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REFLECTION ARTICLE
On the Tandanya-Adelaide Declaration:'Reach, Relevance
and Implementation’

Raymond Frogner*

National Centre for Truth and Reconciliation

Declaration with deep humility and respect for the experiences of the Survivors of the

Canadian national residential school programme. The history and legacy of residential
schools represent a painful and unresolved chapter in the shared history of Indigenous peo-
ples and settler society in the country where I live. I write in support of the rights, dignity, and
well-being of Inuit, First Nations, and M¢étis peoples across Turtle Island. That their experi-
ences of childhood deprivation, incarceration, abuse, and loss, will be respectfully remembered
and learned from; that this remembrance promotes healing, confronts deniability, supports
Indigenous rights and reparations, and gives reason for the sovereignty and self-determination
of Inuit, First Nations, and Métis peoples.

I open this essay in observance of the Indigenous Survivors of residential schools in Can-
ada not only to be reflexive but also to introduce the genealogy of the Declaration. My work
as the Head of Archives for the National Centre for Truth and Reconciliation (NCTR)
coloured the tone of the International Council on Archives (ICA) Declaration. By the time
that the ICA had created its first Committee uniquely devoted to Indigenous issues in 2019,
and ICA official Normand Charbonneau had asked me if I would be an author of an ICA
declaration on archives and Indigenous issues, I had spent 4 years working to construct the
NCTR archives, a decolonising institution, from the ground up. By this time, critical theory
had offered an interpretive framework to consider how records are the culturally mediated
products of relationships of power and knowledge.! The epistemology of the global colonial
condition had been articulated by representatives of the colonised such as Aimée César, Franz
Fanon, Edward Said and C.LR. James.”> The groundwork had begun to develop to build a
decolonising archives on a national scale. In Australia the ATSILIRN Protocols for safe and
ethical information practice were published in 19953 The Royal Commission on Aboriginal
Peoples, with a call for addressing the record of the residential school system in Canada,
passed in 1996% the Protocols for Native American Archival Materials were formulated in
2007°; the same year as the release of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peo-
ples. Developing the NCTR Archives helped me to gain clearer focus on the principles of
establishing such an institution.

The mission of the NCTR is to be guided by Indigenous communities to create a safe and
honoured house of remembrance for the history and legacy of the residential school system.® A

Ibegin this discussion on the making, meaning, and reception of the Tandanya-Adelaide
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trusted and sacred place where Indigenous and settler knowledge practices can come together
to encounter, learn, and heal from a colonial programme of genocide.” The creation of the
NCTR archives brought together, within the concept of decolonisation, issues of sovereignty
and self-determination, privacy, private property, Indigenous knowledge mobilisation, and
Indigenous research methodologies. All of these subjects I addressed in the Declaration.

The drafting of the Declaration began in late 2018. The Expert Group on Indigenous Mat-
ters was created by the ICA Programme Commission in November in Yaoundé, Cameroon.
By the start of 2019, Expert Group on Indigenous Matters (EGIM) was forming terms of
reference. It was agreed that a Declaration was required stating the ICA’s views on the valued
relationship between Indigenous peoples and the social phenomenon of public archives. Nor-
mand Charbonneau, an ICA Director, reached out to me to begin a draft of the Declaration in
February of 2019. It was scheduled to be released for the ICA conference in Adelaide, Austra-
lia in September. I commenced with meetings with Karine Duhamel, who just finished a lead-
ing role in the federal report, ‘Reclaiming Power and Place: The Final Report of the National
Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls’.® Shortly thereafter Phyllis
Williams, Director of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Engagement, for the National
Archives of Australia joined the project. We began with meeting notes, and in the next several
months, I wrote several drafts for comment by Duhamel and Williams. As the Declaration
progressed it was circulated for comment by several Indigenous representative groups across
the globe, active in the EGIM including, representatives from Sweden, Norway, Japan, New
Zealand, the U.S. and Australia. I also received comment from the Spiritual Guides from
the NCTR as well as the Centre’s Survivors Circle of 16 Indigenous Survivors of residential
schools in Canada. I incorporated all this feedback into the final draft in preparation for the
public release in Adelaide in October 2019. It has always been my thought that this is a living
document and only the first draft. There remains a tremendous opportunity for refinement
through engagement with Indigenous communities across the globe.

In this article, I comment on the reach, relevance and implementation of the Declaration.
The reach is notable. The document has been translated into seven languages: English, French,
Spanish, Arabic, Chinese, Russian, and Portuguese. I have heard that work is underway to
create a Sami version. I gave a Zoom presentation to the National Archives of Norway on
this topic 2 years ago. There are also plans to produce versions in several Indigenous languages
in Canada. Several state professional archival organisations around the world promptly rec-
ognised the document. In 2021, Rose Barrowcliffe, Lauren Booker, Sue McKemmish, and
Kirsten Thorpe published an article in Archives and Manuscripts on ‘activating and support-
ing’ the Tandanya Declaration.’ It was the subject of a symposium in October 2024, led by
the special interest group of the Australian Society of Archivists, at the Te Pae Convention
Centre in Christchurch, Aotearoa (New Zealand). When Abu Dhabi hosted the ICA Congress
in October 2023, there was a prominent special session of the conference where the National
Archivists of New Zealand, Canada, and Australia discussed the document. An ad hoc com-
mittee recently translated the document into Arabic. It has become a part of the archives
programme curriculum for the American University in Beirut. There will be a formal ICA
release event for the Arab translation, an impressive and grassroots accomplishment, in the
Spring of 2026.

