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ABSTRACT

This study examines the allocation of COVID-19 funding for Indigenous Peoples in Canada,
Australia, New Zealand, and the United States during the pandemic’s first wave. Indigenous
communities, already facing health disparities, systemic discrimination, and historical forces of
colonisation, found themselves further vulnerable to the virus. Analysing the funding policies of
these countries, we employed a Health Equity Impact Assessment (HEIA) tool and an Indigenous
Lens Tool supplement to evaluate potential impacts. Our results identify three major funding
equity issues: unique health and service needs, socioeconomic disparities, and limited access to
community and culturally safe health services. Despite efforts for equitable funding, a lack of
meaningful consultation led to shortcomings, as seen in Canada’s state of emergency declaration
and legal disputes in the United States. New Zealand stood out for integrating Maori perspec-
tives, showcasing the importance of consultation. The study calls for a reconciliation-minded
path, aligning with Truth and Reconciliation principles, the UN Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples, and evolving government support. The paper concludes that co-creating
equitable funding policies grounded in Indigenous knowledge requires partnership, meaningful
consultation, and organisational cultural humility. Even in emergencies, these measures ensure
responsiveness and respect for Indigenous self-determination.
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Introduction . .
COVID-19 in Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and the

Beginning in March 2020, Canada, Australia, New
Zealand, and the United States grappled with the best
public health measures to contain the spread of COVID-
19 within their respective populations. COVID-19 has
exacerbated health inequities faced by Indigenous
Peoples across Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and
the United States, who also face systemic discrimination
that negatively impacts their overall health. These
impacts result from both the legacy and ongoing forces
of colonisation, all of which lead, for Indigenous
Peoples, to lower life expectancies, living with multiple
comorbidities, and being unequally affected by the
burden of infectious diseases, including smallpox, influ-
enza, Tuberculosis, HIV, Hepatitis C, and HIN1 [1].
Moreover, each country has also had to deal with
a virus that disproportionately affects specific segments
of the population, including seniors and those with
compromised immune systems [2]. The experience of

United States is compounded by shared stories of pov-
erty, geographic remoteness, lack of housing and infra-
structure, and communal housing, all of which place
Indigenous Peoples at higher risk of acquiring and
spreading COVID-19 [3].

This study critically analyzes how Canada, Australia,
New Zealand, and the United States allocated funding
for Indigenous communities to manage the impact of
the virus on their people. Specifically, we aim to under-
stand how Indigenous-specific state funding in Canada
compares to those of Australia, New Zealand, and the
United States during the first wave of COVID-19.
Indigenous Peoples in these countries have long
aimed to reclaim self-governance in health and policy
matters and self-determination as an Indigenous right
and practice while asserting various forms of nation-
hood. Previous research has identified trends in the
process of Indigenous assertion of nationhood within
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Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and the United States
during the COVID-19 pandemic [4]. As the virus began
spreading worldwide, Indigenous governments, organi-
sations, community leaders, and elders voiced their
concerns about their communities’ level of prepared-
ness and the inadequate resources available to manage
the spread of the virus. In Canada, long before the
arrival of COVID-19, government officials and
Indigenous Peoples have been aware of the poor infra-
structure that plagues Indigenous communities [5].
Indigenous communities often lack running water,
access to medical care, internet access, nutritious food,
and adequate housing; as a result, they face heightened
vulnerability to rapid respiratory illness spread [6].
Therefore, swift and substantial governmental funding
is crucial to acquiring the appropriate PPE and health
services while maintaining a steady income so families
could obtain food and other essential supplies.

This study presents a comparative international and
cross-Indigenous  systems-level view of Canada,
Australia, New Zealand, and the United States funding
response to the first wave of COVID-19 in Indigenous
communities. We aim to analyse how settler-colonial
states account for Indigenous Peoples in their policy-
making processes by highlighting public funding deci-
sions during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic
(December 2019 to January 2021). We have utilised
a modified Health Equity Impact Assessment (HEIA)
tool to evaluate policies found during
a comprehensive search of policy and funding
announcements related to COVID-19 and Indigenous
Peoples in Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and the
United States.

