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Introduction

The beginning of a journey

I

t was toward the end of 2011 when I first heard about
the Northern Gateway Pipeline. I realized this project
could be a major environmental issue, where the economic value of international trade would run headlong into
the intrinsic value of ecosystems and the personal values
of individuals. Indeed, the ideological tensions of economic
development and environmental preservation have become
a major theme in the public narrative concerning Northern
Gateway. I wanted to know about the people and places
along the proposed route. What did they think about the
project? If I asked them the value of the places where they
lived, what would they say? What could I learn from the
stories they told about the places they called home? This is
how my journey began.
The text and photographs before you are the result of
that journey. It has taken many turns along the way, and
taught me many things. I wrote this text as an undergraduate student studying geography at the University of British
Columbia’s Okanagan Campus. I approached one of my
professors with the questions mentioned above, looking
to turn them into a term project of some kind. With the
encouragement of another faculty member, I applied for
an Undergraduate Research Award and had the honour of
being a successful applicant1. And so, in the spring of 2012
I began my research on the people and places along the
Northern Gateway Pipeline’s proposed route.
In this first section, I will share background information about Northern Gateway, the political backdrop, and
some details about the Canadian environmental assessment
process. Then, I hope you will journey with me through the
landscape of the proposed pipeline route. This story comes
from the physical journey I undertook over three weeks
during the summer of 2012 when I drove to Bruderheim, in
central Alberta, and traced an approximate route of the proposed pipeline by road all the way to Kitimat, on the west
coast of British Columbia. So as to include the sea route of
the oil tankers associated with the pipeline, I continued
on to Prince Rupert and crossed Hecate Straight to the
islands of Haida Gwaii. Along the way, I photographed the
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surrounding areas, and made new friends where I stopped.
Throughout the account of my journey I infuse statements
by local residents from the environmental review panel
hearings, and try to put their words into the perspective of
the landscape through which I traveled. At the end of the
journey, I will discuss what I saw and heard and try to put
all this information into context. Should Northern Gateway
be built? How effective is our environmental review process? How do people express connections to the places they
call home? Under what circumstances should what has been
called the ‘national interest’ trump the interests of local
peoples? These are all tough questions, which I hope to
address by the end of this text.

“

I wish you could see from our eyes.2

”

John Bertacco
Lake Babine Nation

Rocks and seaweed on Agate Beach,
Haida Gwaii, British Columbia.
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The Enbridge Northern Gateway Pipeline Project

T

he proposed Enbridge Northern Gateway Pipeline is
designed to provide Alberta-based petroleum producers access to Asian markets. The project proposes construction of dual pipelines between Bruderheim,
Alberta, and a marine terminal in Kitimat, British Columbia
(Figure 1). Imported petroleum condensate will be delivered to the Kitimat marine port by tanker, and then pumped
east to Alberta through the smaller pipeline, which has a
daily capacity of 193,000 barrels. The condensate is mixed
with product from the Alberta oil sands to create dilute
bitumen, or ‘dilbit’. The larger of the two pipelines has a
capacity of 525,000 barrels per day, and will carry the dilbit
back out to Kitimat.3 Dilbit would then be transported by oil
tankers to refiners around the Asia-Pacific region. To facili-

tate this transport, it is anticipated that approximately 220
tankers per year would dock at the port in Kitimat and ply
the waters of Hecate Straight around the islands of Haida
Gwaii.
Engineering documents from Enbridge describe the
attributes of the 1,172 km pipeline. In part, it consists of
ten pumping stations, two major tunnels through the Coast
Mountains (6.5 km and 6.6 km in length)4 and 773 watercourse crossings5. The majority of the water crossings will
pass under the water courses in question using horizontal
directional drilling as the preferred technique. In promoting
the benefits of this project, Enbridge estimates an increase
of $1.2 billion in tax revenue over 30 years for the people
of British Columbia. They also claim the project will create
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3,000 jobs during the construction phase and 560 jobs in
long-term employment6. Canada as a whole, Enbridge contends, will see an increase of $270 billion in GDP7. It is these
and other benefits that prompt Enbridge to state that the
project is in the “national interest7”. The Canadian federal
government has also spoken publicly on the importance of
Northern Gateway, and supports the viewpoint that the project is of national importance9. When discussing Northern
Gateway, the federal Minister for Natural Resources, Joe
Oliver, stated that development of the oil sands can bring
$3 trillion of economic development and 600,000 additional jobs across the country10—“this is nation building11.”
However, the accuracy of these claims has been questioned
by academics and critics of the project.

Figure 1. Proposed Northern Gateway
Pipeline route and tanker routes.
Base map from Google Maps.
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Introduction

Environmental Assessment and the Joint Review Panel

B

efore a project like Northern Gateway can proceed, the proponent—Enbridge Northern Gateway
Pipelines Ltd. in this case—must first satisfy the
requirements of the Canadian Environmental Assessment
Act (CEAA). Environmental Assessment—or Environmental
Impact Assessment as it is referred to in some other countries—is intended to be a practical tool used to identify
and assess the potential negative impacts of development
projects. It’s role is to make sure we understand the consequences of a project, rather than altogether stopping
development12.
Canada first introduced Environmental Assessment
(EA) in December of 1973 as the Environmental Assessment
Review Process (EARP)13. This was largely a non-binding and voluntary assessment process. The Canadian
Environmental Assessment Act (CEAA) was first introduced
in 1992 with the purpose of ensuring that “projects do not
cause significant adverse environmental effects” and to “promote sustainable development”14. The CEAA was periodically
amended up until 2012 when it was replaced in its entirety
through the ‘Jobs, Growth, and Long-term Prosperity act’ (Bill
C-38).
Ideally, as Kevin Hanna describes in Environmental
Impact Assessment: Practice and Participation, there
are seven distinct steps in an effective Environmental
Assessment process15. First, the proponent submits the
project proposal, which outlines the nature of the project,
the expected benefits, and potential issues. Next, the agency
responsible for EA screens the proposal by asking the
question “Is an EA required?” This choice is normally based
on EA regulations and policy, but may also be discretionary.
Third is the scoping stage, where the EA’s Terms of Reference
are drawn up. This process is the origin of the Joint Review
Panel’s List of Issues that is referred to below. The fourth
stage is the assessment of the actual proposal. For the
Northern Gateway project, this is the hearing process which
is the subject of this text. The fifth stage consists of compiling data from hearings and submissions, and evaluating
this information against the Terms of Reference established
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earlier. The product of this step may be a summary report
and a series of recommendations and mitigation strategies.
The sixth step is where the decision occurs. The report
and associated recommendations are forwarded to the
decision-making body, and a choice is made. In the case
of this project, the final decision is made by the Canadian
Federal Government. If the project receives a green light, a
certificate of approval is issued to the proponent that may
contain certain conditions around the mitigation of identified effects. It is the proponents responsibility to ensure that
these conditions are adhered to. The seventh and final stage
is that of monitoring and compliance. This is where the
proponent is charged with the duty of monitoring environmental factors identified during the assessment process,
and various government authorities are responsible for
ensuring compliance with the conditions laid out on the
certificate.
EA’s in Canada generally adhere to these broad stages,
and the Canadian Environmental Assessment Agency summarizes the role and objectives of EA’s in Canada by stating:
“Environmental assessment is a process to predict environmental effects of proposed initiatives before they
are carried out.
An environmental assessment:
•

identifies potential adverse environmental effects

•

proposes measures to mitigate adverse environmental effects

•

predicts whether there will be significant adverse
environmental effects, after mitigation measures
are implemented

•

includes a follow-up program to verify the accuracy
of the environmental assessment and the effectiveness of the mitigation measures.”16

The focus of the Act is clearly on identifying environmental effects, and appropriate mitigation strategies, rather
than the approval or rejection of a project. Section 5 of the

CEAA 2012 provides an extensive, but also somewhat vague,
definition of what constitutes an environmental effect .17 To
summarize this section, an environmental effect is:
•
•
•
•

Anything that impacts the Fisheries Act, Species at
Risk Act, or Migratory Birds Convention Act (all modified, and arguably weakened, in Bill C-38. See below).
Environmental changes to federal lands, provinces
outside of the actual project, or outside Canada.

Impacts to aboriginal peoples including health and
socio-economic conditions, cultural heritage, and
traditional land use.

The federal government has the authority to “add or
remove a component of the environment”.

In the case of Northern Gateway, the EA is not directly
carried out by the Canadian Environmental Assessment
Agency. Pipeline projects are under the authority of the
National Energy Board (NEB), and so this Board becomes
the Responsible Authority for assessment18. The NEB elected
to use a Joint Review Panel (JRP) format to assess environmental effects and to decide whether the project is in the
best interest of the Canadian people19. It is worth noting that
the joint review process is not a common event in Canadian
EA practice, representing as little as 2% of all assessments.
It is a toll mostly reserved for projects expected to have a
high public profile.
As an NEB panel, the Northern Gateway JRP is quasi-judicial, meaning it is legalistic in its operation, and is not an
informal, or particularly accessible, public forum20. There
are two main categories of testimony: oral testimony and
oral statement. Oral testimony is given by those who have
applied for ‘intervenor status’, and whose information cannot be given in a written format. This becomes the format of
choice for First Nations’ groups who are presenting traditional oral knowledge about the region through which the
pipeline may be built. A three-member panel hears public
testimony in the opening stages of the process, and concludes with cross-examination and technical argument.
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During these testimonies, intervenor’s are constrained
by the panel’s terms of reference, and are not allowed to
present argument for or against the proposed project; that
information is saved for later in the process. Intervenor’s
are only allowed to submit information based on their direct
experience that is relevant to the hearing. Each speaker has
30 minutes to present her/his specific message. Another
responsibility of those holding intervenor status is that they
may cross-examine the proponent, or be summoned for
cross-examination by the proponent regarding their earlier
testimonies.
Oral statements are given by those who want to have
their voices added to the official record; these people
cannot be called on for cross-examination at a later date.
Presentations are a maximum of just ten minutes and
generally express perceptions of the impacts and risks of
the pipeline on the home region of participants. Participants
in this category are largely non-indigenous, however, there
were some individual First Nations’ representation in this
group.

With the focus on the hearings, it is easy to forget that
evidence and statements can also be delivered in written
form. As mentioned earlier, oral testimony is reserved for
those intervenor’s who cannot present their information in
written form. Indeed, early in the hearing process, the Chair
stated that ‘[if]the information you would like to present
does not fit within the definition of “oral evidence”, we will
not let you proceed.’21 The panel is ostensibly interested in
testimony and information that directly relates to the topics
listed in the terms of reference for this application. These
topics include, but are not limited to22:
• Need for the proposed project
•

Potential effects on the environment

•

Effects of malfunctions or accidents that may occur
and their significance

•

Consultation with public and aboriginal groups

•

General route of the pipeline, including proposed 1 km
wide route corridor and siting of marine terminal

•
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Socio-economic effects that include traditional land,
social and cultural well-being, employment and
economy

•

Potential impact of the proposed project on aboriginal
and commercial interests and landowners

•

Capacity of applicant to safely build and operate the
proposed facilities

•

Risks of potential hydrocarbon releases related to the
project, and associated consequences.

•

Safety measures in place, risk assessment and mitigation, emergency preparedness, and financial compensation available

The hearings for the review panel process began in
January of 2012 and concluded in the summer of 2013.
The members of the JRP have committed to providing their
recommendations, and associated report, by December 31st,
2013.

