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QUESTION 10:  How will your business operate?
In this section, we will explore how your Indigenous tourism business will operate. Do you know how your business 
will be structured? Will you be located on a First Nations reserve or Métis settlement and how will that impact your 
operations? How will your experiences be delivered? What will your role(s) be in the business? Do you need staff? 
What kind of approvals/permissions do you need? Having a clear understanding of how your business will operate 
prior to startup will allow you to focus on delivering experiences once your business is up and running, as opposed 
to fixing operational problems. This will save you a significant amount of time and headache in the long run. The 
activities in this section will help you think through these important business components.

Business Structure 

You need to determine how your tourism business will be structured for tax and legal purposes. As an Indigenous 
tourism business, it is also important to consider if you will be registered and operating on or off reserve or Métis 
settlements. There are many benefits along with challenges related to a business operated on a First Nations  
reserve and/or Métis settlement. You may want to consider securing professional support from a lawyer and  
accountant who are familiar with the benefits and risks, as well as understanding that financing and tax rules differ 
for Indigenous owned businesses that operate either on reserve or within Métis settlements.
 
Possible advantages in being located on a First Nation or Métis settlement may include: 

•• If starting out as a sole proprietor and First Nations person with status living and doing business on reserve,  
	 you will not be taxed for your business activities on reserve, nor do you pay GST on purchases made on reserve. 

•• However, incorporating your business means you release any GST exemptions you held as an individual,  
	 regardless of the location of your operations on or off reserve. 

•• If you have incorporated your business but your employees are First Nations people working on reserve,  
	 you may not have to remit certain payroll deductions. This means there can be a benefit for them to have 		
	 employment in their community. 

•• For Indigenous tourism experiences, you are often more closely connected to the community and culture shared  
	 on the reserve or Métis settlement. This gives you greater access to the cultural and community resources there. 

•• As noted in the Appendices, there are some sources of government funding and support that are only available  
	 for businesses developed on reserve or within a Métis settlement.  

Setting up a structure for your business can be a complex task. See the Tourism Business Planning 
Guide to learn more about business structures. You may also want to get assistance from a lawyer or 
accountant. 
 
Business Link is a non-profit organization that helps connect Alberta’s small businesses with support 
and resources to help them succeed. Their services include one-on-one startup guidance, market  
research assistance, advice from experts like lawyers and accountants and much more!  
Visit their website to learn more: http://businesslink.ca/. 

To find information on registering a business, contact Service Alberta: http://www.servicealberta.ca/.

http://businesslink.ca/
http://www.servicealberta.ca/
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There are also some major barriers facing entrepreneurs looking to build businesses on a reserve or Métis  
settlement which may include: 

•• While entrepreneurs face the same challenges as businesses off reserve such as finding customers, recruiting 	
	 skilled workers and securing financing; each challenge can be magnified given the small size and isolation of the 	
	 communities. In addition, its members may have lower levels of education. Finding skilled workers in small 		
	 communities is a common barrier to success. 

•• When located on reserve or in a Métis settlement, traditional financing is highly unlikely. This is a significant 	
	 challenge since home ownership is unusual. Even in communities where homes are owned, there is a big gap in 	
	 house market value leaving few owners with any “equity”. 

•• Many Indigenous tourism start-ups are turned down for financing because Section 89 of the Indian Act prohibits 	
	 use of reserve land as collateral. A bank is less likely to take the risk of lending money if it cannot seize assets 	
	 in the event of default. This ruling often forces Indigenous entrepreneurs to put forward other assets or seek 	
	 government programs to help qualify for a loan.  

•• Development banks do finance high-risk businesses located on reserve or Métis settlement, however their 		
	 interest rates will be higher. 

•• While there are protocols and approvals needed for sharing community culture within any Indigenous tourism 	
	 experience, your local political leaders such as the Chief and Council could influence your business decisions and 	
	 growth if you are located on reserve or within a Métis settlement. 

There are many special considerations for Indigenous tourism businesses, especially if located on 
reserve or within a Métis settlement. Finding a lawyer and accountant with an expertise in Indigenous 
business is key to obtaining professional advice you can rely on. 

There are four options to structure your business:

Description Pros Cons

Sole  
Proprietorship

Owned and operated by one 
person with no legal distinction 
between the owner and the 
business.