The HEIA tool was developed by the Ontario Ministry
of Health and Long-Term Care to guide organisations in
developing more equitable health and social services
[7]. The tool aims to help health planners and policy-
makers determine whether their interventions affect
equity-seeking groups by assessing the potential
impacts of programs and policies and proposing miti-
gation steps to attenuate these impacts. The tool iden-
tifies Indigenous Peoples as a population that requires
special consideration. However, it does not provide
details on why that is nor how to account for
Indigenous specificities. As such, we will be guided in
our analysis by a HEIA Indigenous Lens Tool supple-
ment, “Supporting a Targeted Health Equity
Assessment: An Indigenous Lens Tool”, developed by
and in consultation with Indigenous Peoples including
members of this team [8]. The Indigenous supplement

was developed to decolonise the traditional under-
standings of health equity and rebuild them with
a focus on Indigenous worldviews and sit within the
principles outlined in the United Nations Declaration on
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples [9] and the [10] of
Canada. This supplement offers invaluable guidance on
applying the HEIA tool to policies and programs that
involve Indigenous Peoples in a culturally appropriate
way. It includes case examples of applying the HEIA tool
in Indigenous contexts, enriching its usability. While the
Indigenous supplement aims to support those using
the existing/original HEIA tool to more fully engage
with Indigenous perspectives/considerations by provid-
ing additional guidance about equity, health and
Indigenous Peoples, it is intended as a placeholder
until a more culturally relevant resource, developed
through rigorous analysis led by Indigenous commu-
nities, is available.

Methods

First, a search of Indigenous-specific COVID-19-related
policies and actions between 1 December 2019, and
31 January 2021, in four settler-colonial countries
(Canada, United States, New Zealand, and Australia)
was performed in February 2021. This timeline was
selected to cover the first wave of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, which ended in September 2021 [11] and any
related data published until January 2021. These four
countries have been identified as comparable examples
of British settler colonialism situated within a settler-
colonial context, and as such, they are well suited for
investigating Indigenous-settler relations [12-14]. We
used electronic databases and websites to search for
relevant policy and funding announcements by federal/
provincial governments and Indigenous-specific agen-
cies (see Table 1). We limited our search to national
Indigenous-specific government or agency websites
from Australia, New Zealand, and the United States.
The Canada-specific search included federal and provin-
cial level websites as the study aims to understand the
Indigenous experience within Canada compared to
other settler-colonial states.

Table 2 outlines the keywords used for the search.
The search yielded 1206 results, which were examined
to determine the documents describing the general
steps governments took to support Indigenous
Peoples during the pandemic. We reviewed and filtered
the results to 182 documents that met all inclusion
criteria (see Table 3). Then, using NVivo 12 software
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Table 1. Electronic databases and websites utilised to gather policy and funding announcements.

enovascotia.ca/dhw
sontario.ca

«indigenous.gov.au
*niaa.gov.au

Canada USA Australia New Zealand
*pm.gc.ca *bia.gov eministers.pmc.gov.au/ «tpk.govt.nz/en
*sac-isc.gc.ca «ihs.gov wyatt

*gov.bc.ca

*phsa.ca

*saskatchewan.ca

*gov.mb.ca

*gnb.ca

*gov.pe.ca

ecanada.ca/en/indigeno
us-services-canada

*fnha.ca

Table 2. Keywords used in the google advanced search database.

Canadian government sources S
organizations

Indigenous national

Non-Canadian
federal/national Indigenous
agencies

+(COVID-19 OR Coronavirus)

*(Indigenous OR First Nation
OR Inuit OR Métis OR
Aboriginal)

*(COVID-19 OR Coronavirus)

*(COVID-19 OR Coronavirus)

Table 3. Process of screening and filtering results according to scope and inclusion criteria.

1206

Total search
yield

Included the keywords
outlined earlier.

Dtowfnlrft)ﬁded Published in English; describes
0 Tu ,er Indigenous Peoples of Canada, Australia,
de.te.rn‘n.ne New Zealand, and the United States.
eligibility

182

Met all
inclusion
criteria

Reported findings on
Indigenous-specific policies
as they relate to COVID-19.

for data analysis, we reviewed all documents to estab-
lish common themes and categorise the responses to
COVID-19.