JRP panel members. Left to right: Kenneth Bateman,
Sheila Leggett, Hans Matthews.
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Introduction

The Political Setting

T

he timeline of the Northern Gateway review has
coincided with a number of strong statements from
the federal government and some major changes to
environmental legislation. While this text is not intended
to be political commentary, it is valuable to understand the
political climate and changes that took place during the
course of the hearings, as I believe these had an impact on
the hearing process.
The first significant event was an open letter to
Canadians from Canada’s Minister for Natural Resources,
Joe Oliver23. The letter was released January 9th, 2012, the
day before the first hearing in the process was scheduled in
Kitimat. The title of the letter references the government’s
commitment to energy markets and a need to streamline
the regulatory process. The opening paragraph states:
“Canada is on the edge of an historic choice: to diversify
our energy markets away from our traditional trading
partner in the United States or to continue with the
status quo . . . . We must expand our trade with the fast
growing Asian economies.24”

As Northern Gateway is positioned as a conduit to
Asian markets, there is little question as to the choice the
minister is referring to. The letter then takes aim at certain
participants in the JRP process by stating:
“Unfortunately, there are environmental and other radical groups that would seek to block this opportunity to
diversify our trade . . . . These groups threaten to hijack
our regulatory system to achieve their radical ideological agenda. They seek to exploit any loophole they
can find, stacking public hearings with bodies to ensure
that delays kill good projects. They use funding from
foreign special interest groups to undermine Canada’s
national economic interest.25”

The influence this message had on the hearings that
followed is clear. Of the 62 documents I used in my research
(each representing one day of testimony), the word “radical” appeared 137 times across 34 documents. The sidebar
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quotes below are an example of how people responded to
this characterization.
It would appear to be quite inappropriate for a federal
minister to make such strong statements in favour of a
project the day before a federally mandated regulatory body
begins the process of assessing if, indeed, the project is in
the nation’s best interest. Regardless, this set the tone for
the public dialogue in the summer of 2012.
Later in the year, the government acted on the commitment made in Mr. Oliver’s letter, to “take a look” at what it
saw as a broken environmental regulatory system. In April
of 2012, the Canadian Federal Government introduced the
Jobs, Growth and Long-term Prosperity Act ( Bill C-38)26.
As part of the governments “Economic Action Plan,”27 this
bill is intended to stimulate job creation, economic growth
and prosperity while protecting the environment.28 To this
end, it completely re-wrote the Canadian Environmental
Assessment Act (CEAA)29, and made substantive changes to
the Fisheries Act30 and the Species at Risk Act. As these changes were presented within an omnibus budget bill, there
was minimal debate in the Canadian House of Commons
regarding the impact of the changes.
While there is some anecdotal evidence that many of
these changes do represent valid process improvements
that had been internally requested for some time,31 there
are many who are critical of these changes and the circumstances under which they were enacted. In a paper which
reviews the mechanics of the new Act (referred to as CEAA
2012), Meinhard Doelle at Dalhousie University’s School of
Law suggests that the changes are contradictory to those
suggested in the academic literature.32 Doelle concludes: “In
short, CEAA 2012 is a major step backward; it makes EA less
effective and less fair.”33 In a similar review paper, Robert
Gibbson from the University of Waterloo is also highly
critical of the changes.34 The review is particularly concerned about the new discretionary powers in CEAA 2012
that enables federal cabinet to allow significant adverse
environmental effects where there would be justifiable
benefits. Gibbson concludes that “The new law gets its

“

We’re worried that Enbridge has convinced the media, the public and the
government that those concerned with
this mega pipeline are radicals and
foreigners.36

”

Chief Marvin Yellowbird
Dene First Nations

“

I want you to know that . . . I’m not part
of some environmental radical group
or movement, I’m just a mother.37

”

Diane Gerdenits
Prince George, BC.

“

I am not a radical. I am a protector
of the land. I am not receiving money
from outside foreign interest groups.38

”

Lucille Gagnon
Moricetown Band Manager
Wet’suwet’en First Nations

Andrew T. Barton

streamlining chiefly by undermining effectiveness.” 35
Many definitions of environmental effects have
also been offloaded to other legislations like the Federal
Fisheries Act. While this in-of-itself may not be problematic,
the Cohen Commission report on the decline of Fraser River
Sockeye expresses concern over CEAA 2012, changes to
the Fisheries Act, and how these were implemented.39 The
report makes note of potential issues from the new discretionary powers of elected officials in deciding if an adverse
environment effect is justified, or if an EA is required at all.
Justice Cohen also noted that:
“Based on the evidence, as well as the supplementary
written submissions of participants, there were no consultations with First Nations or stakeholders about Bill
C-38.” 40

Concerns like these prompted a group of researchers in 2012 to survey university-based experts who had
experience in EA practice. Using a multi-pass and openended questioning method to focus in on points of greatest
concern, the group looked to answer the question “How
will CEAA 2012 perform as an (effective) environmental
management tool?”41 The results suggest agreement that
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streamlining of the process and efficiency improvements
are a positive step if these actions do not compromise the
effectiveness of the assessment. Moreover, there appeared
to be little confidence in the new legislation as a tool for
environmental protection due to “suspicion about the overall
policy setting and the way it was enacted.”42
Of particular interest to the Northern Gateway review
process is the change in decision-making authority for
Joint Review Panels that operate under the National Energy
Board (NEB). Prior to Bill C-38, if the Joint Review Panel
(JRP) rejected the Northern Gateway project, the NEB would
then be forced to reject the application and the decision
could not be overruled43. Bill C-38 changed this law by
reducing the role of the JRP to one of making recommendations. Federal Cabinet now makes the final decision as to
the terms of the project44. This move by the government was
seen by many as a way to negate the hearing process and
ensure that Northern Gateway would proceed. How this
manifested in the hearings will be discussed later in the text.
Needless to say, it is apparent that the government has an
agenda to reform the environmental assessment processes
and stimulate resource-based economic activity.

Introduction

Seagulls at sunset. Prince Rupert, British Columbia
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Introduction

Methodology

T

he JRP hearings were held in various locations across
the province of British Columbia and parts of Alberta
throughout 2012. Each day, testimony was recorded
by the National Energy Board, transcribed, and posted to
its website the following day. These transcripts are part of
the public record and became my main source of data. With
more than 4,000 people originally registered to make statements, I knew I could not read all the testimony and would
need to be selective. I based this selection on proximity to
the proposed route and the richness of content relating to
place. Locations include: Edmonton, Grande Prairie, Fort St.
James, Burns Lake, Terrace, Kittimaat Village, Prince Rupert,
Skidigate, and Old Massett (figure 2.).
My work began with importing the available transcripts into NVivo 9, a software tool for qualitative research.

I then read each testimony and highlighted sections of text
that spoke to some concept of place valuation or human
experience. This highlighted text was then assigned a code
according to the idea that was expressed. This style of
coding technique allowed me to tease out the apparent and
underlying themes of what had been said in the testimonies
and identify the major ideas. In all, I performed this technique on testimony from 111 individuals. As I reviewed the
testimony, a broad mosaic of human experience emerged
from both the manifest text, and the latent meaning contained with the transcripts.
Assessment of the oral evidence provided a rich but
limited perspective—I knew I needed to go and see these
places for myself. Cartographers and surveyors call this
Ground Truthing, which is the act of being on location, to

verify facts gathered from secondary sources like satellite images or, in my case, transcribed PDF files. Starting
north-east of Edmonton, Alberta, I traveled by road along
an approximate route of the proposed pipeline and made
photographs of the surrounding landscape. This visual
field work, articulated here through photographs of landscapes along the route, contextualises the oral evidence.
Photographs are data, and can be read as text and triangulated with the narrative of the testimonies to establish
the relative influence of the surrounding landscape on the
values of the participants45. This field work also had allowed
me have my own experience of place, which connected me
to the people and locations I visited.

Figure 2. Location of hearings included
in this study in relation to the proposed
pipeline route and tanker routes.
Base map from Google Maps.
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Introduction

The Value of our Places

N

ow that we have worked through the mechanics of
the project, let’s touch on some more philosophical
points. Much of this review process is about assessing value. Northern Gateway presents a certain dollar value
to society in the form of direct revenue, employment, and
spillover economic benefits. The role of the JRP is to look at
these benefits, and compare them to the risks and impacts
associated with the project. These risks and impacts—like
disturbance from construction and threats to fisheries in
the case of an accident—also have values associated with
them. The basic question is, do the risks and impacts outweigh the benefits derived from the project? While it may
be relatively simple to assess the utility of basic goods and
services, it is significantly more difficult to evaluate the
social and environmental value of public goods—like fresh
water, clean air, vibrant culture, or the important elements
of the human sense of place. This is a market failure, when
the ‘market’ value of some public good differs from the
values assigned by other segments of society. Markets may
also be distorted because we simply choose not to account
for some values, or are unable to establish an appropriate
form of measurement.
At the heart of this work is the notion of place, and its
role in ascribing value in environmental assessment. Place
is a central, yet elusive and intangible organising concept
in human geography that is laden with meaning46. Edward
Relph, in his classic work Place and Placelessness, draws on
the work of philosopher Martin Heidegger and connects
our existential and psychological selves to place. Through
references to attributes like physical landscapes and our
relationship with others in our community, Relph suggests:
“. . .[I]f we are really rooted in a place and attached to it,
if the place is authentically our home, then all of these
facets are profoundly significant and inseparable. Such
home places are indeed foundations of man’s existence
providing not only the context for all human activity, but
also security and identity for individuals and groups47”.
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As Relph explains, experiences and meanings assigned
to place have profound significance, and if we are really connected to these places, then it defines who we are. Indeed,
if understanding our lived experiences is a way of understanding humanity, then understanding our connection to
place is a key issue in this endeavour. Other thinking in this
area branches out to connect sense-of-place with human
well-being48, and environmental psychology discusses emotions that attach us to place in much the same way that we
become attached to people49. More recently, the term solastalgia has been coined, referring to distress experienced
by humans when a region undergoes place-based environmental change50. As I read the transcripts, piece-by-piece,
a larger and more coherent sense of place emerged. The
articulation of place is expressed in many ways, as experiences, as representations of home, and as a willingness to
defend that home. If the places we are connected to are so
important for our well-being, then how is their importance
evaluated by society?

“

I know what is at stake with this project, and I have a stake in it. I’m not a
radical; I’m just a Canadian girl who
likes fishing51.

”

Sophie Harrison
Old Massett, BC.

Wild Rose near Tumbler Ridge,
British Columbia.
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Origins and the Journey Ahead

W

hile reading testimony given by First Nations’
people to the JRP, I became quite aware of how
world views formed by origin and migration
can differ. First Nations’ testimony often describes a history with the land that goes back many generations. One
member of a First Nation in north-eastern British Columbia
that I spoke with provided an oral history that described
the hunting of Mammoths, alluding to the fact that their
residence of the area goes back some 10,000 years. In
contrast, one non-indigenous presenter in Prince Rupert
made the statement: “I am a product of the diaspora,52” in
reference to the mass migration of the last 200 years which
has scattered many Europeans, and many other peoples, far
from their ancestral homes and across the globe. I am also
a product of this journey, having made Canada my home
after moving from Australia where I was born. Like many
newcomers, I am captivated by the beautiful landscapes of
BC, which reflects my own upbringing and cultural heritage, and may influence my perspective. As a researcher I
attempt to keep these biases in mind. My interpretation of
these testimonies is reflective of my immersion in the same
European-Christian culture that gave birth to the current
system of capitalism that frames my viewpoint. Someone
else with a different worldview, lifetime of experience, and
cultural background may well interpret these testimonies in
a different way.
Throughout this text I use many quotations from individuals who made statements before the JRP. I am not
speaking on their behalf. My role in this text is that of a researcher and writer seeking to describe context and present
a larger picture of place, change, and people. The quotes
I use in this text are really a way for me to understand
and explain the discourse that now surrounds Northern
Gateway—it is an interpretation rooted in time and culture.
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Pier at Port Clements. Haida Gwaii, British Columbia
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Journey Through the Landscape

JOURNEY THROUGH THE LANDSCAPE
Prairies, Mountains & Islands
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A lone pump jack in a Canola field. Near Bruderheim, Alberta
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Township roads and power lines. Near Bruderheim, Alberta.
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Refineries and industrial plants in Alberta’s Industrial Heartland
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Journey Through the Landscape

East of the Rockies

M

y journey began at the Alberta end of the proposed
pipeline route, and I approached Bruderheim by
heading north-east from Edmonton along Highway
15. You really get the feel of being on the prairies—it truly
is “Big Sky” country. The town of Fort Saskatchewan is
about 15 km along the highway from the edge of Edmonton
and represents the start of the Industrial Heartland region.
The town struck me as a hub of recent expansion. From
the highway I could see many new housing developments,
parking-lot malls, big box stores, and signs of industry rising
out of the low relief of the surrounding plains.
Continuing north-east, the subdivisions and stripmalls fade into canola fields and 25 km further down the

highway I turned off into the township of Bruderheim. The
shift in feeling from the traffic lights of Edmonton, and the
rapid expansion of Fort Saskatchewan, is reinforced by the
sleepy feel of this old town in the early evening light. The
large church at the crossroads of highways 35 and 18 belies
the European origins of the township that was settled by
Moravian immigrants in 1895. The Town of Bruderheim
and the City of Fort Saskatchewan are members of Alberta’s
Industrial Heartland Association, a non-profit organization
that promotes industrial development of the larger area1.
The region is also labeled as “Upgrader Alley,” “one of the
world’s most attractive locations for chemical, petrochemical,
oil, and gas investment” and “Canada’s largest hydrocarbon

“

As residents of Alberta, where oil and
gas development is the primary economic driver, we would define ourselves as practical environmentalists2.

