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Confrontations such as this one in August at Stz’uminus could become more common.  
In this incident, Chief John Elliott told a geoduck harvester to stop his work as the RCMP listened.

Creating wealth withOUt riChes

If there is one thing that Naut’sa mawt Tribal Council 

nations all have in common, it is the challenge of 

creating real, sustainable wealth.

This need of our communities comes just as the 

natural resources needed to develop our economies 

are increasingly in short supply. Often, once our nations 

identify potential sources of wealth, there is a fair bit of 

noise from politicians, residents and environmental 

groups.

All our nations have experienced this to some 

extent such as:

•  Tsawwassen – Large-scale industrial, commercial 

and residential developments – alongside that of 

DeltaPort – have opponents complaining about 

loss of farmland, wildlife habitat and other negative 

effects of growth;

•  Stz’uminus – Economic development of shellfish 

and other resources has created a major battle with 

DFO access to resources once claimed exclusively 

by commercial harvesters;

•  Snuneymuxw – Pressures on the Nanaimo River 

estuary is a familiar story and recently Snuneymuxw 

threatened court action over the building of a 

cruise ship terminal; and

•  Snaw-naw-as – The awarding of a five-year 

woodlot license from the province was to bring 

in revenues from logging, but first there was loud 

complaints from people who said a unique forest 

was threatened.

There is some humour in all these situations 

where non-native economies and our neighbouring 

communities are fighting to save what they say are 

the last bits of land from development… First Nations’ 

developments.

Many of the articles in this issue of Klahowya are 

about such challenges and some of the ways our 

nations are learning to go forward while dealing with 

opposition – from blockades to partnerships.
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Working  
Together as One

I have been busy and I’ve learned a 

lot since my last article. Being on the 

water that Monday morning when the 

Stz’uminus community closed down 

a commercial geoduck harvest in our 

waters was certainly the high point for 

me. Our boat, with Chief John Elliott, 

another councillor and me, was the one 

that made the first contacts with the 

DFO, RCMP and harvesters’ boats.

I was so proud of how our community 

came together during the crisis that was 

caused by DFO allowing a harvest in our 

traditional waters of Kulleet Bay. Even 

though Stz’uminus had been talking to 

DFO about getting control of all our 

resources, it still went ahead and opened 

exactly those waters for a fishery. Our 

people were mad. This was right on 

their doorstep. For more than 20 years 

they had been watching resources been 

taken for profit by someone else.

After the successful blockade, our 

community turned out again for an 

emergency meeting. Elders, young 

people, families… they all came, 

representing all of our families. They told 

the chief and nine councillors that they 

gave their full support to continuing to 

press DFO. They said they were willing to 

put their bodies and their boats on the 

line to protect our resources.

It was a very powerful thing for 

me. All my life, I have heard the word 

naut’sa mawt, but until that morning in 

early August, I never really saw its true 

meaning – working together as one. 

Council united behind our chief and 

the community united with us. Together 

we prevented any more geoduck from 

being taken from us. Being united made 

DFO look at Stz’uminus differently than 

before and they began to meet with us 

for serious talks.

As I said, I learned many things 

during that time of crisis. In the first 

place, I learned a lot about geoducks. 

Do you know the reason why the name 

is pronounced gooeyduck when it 

looks like it should be geoduck? Well, 

I learned that the original word came 

from our relations in south Puget Sound 

at Nisqually. The Lushootseed language 

word is g’iÅLd’q which means “dig deep”. 

I guess gooeyduck is as close as some 

people could come to saying the word.

I also learned that geoducks are worth 

a lot of money to people in Asia who 

treasure this food. Only 33 people own 

all the geoduck licenses around the BC 

coast and, from what I have heard, they 

all have become millionaires. I don’t 

mind people becoming millionaires, but 

I do mind when it’s from resources on 

our doorstep!

But probably the most important thing 

I learned was what a powerful thing it is 

when leaders can give their community 

a vision that they can buy into and 

what can happen when everyone says 

“Enough is enough”.

My regards,

Terry Sampson, Yuk’walu - Ala Way

Chair – Naut'sa mawt Tribal Council
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Judge Bruce Cohen is probably feeling that his days 

were somehow ironic this summer. The BC Supreme 

Court justice is now known as Commissioner Cohen. 

He is leading the $15 million federal inquiry into the 

dramatic disappearance of the 2009 Fraser River 

sockeye run.

Last year, the Department of Fisheries and Oceans 

was forecasting more than 10 million sockeye, but 

only about 10 per cent of that number returned to 

the river.