•• All profits are yours

•• Easiest to set up

•• Inexpensive to set up

•• Possible tax benefit

•• You carry all the risks

•• Personally responsible 
for debts

Partnership

Two or more persons in a  
business in which the risks,  
profits and losses are shared 
proportionally.

•• Easy to set up

•• Very flexible

•• Partners contribute 
knowledge, energy and capital

•• Partners share responsibilities
for debt

•• Legal counsel advised

•• Disagreements between
partners can cause problems

Cooperative 

A jointly owned enterprise  
engaging in the supply of services, 
operated by its members for their 
mutual benefit.

•• Members contribute
knowledge, energy and capital

•• The democratic nature of a 
Cooperative can slow
decision making.

Limited (or  
Incorporated)  

Company

An individual or group of people 
authorized to act as a single  
corporate entity and recognized 
as such in law.

•• Limited exposure to personal 
liability if the business fails.

•• Provides a way for
communities and groups to 
separate the "business" from 
other community priorities.

•• More expensive and 
complicated

•• More regulations
paperwork
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ACTIVITY  Choosing a Business Structure 
After reviewing the pros and cons of the different types of business structures, you can choose how you 
will structure your business by answering the question below. 

My business structure will be a				    , because… 

Operating a Tourism Business 
Next, you will need to figure out how your Indigenous tourism business will operate. The activity below will assist you 
in thinking through how your business will deliver experiences. 

 
ACTIVITY  How will your business operate? 
The questionnaire below will help you think through how your tourism business will operate.  
Feel free to jot down your answers directly in the workbook! 

A) 	 How is your experience going to be delivered? One of the key challenges for Indigenous tourism is 	
	 ensuring that the Who, Where and When of that experience is authentic and representative of the 	
	 culture being shared. Keep this in mind: if it is not you who is delivering the cultural experience then 	
	 who else can it be? Do community protocols exist regarding where and when your experience can 	
	 be delivered? 

B) 	 Who will deliver it?:

	 Where will it be delivered?:
 
	 When will it be delivered?:

 
C) 	 What facilities and/or resources must you own or control to deliver your experience? 
 

D) 	 Do you need permits, approvals or special permissions to deliver your experience?  
	 Are there any cultural protocols that you need to follow?  
 

 
 
Tourism businesses often operate in less accessible locations that take advantage of unique attractions 
and beautiful scenery (e.g. provincial lands). Such locations often have special access permissions or 
servicing requirements that require approvals. See the Tourism Development Guide www.alberta.ca/
tourism-entrepreneurship.aspx to find out what approvals your business is likely going to need and how  
to get them. 

http://www.alberta.ca/tourism-entrepreneurship.aspx
http://www.alberta.ca/tourism-entrepreneurship.aspx
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SUCCESS STORY

Heritage Park Historical Village, Calgary

In 2018, Alberta industry and partners including ITAC 
and the Government of Alberta came together  
to capture some of the momentum of Indigenous 
tourism across Canada with the creation of a five year 
strategy and launch of Indigenous Tourism Alberta 
(ITA). ITA is an association designed to help Indigenous  
entrepreneurs and communities develop tourism  
businesses with support for training, marketing and  
business development.

Many Indigenous entrepreneurs have been waiting for 
this moment for a long time including Brenda Holder, 
chair of Indigenous Tourism Alberta and owner of 
Mahikan Trails who looks upon this as an excellent 
opportunity for Indigenous businesses to enhance and 
support high quality Indigenous tourism experiences 
in Alberta.

Keith Henry, the president and CEO of ITAC, states that 
Alberta offers an array of potential opportunities to 
experience Indigenous cultures and traditions.

"The advantage that Alberta has is the Indigenous  
communities are very diverse,” said Henry. “What  
you have on the Tsuut’ina Nation and the culture is  
different than what you would find with the Dene  
Tha’ in the north or the Métis. That’s actually a  
market advantage and it’s a strategy we talk about."

Holder has lofty expectations for Indigenous tourism’s 
appeal but believes the benefits will extend far past 
a potential financial windfall and ensure the culture 
remains in place for the foreseeable future.

“Across Alberta, in Treaty 6, 7 and 8 and in the Métis 
nations, everybody is doing something, but they’re not 
being coordinated in their actions," said Enoch Cree 
Nation Chief Billy Morin. Both Holder and Chief Billy 
Morin agree that Indigenous Tourism Alberta provides 
a coordinated approach so they can take that next  
step with tourism, get more people out and tell their 
stories better. 

Indigenous Tourism Alberta