”

Andrew Boyd.
Sherwood Fishing & Game Association

“

This now shows the proposed pipeline crossing through our house and
through our farm buildings. This proposed route effectively extinguishes
our lives3.

”

Darlene Wong.
Private Land Owner

Moravian church in Bruderheim,
Alberta.
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processing region”4.
Driving down the side roads that fan out from
Bruderheim, there are a couple of things that struck me.
First, most of the side roads are unpaved and use generic
names like “Range Road 211” and “Township Road 560”.
This originates from the Alberta Township System that
surveyed the Province into Townships and Sections and resulted in a road system of numbered Township Roads (that
run east to west), and Range Roads (that run north and
south). This road system of grids continues westward, and
does not give way until the Mayerthorpe/ Whitecourt area,
where the landscape presents larger obstructions that make
this system impractical to continue.
Pump-jacks, industrial towers, and exhaust stacks are
prominent on the horizon. There are pump-jacks everywhere, rising up as a different kind of crop in the middle
of random canola fields. Many of the lanes and driveways,
leading to these fields from the main grid of roads, have oil
company signs at the entrance which proclaim “danger” or
“do not enter”. While this area has its roots in agriculture,
the mark of recent industrialization is pervasive.
The start of the proposed Northern Gateway Pipeline
is around 5 km west of Bruderheim, and is surrounded by
refineries and processing plants. One refinery caught my
eye, and I spent some time photographing it from the road.
I was interested in how these structures merge into the
countryside, and at what point we can claim them as part of
the surrounding landscape. As I moved around to capture
images from different angles, I drove my car onto a gravelled
pull-off that I thought was safer than being on the road. I
soon received a visit from a security guard and was told that
photographing the refinery was illegal. I tried to get a clear
answer as to how far away I had to be before it was acceptable to photograph the refinery as part of the landscape,
but it was not an answer the guard could or would give. It
was early days in my journey, and I did not want to create
an unpleasant situation, so I just left the area. I got back into
my vehicle and drove for some time before stopping again to
investigate the landscape.
In reflection, this experience—and one other—impacted my experience of place and my level of comfort as
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No Trespassing sign at pump jack access lane.
Near Bruderheim, Alberta.

“

There’s tonnes of pipelines. There’s
pump jacks, roads, gas plants, signs all
over saying do not enter, no shooting
here, H2S poison gas5.

”

Chief Rose Laboucan.
Driftpile First Nation.

Andrew T. Barton

I traveled through this region. In early June of 2012—just
prior to me heading out on the first leg of my journey—
Plains Midstream Canada experienced a pipeline leak near
Sundre, Alberta. I decided to travel via Sundre on the off
chance that I could see some of the clean-up and maybe
capture some images. There was nothing much going on
in Sundre, so I continued toward Edmonton. Traveling
along route 587, the road crossed the Red Deer River and I
noticed some vehicles and barricades blocking access to a
road that went down to the river. The sign on the barriers
said that due to the recent river spill, “use of the river was
not advised.” I parked my car and walked up to the barrier,
which had two trucks parked behind it. As I approached, a
young man got out of the cab and asked if he could help me.
I explained that I wanted to go down to the river to have a
look. His reply was that access to the river was closed due to
the clean-up efforts, so I could not enter the area. He asked
me why I wanted to go down to the river and I explained I
was a photographer and researcher. This created a bit of a
stir and he told me I would need to check in with the media
center downstream at Gleniffer Lake. I was more interested
in starting the main work I came to do and decided not to
pursue things here any further. I walked back to my car and
grabbed my camera so I could take a picture of the signs
that blocked the road. This created an immediate response
from the young man I had been talking to, who then pulled
out his cell phone and made a call. Maybe a coincidence.
These two experiences gave me the distinct feeling
that I—as either a photographer or a member of the general public— was not particularly welcome in these areas.
There seems to be a certain paranoia on the part of the oil
companies about acknowledging accidents or mistakes. I
suspect this only exacerbates negative images when the
problem inevitably becomes public. I have since tried to
identify a law that prohibits photographing oil refineries
and I have been unable to find one. Apparently, the alleged
law does not apply to Google or NASA, as I was able to locate
a satellite image of the refinery and zoom in to see the
facility. It is my view that incidents like this only serve to
strengthen stereotypes of the oil and gas sectors as opaque
and evasive.
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“

There’s certain areas now that we
used to go hunting, where our hunting
grounds used to be, you can’t access
some areas no more. Like oil companies brought their rigs there and a lot of
them are fenced off now. There’s a lot
of boundary fences here and there6.

Industrial Heartland refineries through a roadside
fence, Alberta.

”

Dewayne Buffalo.
Samson Cree Nation.
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Refineries and industrial plants under big skies. Alberta’s Industrial Heartland
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Pump jacks in a field at sunset. Near Bruderheim, Alberta.
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Back on the road and heading west from Bruderheim,
the pipeline route crosses the North Saskatchewan River
and heads out over farmland north of Gibbons and Bon
Accord. This part of Central Alberta is covered by First
Nations’ Treaty #6, which was first signed in 1876 and
included Cree, Saulteaux, and Chipewyan peoples6. The
people of the Alexander First Nation live on the reserve
that is closest to this section of the pipeline route, which is
about 60 km West of the refineries. While there are no First
Nations’ settlements in the immediate area of Bruderheim,
this region has been identified in the JRP hearings as lands
where traditional uses by the Samson Cree First Nation
occur.
I had been following the proposed route almost due
west, but just south of the town of Sanguado the pipeline
route crosses the Pembina River and heads north-west until
it crosses the Athabasca River, just east of Whitecourt. The
highway roughly follows suit, and needing a break from the
road, I decided to stop in Mayerthorpe to get a feel for this
part of the province. The town has a busy main street and
the vibrant mural on a store building depicts a community
grounded in the farming heritage of the area. An old Alberta
Wheat Pool grain elevator rose above the surrounding
houses and serves as a reminder of the town’s agricultural
roots.
Further to the north-west, Whitecourt marks a landscape change from the farm-based land-use I saw in the
plains, into forested landscape referred to as the lower
foothills. There is a lumber and pulp facility in Whitecourt8
situated where the McLeod and Sakwatamau Rivers flow
into the Athabasca River. There are two main radio stations
in the area: The Rig, which is a classic rock station and XM
105, which is a country station. While driving through this
region on highway 43, it was difficult to find CBC Radio
One (Canada’s public broadcaster) being transmitted until
I reached Grande Prairie. I mused as to what this meant
about the cultural and political influences of the area.
Economically, Whitecourt is divided amongst forestry, oil
and gas, and tourism.
The proposed route continues north-west from
Whitecourt and runs roughly parallel to highway 43, passing
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Grain elevator in Mayerthorpe, Alberta

Abandoned beehive burner, near Whitecourt, Alberta

reserve land belonging to the Alexis Nakota Sioux Nation9
and the Alexander First Nation10. While the highway now
takes a more northerly route, the pipeline itself continues
west, and passes 35km to the South of Grande Prairie, my
last stop in Alberta.
The broad and sweeping plains—mostly devoid of trees
and covered with fields—reinforce the aptness of Grande
Prairies’ name. The sky is big, the plains are expansive, and
industrial development is raging full-steam-ahead. The
first thing I noticed when driving into Grande Prairie is the
industrial nature of the outlying areas and new developments underway. The area near 100th avenue and 108th

street epitomize this with recent construction of big-box
stores and parking lots. It is a generic cityscape with little
that differentiates it from the other big-box developments in
Fort Saskatchewan, Edmonton, or really that of almost any
other mid-sized town in North America. It appears as a celebration of mediocrity; a repetition of the banal landscapes
produced by the same firms across the continent. I asked
the campground attendant where I was staying if she had an
opinion about the type and form of development in Grande
Prairie. She replied, “People’s view around here is ‘why fix
something up when you can put up a box?’”
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“

The land also supports the wildlife; the
ones that walk on the ground, the ones
that crawl, the ones that fly, the ones
that also swim in the waters. Without
that, we are not a Saulteau people; we
are not Indian; we are not who we are
put on this land to be.11

”

Chief Harley Davis
Saulteau First Nation

Grand Prairie is an interesting place. It’s packed with
contrasts—farming and industrial development, busy new
shopping areas and then the older commercial sectors that
seem to be falling into disrepair. A display in the Travel
Information Center caught my attention. It consisted of
a box with low sides that was filled with sand, and a fake
stream running down the middle. The figures on the sand
depicted a scene from a past era with cowboys and ranchers
on one side of the stream, and Indians with teepee’s on the
other. I wondered whether this simply represents the differences of a past era, or is a commentary on current perspectives of the area.
I continued my journey westward, and chose Highway
43 to Dawson Creek rather than following the more direct
route of the pipeline along forestry roads due to concern
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over road conditions. The foothills of the Rockies were in
full view and the Bear Mountain Wind Farm13 lined the horizon to the west of Dawson Creek, and draws a comparison
in my mind to the pump-jacks that were so pervasive on the
central plains. I drove on and turned south down highway
53, and headed to Tumbler Ridge. The pipeline will pass just
to the south of the town and nearby Kinuseo Falls, which
features in the testimony given by many of the First Nations
of the area. When nearing the township along highway 53, I
passed construction of another wind farm project. This road
winds steeply down into the valley floor to the main area of
Tumbler Ridge, which consists of a modest retail precinct,
and surrounding residential subdivisions. The 2006 census
recorded 2460 residents and the town is expected to grow
to 3500 by 2014. The industries are coal mining, forestry,

“

There is only one environment, our air,
common air, water and land. We either
live in reasonable harmony with our
collective environment or we will suffer the consequences of ignoring that
with dramatic consequences.12

”

Mr. Norman Dyck
Grande Prairie

Anticipating a new development on 130th Avenue.
Grande Prairie, Alberta
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and tourism14.
My journey through the prairies and foothills east
of the Continental Divide was coming to a close, and I rejoined highway 97 in Chetwynd, and continued west into
the Rockies. The highway climbs through low valley for a
while, and follows the course of the Pine River toward the
Continental Divide. In 2000, an oil pipeline belonging to the
Pembina Pipeline Corporation ruptured and spilled 6,200
barrels of oil into the Pine River15. This occurred near Pine
Le Moray Provincial Park and caused mortality to fish and
wildlife, in addition to impacting the water supply for the
District of Chetwynd16. JRP testimony indicates this incident
is not easily forgotten by local residents.

“
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“

We cannot be environmental refugees
in our own territories. Our traditional
territories is our very existence of who
we are here today and will continue to
do so. And we will have to protect it17.

I’m not here to say I don’t want the
pipeline. Sure it’s good on the -- for
progress for Alberta. But we should
be looking at protecting our land from
further damage18.

Chief Allan Adam.
Dene Nation.

George Giroux.
Driftpile First Nation.

