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Rick O’Brien, Chief, Kwanlin Dun First Nation 
Rick O’Brien has come a long way since he was first elected Chief of Kwanlin Dun First Nation on 
March 22, 1999. A journeyman carpenter by trade, Chief O’Brien has undergone a steep learning curve since taking office, but he has always managed to keep an “open-door policy.”

Before taking on the role of chief, O’Brien worked in construction, and eventually earned a journeyman carpenter certificate. He established his own successful business in commercial and residential construction and maintenance. 

Kwanlin Dun is the only Yukon First Nation community located in an urban setting. It is also the territory’s largest First Nation with about 1,100 members. Its traditional lands exceed the city limits of Whitehorse, and include the Yukon River and many of its tributaries. Largely because of this location, the issues facing Kwanlin Dun today are complex and present a unique challenge. It’s a challenge that Chief O’Brien has chosen to take on. He was recently re-elected to another three-year term in office.

As chief, he has many priorities, but at the top of the list is the settlement of Kwanlin Dun’s land claim. Chief O’Brien says, “A land claim deal will give Kwanlin Dun control over our destiny. It will help us to

prepare for whatever lies ahead. Kwanlin Dun is close to meeting the March 31 deadline, but it will take 
a commitment from all sides to reach a fair resolution to our land claims. At the same time, we understand that in order for the Yukon to grow and prosper that development must take place and Kwanlin Dun intends to be a part of it. 

“In the past, Kwanlin Dun has been left out of major developments that took place on our traditional lands, but we are determined not to let history repeat itself. We, as leaders, are going to ensure that our people benefit from any future development, such as an Alaska Highway pipeline project. It is why, over the past few months, Kwanlin Dun has been preparing itself for such a project,” says Chief O’Brien.

“Kwanlin Dun wants to work with the oil and gas industry to ensure responsible development, employment for our people and adequate resources to take care of any fallout that may occur as a result of development. If we work together, we can both realize our dreams. My door is open.” 
Judy Gingell, President and CEO, Kwanlin Development Corp.
Judy Gingell (Smith) is one of the most influential aboriginal women in the Yukon today. Her contributions to the settlement of outstanding land claims in the Yukon is a testament to her drive and will to succeed at whatever she puts her mind to.

Gingell is a member of Kwanlin Dun First Nation in Whitehorse. She was born in 1946 on her grandfather’s trap-line near the Alaska Highway. Her father, Johnnie Smith, is a former chief of 
Kwanlin Dun, the Yukon’s largest First Nation. Gingell is also the great-grand niece of Skookum Jim, 
who discovered gold in the Klondike in 1896. That discovery led to the largest staking rush the world 
had ever seen.

As a young girl, Gingell attended school in Whitehorse, including the Whitehorse Baptist Indian Mission School. In 1969, she decided to go to work for Kwanlin Dun, which was then called the Whitehorse 
Indian Band. 

Gingell was one of the founding members of the Yukon Indian Brotherhood. She joined her colleagues in Ottawa on Feb. 14, 1973, when Yukon First Nations presented the historic document, “Together Today for Our Children Tommorrow” to then Prime Minister Pierre Elliot Trudeau. That document became the basis upon which the Yukon land claim was negotiated. Little did she know how much of her life would

later be consumed in trying to reach a fair land claim deal for the Yukon’s 14 First Nations.

In the early ’80s, Gingell served as President of the Yukon Development Corporation. She has assisted 
the Yukon Indian Women’s Association since its Inception, and was a founding Director of Northern Native Broadcasting.

She worked with the Council for Yukon Indians (CYI), and in 1989 was elected chair of the organization. At the time, CYI was set up to represent all Yukon First Nations. One of CYI’s main goals was to 
get an agreement-in-principal. Gingell guided the land-claim negotiations through a complex and 
difficult process.

It took 22 years, but on February 14, 1995, legislation enacting the Yukon Land Claim Agreement was passed in the House of Commons. To date, just over half of the Yukon’s 14 First Nations have signed individual land-claim and self-government agreements. 

On June 12, 1995, Gingell was appointed the Yukon’s First Aboriginal Commissioner, which is equivalent to a provincial lieutenant-governor. She served a five-year term, and is now the President of the Kwanlin Development Corporation.

