtNation) now has over 1,200 followers, although only 
a handful of Toquaht citizens use Twitter. Facebook is the best platform for us to contact Toquaht 
citizens generally or one-on-one, but Twitter is the best platform to quickly inform the outside world 
about our activities or to spread the word about something important, such as an employment 
opportunity. We use our Instagram account (www.instagram.com/ToquahtNation) to post photos 
of community events and of beautiful Toquaht territory. (Instagram is the platform we focus the least 
amount of time on, as many Toquaht citizens don’t seem to use it.)
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With communication methods in place, the real work began: creating content that is engaging and 
understandable, and that people are actually interested in. Although we had great strategies in place, 
we felt that overall engagement with Toquaht citizens was still low. It seemed like the outside world 
was more interested in our activities than Toquaht citizens themselves. Turnout to quarterly People’s 
Assemblies was low. We recognized that something had to change, but we weren’t sure what the root 
cause of this low engagement was.

By a happy coincidence, a Masters student from the University of Victoria, Mallorie Nicholson, 
reached out to Toquaht expressing interest in a project with us. We eventually settled on a project 
called “Communicating Through Change: Community Engagement in the Toquaht Nation.” 
Through various surveys, engagement sessions, talking circles, and input received at People’s 
Assemblies, it became clear that Toquaht citizens were still not receiving the type of information 
that they wanted. What we heard–loud and clear–was that ongoing education about the treaty is 
important to empower citizens to participate in Nation politics, discussions, and activities. Citizens 
want to understand how the Toquaht Nation operates under our new self-government structure and 
what is actually different in this post-treaty environment.

With this information in hand, we made some changes. First, we committed to providing a 
“Treaty 101” session at every People’s Assembly going forward. At these sessions we describe our 
new governance structure under treaty, do an overview of our defined treaty rights (and how they 
differ from undefined Aboriginal rights in Canada), and emphasize the important role that citizens 
play directly in the Toquaht Nation Government. (As laid out in the Toquaht Constitution, our 
government is made up of 3 pillars: the People’s Assembly, the Council, and the Executive Branch of 
Council.)

Second, we worked with a graphic design company, Bunderfost Creative, to create an infographic 
that visually lays out Toquaht’s governance structure and how it relates to the Toquaht Nation 
Government administration and corporations. This infographic is available at www.toquaht.ca/our-
government, along with a description of our governance structure.

Third, we launched the blog on our website so that if specific questions are raised at People’s 
Assemblies, we can explore these issues and provide details in plain language. For example, multiple 
people contacted the office wondering how to run for Council under the new governance structure, 
so we wrote a blog that listed the steps to take.

Toquaht citizens have responded to our efforts, although somewhat indirectly. Citizens don’t 
specifically state, “Your communication strategies are working well.” However, turnout to People’s 
Assemblies has slowly been rising. More people are reaching out with concerns, questions or input, 
often directly through Facebook Messenger. They are appreciative when we respond as quickly as 
possible. As is often the case in a small community, we don’t work typical 9–5 hours. If a citizen posts 
a question on Facebook at 8pm, we respond immediately – or as soon as we can. If someone asks a 
question while at a casual BBQ on a Saturday night, the discussion takes place there (if appropriate). 
People want information when they want it, in a friendly, plain-language voice. 

The Toquaht Nation is a small Nation of 150 citizens, employing 11 full-time staff. We’re a small shop, 
and we do our best to stay organized and efficient. Despite our size, we have been able to turn our 
communications strategy around, and we hope to see citizens respond even more positively as time 
goes on. We recognize that change takes time.

If other small Nations are hoping to improve their communication efforts, here are a few tips:
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1 » idenTify A coMMunicATionS chAMpion

This person must be a strong, professional writer with an eye for “what looks good.” Identify the 
strongest writer on staff, and determine if they have the skills and abilities to take on communications 
work for a few hours a week. Multiple staff can be identified to work as a team: for example, perhaps 
the strongest writer will create content, and someone in I.T. will post it to your website.

If you don’t have anyone on staff with strong writing skills, reach out to a communications program 
at a college and see if a student can help you assess your communications methods and help you 
create a strategy for free.

2 » creATe A colourful, viSuAlly engAging webSiTe

If your website is badly designed or out-of-date, fix it as soon as you can. If you can’t afford to hire 
a designer to do it, reach out to a local design college and see if a student can do it for cheap or 
for free. There are also free website design platforms like Wix that are very easy to use, even for a 
beginner. Make sure you update the website at least every two weeks with plain-language content 
that is interesting and relevant. Also, provide links on your website that direct users to your social 
media accounts.

3 » coMMiT To An ongoing SociAl MediA preSence ThAT iS drAMA-free

Set up a Facebook and Twitter account if you do not already have one. Make sure your Facebook page 
is drama-free, and that only Admins can post to the page. Ignore Twitter trolls and do not respond 
to them. Post things every few days on your social media accounts, and make sure your posts are 
interesting, relevant, and current. Remain professional and politically correct at all times.

THE ART OF COMMUNICATION IS THE LANGUAGE OF LEADERSHIp

if you don’T hAve 
Anyone on STAff 
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iT iS inTereSTing 
And exciTing To 
figure ouT how 
To coMMunicATe 
AncienT And 
MeAningful ThingS 
(e.g. firST nATionS 
governAnce) in 
new wAyS. wiTh 
The pASSion And 
drive To do So, 
iT iS poSSible To 
coMMunicATe 
chAnge in efficienT 
And coST-effecTive 
wAyS.
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4 » viSuAl conSiSTency

If you check out our website, Facebook, and Twitter pages, you will see that there is a certain amount 
of visual consistency. The colour schemes are generally the same, and you can get a feel for Toquaht’s 
energy. Toquaht territory is stunning, and we have brought it to the forefront in all of our visual 
imagery. Pick a colour and image scheme that works for you, and use it in all of your online efforts to 
achieve consistency. This helps build your brand or image.

5 » creATe MeAningful And inTereSTing conTenT

Your online platforms are useless if no one cares about what you have to say. Create content that is 
easy to comprehend, that is plain language, and that is interesting. Post updates about your Nation 
and activities you’re undertaking, but also about what is going on in the wider world of Aboriginal 
issues in Canada. Scan the news headlines every few days and post current events, so you can help 
spread the word about things that matter to First Nations in Canada. This will not only help get 
information to your citizens, it will also give you the opportunity to post on a regular basis and to stay 
current in the eyes of your followers.

It is interesting and exciting to figure out how to communicate ancient and meaningful things 
(e.g. First Nations governance) in new ways. With the passion and drive to do so, it is possible to 
communicate change in efficient and cost-effective ways. If the Toquaht Nation can do it, any small 
Nation can do it. Best of luck on your communications adventure!


