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The federal government begins to provide funding 
to support “homemakers clubs” on reserves across 
Canada with the expressed purposes of encouraging 

domestic activity and furthering the assimilation 
of First Nations women. Homemakers’ clubs would 
establish some of the original foundations of NWAC.

Mary Two-Axe Earley stood in front of the Standing 
Committee on Indian Affairs and Northern Develop-
ment and asks why her children were denied Status, 
band membership, and affiliate rights lost because 
of section 12(1)(b) of the Indian Act. Two-Axe Earley 
would play a critical role in the founding of the Que-
bec Native Women’s Association, and later the Native 

Women’s Association of Canada.

A national conference of Indigenous women is held 
in Alberta, and Bertha Clark Jones is chosen as the 
chairperson of the National Steering Committee. 

The National Steering Committee would propose a 
constitution and the creation of NWAC in 1972.

The Government of Canada repatriated the 
Constitution Act and introduced the Canadian 
Charter of Rights and Freedoms. NWAC raised 

issues with amendments to section 35, but was 
often shut-out of subsequent discussions and 

conferences related to this issue.

Following a decade of advocacy by Indigenous 
women, the newly elected Liberal government 

moves to reform the Indian Act. At the same time, 
the government was looking to repatriate and 

amend the Constitution. 

After the passing of Bill C-31, which amended the 
Indian Act and removed section 12(1)(b), NWAC 

expressed concerns that while some gender-based 
discrimination wasremoved from the Indian Act, it 
also created new barriers for First Nations women 

looking to pass on their Status.

NWAC launched the Sisters in Spirit Campaign, which 
sought to lobby the federal government to establish 
a $10 million fund for research and education related 

to violence against Indigenous women.

NWAC undertook a legal battle (NWAC v. Canada) 
against the Canadian government seeking the right to 
serve as a recognized national aboriginal group during 
constitutional consultations. Over the course of the 
following year, NWAC would be blocked from every 

constitutional meeting held across Canada. 

Prime Minister Brian Mulroney seeks to forge a 
new constitutional agreement with the provinces, 
launching the Charlottetown Accord. In addition to 
recognizing Quebec as a distinct society and giving 
more power to the provinces, the new Accord also 
sought to address Indigenous self-government and 
representation. However, NWAC was left out of 

consultations with aboriginal groups. 

The federal government amends the Indian Act to 
create a centralized Indian Register, formalizing 

registration control of who could qualify for status. 
Additional rules, such as the “marry-out rule,” 

were added to reinforce discrimination based on 
sex in the Indian Act. 

The federal government, under Prime Minister 
Pierre Elliot Trudeau, released the “Statement of 

the Government of Canada on Indian Policy,” more 
commonly known as the “White Paper.” 

Jeannette Corbiere Lavell and Yvonne Bedard 
brought separate challenges to the Supreme Court 
of Canada against section 12(1)(b) of the Indian Act. 
They would lose their case in a close split decision.

NWAC is legally incorporated, 
and Bertha Clark Jones is 

elected the first President of 
the Organization.

Despite being excluded from Constitutional Confer-
ences, NWAC continued to push for gender-based 
discrimination to be removed from the Indian Act.

Prime Minister Brian Mulroney opens new discussions 
on the Constitution of Canada. Known as the Meech 

Lake Accord. The Accord proposed to strengthen 
provincial powers and recognize Quebec as a distinct 

society. The Accord ultimately fails in 1990.

NWAC v. Canada was brought before the Supreme 
Court of Canada which ruled in favour of the feder-

al government’s decision to exclude NWAC from 
constitutional negotiations.

NWAC received funding for the Sisters in Spirit ini-
tiative, a multi-year research, education, and policy 

initiative to establish a database of information 
regarding missing and murdered Indigenous women.

This timeline provides insight into key moments in the history of the Native Women’s Association of 
Canada. While it does not capture every significant issue that NWAC has advocated for, it highlights the 
founding of NWAC and our defining work related to the Indian Act, the inclusion of Indigenous women in 
decision-making spaces, the ongoing genocide of missing and murdered Indigenous women and girls (MMI-
WG2S+), and the implementation of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP).
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The federal government endorsed that the UN Dec-
laration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) 
was fully consistent with Canada’s Constitution and 

laws. However, it would be several years before 
UNDRIP was codified into Canadian law.