Our thematic analysis identified the following policy
categories: funding, logistical support, health services
support, community-led programs, and travel restric-
tions. Funding policies emerged as a major category
of the policies that were identified through the initial
search. In total, 26 funding-focused policies were iden-
tified and chosen for further analysis for this paper. The

remaining policy categories will be the subject of sub-
sequent papers. Using thematic analysis, funding poli-
cies were divided into categories according to their
target area. We then conducted a secondary analysis
of these target areas to evaluate their health equity
impact on Indigenous Peoples. Importantly, our second-
ary analysis uses the HEIA process and the Indigenous
Lens Tool supplement [as detailed below] [8]. By using
the tool, we can retroactively determine whether gov-
ernment funding policies might be anticipated to
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Table 4. Target areas of government funding policies for COVID-19 in indigenous communities.

Funding for health measures

Funding to replace lost income

Funding for community needs

Funding for shelters

Indigenous-specific funding for
urban areas

Funding for Indigenous
businesses

Canada:

® $150 million to support federal public health measures such as enhanced surveillance, increased testing at
the National Microbiology Laboratory, and ongoing support for preparedness in First Nations and Inuit
communities [16].

® 3$82.5 million to improve access and address the growing demand for mental health services in Indigenous
communities during the COVID-19 pandemic [17].

® $285.1 million to support ongoing public health response in Indigenous communities [18].

® $72.6 million to the governments of Yukon, Northwest Territories, and Nunavut to support their COVID-19
health and social services preparations and response [19].

Australia:
® $74 million Indigenous mental health response package [20].

United States:
® 324 billion in new funding to provide resources that support COVID-19 response activities across the Indian
health system [21].

New Zealand:
® $500 million fund to strengthen community and health services fight against COVID-19 [22].

Canada:

® $270 million to supplement the On-Reserve Income Assistance Program [23].

® $75.2 million support for First Nations, Inuit, and Métis Nation post-secondary students affected by COVID-19
by increasing distinctions-based support [24].

Canada:

® $305 million for a new, distinctions-based Indigenous Community Support Fund to address immediate
needs in Indigenous communities and help them respond to COVID-19 [25].

® $2.3 million in support of the ongoing effort to combat COVID-19 in northwestern Saskatchewan [26].

® $2.6 million administered by the Territorial governments through their existing partnerships with regional
and community-based Indigenous governments [27].

Australia:
® $57.8 million Remote Community Preparedness and Retrieval package offering 45 flexible grants to help 110
remote communities across Australia protect themselves against COVID-19 [28].

United States:

® $4.38 billion in disputed aid for US tribal governments' [29].

® The smallest tribes, with a population of less than 37, will receive a minimum of $100,000. The Navajo
Nation, one of the country’s largest tribes with about 350,000 citizens, will receive $600 million [30].

Canada:

® $10 million for shelters on reserve and in Yukon to help them manage or prevent an outbreak in their
facilities [31].

® $44.8 million over five years to build 12 new shelters for Indigenous women and girls experiencing and
fleeing violence [32]:

® $40.8 million to support operational costs for these new shelters over the first five years.

® $10.2 million in annually ongoing support.

Canada:
® 375 million for Indigenous organisations providing services to Indigenous peoples in urban centres and off-
reserve [33].

Canada:

® $306.8 million in funding to help small and medium-sized Indigenous businesses and to support Aboriginal
Financial Institutions that offer financing to these businesses [34].

® $133 million to help Indigenous businesses suffering the economic effects of the COVID-19 pandemic [35].

® 340 million to regional development agencies to support Indigenous-owned businesses and projects [36].

® $17.3 million to the governments of Yukon, Northwest Territories, and Nunavut to support northern air
carriers [37].

® $15 million in non-repayable support for businesses in the territories to help address the impacts of COVID-
19 [38].

® $25 million to Nutrition North Canada to increase subsidies [39].

