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Electoral History 

Where do we go from here? 

An election is a poll to determine what voter’s desires are on who they feel should 

sit at the Council table for the next four years and/or the Band Manager. The rules and 

regulations that are followed to do the elections are called the 1981 Squamish Nation 

Custom Election Regulations. In December 2013, 1316 members of the Squamish Nation 

cast their ballot to choose the Squamish Nation Council.  

After the conclusion of the election and election tasks, the Electoral Officer 

Dustin Rivers provided Council with a closing report on the 2013 election. In the report 

he included a variety of recommendations for Council to consider. These 

recommendations included looking at possible changes to the election regulations based 

on feedback given from many members during the election. Council expressed support 

for looking to see if Membership would be interested in making changes to the electoral 

process. 

Council has since mandated Electoral Officer Dustin Rivers and Registry 

Department Head Monica Jacobs to seek input from Membership with the question of: 

Does the Squamish Nation membership want to change the electoral process in any 

way? 

Historically, the Squamish peoples chose our own leaders in accordance with our 

own culture and traditions. This is an inherent right of our people. Choosing a leader 

was based on a mixture of family relations, standing in the community and personal 

abilities. Each village community would have a leader chosen by the people. Attempts to 
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restrict this inherent right began slowly in the late 1700s after contact with European 

cultures. The attempts to restrict continued throughout the 1800s and 1900s. 

In 1867, Canada assigned legal authority (“jurisdiction”) over “Indians” to the 

federal government. When British Columbia joined Canada in 1871, that authority was 

extended to include the Squamish peoples, as well as all other Indigenous peoples in the 

province. The federal government grouped the Squamish people into several different 

“Indian Bands”. The federal government did not understand our culture and way of 

organizing. The makeup of each band was thought by the federal government to be 

based on our Squamish villages at the time. But because they did not understand our 

people and our way of existing as a people, their attempts to organize our people caused 

many difficulties, hardships and tension. 

Slowly, over time, the federal government intruded into how First Nations 

selected their leaders.  In 1869, the federal government gave itself the power to require 

an Indian band to choose its chiefs (one “Chief” and two “Second Chiefs” for every 200 

members). The chiefs were to be chosen through an election and not through the 

customs and traditions of that First Nation. There were sometimes “life Chiefs” (a leader 

chosen in accordance with that First Nation’s customs and traditions) who would 

remain in that leadership position unless removed by...                                                  ..the 

federal government for “dishonesty, intemperance, or immorality”.  In 1876, 

“incompetency” was added to this list of grounds for removal. In 1894, the federal 

government gave itself the power to keep a leader who had been removed for any of the 

above grounds from running in an election for three years. 
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In the Colonial and early Confederation period of Canada, many of the Squamish 

people became alarmed with how the federal government had divided them into 

multiple Indian bands. The divisions created by the federal government clashed with the 

customs and traditions of the Squamish people. Many families and leaders spoke out 

against these divisions. Each band at that time had some Indian Reserve lands and a 

“chief”. Some chiefs were chosen through elections, traditional custom, or were 

appointed by the federal government.  Lead by Andrew (Andy) Paull, they argued that 

all the Squamish bands should be formed into a single band. In 1923, in response to a 

petition signed by chiefs or appointed signers for the various Squamish bands created by 

the government and the Squamish people from those bands, our people joined together 

into a single Squamish Indian band, which they called the Squamish Nation. 

The amalgamation marked a turning point in the Squamish people taking control 

of our communities and the wealth generated off our reserves. In the amalgamation 

letter sent to the government, our people stated “it was unanimously agreed by the 

members and Chiefs of the under mentioned reserves, that the amalgamation of the 

several is to the only solution for the good government of the tribe, which would have as 

an ultimate result the abolishment of ill feeling that has arisen in past transactions, and 

which we know will hence(forth) bring about a brotherly feeling among each and every 

member of the Squamish people.”. The last 90 years of the Squamish Nation has been a 

journey of revising and adding to this original intention put forth by our ancestors. 