But then, as Cohen and others on the commission 

began to travel around BC for a series of public 

forums on the issue, the fish was suddenly on 

everyone’s mind… and lips as an equally dramatic 

record number of sockeye made their appear- 

ance in 2010.

NmTC NaTioNs  
well represeNTed
Many Naut’sa mawt Tribal Council nations will be 

involved in some way in the commission by the time 

the inquiry comes to an end and a final report is 

written for government sometime next year. Cohen’s 

report will be based on the series of public forums 

and hearings he will hold.

The public forums are almost complete and the 

evidentiary hearings start in late October. They 

will proceed much like the court sessions that the 

commissioner is used to. In all, 21 separate parties 

or groups have been given official standing in the 

hearings. They will be represented by lawyers and will 

be able to call and question witnesses.

In addition to the governments of BC and Canada, 

other hearing participants with standing include:

•  Tsawwassen joining Musqueam and Maa-nulth 

Treaty Society;

•  Stz’uminus joining Snaw-naw-as and other 

members of the Te’mexw Treaty Association in 

a group called Western Central Coast Salish First 

Nations; and 

•  Snuneymuxw and the other Douglas Treaty 

nations in a large group called First Nations 

Coalition;

Chief Richard Harry of Homalco, who attended 

a forum in Campbell River as an observer, said he 

was looking forward to the hearings. He is also 

head of the Aboriginal Aquaculture Association. That 

organization has joint standing with the Laich-kwil-

tach Treaty Society, James Walkus and Chief Harold 

Sewid.

Much of the commission’s estimated $15 million 

budget will go toward paying for the hundreds of 

hours of fees from lawyers who will be representing 

the various groups given standing at the hearings.

Full house aT  
Campbell river Forum
One of the first public forums the commission held 

was in Campbell River on August 25.

There was a full house to hear three hours of 

comments from a variety of sources. They ranged from 

salmon farm technicians and traditional harvesters 

to wilderness and environmental groups. But the 

focus of speakers was on salmon aquaculture and its 

effects on sockeye that took up most of the evening. 

The commissioner could have been excused if he 

thought he was part of an inquiry into fish farming.

The first speaker was former Homalco chief Darren 

Blaney who, although long an opponent of fish farms, 

said he hoped the inquiry would produce some 

common ground.

“I think there is an opportunity to all work together 

to look after our salmon,” he said. “Now, we are 

dealing with doubt. Scientists on one side look at all 

the impacts and the scientists on the other side say 

there are no impacts… for a lack of clarity we are 

putting our salmon at risk. Closed-containment will 

eliminate all that.”

Blaney explained that when he was chief, Homalco 

took the province to court over the impacts of fish 

farms. “Our band spent about $500,000 to show we 

had a prima facie case… the impacts fish farms have 

on migrating salmon.”

“When there are impacts on the salmon coming 

from the Fraser, you have to understand that there 

are aboriginal rights that extend from the edge of 

the Fraser.”

He admitted that he was one of many who were 

thrilled by this year’s huge sockeye returns. “Take a 

look at all the excitement in all the communities this 

year, all the fishermen who are out there and the 

economic activity that’s generated from the salmon. 

It is very important to understand that.”

He also asked the commissioner to understand 

that: “The importance of salmon to First Nations in 

poverty becomes even more extreme.”

Surrounded by sockeye, Cohen Commission hears about their disappearance

Commissioner Choen listens to Homalco’s Darren Blaney
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The Sierra Club of BC recently produced a report called Blue Carbon that puts 

the Chemainus and Nanaimo Rivers’ estuaries as having some of the best 

potential of capturing carbon emissions from fossil fuels.

And the report validates decades-long efforts of two Naut’sa mawt Tribal 

Council nations – Halalt and Snuneymuxw – to restore and maintain the health 

of their estuaries.

esTuaries beTTer ThaN ForesTs  
For CarboN CapTure 
So why are estuaries so important? The answer lies in the eelgrass beds that are 

in the inter-tidal zones in estuaries and along our shores. Similar seagrass beds, 

mangrove swamps and salt marshes around the world could play a significant 

role in capturing carbon, says the Blue Carbon report.

In BC alone, estuaries have the capacity to sequester 180,000 tonnes of carbon 

every year. The province’s 400 square kilometers of salt marsh and seagrass 

meadows can capture as much carbon as the BC’s boreal forest. That is the 

equivalent of the emissions of some 200,000 passenger cars every year.

The water in oceans quickly absorbs much of the carbon from the use of fossil 

fuels. They become more acidic in the process, which affects all life in the oceans. 

And the carbon is only temporarily captured in oceans. Healthy estuaries capture 

carbon deep in sediments… for thousands of years.