The federal government introduces Bill C-15, An Act 
Respecting the United Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples. Much like previous 

legislation around UNDRIP, Bill C-15 would require the 
Government of Canada to take necessary steps to 

align Canadian law with the international declaration.

NWAC engaged on the UNDA Action Plan, but 
expressed early disappointment in the plan as it 
failed to affirm the role of Indigenous women as 

leaders in reconciliation.

The federal government launched the National 
Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous 
Women and Girls. Formally investigating and 

examining the ongoing violence against Indigenous 
women and girls in Canada.

Bill S-3 was introduced to address remaining sex-
based inequities in registration and entitlement 

under the Indian Act. Bill S-3 sought to further align 
the Indian Act with the Canadian Charter of Rights 

and Freedoms.

2014

NWAC participated in an ad hoc coalition on UN-
DRIP – calling on federal, provincial and territorial 

governments to affirm and uphold the rights of 
Indigenous people.

NWAC participated in consultations on the imple-
mentation of UNDRIP in Canada and Bill C-15, pro-
viding a much-needed voice for Indigenous women 

during consultations.

The federal government released their action 
plan to implement UNDRIP, titled United Nations 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples Act 
(UNDA) Action Plan 2023-2028.
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Following the conclusion of the Sisters in Spirit 
Initiative, due to a lack of funding, NWAC continued 
advocacy on the crisis of MMIWG2S+ by calling for a 

National Inquiry.

To monitor progress and hold the federal government accountable, NWAC published an annu-
al Scorecard on the federal government’s progress implementing the 231 Calls for Justice.

NWAC released our final report for Sisters and Spirit 
entitled What their Stories Tell Us: Research findings 
from the Sisters in Spirit Initiative, uncovering the 
legacy of violence perpetuated against Indigenous 

women and girls in Canada.

The federal government fully endorsed UNDRIP and 
begins discussions with Indigenous groups to advance 
the recognition of Indigenous rights and self-determi-
nation. Subsequently, Bill C-262 – a bill which would 
require Canada to fully align Canadian law with UN-

DRIP – was introduced in the House of Commons. This 
bill ultimately failed to achieve royal assent.
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2021

NWAC and the Government 
of Canada reached the 

Canada – Native Women’s 
Association of Canada 

Accord. This accord seeks 
to enhance, promote and 

foster greater social, cultur-
al and economic well-being 

for Indigenous women. 

The federal government 
released their National 

Action Plan responding to 
the 231 Calls for Justice, 

known as the Federal Path-
way to Address Missing and 

Murdered Women, Girls, and 
2SLGBTQQIA+ people.

Over the course of the 
National Inquiry, NWAC 
participated, provided 
support, and monitored 

the process. 

The National Inquiry into 
Missing and Murdered In-

digenous Women and Girls 
released their final report 

including 231 Calls for 
Justice. In the latter half of 
2019, the federal govern-
ment would form a Core 

Working Group to create a 
National Action Plan.

NWAC publishes NWAC 
Action Plan: Our Calls, Our 
Actions – our response to 
the ongoing genocide of 

MMIWG2S+ informed by the 
231 Calls for Justice.

NWAC would participate 
in consultations on Bill S-3, 
undertaking an assessment 

of the Bill in ending sex-
based discrimination under 

the Indian Act. Despite 
changes, NWAC identified 
several challenges that 

Indigenous women, in all 
their diversity, would face 

because of Bill S-3. 
Bill C-15 came into force in 
Canada, launching a new 
wave of consultation on 

the alignment of Canadian 
laws with UNDRIP. The fed-
eral government was now 
liable to create an UNDRIP 

action plan.2024

NWAC hosted it’s 50th AGA in Gatineau, Quebec – 
marking 50 years of national advocacy for Indige-

nous women in all their diversity.