Australia:
® Over two financial years, $123 million is available for targeted measures to support Indigenous businesses
and communities to increase their responses to COVID-19 [40].

New Zealand:
® $12.1 billion economic package will help many Maori whanau, workers and businesses, whether it is through
wage subsidies, income support and worker redeployment [22].

'Several major Native American tribes, intertribal groups and other Native organisations had sued the government in federal court to keep it from giving
some of the $8 billion in coronavirus aid to for-profit companies known as Alaska Native Corporations.

negatively impact Indigenous Peoples by precipitating making and the challenges in fully anticipating policy
health inequities. A policy can have unintended nega- effects [15]. Therefore, we aimed to determine whether
tive consequences due to the complexity of decision- Indigenous equity issues and associated negative pacts
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were considered in the development of the COVID-19
funding policies:

e Step 1 - Scoping: a) identify the populations that
may experience significant health impacts of the
funding policies; b) identify the determinants and
health equity issues which Indigenous Peoples
may experience;

e Step 2 - Potential impacts: identify the potential
positive and the unintended negative impacts of
the funding policies on Indigenous Peoples;

e Step 3 - Mitigation: identify ways to reduce the
unintended negative impacts of the funding poli-
cies on Indigenous Peoples;

e Step 4 - Monitoring: identify ways to measure
success for each mitigation strategy;

e Step 5 - Dissemination: identify ways to share
results and recommendations to address equity.

Our analysis was grounded in existing literature con-
cerning Indigenous Peoples and COVID-19 in
Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and the United
States. We considered potential positive and nega-
tive impacts on Indigenous Peoples by examining
analogous situations documented in the literature.
Our examination of relevant literature yielded
insights into outcomes observed in comparable sce-
narios. Mitigation and monitoring steps were
derived through inductive reasoning by proposing
actions based on our generalised policy
observations.

Results

Our analysis of funding policies in response to the
COVID-19 crisis in Indigenous communities identified
six funding areas. These include 1) funding for health
measures, 2) funding to replace lost income, 3) funding
for community needs, 4) funding for shelters, 5)
Indigenous-specific funding for urban areas, and 6)
funding for Indigenous businesses. Table 4 details the
actions and policies resulting from our search.

Using the Indigenous Lens Tool supplement for the
HEIA tool, we analysed these government funding
responses to COVID-19. We identified the potential
positive and unintended negative impacts of the differ-
ent funding policy streams on Indigenous Peoples. We
identified three major equity issues in the funding
affecting Indigenous Peoples: unique health and service
needs, socioeconomic disparities, and limited access to
community and culturally safe health services (Table 5
details the results of the HIEA analysis).
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Discussion

Our HEIA analysis shows that although government
funding policies strove to provide equitable funding,
they fell short due to a lack of proper consultation and
engagement with Indigenous communities. In Canada,
following the government’s announcement of allocating
a $100 million fund to support First Nations and Inuit
communities, The Assembly of First Nations declared
a state of emergency as the funds committed would
not meet the unique needs of Indigenous populations
facing this pandemic [41]. Importantly, Indigenous
Peoples residing off-reserve did not qualify for the fund-
ing, “leaving them up the creek without a paddle” [42].
Consequently, The National Association of Friendship
Centres and Chief Robert Bertrand of the Congress of
Aboriginal Peoples expressed their discontentment and
demanded increased support for urban Indigenous
populations in Canada during the COVID-19 crisis [43].
Indigenous communities were less likely to see funding
policies as adequate or meeting their varied and diverse
needs if meaningful consultation was not conducted.
Meaningful consultation is a requirement for nation-to-
nation relations, and no policy should be developed or
implemented without the direct input and sign-off of the
Indigenous Peoples in question [9,44,45]. The resulting
impact of the lack of meaningful consultation only con-
tinues the settler-colonial practices that exacerbates
Indigenous People’s vulnerability to the pandemic.
When funding was first announced in the United
States, there was significant disorganisation when dis-
tributing the funds across Native American commu-
nities and organisations. Consequently, several Native
American tribes filed lawsuits against the federal gov-
ernment, aiming to exclude the $8 billion in federal
coronavirus relief for tribes from for-profit Alaskan
Native corporations (ANC) [46]. The US Supreme Court
settled this lawsuit, which sided with the ANC and
instructed the US Treasury Department to disperse the
requested funds to the corporations [47]. Moreover, at
the start of the pandemic, Native American tribal lea-
ders worried that the federal agencies that were sup-
posed to help protect them were unprepared, as the
Federal Indian Health Service faced significant
shortages of supplies and services [48]. This situation
exemplifies continued poor investment in Indigenous
People’s services by settler-colonial governments.
Rather than ensuring Indigenous communities are pre-
pared to respond to urgent health threats in their
communities, settler-colonial governments use the dis-
parity in service provision as a tool of assimilation,
forcing Indigenous Peoples to either leave their com-
munities to receive appropriate health and social
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services [49] or to wait for action only after the urgent
health threat has emerged.