But estuaries are some of the most threatened ecosystems in the world. Areas 

once rich in resources are daily threatened by development and human activity.

The ChemaiNus river esTuary
The Chemainus River estuary is one of the most important in BC as a source of 

‘blue carbon’.

Halalt First Nation has been working for almost 20 years to help restore the 

huge estuary. It is becoming healthier as well as a financially productive place. 

Despite the fact that Crofton pulp mill looms over the estuary, Halalt has seeded 

clam beds and built up a depuration harvest of about 300,000 pounds per year.

Five years ago, NmTC helped fund the Shoal Islands Economic Development 

Initiative. That comprehensive project brought many stakeholders together – 

from the river’s users to biologists and farmers – to work on some of the problems 

that affect watersheds and estuaries everywhere.

Today, discussions are about to start about creating a Chemainus River 

watershed management plan. Talks between the many stakeholders – from 

municipal water users to forestry companies – are in the early stages.

The NaNaimo river esTuary
It is easy for Snuneymuxw members to see the result that decades of industrial 

use had on the estuary of the Nanaimo River as well as that of the adjacent mouth 

of Chase River. They just have to look out their windows.

The river empties into 

Nanaimo Harbour beside 

the growing population 

on Snuneymuxw’s three 

rural reserves. And the main 

downtown reserve has a 

good view of the pilings that 

dot the estuary, waiting for 

the next log boom, as well as 

the distant view of the Duke 

Point industrial lands.

There is a now a new threat, 

a $22 million downtown 

cruise ship terminal. Prime 

Minister Stephen Harper visited on Sept. 8 to get a project update from 

the Nanaimo Port Authority. The federal government invested $8 million in  

the project.

But in June, Snuneymuxw presented the port authority its environmental 

assessment of construction of the project including worries about dredging and 

damage to eelgrass beds.

“Everyone seems to doing more and more damage to the estuary,” Chief 

Doug White told the Nanaimo Bulletin “We will do whatever we can to repair  

the damage. We’re no longer able to use the estuary but it will always be part of 

our lives.”

In early September, Snuneymuxw threatened to go to court to 

halt the terminal work. Chief Doug White said the Nanaimo Port 

Authority was not taking seriously his people’s concerns over the 

protection of the estuary.

In addition to physical damage to the estuary, recent reports 

have raised worries about the toxins that cruise ships often bring 

to ports. They include sulphur dioxide, nitrous gases and a variety 

of particulate matter.

Snuneymuxw continues to work with the Port of Nanaimo 

to remediate any negative effects created from the cruise ship 

development.

More info:  BLUE CARBON (www.sierraclub.bc.ca)

AIR QUALITY REPORT (www.crd.bc.ca/reports/

environmentalsustain_/2008_/aqreport2008/aqreport2008.pdf )

NANAIMO PORT AUTHORITY (www.npa.ca)

The Chemainus River estuary

estUaries prOvide resOUrCe riChes with CarbOn extras

Nanaimo River estuary via Google Earth

Decades-long efforts to save and preserve estuaries around the Salish Sea suddenly got a lot more important.

Eelgrass mapping and restoration is vital
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our larders are well sTocked afTer a record sockeye ruN

There have been lots of smiles on 
faces in the our communities as we 
enjoy the bounty from the biggest 
sockeye salmon run in almost 100 
years. In places that had not seen 
food fish for a year or two, dozens 
were arriving at every home as 
canning jars got dusted off and 
smokers started up.

Chadwick Harris of Stz’uminus 
First Nation was part of that great 
commercial harvest. He spent days, 
and nights, on the Fraser aboard father 
Ray’s boat Bearcat, working alongside 
his young brother Justin. During slack 
times, when he wasn’t heading home 
to Ladysmith Harbour, he took these 
photos of the Steveston docks and later 
recorded some of the activities near his 
Shell Beach home as people began to 
put up salmon for the winter.
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viCtOry at KUlleet bay, bUt a lOng fight prediCted
When Stz’uminus First Nation faced down the Department of Fisheries and Oceans and the Underwater 
Harvesters Association on the waters of Kulleet Bay in early August, it was only one victorious round 
in a long and bitter battle over the high-value resources in First Nations waters.

Stz’uminus Chief John Elliott celebrated 

with his community the victory at Kulleet 

Bay in early August.

But he is mindful that a long hard road 

lies ahead before Stz’uminus gets control of 

its resources.

DFO eventually closed Kulleet Bay to 

commercial geoduck harvesting.

“They told me that harvesters had 

harvested their quota from other areas,” he 

said. “But this closure is only temporary and 

there are many other issues on the table 

that DFO must address before Stz’uminus  

is satisfied.