The amalgamation was a smart step the Squamish people made to solve problems 

we were facing. And at the same time create a valuable legacy for future generations. We 

all in some way benefit from our ancestor’s foresight to combine our reserve lands under 
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the care of a single entity and combine the revenue that comes from those lands.  The 

Squamish Nation has been a leader in areas of politics, governance, culture, sport, art, 

and economy because of this. 

The amalgamation has also taken an almost mythological status in our 

community. Each Squamish family in has their own story of the amalgamation. And 

each family has a different connection or story. For some it could be through a great-

grandfather who signed the document or a granduncle who sat on the very first Council 

(women did not sign the amalgamation letter or sit on Council at the time. It wasn’t 

until 1951 when women were given the right to participate in band politics.).  

The role and function of the Squamish Nation Chiefs and Council has changed 

over our history.  Much of the work of the early Council could be described as simple 

“relief” for community members in need. The depression era of the 1930’s was a hard 

time for our people. We were effected by global economic events. The early Council’s 

role was about finding ways to help families with food, shelter or basic needs. The 

‘nation’ had very little money to speak of and all Council members attended Council 

meetings as volunteers. Eleven years after in 1934 after the signing of the amalgamation 

the first Councilors were appointed. It was done at a meeting not too much different 

from what we today call “General Meetings”. Some of the original Council members 

were given their seats at the Council table through a hereditary tradition, other seats at 

the table were from being appointed and through elections. This was one of the first 

major changes from the original structure created in 1923. 

The Council was challenged with seats becoming vacant due to various reasons. 

Council seats were being left empty because of the passing of previous representatives or 
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some representatives choosing not to attend meetings or participate. The Council and 

the people wanted to respond to these unique challenges and changes were made to fix 

the problems as they arose. 

During this period, two words were used to know the difference from the original 

Council members or their hereditary heir who were called “Chiefs” and appointed or 

elected Council members which became called “Councilors”. Because of this they 

became known as “Chiefs & Council” from the mixture at the Council table. 

The first election for a Councilor to the Council was in March 1934. It was held in 

North Vancouver at a gathering hall.  78 members were in attendance (with there being 

114 eligible voters at the time). Six new Councilors were elected either by acclamation 

(which means no one ran against them) or through winning the vote. This happened 

again and again in the period from 1934 to 1981 for vacant Council seats. 

In 1962, the Squamish Nation Council would hire a manager to be the lead 

administrator with growing programs and services being provided for the community.  

In the beginning they oversaw a handful of staff and a very small budget. This became 

known as the “Band Manager”. They were hired by the Council and paid as an employee. 

The first hired Band Manager was James Nahanee. Then in 1966, the Squamish 

Nation membership decided it would be best if the Band Manager was elected through a 

general election instead of being an employee position. The first election was held on 

May 1st, 1966. Sam Lewis was the first to be elected, followed by Simon Baker, Percy 

Paull, Bill Williams, Glen Newman, Lillian Rivers and then Glen Newman again since 

the 1990’s. 
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Since the hiring of the first Band Manager to now the Squamish Nation has 

grown in three ways: our population has grown, the amount of money we bring in & 

spend has grown, and the number of staff needed to provide programs and services to 

the community has grown. All this growth has created changes in the role and duties of 

the Band Manager. 

Since the creation of Canada, the Squamish people have struggled to reassert our 

inherent rights. Yet we have continued to create ways to organize our nation. The switch 

to the 1981 Election Regulations, replacing the previous mixed hereditary and elected 

system, was one of many changes we have made to choose who we want to be as a nation 

while still honouring our culture and traditions. 

 

Elections have now become part of our modern Squamish culture and traditions. 

The electoral process is the foundation of modern democracies. It is said that to be truly 

democratic, elections must be seen as fair, transparent and accessible to all eligible 

voters. Now, after 33 years, many Squamish Nation members feel it is time to review 

and update our electoral process. Chiefs and Council has asked the Registry Department 

to hear from Squamish Nation members to identify their concerns regarding the 1981 

election procedures and the hear from members on what their best possible solutions to 

address those concerns are. 
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