”

”

Liquified natural gas pipeline crossing the Pine River,
British Columbia.
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Big skies and a gravel road. Near Whitecourt, Alberta.
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Crop field and buildings near Grande Prairie, Alberta.
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Quality Falls. Tumbler Ridge, British Columbia.
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Prairie Voices

A

fter traveling through the prairie region of the proposed pipeline route, and reading the associated
testimonies, I asked myself how this place is valued
by its inhabitants, and what insights could I draw? My broad
observations from the JRP transcripts are that few First
Nations’ groups from this area outright oppose the project
in direct language. Many accept the economic benefits that
the oil and gas industry bring to their regions, and some
even discuss partnerships. However, there is widespread
concern over the cumulative impacts on access to hunting
territory, the reduction in the abundance of wildlife over
time, and quality of drinking water.
The largest share of testimony at the JRP hearings held
in Alberta consisted of First Nations’ groups in the intervenor category. Dedicated hearings for the presentation of
oral statements from the general public were scheduled for
both Edmonton and Calgary. However, during the final registration phase, an insufficient number of people expressed
their intent to attend. This resulted in cancellation of the
hearings in both locations. Hence, there is very little non-indigenous testimony from this area. Some insight into why
this occurred can be gleaned from events on parliament hill
and statements originating in British Columbia.
As described earlier, the Jobs, Growth and Long-term
Prosperity Act (Bill C-38) was introduced in federal parliament during the summer of 2012. This budget bill is also
referred to as an “omnibus bill” as it not only contained
federal budget items, but also hundreds of changes to other
legislations such as the Fisheries Act, and completely replaced the existing Canadian Environmental Assessment Act
(CEAA). One of the changes to the CEAA directly impacts the
Northern Gateway hearings. Prior to Bill C-38, the decision of the JRP would be final—that is, if the JRP rejected
Northern Gateway it would not be built. Under the new act,
final decision on the project is in the hands of the federal
government of the day, and the JRP findings are only considered as a recommendation.
Registered presenters in British Columbia considered
not giving their oral statements, and asked themselves “Why
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bother wasting my time showing up.”19 Bill C-38 appeared to
change the JRP process into a mere rubber stamp and for
some the pipeline was now a “done deal.” As we will see in
British Columbia, many people still wanted their voices to
be on the record. I argue that the only real indication we
have of why participants in Alberta chose not to provide
oral statements is in the testimony of those that did make
their voices heard later on in British Columbia. It is my view
that the people in Edmonton and Calgary felt they could add
nothing to the process, as the value of their commentary
had been discounted by Bill-C38. The best way to verify this
would be with follow-up research. If this is indeed the case,
this holds serious implications for the perceived openness
and impartiality of the larger process.
The strongest statements of outright support for the
pipeline project came from Andrew Boyd, speaking on
behalf of the Sherwood Park Fish & Game Association, and
Delwin Slemp, a councillor from the Town of Valleyview.
Boyd told the panel that many of his association’s members
worked in the petrochemical and associated industries and
that “. . . we are convinced the reliability of pipelines being built
today has improved markedly over those built in past decades.20” Mr. Boyd also stated a moral responsibility to “get
it right” as they will be held accountable by future generations21. Councillor Slemp’s testimony provides full support
for the pipeline project and talked about the many successes
and safeguards of similar projects: “. . . in our small area, it’s
just another pipeline alongside Pembina, Alliance, TCPL and a
multitude of oil and gas gathering systems.22”
First Nations’ people expressed concern about continued access to their lands, that have been impacted by
industrialization over prior decades of development. These
issues are also tied to the history of the Numbered Treaties
which are supposed to define the rights and relationship
between prairie First Nations and the rest of Canada. As
Chief Herbert Arcand of the Alexander First Nation stated:
“I am also a Chopwan (ph), a great, great-grandson of
Chief Katstaweskum, our signatory to the sacred Treaty
No.6. . . . . It is clear to us that this project will directly

impact the Treaty Rights and Aboriginal Rights and
Title of the Alexander First Nation.”23
Chief Harley Davis of the Saulteau First Nations also
invoked treaty language when he asked:

“What does the right to hunt mean if there are no caribou, grizzly, moose, deer, elk? What does the right to
fish mean if we can’t find fish in the river because they
are warm and full of silt and runoff?24

Others giving testimony seemed conflicted about the
pipeline, its economic benefits in the form of jobs and the
impacts on the surrounding landscape. One example came
from the testimony of Myron Gauthier in Grande Prairie,
who identified himself as part of the Saulteau First Nation,
and as a person who has worked on pipelines for the past
30 years25. Much of his testimony dealt with diminishing
availability of the moose, fish, and berries he had collected
as a child. This added to testimony from others in the area
who also spoke of the gradual and cumulative impacts of industrial development, which may be exacerbated by another
pipeline development.
Hearings like the JRP are not new to these indigenous
groups, as each new industrial project requires its own
environmental assessment. Moreover, consultation with aboriginal peoples is enshrined in the Canadian Constitution.
However, there is a definite feeling from the testimony that
this “consultation” is not really considered as critical input
by the responsible authorities. In reference to the Pine
River Pipeline, and it’s subsequent rupture in 2000, AmyAnn Gauthier of the Saulteau First Nations commented:
Well prior to the spill [Pine River] they . . . did not listen to what our concerns were. They were . . . going to
build anyhow regardless of whether we opposed it or
approved of the project. And then when they did have
the spill they were more than welcome to accommodate
any of our concerns but it was too late26.
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As I read peoples testimony from this region, a clear
sense of frustration with the process and what has gone before was revealed. Feelings of resignation and disempowerment pervade the testimony from treaty First Nations’
groups, and are perhaps symptomatic of a growing disconnect between consultation and meaningful participation. The
legacy of past decisions has created a context where industrial development is the assumed outcome, and participation neither yields results nor supplies a sense of power
over places, livelihoods or change. This is the essence of
the impassioned plea from Audrey Horseman of the Horse
Lake First Nation and her exchange with the JRP chair Sheila
Leggett. Ms. Horsesman concluded her testimony with:
“And this pipeline, it is going to go through. It probably
will go through, but I guess all we ask is that you try and
keep the land as best as you possibly can and protect the
land so that the animals can keep on living because it’s
not their fault that they keep eating all the contaminated soils, all the contaminated waters that are being
put forth in front of them, the plants that are being
destroyed.27”
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After an exchange of formalities, Ms. Leggett thanked
everyone by saying, “And so we will express again our thanks
to you for being here and for providing us with the information and the knowledge that you’ve shared. It’s been very
important to us. Thank you.”28 To this, Ms. Horseman replied:
I don’t understand. You came -- people came to this land
to come share the land with the Native people. How
come they know nothing about the Native people? Can
somebody just tell me that? How could you not understand a culture that has been here since the beginning
of time? I don’t get it.”29

“And you keep sitting in panels and asking the same
questions over and over and thinking they’re not there,
asking them to come back again. They’re not there. But
we’re here. I’m not understanding this. Maybe somebody can get up and tell me and explain to me why that
is from the Panel?”30
Undoubtedly, this took the chair by surprise, and, in
keeping with the protocol of not becoming engaged in ques-
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tioning from those giving testimony, Ms. Leggett replied:

“We’re not in a position to have the kind of philosophical discussion I think that you’re asking for right now,
but what I will say is we are grateful to you.”31
To which Ms. Horseman exclaimed :

“Is that philosophical to ask why you have no understanding of who we are?”32
It is not a question of debating theory, but one of acknowledging the legacy of development and change along
with the very real, and perhaps irrevocable, consequences
of such large projects for communities, peoples, and the
places that define them. This exchange sums up much of the
testimony of the prairies, and highlights the huge divide that
separates Canada’s governmental process and the cultural
world-view of Canada’s indigenous people. For this to be a
meaningful and effective process for all Canadians, this is
indeed a philosophical discussion that needs to take place.
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Plateau Watersheds

W

hen I was selecting locations for my research,
only intervenor testimony had been held in
Prince George and it was quite limited in its
content—focusing mainly on technical discussions rather
than ones of home and place. Therefore, Prince George was
not included as a location for this study. However, I want
to make mention of this city as it does mark a shift in how
First Nations’ cultures are represented within the cityscapes
along the pipeline route.
Earlier I mentioned the somewhat perplexing display
in the Grande Prairie Information Center that placed Indians
and Tepees on one side of a stream, and cowboys and cattle fences on the other. Contrast this to the City of Prince
George, which uses a First Nations’ totem pole as a central
feature of the civic art gallery. From the perspective of my

journey, this marked a landscape change with clear inclusion of First Nations’ culture. It also represents a change
in the relationship between First Nations and the Crown
as there are no significant treaties west of the continental
divide. In the testimony I often read the phrase “unceded
territory” when First Nations’ peoples were discussing their
region.
During this journey, I wanted to attend at least one of
the JRP hearings, and the July 19th 2012 event in Fort St.
James lined up with my itinerary. Fort St. James is located
on the southern shore of Stuart Lake , and the pipeline will
cross under the Stuart River shortly after it flows out of
the south end of the lake. The region around Stuart Lake is
home to the Dakelh people (Carrier in English) and was part
of a major transport route for the Hudson’s Bay company.

The national historic site of Fort St. James has preserved
this part of European history within the boundaries of the
modern-day town.
I camped in a provincial park on the shores of Stuart
Lake and was amazed by the size of this body of water. I
imagined how it had been used by people in the past. Drawn
to the water’s edge, I found a walk-in camp site and carried
in my tent and other gear to set up camp. The wind was
howling in from the north across the lake, but I expected
it to drop as the sun went down, which it did. In the meantime, I pitched my tent and prepared supper. I was treated
to a beautiful red sunset as I enjoyed my evening meal.
The JRP hearings were held the following morning
at the Sowchea Elementary School, and I arrived around
8:30 am. The school gym was arranged with chairs for the
general public, and tables were set up around a projector
screen. These included settings for the panel members,
those who were giving statements, Enbridge’s representatives, and technical support. In addition, there was a comprehensive audio setup for recording of the testimony and
to ensure the speakers could be heard by the audience. Oral
statements were being heard at this JRP session and so all
participants would be given a maximum of ten minutes to
express their points of view. Sheila Leggatt, the panels chair,
was moving around the facility wearing a warm smile as she
attended to business. From the testimony I had read, and
from listening to other hearings on-line, I had formed an
opinion of Ms. Leggatt as a respectful but firm facilitator.
Chief Pete Erikson33, a member of the Nak’azdli band
of the Dakelh First Nation, spoke first. He gave a passionate
account of how he viewed the dangers associated with the
project and its implications for salmon stocks, and therefore
the well-being of Dakelh. At one time he paused to compose
himself as the emotion with which he spoke brought him to
tears. He then stood up, put on a traditional headdress and
jacket and spoke these words:
Prince George Art Gallery, British Columbia.
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“. . . I want to tell you that my name is Ts’oh Dai, and
this is a decree, a fool would call it a threat, our friends
would call it a promise, but I’ll tell my people: No heavy
crude pipeline, built by Enbridge or any other company,
will be allowed in Dakelh territory now for as long as we
will die as Dakehl people walk on this land.34”
This set the tone for the rest of the day, as there was not
a single presentation that was in favour of the Enbridge project. As the proceedings continued, I also notice that all of
the Dakelh people who spoke that day came to the point of
weeping as they described their multi-generational connection to the land that is their home. This is where the concept
of ground truthing becomes apparent. Only by actually being
in the same room as the people giving their testimony can
you sense this. It is simply not possible to feel these kinds of

emotions from reading a transcript, and even difficult to do
so when listening to an audio broadcast. Body language and
context are a critical aspect of interpreting testimony.
I was truly moved by the conviction of all who spoke
that day, and I wondered how the members of the JRP are
influenced by these emotions. Under the List of Issues in
the hearing documents, socio-economic effects are among
the items to be assessed, and include “social and cultural
well-being” and “human-health.”35 Considering these
points—and sitting in the same room as these people
giving their testimonies—I am drawn back to the reason
for this research. How can this kind of evaluation be made
effectively?
An example of how this evaluation of well-being is
sometimes poorly handled came up through casual conversation with one of the speakers after the proceedings.
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“

And, just like I say, I wish you could see
from our eyes36.

”

John Bertacco
Lake Babine Nation

JRP Hearing. Fort St. James, British Columbia.
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A couple of weeks before the hearings, Enbridge held a
public meeting in Fort St. James. The Kalamazoo River spill,
and the associated response and clean-up, was an agenda
item. During this meeting, as reported in the local newspaper37—The Caledonia Courier—an Enbridge representative reported there had been a positive economic benefit for
the people of Marshall, Michigan, because of the spill. This
benefit came from the 2,500 clean-up workers filling local
accommodation, the purchase of river-front property by
Enbridge from residents that no longer wanted to live there,
and by the donation of trucks and equipment to the town
once the clean-up was complete38. Enbridge is a company
with a difficult history, and in retrospect, this was probably
not the image or message that it really wanted to convey,
but the damage was done. This was not the kind of “good
news” story the residents of Fort St. James wanted to hear

as was apparent from the people I was speaking with, and in
a subsequent letter to the editor in The Caledonia Courier39.
This kind of disconnect illustrates a corporate perspective
that can be so clearly out-of-step with the worldview of
local residents. The JRP hearing had concluded by around
1:00 pm and many of the participants met at the junction
of highway 27 and Sowechea Road to hold an anti-pipeline
protest, holding placards that read, “Not worth the risk” and
“Enbridge is not welcome here”.
It was a surprisingly hot day and I was ready to cool
off. I headed to a park not far from the downtown area
and joined many of the locals for a swim in Stuart Lake.
“Refreshing” is the best description for the temperature.
You know, when the water is not quite freezing, but it’s not
exactly warm either. After lying in the sun for a while on the
gravel beach to dry off, I headed out onto some of the back
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roads to explore the surrounding landscape. South-east of
town is the Necoslie River valley, which is where the pipeline will approach Fort St. James from Prince George. The
road travels along a bench with farmlands on either side
and native forest beyond. It was haying season and most
fields were covered with round bales waiting to be collected
for storage. I stopped and photographed the hay fields
under the setting sun, just near a section where the new
pipeline would run closely parallel to the road. After the
sun dropped below the horizon, I decided to return to my
campsite by the lake, which was serene and still at this time.
There was a beautiful night sky and being the compulsive
photographer I am, I set up my camera for an overnight time
lapse of the stars over Stuart Lake. In the morning, I was
thrilled to discover that the Northern lights had appeared
around 1:30 am and my camera had managed to capture an
hour of their spectacular show before the batteries expired.