“We want serious discussions and want 

the people at DFO who get paid to make 

decisions to start making them. DFO must 

know now that our community is united and 

undivided in wanting their leaders to fight 

for our right to resources, especially the ones 

right on our doorsteps in Kulleet Bay.

“The way forward will not be easy,” Elliott 

said in early September as he outlined some of the 

demands that were on the table:

•  A commitment from DFO to permanently end 

the geoduck and other fisheries in Kulleet Bay 

along with a definite timeline for making that 

happen;

•  A commitment and timeline regarding an 

application by Stz’uminus for an aquaculture 

tenure and license so that it is part of DFO’s 

management plan for 2011;

•  A written commitment that the geoduck pre-

harvest policy of ‘purging’ existing stocks will not 

happen;

•  A commitment that other existing commercial 

harvesting policies (for example, harvesting of 

wild stock) will be addressed by DFO to the 

satisfaction of Stz’uminus;

•  An immediate end to the federal court action 

brought by the Underwater Harvesters Association 

(UHA) against Stz’uminus, Chief Elliot and others 

in the community.

“These are very reasonable demands and can 

be acted upon by DFO quickly if it is so motivated,” 

Elliott said. “For the past 20 years or so, the motivation 

for DFO’s policies on geoduck and other fisheries has 

come from rich and powerful people.

“But this is 2010. Stz’uminus and other First Nations 

are tired of seeing our resources going to others. 

We are also tired of governments not 

understanding what the simple word 

‘consultation’ means. Hopefully we will 

be able to help them understand.

how The baTTle begaN
Stz’uminus approached DFO in the spring 

to discuss a tenure application and other 

aspects of its plan to become involved in 

aquaculture in its traditional territory.

In August, Stz’uminus learned that 

DFO was going to allow a commercial 

geoduck harvest in Kulleet Bay in front 

of the most-populated part of reserve 

lands. The exact date of the fishery was 

not then known. Plans were made to 

hold a peaceful protest and on August 6, 

those plans were made public.

About 90 minutes later, an official 

announcement of a geoduck ‘opening’ 

went up on the DFO web site. But the 

opening was limited to precisely the 

waters of Kulleet Bay.

The community took it as an insult to have the 

fishery on its doorstep while its own tenure talks 

were still taking place. More than 50 community 

members attended the emergency meeting called 

on a Sunday afternoon by chief and council.

There was unanimous consent to hold a non-

confrontation blockade. Boats and crews gathered 

on the early morning of August 9 and the first of 

four harvesting vessels were confronted about 8 a.m. 

Several DFO and RCMP craft were also in attendance. 

The fishery was closed peacefully within two hours 

for what DFO said were safety concerns for the 

geoduck divers. 

Community members watched and cheered from the beach

Chief Elliott and councillor Terry Sampson clap for supporters on the beach as Willie 
Seymour raises his arms in victory
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Kulleet Bay continued from page 6

geoduCk FighT a sympTom 
oF dFo disease
Other Naut’sa mawt Tribal Council chiefs came 

forward to support Stz’uminus during the 

dispute. They told similar stories of years trying 

to deal with a ‘dysfunctional’ DFO and that 

agency’s friendly relationship with the UHA.

Sliammon First Nation won a significant 

victory in court (see related article) after DFO 

awarded UHA tenure in traditional waters. This 

took place in 2007, two years after those same 

waters were identified in the agreement-in-

principle for Sliammon Treaty.

“In our early discussions we did try to 

sit down and talk to UHA,” said Chief Clint 

Williams. But he soon learned that “DFO was 

basically pawning us off on UHA, saying ‘Work 

with them… the relationship is all set up’.

But DFO’s visions had little to do with reality, said 

Williams. “It was very unproductive. The UHA is just 

an old boys’ club. Why would they want to give up 

something they have total control over?”

And he was very critical of the DFO-UHA 

relationship in general. “The UHA sets policy and 

DFO rubber-stamps it. It is basically the fox looking 

after the henhouse.”

Indicators of the close relationship between DFO 

and UHA can be found throughout DFO’s 2010 

Geoduck and Horse Clam Integrated Fisheries 

Management Plan. One example is: “A selection 

process, and harvest amount and schedule will be 

developed in consultation with the UHA.”

Those words are from the pre-seeding harvest 

policy section. Many refer to this as The Purge. When 

tenure is issued for geoduck aquaculture, there can 

be what DFO calls “an opportunity for pre-seeding 

harvest of these existing stocks”.

Clint Williams uses other words to describe it.