The central reason for the international reach of the Declaration is that it addresses sov-
ereignty, the fundamental issue of the global indigenous experience. I made this clear in the
Declaration’s preamble:

Centuries of imperial and colonial state expansion are [a]... component of our common
humanity. This expansion transplanted colonial settler states into diverse global locales
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creating new relationships with local Indigenous societies. Indigenous dispossession, assim-
ilation, and genocide have characterized these colonial relationships.'

This has been the Indigenous condition since Enlightenment philosopher Jean Bodin for-
mulated principles of state sovereignty and the requisite knowledge models that supplied
its foundation. Bodin took care to marginalise holistic local knowledge models premised
on relationships of spirituality and ecology; he prioritised text as the primary medium of
memory and historical evidence, effectively banishing alternative immanent Indigenous
knowledge practices. Until recently, the historiography of ideas has depicted the replace-
ment of Indigenous knowledge paradigms with European knowledge epistemologies in co-
lonial locales as a cognitive fait accompli. Alongside the dispossession of lands occurred
the gradual and purposeful erosion of Indigenous knowledge methods in the colonial era:
the progressive loss of social bonds, community memory, cultural and spiritual identities,
and normative laws resulting from the overwhelming assertion of imperial sovereignty and
uncompromising colonial settlement.!!

However, Indigenous societies have always resisted these assertions of state authority and
their juridical knowledge models.'? This resistance is often reflected in the character of archi-
val material concerning Indigenous peoples stored in colonial public archives. The directives
of the Declaration deal with this archival material. Local indigenous resistance to state sover-
eignty has been an historical constant since the dawn of Westphalian imperialism. As Indig-
enous legal scholar James (Sa’ke’j) Youngblood Henderson has noted, this is because of the
incompatibility of these legal epistemologies:

These two views of law — legal doctrines as founded on the latent normative order, and law
as the will of the sovereign — are incompatible; ... The Eurocentric legal tradition of the
imposed order of a sovereign has never been able to exclude the immanent or sacred, or cus-
tomary law. These residual laws have resulted in several legal revolutions or transformations
in the Eurocentric legal tradition.'’

I’ve written elsewhere the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, is a rev-
olution in human rights, it addresses ‘the minimum standard for the survival, dignity
and well-being of the Indigenous peoples of the world’. Although the UNDRIP never
mentions archives, it speaks of revitalising and transferring to future generations, ‘their
histories, languages, oral traditions, philosophies, writing systems and literatures ...”.'*
The Tandanya/Adelaide Declaration recognises the value of the UNDRIP as a genera-
tional statement on the rights of Indigenous peoples, and places these value statements
into the context of the history of colonial archival practices.!> As the Declaration says: ‘to
reimagine the meaning of archives ... [to] become an engaging model of social memory;
to embrace Indigenous worldviews and methods of creating, sharing and preserving val-
ued knowledge; to open the meaning of public archives to Indigenous interpretations; to
bring new dynamics of Indigenous spirituality, ecology and Indigenous philosophy into
the European traditions of public memory. To support a fair and healing remembrance of
the colonial encounter’.

The Declaration addresses the cognitive consequences of sovereignty in a documentary
fashion: the intertwined global forces of colonialism and capitalism.!® Indigenous peoples
across the globe have struggled at the oppressive interface of these forces. Canadian histo-
rian Byran Palmer has recently noted, that although the creation of Canada, as with most
colonial jurisdictions, cannot be understood without appreciating what he calls ‘these
twinned and deep structures of determination’, such a broad study over centuries has
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been rarely attempted.!” The Declaration’s reception comes at a time when these structural
elements are hardening into a neoliberal globalisation that threatens the international
assertion of human rights.

Transgendered people, known as two-spirited in many Indigenous societies in Canada, is a
human rights concern that has gone under recognised in decolonising dialogues. It references
another field of the Indigenous cognitive landscape that requires illumination and support. In
Nehiyaw (Cree) culture, the translation of the term for transgender is ‘walking in two worlds’.
The term acknowledges two-spirited community members as gifted. They are blessed with the
ability to see the world in more than one way. Christian organisations pathologised this special
status. It is known in Indigenous communities that two-spirited children suffered some of the
worst abuses in the history of the residential school system. They were not recognised in the
Indian Residential School Settlement Agreement.

The social, political and spiritual challenges two-spirited people face highlight areas
that the Declaration did not address. In Indigenous cultures two-spirited people were
often healers, Knowledge Keepers and ceremonial leaders. These were totemic roles that
carried deep spiritual significance and an intimate relationship with the natural world.
More than anything, this role of spirituality and the guiding and symbiotic relationship
with Mother Earth is an area of Indigenous knowledge that should be recognised in an
amended version of the Declaration.

Finally, it bears observing that the languages that the Declaration have been translated into
are primarily those of the colonisers. There remains a need for Indigenous peoples to come
together as in the success of the UNDRIP. To promote this there needs to be more outreach
into communities worldwide. One way this can be done is through language. There was not
enough time to perform any significant engagement when writing the Declaration. If ever
there was an opportunity to amend the Declaration, I would recommend a translation project
that would bring the Declaration into communities where it could become more of a living
document updated with local community observations.

I am heartened by the international reception of the Declaration. As I noted, one reason
for its reach is that it can be considered a counterbalance to the expansive neoliberal cognitive
and physical dispossession of Indigenous peoples around the globe. For centuries, Indigenous
peoples have travelled a hard road resisting incursions on their sovereignty and maintaining
their Indigenous identities in colonial jurisdictions. The Declaration notarised the success of
the UNDRIP and addressed the necessity of remembrance. But is it really a small road map
in a journey that has far more road to travel.
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