“

As it stands, the projected budget
sheets for such projects will always be
inaccurate because they do not and
cannot include the value of the natural
world. So the natural world becomes
virtually invisible on balance sheets.
Sure we can plug in dollars and cents
to represent the commercial fishery
and tourist industries, but do we ever
consider the other services that nature
provides to us?40

”

Lisa Burgener
Fort St. James
Left: Northern Lights in the night sky,
Stuart Lake, British Columbia.
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Stuart Lake and the sun. Fort St. James, British Columbia.
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Farming on the Nechako Plateau. Near Fort St. James, British Columbia.
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Stuart Lake after sunset. Fort St. James, British Columbia.
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Burns Lake

I

left Fort St. James the following morning and headed
south along Highway 27 to rejoin Highway 16 and continue my journey west. Traveling through farmland,
which transitioned to pine and spruce forests near Fraser
Lake, I reached Burns Lake. Of all the towns along the proposed route, Burns Lake is the urban area closest to the
pipeline. Approaching from the east there is a pump station
planned on an up-slope above the town, and the route then
passes just to the north of a residential area. After crossing
the Yellowhead (Highway 16), the route passes under a
natural canal that links Burns and Decker Lakes. The pipeline then heads away from the main highway and into the
coastal mountains, toward its final destination in Kitimat
(see figure 4).
Chance encounters with people along the pipeline

route was an enjoyable aspect of this journey, and Burns
Lake was one of the most memorable. I met up with four
gentlemen—collectively referring to themselves as “the
geezer gang”—who were part of the Kootenay to Kitimat
Caravan. Their purpose was to deliver to a signed “proclamation of solidarity” opposing the pipeline, from the people
of the Kootenay region of British Columbia, to communities
along the pipeline route. They stopped at many communities along the route to meet with town and First Nations’
officials, and to hold public rallies. The Caravan was in
Burns Lake at the same time I was and so I went to along to
the rally.
It was a modest turnout for a Saturday, but a dedicated
group prevailed none the less. Owners of the local healthfood store provided free chilli, fresh fruit, and other refresh-

“

There will be no oil pipeline on
Wet’suwet’en territory41.
As you have heard yesterday, the
Wet’suwet’en feel threatened by this
proposed project. The Wet’suwet’en
have never ceded or surrendered any
of our traditional lands and waters. We
have, through the generations, fought
wars to keep our territory. We will not
cede any of it.42

”

Mike Ridsdale
Wet’suwet’en First Nation

Figure 4. Map of area around Burns Lake and Fort St.
James.
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ments. Other local activist groups opposing the construction
of the pipeline had t-shirts and decals for sale to support
the cause. Keith Wiley, the main spokesperson from the
Caravan, addressed the crowd and delivered their message
from the Kootenays. This was followed by several members
of local First Nations’ bands who also spoke in opposition to
the project.
After the formalities were over I chatted with some of
the local folks. Overhearing what my research was about, a
retired couple asked if I would like to see where the pipeline
would pass under the waterway. How could I pass up such
a great offer? After picking up their family canoe and transporting it to a park on the shores of Burns Lake, we spent
the next two-and-a-half hours exploring the surrounding
waterways. We paddled across Burns Lake and located
where the Endako River connects Burns with Decker Lakes

and entered the channel. This is where the pipeline would
pass under the wetlands.
My hosts were incredibly gracious, and when I say “we”
paddled, I should clarify that by saying “they” paddled. I was
afforded the luxury of sitting in the middle of the canoe with
my camera equipment, while my new friends transported
me to wherever I wanted to go. The wetlands surrounding
the Endako canal are beautiful. We spotted beaver lodges,
an abundance of flowering water lilies, and a huge variety of
insect life.
As we traveled around I asked my guides about the
community that was their home. They had moved to Burns
Lake from the south coast in the seventies as part of a work
contract, and decided to stay on after the first obligation
expired. Their children were born and raised in the area,
and now this couple are enjoying retirement in the place
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“

A big thank you to all the First Nation
people who have the foresight and
wisdom to follow their philosophy of
caring and protecting their land and
waters not only for themselves but for
future generations as well.43

”

Frank Lehmann
Burns Lake

Left: Keith Wiley Speaking at a Rally in Burns Lake.
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that is their home. They explained how they felt the recent
fire at the Babine Forest Products lumber mill was a loss to
the community as a whole, and not just an economic loss.
From their perspective, relations between indigenous and
non-indigenous peoples in Burns Lake had improved over
the years partly because both cultures worked side-byside in the mill. Through daily activities in the workplace,
people start to discover how much common ground they
really have. To me, this was a wonderful description of how
community and place are established through shared experiences, and, now, many of these same people are joining
together in their opposition to the pipeline.
First Nations’ testimony from the Burns Lake hearings
gave me the impression of cultural renewal and decolonization. I was especially moved by the oral statement from
Andrew Tom of Wet’suwet’en Nation, who works with the
areas troubled First Nations’ youth. After describing the
work he does, and the positive responses he is seeing from
these young people, he stated:
“[T]hink of us as the rumbling warriors who will lift our
people up off the ground from the effects of residential
schools, alcoholism and poverty, just to name a few. We
are leaders of today, and the drumbeat of our hearts
beat in synch with the positive change we are bringing
to the forefront.”44

”Language classes, drumming and singing groups are
strengthening our nations, giving us all something to
believe in again. Our youth are going back to the territory with their aunties and uncles, mothers and fathers,
grandfathers and grandmothers to reconnect”.45

that. . . . This proposed project endangers our promises
to our grandchildren that we would look after our land,
our culture, our people for them. We cannot break this
promise to our grandchildren.”46
Non-indigenous residents in Burns Lake also spoke of
how they valued where they lived and what the land meant
to their families. Dorothy Giuliani of Burns Lake stated:
“. . . my husband and I chose [to] come to B.C. in the early
1970s from the Nation’s Capital to raise a family in this
small community of Burns Lake. It was, as it is now, still
one of the most beautiful places on this planet, with its
abundant lakes, rivers, forests, wildlife, and amazingly
generous, resourceful, and friendly people. It was here
that we chose to live, as our children grew up. And, as
they did, to learn to appreciate the environmental and
social world around them.”47
“The Enbridge Northern Gateway Project, as proposed,
is due to pass within a kilometre of my present home,
and within metres of where my children spent the first
10 years of their childhood, on the east end of Decker
Lake at the beginning of the channel between Decker
Lake and Burns Lake.”48
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“

I’m not a radical environmentalist.
I’ve invested 14 . . . of my years in public life, and -- not counting the times
that I’ve been involved in Chamber of
Commerce’s and running their president and so forth. I’ve been Rotarian
for 30 years, including president. I’ve
always supported investment that
makes sense and benefits our communities and so forth but this Northern
Gateway Pipeline -- it has enormous
risks with little to no benefits for British
Columbia.50

”

Donald Grantham
Burns Lake

“The twinned pipeline will cross under Highway 16
West, under the railway tracks, and be punched under
the channel which is actually part of the Nechako River
system. These acts alone will drastically disturb the
ecosystems in this area49.”

This perspective was reinforced by testimony from
elders who spoke of the importance of taking the youth out
into the forests to learn the traditional knowledge. This is
seen as a vital form of renewal, and the fact this knowledge
is place specific leads to a strong desire to preserve the land
as it is. To this point, Wet’suwet’en Chief, John Ridsdale said:
“I did plan on coming here and tell you that this threat
to our territories, to our lands, to our culture, to our
people is cultural genocide, and we would not allow
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Canoeing the Endako channel. Burns Lake, British Columbia.
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Town of Burns Lake from the channel entrance that links Burns and Decker lakes.
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The Bulkley Valley

L

ater in the evening I made the journey to Smithers and
was delighted to return to the Bulkley Valley. Some
years earlier I had made an annual pilgrimage to a
music camp in Telkwa to improve my guitar skills. While my
musical ability only improved marginally, I was introduced
to a beautiful part of the province, an amazing creative community, and made many new friends. It is for these reasons
that I chose not to include the Smithers hearings in my research. I am personally acquainted with a number of people
who gave oral testimony there, and I am also attached to the
place. By excluding the location I hoped to avoid introducing
additional bias.
For me, arriving in the Bulkley Valley starts with cresting Hungry Hill shortly after passing through Houston.
From the top of the hill you can look across to Hudson Bay
Mountain—the start of the Coast Mountains—and down
onto the lush farmland on either side of the winding Bulkley
River. It was like coming home.
Before sharing about the Bulkley Valley, I want to
step back to Houston for a moment. Over the years, I have
driven through this small town many times and never really
considered the relevance of “the world’s biggest fly-fishing
rod” that is on display as a monument in the city park. The
fly-rod stands around 60 feet tall, and is complemented by
a nearby fountain containing a statue of a group of salmon
that look to be making their way upstream. A lot of testimony from Fort St. James is about rivers and salmon, and
here in Houston it really came home to me—it’s all about
the fish.
It was a warm and pleasant morning as I left Smithers
and headed to the coast, excited by the anticipation of
exploring a new part of British Columbia. The road wound
through forest and farmland as I closed in on the coast
mountains. The Bulkley River passes to the east of Smithers
and flows north. My route along the highway also moves
north, and soon both river and highway are running sideby-side towards Moricetown (see figure 4). Home to several
clans of the Witsuwit’en51 First Nations, the contraction in
the Bulkley River forms a canyon that has been a fishing
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site since before the time of European contact. Today, the
Witsuwit’en still operate a traditional fishery from this canyon, and participate in biological studies tagging Steelhead
trout. The first thing you notice after arriving at the canyon—which is right on the highway—is the large banner
hanging from the bridge crossing the river that represents
a clear expression of the sentiment of the local peoples. It
reads “Enbridge Threatens Our Rivers. Water: Lifeblood of
Our Communities”.
I visited Moricetown twice on my journey. The first
time was while heading west to Kitimat. There was no
fishing at that time, as the water level was too high and

“

When we’re out on the territory, when
we’re out hunting or when we’re out
fishing, that’s when we tell the stories
to our young of the things that happened back in the day.52

”
Chief Moricetown Madeek
Wet’suwet’en First Nation

Worlds largest fishing rod in Houston, British Columbia.
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kept the salmon from migrating upstream. So, I spent some
time walking around and visiting the local museum. It soon
became apparent that conflict centered around fishing is not
new to these people; indeed it has been going on for more
than 100 years. According to the museum text53, Europeans
blamed the fishery at Moricetown for declining salmon
stocks in the 1900s, which was actually due to commercial
fishing and canning practices downstream. In 1906, traditional fishing practices at Moricetown were banned by the
government. This resulted in a series of protests until the
Witsuwit’en were allowed to once again feed their families
through fishing. However, they were now required to use
gaffs introduced by Europeans rather than traditional fish
traps. Disputes over fishing rights and practices continued
throughout the 20th century, and the perceived threat of the

pipeline to this fishery will add another chapter to the story.
My second visit, on my return journey, found people working the canyon walls with nets, catching Steelhead, tagging
them, and releasing them back into the river. This is part
of the Skeena Watershed Initiative that looks to support
Canada’s Wild Salmon Policy54.
Many communities represented through the hearings
are connected not by the pipeline itself, but by the water
that flows through those communities. Consequentially,
the coastal region marks a change in focus of concern from
pipeline rupture to an oil spill at sea. The section of the
Bulkley River I traveled is some distance north of the proposed pipeline route, and may not be directly affected by
a pipeline rupture. However, the river is connected to the
project via the Skeena River watershed. The Bulkley joins

