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Railroads, Native Americans, First Nations (native Canadians) and other indigenous peoples share a 
distinction in our culture as having long, storied and impactful histories tied to the creation and 
modernization of Canada and the United States.  These entities and the people associated with them have 
connected in various ways since the mid-20th Century.   

The connection between railroads and indigenous peoples continues today and is more important to 
railroads than ever.  When Positive Train Control (PTC) regulations were enacted in 2008 by the U.S. 
Congress, railroads operating in the U.S. found themselves in a situation whereby the approval of 
thousands of new communications equipment sites along their respective networks would be subject to 
review and comment by the over 300 federally recognized tribes, bands and indigenous communities 
located in the Continental U.S.  Subsequently, railroads found themselves working closely with indigenous 
peoples through an approval process regulated by the United States Federal Communications Commission 
(FCC).  The Tribal Historic Preservation Office (THPO) represented Native American tribes within the PTC 
approval process.  With the looming final federal deadline for PTC implementation set for December 31, 
2020, it has become critically important for railroads to connect with tribal communities and work through 
the process of communications tower reviews in an effective and mutually beneficial manner.   

As important as the relationship is to the railroads, the PTC-driven connection is beneficial to the 
indigenous peoples as well.  The FCC created the Tower Construction Notification System (TCNS) as a 
clearinghouse, whereby railroads enter information regarding proposed PTC projects into the system. The 
FCC provided all Native American tribes access to TCNS in order to streamline the review and comment 
process. Indigenous communities were therefore able to avoid being inadvertently missed if a more 
conventional notification and review process was exclusively used.  Since not all U.S. tribal communities 
are currently located geographically where they might have historically been, the task of identifying all 
potentially affected parties associated with a project location would have been burdensome and could 
have lent itself to the potential for overlooking relevant tribal communities in the process.  

During the westward expansion of the U.S. in the late 1800s and early 1900s, the government relocated 
Native American tribes from their settlements of origin to reserve territories in other areas of the country. 
This allowed for large areas of the country to be opened up to settlement for farming and the 
development of communities.  As an example, tribal communities with associated historical burial 
grounds or other areas of archaeological significance in the State of Mississippi may have been relocated 
to Minnesota.  

The process of connecting and communicating with indigenous peoples and the communities they 
represent is specialized. Tribal communities were established around deep-rooted traditions, unique 
protocols and distinctive leadership structures. Some of the social interactions required in tribal dealings 
are not common in other public and government relations typically experienced by railroads.  Respecting 



the intricacies of these sovereign communities is the key to effective and mutually beneficial 
communication and outcomes. 

Tribes and First Nations are independent, distinct governments.  In some cases, their system of 
government pre-dates the colonization of North America.  They may be led by a Chief, Chairperson, 
Governor or President.  Many have their own legal systems and courts, which govern activities within a 
designated reserve.  In the United States, the U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs engages with Tribal entities on 
behalf of the U.S. Government in nation-to-nation conversations.  In Canada, Indigenous and Northern 
Affairs does similarly. 

Canadian National Railway Company (CN) has maintained and 
cultivated a close relationship with indigenous peoples and 
communities across Canada for nearly a century.  A government-owned 
and operated “Crown” corporation until 1995, the Canadian 
Government generally handled aboriginal relations and tribal affairs on 
CN’s behalf.  Following privatization of the railroad, CN brought these 
duties inside the company and continued to cultivate relationships with 
the tribal communities they operate through and adjacent to. 

One of the keys for railroads to successfully connect with indigenous 
communities and their people is, “Recognize the sovereignty of these 
nations,” according to Doug Devlin, CN’s Sr. Manager, Aboriginal Relations who has been coordinating 
tribal affairs for the company since 2010.   In line with this philosophy, “CN works to maintain a solid 
relationship and safeguard trust between the railroad and the indigenous peoples.” 

Further to the theme of coordinating CN’s efforts, the railroad has a policy of conducting meetings with 
indigenous communities face-to-face.  CN’s senior management supports this policy. They also do not 
send consultants or contractors to meet with aboriginal peoples on CN’s behalf. “We’re very proud to be 
present in their territories,” states Devlin. “They are our neighbors. Therefore, we wouldn’t send a non-
CN delegate to speak for us.” 

Along CN’s network of 25,000 miles of track, the railroad travels through or adjacent to 200 First Nations 
or indigenous communities in Canada. The company has engaged with as many as 80 Native American 
tribes in the U.S. as well. CN is well aware that in order to effectively complete PTC implementation, they 
require the support of the U.S. tribes. They have gained the support of the tribes by demonstrating respect 
for tradition and protocol, and through straight talk and honest communication. Rumors or talk of 
adversarial relationships between business and indigenous communities is, “a total myth,” according to 
Devlin. 

Implementing consistent policies and showing respect for indigenous communities everywhere the 
railroads operate, even in areas where native cultures may not be federally recognized but still play an 
active role in local affairs, can help ensure the timely and successful completion of construction projects.   
Evidence to the success of the efforts and outcomes of CN’s proud focus on aboriginal relations and tribal 
affairs is the recent Alberta Business Award of Distinction in the Indigenous Relations – Best Practices 
Category presented to the railroad in March 2017. 

As all U.S. Class I, Passenger and qualifying Class II and III railroads navigate PTC implementation; the 
opportunity exists for collaboration among the railroads on the subject of aboriginal relations and tribal 
affairs. Communication between the railroads in order to share knowledge and identify efficiencies offers 
benefits in expediting project review and approval by the tribal communities. This level of connecting has 
further benefited all involved and has helped to shape the way railroads and indigenous peoples associate 
with one another today and into the future. 