In this role, Gingell is helping to devise an oil-and-gas strategy for Kwanlin Dun. In the past, Kwanlin Dun has benefited very little from major projects such as the building of the Alaska Highway in 1942. She says, “This time, things will be different. We are preparing ourselves for the social and economic impacts of

a natural gas pipeline down the Alaska Highway. We welcome the jobs and economic opportunities a pipeline will bring, but we also want responsible development. We need to find ways to minimize the 
social and economic impacts on our people. Kwanlin Dun already has the infrastructure in place to 
deal with many of these issues that concern us. But we need more resources if we are to participate in 
a meaningful way. If we work together, we can make it happen.”

Darwin O’Brien, Councillor, Kwanlin Dun First Nation
Councillor Darwin O’Brien is one of Kwanlin Dun’s up-and-coming leaders. He was first elected to 
office on Mar. 22, 1999, and was recently re-elected to serve another term. O’Brien is a plumber/gas 
fitter by trade. He still manages to operate his own business while keeping up with the daily demands 
of being a councillor 

O’Brien says, “Being a councillor is sometimes a difficult job, but it can also be rewarding. You’re 
making decisions that will benefit everyone. These decisions will help us to move forward and secure 
our future. It’s like you’re on a big ship and rather than being a passenger, you are helping to steer”

He says, “Land claims are a priority. It’s important for Kwanlin Dun to have a land claims package that 
is acceptable to Kwanlin Dun people. We understand that a pipeline will provide short-term jobs, so it 
is important for us to be prepared for the long term. A land claim will help us do that.” 

As the Councillor responsible for the Economic Development portfolio, O’Brien says one of his main 
goals is to create sustainable development for Kwanlin Dun. “We need more employment and training programs so our people can get meaningful employment on the pipeline, or any other project. We see 
the pipeline as a stepping stone for our people to get some of those skills.”

O’Brien says he’s concerned about the influx of people a pipeline will bring. “There’s no doubt it will have social and economic implications for Kwanlin Dun. I only hope that the oil companies negotiate in good faith. A good deal will not only benefit Kwanlin Dun, but the oil-and-gas industry as well. It’s important that Kwanlin Dun have meaningful participation in all stages of the pipeline development. By doing that, 
it will go a long ways to minimizing the impacts on our community.” 

Piers McDonald, Senior Pipeline Advisor, Kwanlin Dun
As Senior Pipeline Advisor, McDonald’s role is to assist the Kwanlin Dun First Nation Government in strategic planning for pipeline development. 

McDonald has a lengthy and prominent history of actively addressing significant public issues in the Yukon. From 1996 to 2000, he was Premier of the Yukon, as well as Minister of Finance. 

McDonald began his career in the mid-’70s as an underground miner for United Keno Hill Mines Ltd., 
and was elected to the Yukon Legislative Assembly in 1982 when he became Opposition critic for Rural Development, Labour, Occupational Health and Safety, and Workers’ Compensation. 

In 1995 and 1996, McDonald was Leader of the Official Opposition, and was Opposition critic for Finance and Economic Development from 1992 to 1996. Between 1985 and 2000, when he was an MLA and Minister, he held a number of portfolios, including: Economic Development, Finance, Education, and Community and Transportation Services. He is currently a consultant and partner in Touch the North Inc, which specializes in community and economic development, and First Nations relations.
Trevor Harding, Pipeline Consultant, Kwanlin Dun
Trevor Harding works in Calgary on behalf of the Kwanlin Dun First Nation to ensure the Yukon aboriginal group’s voice is heard in Canada’s energy capital. Harding, a managing partner of Zero Gravity Inc., has strong ties with the Yukon where he was Minister of Economic Development and Energy Minister from 1996 to 2000. 

After receiving his BBA from Acadia University, Harding owned retail ventures. He then turned to the public sector in 1992, and held various economic-related ministerial positions in the Yukon Government before becoming Leader of the Official Opposition in 2000. Harding was directly responsible for the establishment of the Export/Trade Investment Branch of the Yukon Government. His most noteworthy achievements include successfully marketing $30-million worth of investments in “Yukon Gold,” an immigrant investor fund, and a successful initiative to develop formal economic ties between the Yukon and the Hunan Province of China. 
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