Journey Through the Landscape

Fish tagging in the Moricetown Canyon on the Bulkley
River.
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the Skeena a little further downstream near Old Hazelton,
and then continues through Terrace to where it empties into
the ocean, just south of Prince Rupert. The salmon being
caught in Moricetown migrate up the Skeena, and then into
tributaries like the Bulkley and Babine. The general concern these communities share is that of a tanker incident
at sea. The route between Asia and Kitimat transits Hecate
Straight, which lies between the BC coast and the islands of
Haida Gwaii. The straight is also considered by some to be
one of the most dangerous shipping lanes in the world. A
tanker spill in Hecate Straight, or along the coastline, would
almost certainly impact the Skeena River estuary and therefore the larger watershed.
Leaving Moricetown, the road continues to its northern
most point around the area of the Hazeltons. The Gitxsan
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historical village of Ksan is located near the confluence
of the Bulkley and Skeena rivers, not far from the town of
Hazelton55. I spent some time wandering around the village
and down to where the rivers meet. A number of people described this confluence as a powerful place that holds deep
meaning. As I stood on the bank of the river, I positioned
myself on the apex of land that jutted out into the water—
the Bulkley flowed passed me on one side, and the Skeena
on the other. I looked up to the mountains that make up the
Seven Sisters in the Bulkley Ranges, mostly free of snow and
shrouded by cloud. Directly across from me, the transformative power of water is evidenced by the steep cliffs of silt
and gravel slowly being eroded by the passing flow. Trees
crowd the edge of the cliff, not wanting to be the next to fall
into the river, and their roots hang out through the exposed
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Left: Confluence of the Skeena and Bulkley rivers, British
Columbia.
Below: Top of Totem Pole. Ksan, British Columbia
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layers of sand and gravel that tell the geologic story of the
area. Yes, I had to agree there is both power and history in
this place.
Further along Highway 16, I reached the town of
Terrace. Crossing over the bridge, I looked down onto Ferry
Island and the Skeena River. The banks of the river were
covered with anglers, with their lines expectantly floating
in the water. I decided to go down and take a closer look.
As I found out, this was not a simple gathering of anglers,
it was a hugely social event with families and friends gathered around campfires, or simply forming circles with
folding chairs along the rocky banks of the river. The focus
of attention were the men and women, old and young,
knee-deep—sometimes hip deep—in the river, with fishing
rods in hand. The giant fly rod in Houston had given me

some indication that I was entering a fishing area, and the
Moricetown Canyon further confirmed this, but the number
of people engaged in recreational fishing along the banks
of the Skeena really drove it home. This area is all about
the salmon. Fish, and the cultural practices around fishing,
define this place—and possibly even define the people who
live here. I did not stay long in Terrace as I was eager to
travel the 50 or so kilometers southward along Highway 37
to reach Kitimat that evening.
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“

Tourism is an important source of income for our region. Skeena wild salmon contribute over $100,000,000 to
our economy each year. Salmon industry and tourism are sustainable. An oil
pipeline and supertankers would put
this source of income greatly at risk.56

”
Inke Giannelia
Terrace, BC.

Fishing in the Skeena River. Terrace, British Columbia.
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Kitimat

Figure 5. Map of area around Terrace and Kitimat.

“

All day we heard my friends here make
mention of the resources that we use to
survive, and I’m no exception. I won’t go
into details but I want it on record that
Henry Amos Senior still does depend on
the resources that is provided to me by
Mother Nature, our land, our water.57

”
Chief Henry Amos
Haisla First Nation
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he town of Kitimat is located near the mouth of
the Kitimat River, which empties into Douglas
Channel—a large fiord that follows a winding route
to the open ocean. The area is home to the Haisla First
Nations, and prior to the 1950s, was known mainly as a
fishing village. The main Haisla population, and administrative buildings, are located in Kitimaat Village, which is on
reserve land to the south of the township and on the east
side of Douglas Channel. The proposed terminus for the
pipeline, and associated marine port, is on the west side of
the channel and to the south of the township and existing
aluminum plant.
I spent some time wandering around the area, trying to
get a feel for the people and landscape. I went down to the
waterfront in Kitimaat Village and struck up a conversation

with an older fellow who was on his fishing boat. There
was very little activity around the village, and he told me
that a member of the community had passed away and so
nobody would do any work for the morning out of respect.
He directed me to a trail that passes by a totem pole in the
nearby forest. According to the fisherman, the trail led to
an old gravesite on the waterfront, about 30 minutes’ walk
to the south. However, he explained that a house had been
built on a block that is just off reserve land and had erected
“no trespassing” signs so you could no longer hike the
trail. The forest that I could walk through was a beautiful
example of coastal woodland and I spent some time sitting
on the water’s edge looking across the channel at the aluminum plant and the forested mountain-sides.
On the other side of the channel, the Kitimat
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Modernization Project is in full swing. This is a $2.7 billion
project to upgrade the Rio Tinto Alcan aluminum smelter
facilities that were built more than 50 years earlier58. There
were lots of “road closed” and “no trespassing” signs in that
area, and the near-by Hospital Beach Park had recently been
closed, citing public safety issues from construction. On the
up-hill side, forest roads were either closed or access restricted due to active logging. It was therefore very difficult
to gain a good vantage point to make photographs, and I
didn’t really feel very welcome.
The town itself has a modest city center, with a small
shopping mall, grocery store, library, and other amenities.
Residential areas are a little disjointed, with older accommodations closer to town, and then newer buildings up a
steep hill away from the main town center. By this time I

was getting hungry and was thinking of dinner. I asked a
local resident where a good place to eat would be, and he
replied with a laugh: “Terrace!”
I stayed at the local community campground, situated
on the bank of the Kitimat River. A large percentage of the
visitors I saw had come to Kitimat for the fishing, as was
evidenced by the fishing rods and boats at the various camp
sites. Indeed, I was camped besides two young men from
Sweden who had come to northern British Columbia with
the sole purpose of fishing. Unfortunately, they told me, the
late arrival of summer and high rainfall had slowed the coming of the spring salmon, and so they were exploring other
rivers around the area. The previous day they had traveled
around 220km each way to fish in the Kispiox River. Such is
the international appeal of Canadian rivers.
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“

We always have been a peaceful nation but when it isn’t through discussion and negotiation, when all fails, we
went to war to protect our family, our
rights, our ownership of food, shelter
and safety59.

”
Chief Sam Robinson
Haisla First Nation

Section of Haisla Totem Pole. Kitamaat Villiage, British
Columbia.
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There is no specific waterfront area in Kitimat as I was
expecting. Knowing that Kitimat is at the end of Douglas
Channel, and is a port town, I thought there would be a
specific waterfront area connected to the town and this
is not the case. While the town is located by the river, the
shores of Douglas Channel are still some distance away. The
river meanders back and forth and has, over the centuries
since glaciation, deposited silt that has then been reclaimed
by forest. For these reasons, the space between the town of
Kitimat is a forested low-lying flood plain. I still wanted to
locate the point where the river entered Douglas Channel,
and followed my nose along a dirt road that looked like it
would lead to the river. The road wound through the forest
for some time. As the forest canopy closed in over the trail,
I literally saw light at the end of a tunnel of trees which led

me out onto stony river banks and to the Kitimat River. To
my great surprise, the river was filled with anglers and the
river bank was lined with camping trailers and fifth-wheels.
Licence plates showed that the visitors were not only from
British Columbia, but also Alberta and Saskatchewan. I
continued along the maze of trails, keeping close to the river,
in search of the entrance. The landscape opened out and the
river widened. I could easily see the snow that lingered on
the peaks to the south while standing on the broad gravel
bars of the river. Night was falling and I decided to turn
around. I never did reach the mouth of the river and Douglas
Channel.
The Kootenay to Kitimat Caravan arrived in Kitimat
while I was there and so I attended another rally in the
parking lot of the shopping mall. Around 40-50 people
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“

. . . What we’ve discovered is that this
area is absolutely stunning; incredible
in terms of water environment. People
come from around the world to paddle
and to play here, and we take some of
those people and other people down
the river.60

”

Jupiter MacDonald
Terrace, BC.

Fishing in the Kitamat River. Kitamat, British Columbia.
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attended, some with banners, others with petitions, and
still others lending support through their presence. Along
with Keith Wiley of the Caravan, Art Sterritt of the Coastal
First Nations spoke against the pipeline project. Other
organizations were also represented such as Kitimat-based
Douglas Channel Watch, and the Vancouver-based Dogwood
Initiative.
While Kitimat does represent the end of the proposed
pipeline route, the product contained within the pipeline
would continue its journey by sea after being loaded into oil
tankers. It is anticipated that 220 tankers annually would
have to navigate a 150 km stretch of Douglas Channel to
carry this product from the marine terminal out into Hecate
Straight, and onto other markets around the Pacific Rim.
While other industries currently ship goods in and out of

the Port of Kitimat, none currently carry oil products. It is
this variation in cargo that has many parties concerned,
often evoking memories of the Exonn Valdez spill in Alaska.
With this in mind, I knew that my journey could not end in
Kitimat, and that I needed to include other coastal areas
to see the full picture. And so I left Kitimat and headed for
Prince Rupert and on to the islands of Haida Gwaii where
I would look at how coastal communities value the places
they call home.

Journey Through the Landscape

“

I know this land and these waters. I
value, respect and love this place that I
call home and everything it does offer.61

”

Greer Kaiser
Terrace, BC.

Left: Kitimat shopping district.
Below: Protester in Kitimat, British Columbia.
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Kitimat Marina and Rio Tino Expansion project at the head of Douglas
Channel. British Columbia.
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Prince Rupert

F

rom Kitimat I drove northward and returned to
Terrace, where I picked up Highway 16 and turned
westward, toward the coast and Prince Rupert. The
highway mostly tracks the edge of the Skeena Valley where
it is pinched between the banks of the river and the steep
valley cliffs. The Skeena river valley is nothing short of
magnificent. The river itself is wide and shallow. From the
north side—where the highway runs—you look across to
high mountain peaks that provide a spectacular backdrop.
The Skeena itself is a long way from the actual pipeline,
but its significance in this story comes from the proposed
tanker traffic, as mentioned earlier. This part of the river
is an estuary and is therefore impacted by the tides from

nearby Hecate Strait and the Pacific Ocean. After the tankers
are loaded with dilbit in Kitimat, they would enter Hecate
Strait and head either north or south to round the islands of
Haida Gwaii and out into the open ocean. Any incident with
a tanker at this stage of its journey could directly impact the
Skeena estuary. The salient point here is the Skeena River
system is the second largest producer of sockeye salmon in
Canada, after the Fraser River62. An oil spill into the marine habitat of this area would threaten the annual salmon
run and connected ecosystems. Therefore, the cultural
and economic well-being of the area would also be greatly
impacted.

“

Nature is like a beautiful dream. In a
dream there’s happiness and we know
that nature makes people happy and
always bring happiness to our family
and friends. Is it a dream to see salmon spawning, bears eating, animals
surviving, tasting fresh, clean drinking
water, catching trout in lakes, catching
salmon in river, hunting food to support our family? No, this is real.63

”

Mae Jong-Bowles
Prince Rupert, BC.

Skeena River between Terrace and Prince Rupert
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Prince Rupert is a coastal town on Kaien Island and is
the major seaport for the area. It has the reputation of being
a rainy town, but the weather was beautiful for the few days
I spent in this lovely place. I arrived late in the afternoon
and checked into a hostel close to the Cow Bay area of town.
I had been camping for many nights by this time and wanted
a bed, somewhere cozy to sit, and more-modern bathroom
facilities. The hostel did not disappoint me. The town of
Prince Rupert was settled in the early 1900s and the architecture around the Cow Bay area reflects this era. The town
in general is stretched out north-south, along the western
coast of the island, and the steep terrain lends itself to a terracing of urban areas as you progress from the shore-front
to the suburban streets further inland.
After my first night in Prince Rupert, I connected with
the husband of a woman I had met in Kelowna some months
earlier. They own a 30-ft sail boat, and he invited me and
three others out for an evening sail around the harbour. This
was a great experience of boating, making new friends, and
discussing our relationship with the ocean. The owner suggested I sleep on board his boat that night, and since I had
only booked one night in the hostel, it was an offer I gladly
accepted. I started sailing as a small boy and have always
loved being around boats. Harbours and docks are places
I gravitate to, and so staying in the boat harbour for the
night was really a joy for me. As the sun descended, and the
long northern twilight followed, I took out camera my and
started to document the events of the evening. There were
fishing boats returning from their day’s outings and flocks
of gulls flying in and landing on a line of logs that is part
of a floating breakwater. Bald Eagles circled and swooped,
behaving more like scavengers than predators, and the rich
copper tones of a northern summer sunset provided the
perfect lighting for the scene.
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“

For 18 years, the area of Enbridge’s
proposed pipeline was all I knew of the
world. I have travelled since then and
can attest to how delicate, untouched,
and pure this corner of the world is.
How could anyone with a conscience
put others’ homes at risk?64

”

Ocean Rutherford
Prince Rupert, BC.