An exception to the lack of consultation was seen in
New Zealand. Although there has been a lack of doc-
umentation of Maori's needs and concerns around the
pandemic, in New Zealand, Maori communities are
represented and consulted within the central govern-
ment structures and processes, allowing for more
immediate and comprehensive consideration of their
interests and demands [50]. As a result, COVID-19-
related planning and responses for Maori populations
have been integrated within the New Zealand national
government’s general plan of action [51,52].

As the pandemic unfolded and people began to
“panic buy” in Australia, Indigenous communities
faced severe shortages and staggering prices for essen-
tial food and grocery items [53]. This led to the forma-
tion of a coalition of 13 health services, land councils,
and other Aboriginal organisations in Australia’s
Northern Territory, which demanded immediate sup-
plies of affordable food, cleaning, and hygiene pro-
ducts, as well as winter bedding and clothing in
remote community stores [54]. This exemplifies
Indigenous communities centring kinship and relation-
ality to one another as a foundation to their response
and acting as a united front. Such unity can make policy
demands heard and met when dealing with settler-
colonial actions or inaction.

Amidst the COVID-19 pandemic, governments allo-
cated significant funding to support Indigenous busi-
nesses. In Canada alone, initiatives total over
$500 million for support to Indigenous businesses,
including $17.3 million designated for northern air car-
riers [34-38]. Australia earmarked $123 million for tar-
geted business support, while New Zealand assisted
Maori whanau, workers, and businesses with additional
funding [22,40]. While lauded for providing support for
struggling Indigenous businesses during the pandemic,
these policies also reflect the deep neoliberal focus of
settler-colonial governments, emphasising support
directly for businesses amidst economic challenges
and thus bypassing community input on matters of
economic development directly impacting them during
a crisis.

Health equity can be understood as reducing and
eliminating health disparities by targeting and addres-
sing a specific population’s social, economic, and poli-
tical determinants [55,56]. This means striving for equity
of access, quality, and outcome of care and services
facilitated by effective funding mechanisms from
a funding policy perspective. The current state of fund-
ing inequity among Indigenous populations must be
considered  within  this colonial framework. In

a Canadian context, calls for reconciliation have risen
within the health system. The Truth and Reconciliation
Commission of Canada [57], defines reconciliation as
“coming to terms with events of the past in a manner
that overcomes conflict and establishes a respectful and
healthy relationship among people, going forward”
(p.3). In keeping with the spirit of reconciliation
between Indigenous Peoples and settlers for the
ongoing harms caused by colonisation in Canada,
health equity models and assessment tools targeted
towards First Nations, Inuit, and Métis Peoples must
be grounded within their specific knowledge systems,
ways of knowing and being, and values regarding
health and wellbeing. For example, wholism, recipro-
city, resiliency, interdependency, respect, and relation-
ality are often representative of such worldviews. These
were seemly absent from much of the government’s
response to the first wave of the pandemic. There is
a need for funding that allows for flexibility in respond-
ing to hyper local needs and contexts while avoiding
the implementation of a one size fits all (pan-
Indigenising) approach to Indigenous Peoples. An effec-
tive policy response in one community may not trans-
late to others, thus self-determination in policy
outcomes must account for a hyper local need &
response.

