Managing 'First Nation' land ownership in Ontario, Canada
The largest 'First Nation' community in Canada lives in Ontario. Called the 'Six Nations' group (Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Cayuga, Seneca and Tuscarora), it comprises 20,000 members, living on 40,000 acres (16,000 hectares) of territory. In the 1970s, Six Nations began researching ancestral and territorial land ownership. This has yielded thousands of historical documents pertaining to the history of land transactions, including, treaties, deeds, sales records, appraisal records and maps. The only practical way to keep track of, and cross-reference, all this information was in a GIS. 

Six Nations GIS needed to be affordable, flexible and easy to use. It also had to be able to analyze and display large amounts of geographic and associated tabular land information. They selected a PC-based desktop GIS. This GIS can link historical and present-day legal surveys and other information to aerial photographs that act as basemaps (Figure 2). The map provides the index to all the tabular records, supporting both geographic and attribute search queries. This georeferencing ability has supported Six Nations' land claim litigation against the government of Canada. 
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Figure 2a: Six Nations land management GIS. The shaded polygons are coded land parcels overlain on a backdrop of georeferenced aerial photographs.
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Figure 2b: Menu-driven user interface to Six Nations Land Research System.
Looking to the future, Six Nations has already embarked upon the first steps of a project to create a comprehensive land information system to address community needs. Applications intended for this system include public works, infrastructure management, utilities maintenance, ecosystem management, forestry, and emergency response. 

Systems like this are already being widely used in native and nonnative groups in Australia, Latin America, the United States and other parts of the world. In the US over 100 tribes are using GIS to manage land and resource information systems and the US Bureau of Indian Affairs maintains more than 250,000 land title records, covering 55 million acres. It has a number of extremely advanced, transactional parcel databases. 

This GIS illustrates the role of GIS data management: both historical and contemporary. For a modest investment in money and effort this group was able to simplify and expedite their land ownership claims. The value of a single settlement exceeds the cost of the GIS several thousand fold and so the return on investment speaks for itself. This example also shows how a GIS purchased for a single focused project can grow to cover many aspects of an organization's or government's activities. 

For more information on Community use of GIS by the Navajo nation see Box 19.2 on page 415 of Geographic Information Systems and Science.
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