“

Most of my children and my family
members have careers which depend
on our coastal waters and have married into First Nations families. This is
our home.65

”

Peggy Davenport
Prince Rupert, BC.

Boats tied up at the dock. Prince Rupert, British Columbia.
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Fishing boats at the wharf in Prince Rupert, British Columbia.
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Approaching Skidegate by ferry. Hadia Gwaii, British Columbia.
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Haida Gwaii

Figure 6. Map of shipping routes around Haida Gwaii and
west-coast British Columbia.

“

As with our Haida friends and neighbours, the ocean and the coastlines defined who we are as a community66.

”

Carol Kulesha
Village of Queen Charlotte

“

T
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he next day I took the ferry to Haida Gwaii as the last
leg of my journey. After a quick breakfast and a stop
at the gas station to fill up my vehicle, I headed for the
ferry terminal at the southern end of town. After loading, we
headed out through the archipelago and into Hecate strait
for the six-hour crossing to Skidegate. Fog stayed with us
for the majority of the voyage, and there were times when it
was so thick I couldn’t see the front of the boat from where I
stood on the aft deck. The seas were very calm, and my new
sailing friends had told me that the summer weather around
Rupert was relatively calm and stable. The big winds mainly
occurred in the winter months.
The fog started to lift at the end of our crossing as
the ferry approached Haida Gwaii. The coastline on our
right led off into the distance where I could see clusters

of smaller islands. Haida Gwaii is the name of a series of
islands previously called the Queen Charlotte Islands. The
northern island is Graham Island, and is the largest of the
group. Skidegate—where the ferry terminal is located—is
on the south-east shore of Graham Island. Moresby Island is
just to the south. These two main islands are separated by a
narrow channel with many smaller islands at the entrance.
Backlight from the afternoon sun placed these islands in silhouette, and the light breaking through the clouds reflected
on sections of the ocean causing it to shimmer and sparkle.
This was the magnificent image I was faced with as the ferry
approached my destination.
As I had mentioned, the ferry terminates in Skidegate,
which is just north of Queen Charlotte City. These are both
sleepy villages with different populations—Queen Charlotte

Sandspit . . . is similar to all other
coastal communities in Northern B.C.,
in that it’s absolutely dependent upon
a healthy marine environment67.

”

Evan Putterill
Moresby Island Management Committee
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City has a mainly non-indigenous population and numerous
commercial storefronts, whereas Skidegate has a largely
Haida population and seems to have more community
centers and meeting places than commercial buildings.
Skidegate is not really sleepy, but rather serene. Houses and
streets follow the contour of the crescent shaped bay, and
there was little traffic or people about. It is quiet, relaxed,
and an unhurried place. On the shore-front, a community
center and language school bare anti-tanker placards. An
amazing Haida museum nearby was well worth several
hours of time. While visiting the museum, I asked a young
Haida woman about the amount of seafood caught as part
of a typical island diet. She told me that more than half of
their diet comes from seafood collected from the ocean and
consists of salmon, crab, halibut, and tuna. This is one of
the main concerns with tanker traffic associated with the
Northern Gateway project. A tanker incident that resulted in
dilute bitumen spilling into the waters surrounding Haida
Gwaii could destroy the region’s fisheries. For communities
that rely heavily on subsistence fishing practices, this kind
of incident could push the community to a point where it
is no longer viable. This would almost certainly result in
further loss of Haida cultural practices.
Up the coast from Skidegate is the hamlet of Tlell,
where I stayed for the few days I was on Haida Gwaii. The
Tlell River winds through the old-growth forest and lowlands behind the town area, before it enters Hecate Straight
at the south end of Naikoon Provincial Park. In search of
some old-growth forest, I went for a hike down a trail that a
local had told me about. Beyond the dense and wet shrubs
and brush at the back of the soccer fields, I found myself
in an magical forest on the banks of the Tlell River. I had
planned only a short hike with my camera, but three hours
quickly passed as I photographed the forest, mushrooms,
mosses, and the river itself that lazily meandered through
the forest. In places like this you can really visualize the
connections between distinct ecosystems. At this point, the
river is tidal and nutrients and life flush in and out with each
cycle. Plants that can tolerate the brackish water grow on
the banks, and trees of the surrounding forest hang over the
river and create a dappled canopy. It is a beautiful place and
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one of the areas described as ‘at risk’ from a tanker incident
at the JRP hearings. Tides vary by as much as seven metres
in this region and water-borne bitumen from a tanker spill
would likely find its way into this estuary.
Further north along Highway 16 is the town of Port
Clements, situated on the shores of Masset Inlet. The inlet is
like a massive inland lake connected to the ocean by a broad
channel that opens into Dixon Entrance near the town of
Old Masset. The day I was there it was overcast and grey
with constant drizzling rain. Looking out across the water
by the public wharf, the grey sky met the horizon of the
silver water and I could not see land on the other side. Not
far from here is where the famed Golden Spruce once stood
before it was cut down by Grant Hadwin—a forestry worker,
turned activist—in 1997 as part of his arguably misguided

Forest near Tlell River. Haida Gwaii
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“

So the reason that people come back
again and again is that the islands are
unique and provide an opportunity to
enjoy something that’s becoming rare
in the world, untamed nature68.

”

Leandre Vigneault
Hadia Gwaii

anti-logging protest70. The forest surrounding the area is
magnificent, and even in the constant rain I felt like I could
spend many hours wandering amongst the cedars and ferns.
At the north end of Graham Island and Highway 16
are the towns of Masset and Old Masset. Much like Queen
Charlotte City and Skidegate, Masset has a predominately
non-indigenous population while Old Masset is largely
Haida. Each town is marked by a welcome sign that is
flanked by totem-style carvings, and both places had the
sleepy feel of small fishing villages. As I entered Old Masset,
opposition to Northern Gateway related tanker traffic was
evident with one sign stating “No Tankers Never.” A little
further along there was a structure with a large grouping
of signs between the road and waterfront. It was the largest collection of opposition signs I’d seen on the entire
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journey, and I stopped for some photographs. The signs
carried messages like “Don’t spOIL our coast” and “Enbridge
threatens westcoast food security.” After documenting the
signs I noticed bald eagles swooping down and fishing
around the shoreline where I was standing. They were close
enough that I could capture some acceptable images using
my moderate telephoto lens. I’d not been there for long
when I noticed a large man walking out of one of the houses
from across the street and heading my way. Remembering
my experiences in Alberta I had a moment of dread. Surely
it is okay to stand on the side of the road and photograph
eagles and protest signs! As the man approached I could
see he had a large friendly smile and greeted me by asking
“How do you like that Sigma lens?” With a sigh of relief I
smiled and we began a discussion on the attributes of the

“

We simply ran out of old growth timber on north Moresby Island. Although
it was good when it lasted, the cut and
run mentality was out of touch with
the reality that our local economy
was a wholly owned subsidiary of the
environment69.

”

Evan Putterill
Moresby Island Management Committee

Protest Signs in Old Massett
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Sigma 50mm-150mm f/2.8 telephoto lens. After a while our
discussion turned to my research project and I asked him
about how he gets his food. My new Haida friend told me
that he collects about 80 percent of the food he eats directly
from the beaches and surrounding ocean. He told me that
every year he catches enough salmon to process into jars
that last him until the following season. With that, he went
into his house and returned with a jar of canned salmon
that he’d processed the previous year and gave it to me as
a gift. I waited until I returned home to share this treasure
with my wife, and we both agreed it was the best salmon we
had ever tasted. I also found out that the beaches in the area
were a great place to dig for razor clams at low tide. One of
these areas is North Beach, which is on the north-west tip
of Haida Gwaii in Naikoon Provincial Park, and was also my
camping destination for that night.
Ruth Galdstone-Davies is a resident of Skidegate who
works with people on social assistance. During her oral
statement before the JRP she described the importance of
marine foods for local communities. She noted that:
“Over 98 percent of the average meal includes the
traditional foods, primarily seafood with halibut, deepsea fishing fish and beach foods such as clams as the
most common of these foods because of the salmon
shortage71.”
“Based on my 20-plus years of experience in working
with families on income assistance in Skidegate, take
the traditional foods and medicines away, then you’ll
see third-world living conditions, starvation, death and
cultural genocide72.”
After exploring the Masset area a little more, I drove
east to the Agate Beach Campground at the northern end of
Naikoon Provincial Park. Most of the land east of Masset is
undeveloped and, after entering the park, long sections of
the road are covered by an arching canopy of tree branches
strewn with moss and lichen. Agate beach itself faces north
out onto Dixon Entrance, and at high tide is comprised of
mainly stones and pebbles. It was quiet and overcast the
evening I arrived, and after supper I wandered around to
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the tidal areas with my camera looking for that illusive
perfect image. The ocean was calm and serene here. Barely
a swell, with only gentle waves lapping at the shoreline. The
biggest hazard seemed to be the almost constant drizzling
rain falling on what appeared to be a benign coast. However,
it is not always like this. The contorted angles of the windblown trees, and driftwood that has been lifted into impossible places along the shoreline, tell a different story.
In the winter months huge swells and violent storms lash
this coastline. Indeed, as local biologist and fishing charter
operator Leandre Vigneault noted in his testimony:
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“Two years ago in October I spent one whole week in an
inlet on the west coast of Moresby Island, hiding from
weather which never dropped below gale force, often
exceeded storm force and at one point exceeded 100
knots, which in metric is 190 kilometres an hour for six
hours.”73

The following morning the clouds were lower and rain
was falling. I took refuge in a day shelter to cook the morning oatmeal and brew coffee. Outside the weather was cold
and miserable, but, as my daughter would say, the “eating
scenery” was magnificent. This was my last day on Haida
Gwaii and I wanted to savour this place. I hiked up to the
top of Tow Hill through the magnificent coastal forest and
looked down onto my campsite. Later, using the bridge to
cross the estuary at the mouth of the Tleillang River, I visited the broad sandy expanse of North Beach. My friend in
Old Masset had told me that we were still a few days away
from the maximum low tide and, looking at the width of
sand between the forest and sea, I tried to imagine the hundreds of metres of exposed sand covered with locals digging
for razor clams.
It is this image that I would like to leave in your mind’s
eye as I conclude the telling of my journey. For me it was
certainly a lasting and symbolic vision. Imagine standing at
the mouth of the river where it flows into Dixon Entrance
and where, at high tide, the ocean flows back into the river.
Now look northeast and see the sweeping arc of North
Beach as it disappears into the sea spray and mist. Think
about the connected ecosystems of ocean, foreshore, es-

Entrance Totem at Masset, Haida Gwaii.
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tuary and forest, and the people and other organisms that
depend on this web of life. If Northern Gateway is approved,
tankers filled with dilute bitumen and petroleum condensate will be traveling back and forth through these coastal
waters—initially at a rate of around 220 vessels annually
(440 passes while loaded with bitumen or chemicals). At
some point there will be an accident, the only real questions
are when, where, and how bad. If the event coats this shoreline with petroleum product, what would be the impact?
What benefit would we as Canadians and human beings
need to derive from Northern Gateway for this to be acceptable? Is this ever acceptable?
One of my favourite quotes from all of the hearings
comes from Miles Richardson in Skidegate. He said:
“And you know when our Elders say, ‘When the tide is
out, our table is set,’ that is absolutely true. And when

you look at who we are, when you look at our culture,
it’s those cycles and our relationship to them and our
wellbeing, that’s our life source. That’s who we are.”74
During the hearings east of the Rockies, Dr. Ave Dersch
pointed out that “It is difficult for a land-based culture to
persist in the absence of an ecologically intact landscape.”75
The same could be said of any culture, and I think this is
particularly applicable to the Haida. Mr. Richardson eloquently states:
“ . . . When you see all this beautiful art and people claim
that . . . that’s our culture, you know, that’s not all our
culture is. Those, to me -- those beautiful expressions
are like the flowers of our culture. They’re expressions
of our culture in rigid formulas and ways of, ways of
seeing that reflect our way of being as people.”76
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“Our culture is about our relationship to this place, our
home, and that’s what we are mandated. That’s our
responsibility as a living generation of an ancient nation, to protect that, and protect that we will. And . . .
we’d love to do that in a constructive way. That’s what
I’ve spent my life trying to create.”77