“They are basically trying to wipe the fishery out 

here before they hand it over. I don’t think there is 

any sustainable intent with this purge fishery. They 

are going to totally devastate it before the aboriginal 

licenses come in. They’re not going to hand over any 

product.”

“That was really great to see the action that they 

took. All the power to them, said Chief Williams 

regarding Stz’uminus action. “This whole thing about 

aboriginal rights and title… the fight is only getting 

strong as more nations are coming together.”

supporT From sNaw-Naw-as
Brent Edwards, who is both councillor and 

administrator at Snaw-naw-as Nation said: “I think it’s 

great what Chief Elliott is doing. He’s bringing an issue 

to light that many people don’t understand: how just 

a few people granted licences by DFO are becoming 

millionaires off of geoducks, but we can’t have  

access to a resource that’s right on our doorstep.”

klahoose experieNCe  
‘uNbelievable’
Meanwhile, Chief Brown 

of Klahoose said: “It really 

is unbelievable what DFO 

has allowed the UHA to do. 

They’ve gone around and 

gobbled up these vast areas, 

but they’ve been totally off 

the radar for First Nations 

until recently.”

Part of the reason, he said, is because DFO’s top 

geoduck policymakers are “being led around by the 

nose” by the UHA lobbyists. “They have no analytical 

skills and the level of incompetence when it comes 

to policy initiatives and willingness to keep the status 

quo is staggering.”

The UHA monopoly and its cozy relationship with 

the DFO should anger everyone, said Brown. “The 

big losers are First Nations and the taxpayers of this 

province. The UHA might have a few powerful friends, 

but it also has made a lot of enemies.

“DFO says it is protecting the public’s interest. But 

only 30 people in BC own rights to harvest. If First 

Nations and others had a chance to obtain tenures, 

huge local economies would develop around BC’s 

coast. It would benefit thousands of people rather 

than just a few.”

Chief Brown said he and other leaders “totally 

support” Stz’uminus. And he gave a warning to DFO 

and Canada’s politicians. “If you continue to support 

and finance UHA, we will not forget. We have very 

long memories.”

The geoduCk Fishery
The commercial geoduck fishery started in BC in 

1976 as an open access fishery without catch limits.

In 1979, entry to the fishery was limited to 55 

licenses and total allowable catches were introduced 

based on a fixed harvest rate of the original biomass.  

Coast wide landings (pounds harvested) in this new 

fishery rose steadily until 1987 when improved 

scientific assessments determined that the quotas 

being set were too high and reductions in quotas 

were required and implemented.

In the past several years, quotas have remained 

stable at about 4 million pounds per year. In 

contrast to landings, the value of the fishery has 

risen dramatically. In fact, the geoduck fishery now 

ranks first in landed value among the invertebrate 

fisheries in BC.

The success of the geoduck fishery is, in part, 

related to the switch in 1989 to an individual vessel 

quota (I.V.Q.) system and to the development of a 

live market.

INFO SOURCE – Underwater Harvesters 

Association

Sliammon Chief Clint Williams knows what its like 

to fight the Department of Fisheries and Oceans.

Even as plans were being 

made to bring an end to 

14 years of hard work and 

hold a vote on the Final 

Agreement, details in the 

fisheries section of the 

Sliammon Treaty were the 

sticking point. And those 

DFO-imposed holdups 

could be a vote changer, 

said Chief Clint Williams.

“DFO has done nothing but hurt the treaty and 

they have taken away some credibility within our 

community from people who used to support the 

treaty. Some Yes votes have probably turned to No 

votes in all this stalling.

“People think that it’s the negotiators that landed 

this bad deal, but it’s really the agencies that won’t 

cooperate.”

That is something of an understatement, 

considering what happened in January 2007, four 

years after Sliammon’s agreement-in-principle was 

ratified by members.

The provincial Integrated Land Management 

Branch issued geoduck tenures in Sliammon 

Territory to members of the Underwater Harvesters 

Association and related companies. Sliammon won 

a judicial review that resulted in an offer to receive 

a geoduck tenure, map notations to protect other 

areas in the territory and a cash settlement. But 

there was still an outstanding issue with DFO 

because it insisted that Sliammon allow UHA 

harvesters to ‘purge’ or clean out geoducks before 

Sliammon’s tenure went into effect.

Sliammon’s chief negotiator Roy Francis showed 

his frustration when he said in 2008: “DFO has been 

unwilling and unable to participate in negotiations 

since 2005.”

Today, Chief Williams thinks the same: “DFO 

hasn’t exactly helped the treaty process.” 

Young people were the loudest supporters

fisheries a sTickiNg 
PoiNT for TreaTy

Chief Ken Brown

Chief Clint Williams