Finally, a reconciliation-minded/based path towards
health equity for Indigenous populations in Canada
must align with the emerging rights-based focus cap-
tured in the TRC Reconciliation principles, where
Indigenous Peoples call for creating Indigenous-inclu-
sive health tools [10] 1). Similarly, the United Nations
Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples
(UNDRIP) calls on Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and
the United State to provide basic guidelines for recon-
ciliation that can be applied in reforming their respec-
tive health systems to be accessible, safe, and effective
for Indigenous Peoples [9]. Although the four countries
originally voted against the passing of UNDRIP, their
governments have, years later, reversed their position
and now support the declaration [58-61].

Applying an equity framework to the development
of funding policies can move further along the path of
reconciliation. However, co-creating equity requires
knowledge and understanding of the power and privi-
lege held by the dominant culture and demands that
we recognise how those structures have created and
continue to prop up a system of inequity for the non-
dominant group [8]. Indigenous communities/Nations
must be not only be consulted but ultimately be the
leaders of determining the funding policies that work
for them. In addition to partnerships and meaningful
consultations with Indigenous communities,



governments should critically reflect on the systemic
issues inherent in their relationship with Indigenous
people. This includes addressing systemic racism and
discrimination that have historically marginalised
Indigenous communities. Through this process of self-
reflection, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and the
United States can move towards developing respectful
funding policies based on mutual trust. The adequacy
of funding policies requires meaningful consultation (as
required by UNDRIP) with Indigenous communities but
we must see this as only the first step to furthering the
right to complete self-determination in funding deci-
sion making. Without it, settler-colonial practices per-
sist, perpetuating Indigenous  vulnerability to
pandemics. To reinforce this, establishing mutually
agreed-upon strategies (positions, policies, pathways)
to support urgent discussion is vital. Swift consultation
during emergencies with Indigenous Peoples will
ensure that policies incorporate Indigenous Peoples
and communities needs. Governments must institute
clear protocols for these rapid consultations and deci-
sion making process that will lead to self-determination
in outcomes, thereby affirming their commitment to
Indigenous wellbeing and breaking free from settler-
colonial patterns. Additionally, cultural safety and humi-
lity can be expressed at an organisational level by
supporting self-determination and greater control over
health funding among Indigenous communities [62,63].

Limitations

The nature of the pandemic rendered it challenging to
produce policies that are detailed and explain how
funding was earmarked and how they were implemen-
ted. An additional search was conducted to gain more
insight into the funding amounts indicated in these
policies; however, we could not determine the process
which led to the specific funding amounts in most
cases. Consultation, as directed by UNDRIP, with
Indigenous communities might or might not have
occurred during the policy development process; how-
ever, we could not find documentation that they
occurred.

Conclusion

The first step towards reconciliation and effective insti-
tutional decision making is for governments to mean-
ingfully reflect on their relationship with Indigenous
Peoples. The process of decolonisation demands that
governments critically examine funding policies and
deconstruct institutions that perpetuate the privilege
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and superiority of the dominant culture and to value
as equal Indigenous knowledges and ways of being.

It is crucial to recognise the need to allow for
Indigenous sovereignty of action during times of
emergency. While some may argue that this happened
during the initial outbreak, refocusing the argument
on self-determination based on meaningful consulta-
tion is both essential and a requirement by UNDRIP.
This emphasis should not be limited to convenient or
favourable times, but rather, these structures should
always be in place to respond quickly to ever-chan-
ging emergent situations, which we increasingly face
each day.

Reflecting on and critically examining Indigenous
health policy post-implementation is vitally important
in addressing health inequities; however, these steps
should be understood as preludes to meaningful con-
sultation with Indigenous communities when developing
policy. By integrating Indigenous-led actions and main-
taining consistent structures, governments can foster
a more responsive and equitable approach to address
the urgent needs of Indigenous communities during
emergencies. This inclusive approach ensures that self-
determination and meaningful consultation are not
merely lip service but integral components of decision-
making processes, even in challenging circumstances.
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