It is not just the Haida that oppose the project and
recognize the importance of the ocean environment to their
own well-being. Evan Putterill, speaking for the Morseby
Island Management Committee said
“We don’t always agree on issues on these islands; in
fact, we mostly disagree, especially when it comes to
land use issues. It’s not the case . . . in this situation.”78

Bill Beamish of the Village of Queen Charlotte echoed
this sentiment when he stated:
“But I am confident being here because I have the support of all of the council, all of whom are here today
in this hall, and all of whom are united with the communities of Haida Gwaii against this tanker project and
against the pipeline project.”79

From what I read in the testimony, and heard in conversation with people I met while visiting Hadia Gwaii, the
islanders love their home. Ruth Gladstone-Davies illustrated
this when she stated at the end of her testimony:
“As a Haida woman, a proud learner to teachings of
my aunts, I am prepared to put my life on the line to
protect the rights of my children, grandchildren, nieces,
nephews, my clan, and my community on the line. The
decision you make will impact whether or not I will be
here to teach them.
Haawa.”80

North Beach, Haida Gwaii
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Balance Rock. Hadia Gwaii, British Columbia.
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Tlell River, Hadia Gwaii, British Columbia.
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Tow Hill and Agate Beach. Hadia Gwaii, British Columbia.
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Discussion

Perspectives from Other Research

B

y the end of 2012, this research project had grown
into more than I had originally anticipated. My
attention was captivated by the rich content of the
testimony transcripts which I often found to be an engaging,
and sometimes emotional, experience. Some of the formal
legalistic testimony from Edmonton was hard to wade
through, however, there were also sections where I eagerly
read every word wanting to know what would be said next. I
was touched by some testimonies, frustrated by others, and
was always learning from what I read. By the time I reached
the end of my field work, and was standing in a forest on the
islands of Haida Gwaii, I felt deeply connected to this project, the landscape I had travelled through, and the people
whose testimonies and statements I had read. I hope that
others may also become connected to this area through my
journey, photographs, and description.
In many ways, these emotional responses cut to the
heart of the matter I am trying to communicate in this text.
If our processes only consider the quantifiable economic
facts, we are only telling part of the story, and are ignoring
our fundamental humanity. Subjective, emotional ‘things’
matter to human beings. Indeed, the terms of reference of
the JRP include social and cultural impacts as part of the
assessment, but what weight is given to this aspect of our
well-being? In this final section, I want to look at some of
these issues, including inconsistencies I have identified with
the EA process; the role of ‘place’ in our own well-being and
how this is valued in our decision-making processes. But
first, I want to talk about the numbered treaties, as they are
of significance to this discussion in the eastern portion of
the study area.

Numbered Treaties—Past and
Present
First Nations numbered treaties are referenced
throughout the Edmonton and Grande Prairie hearings.
These treaties are an important part of our discussion as
they, in part, define the relationships between indigenous
people east of the Rockies, the land, and the government
of Canada. The eastern end of the proposed pipeline route
starts in the territory of Treaty No. 6 and passes through
Treaty No. 8 territory around western Alberta and the
Rocky Mountains. (Figure 7.) The history and interpreta-

tion of these treaties are somewhat controversial, and this
background information does not pretend to be an extensive
discussion of the issues, but rather an overview. Below is a
summary of this history compiled from Olive Dickerson’s
A Concise History of Canada’s First Nations1 and various
Government of Canada websites.
A treaty may be loosely defined as an agreement describing the relationship between First Nations and the
Crown. However, the exact significance and weight of these
treaties had different meanings for each of the two parties.
The government of the day saw treaties as a way to eliminate native land title—opening the way for development and

Figure 7. Treaties in Western Canada. Map section from
Indian Treaties of Canada, The National Atlas of Canada,
5th Edition, Energy, Mines and Resources Canada. 1991.
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settlement—whereas the First Nations saw the treaties as
protection for their rights and something that may be re-negotiated.2 The negotiation of treaties in Canada is a direct
result of the 1763 Royal Proclamation—which states that
only the crown may negotiate land transfers with the First
Nations—along with an increasing uneasiness amongst the
First Nations regarding settlers and land speculators.3
The Crown and “Plain and Wood Cree and other Tribes
of Indian” signed Treaty No. 6 in 1876.4 It covers an area
east of the Rockies that includes the North Saskatchewan
River watershed, through central Alberta and Saskatchewan.
The city of Edmonton and the industrial heartland now lie
within this area. During the treaty negotiations, a Cree chief
is reported to have said that he heard the land had been
sold and no one could sell the land. There was also a common belief among other chiefs that the land was only being
borrowed, as it was not possible to sell the land.5 These
accounts form the basis of many of today’s disputes around
indigenous land claims.
Unrest arising from the Mackenzie river gold rush of
1898 was the motivation for the creation of Treaty No. 8.
As a reaction to abuse suffered at the hands of prospectors, First Nations’ bands blocked access to the area at Fort
St. John and would not let anyone pass until a treaty was
agreed on.6 The treaty was signed after two days of negotiations, however, there is still controversy about what was actually agreed to and what appears in the treaty document.7
Below is an extract of Treaty No. 8.
“And Her Majesty the Queen HEREBY AGREES with
the said Indians that they shall have right to pursue
their usual vocations of hunting, trapping and fishing
throughout the tract surrendered as heretofore
described.”8
Treaty No. 6 contains similar wording:

“Her Majesty further agrees with Her said Indians that
they, the said Indians, shall have right to pursue their
avocations of hunting and fishing throughout the tract
surrendered.”9
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These specific passages are referred to often in the JRP
testimony. The right to hunt and fish is enshrined in these
legally binding agreements. However, First Nations’ groups

see the continued industrialization of the region as contributing to the destruction of their home places, and being
in direct conflict with these treaties. As I have mentioned
earlier in this text, a number of people have spoken directly
to these issues. To re-cap, Chief Harley Davis asked,
“What does the right to hunt mean if there are no caribou, grizzly, moose, deer, elk? What does the right to fish
mean if we can’t find fish in the river because they are
warm and full of silt and runoff?”10
Dewayne Buffalo also stated:

“There’s certain areas now that we used to go hunting,
where our hunting grounds used to be, you can’t access
some areas no more. Like oil companies brought their
rigs there and a lot of them are fenced off now. There’s a
lot of boundary fences here and there.”11
These issues are significant when it comes to a groups
connectedness to place, and to refresh Dr. Ave Dersch’s
testimony statement: “It is difficult for a land-based culture to
persist in the absence of an ecologically intact landscape.”12
Some of these issues have recently been tested in
the courts. In 2010, the West Moberly First Nations won
a decision in the Supreme Court of British Columbia that
protected habitat based on their treaty right to carry on
subsistence vocations.13 This litigation came about as a
result of a proposal by First Coal Corporation to construct a
coal mine that would destroy critical habitat for a particular
caribou herd within the West Moberly traditional lands. The
Province of British Columbia and First Coal Corporation unsuccessfully appealed the decision, which was upheld in the
BC Court of Appeal in May of 2011.14 As part of the ruling,
Chief Justice Finch stated that:
“Effectively, MEMPR [Ministry of Energy, Mines and
Petroleum Resources] regarded the petitioners’ Treaty
8 right to hunt as subject to, or inferior to, the Crown’s
right to take up land for mining or other purposes. . . .
[I]t is inconsistent with what First Nations peoples were
told when the Treaty was signed or adhered to. They
were given to understand that they would be as free to
make their livelihood by hunting and fishing after the
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Treaty as before, and that the Treaty would not lead to
‘forced interference with their mode of life’.”15
This is an important decision which speaks to the
relevance of the numbered treaty’s , and also to the allocation of costs and benefits of public goods in the form of
natural resources. If the project were to go ahead, First
Coal Corporation and the Crown would reap the benefits
of mining, while the West Moberly First Nation would bear
the costs of habitat destruction. It will be interesting to see
how this decision plays out over time in other cases and
jurisdictions. It is also an important point for environmental
assessments, as impacts to wildlife and habitat are not only
ecological issues, but also social, cultural, and legal issues.
While the Treaty No. 6 area has already undergone
substantial development, the north-east corner of Treaty
No. 8 territory is in the midst of significant expansion. In
this region, and alongside Northern Gateway, there is also
Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG) extraction and the proposed
Site-C hydroelectric dam located on the Peace River near
Dawson Creek. A 2008 study that assessed the impact of
resource development in the Peace-Moberly region concluded that without an integrated management framework,
the region is likely to experience an increasing loss of forest
species due to habitat destruction.16 It would seem apparent
that cumulative and strategic environmental assessments
for these regions need to be carried out to address the impacts of past and proposed industrial projects on the treaty
rights of the First Nations.

Cumulative assessment and
hearing burnout.

Testimony from these treaty regions indicates a level
of frustration and burnout from previous hearings. Many
of the same questions have apparently been asked, and the
opinions of First Nations’ participants ignored. As Audrey
Horseman so plainly stated “And you keep sitting in panels
and asking the same questions over and over.”17 In an effort
to understand how First Nations’ groups perceive resource
extraction projects, and the associated consultation process, Annie Booth and Norm Skelton carried out a series
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of interviews with members of Halfway River First Nation,
West Moberly First Nation, and the Treaty 8 Tribal Council.18
The informants reported a high level of frustration as they
are “consulted” during each EA, asked similar questions,
which result in the same outcomes—First Nations’ concerns
are ignored and the project goes ahead. Booth and Skelton
conclude that,
“the continued social and political acceptance of the impacts of industrial resource extraction upon indigenous
cultures and their traditional lifestyles will lead to their
disappearance as a people and as a land-based culture.”19

Research findings like those of Booth and Skelton, combined with statements from participants in the Northern
Gateway JRP hearings, suggest that our federally mandated
processes are negligent in their constitutional duties to honour treaty agreements and consult with Aboriginal groups
in a meaningful way. It appears as modern colonialism with
the long-term objective of assimilation and the appropriation of land.

West of the Rockies
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On the west side of the Rocky Mountains, along the
route of the pipeline through to Kitimat, there are no
pre-modern treaties. As was stated on numerous occasions
during First Nations’ testimony, this area is “un-ceded” land.
Arthur Ray described in the BC Studies journal that Treaty
No 8 was made at a time when the Province of British
Columbia “vehemently denied the existence of Aboriginal
title or self-governing right.”20 The province therefore
avoided making any kind of treaty with First Nations and offloaded the cost of policing duties to the Canadian military.
This creates an interesting and somewhat untested situation
for First Nations’ groups that oppose Northern Gateway.
The landscape to the west is also very different from
the prairies to the east. The terrain is more mountainous,
forestry has historically been the major form of resource extraction, and salmon are a cultural icon to both indigenous
and non-indigenous peoples. Mining operations are present
within this region, however, oil and gas are still in early
stages of development. While people east of the Rockies are

now living with the impacts of industrial development and
are simply asking that cumulative environmental issues be
considered, people west of the Rockies see the risks and appear to not want to take the chance. Non-indigenous people
have moved to these areas because of the natural beauty,
fishing, sense of community, or any number of reasons, and
they don’t want to jeopardize this lifestyle.

Destruction of place

Destruction of place through industrial projects is not
unfamiliar in this western region, and the outcomes may
be instructional for our discussion on the importance of
place. In a paper on this topic, Windsor and Mcvey describe
the impact of the Kenney Dam on the Cheslatta T’En First
Nation.21 In the late 1940s plans were underway for the
construction of the Alcan Aluminum smelter in Kitimat,
which would require an electricity source to operate. The
Kenney Dam hydroelectric project was constructed on the
Nechako River to meet this need. The resulting Nechako
Reservoir extends 160 km upstream and inundated 1,200
square km of land that previously provided for the needs of
the Cheslatta T’En. The dam was closed for flooding on April
8th 1952, and the Cheslatta T’En were first told about the
destruction of their territory five days before this occurred.
They were given only ten days by the Department of Indian
Affairs to evacuate the area. This destruction of place had
significant, on-going, consequences for the Cheslatta T’En. A
former Cheslatta chief noted that
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“

I would contend that having an open
mind would be to consider the potential implications of our activities on the
environment that sustains us and the
legacy that we leave for future generations rather than how to maximize the
amount of money we can make now.23

”

Leandre Vigneault
Hadia Gwaii

“at the old reserves at Cheslatta Lake, not one person buried in the abandoned graveyards had died from alcohol
or suicide. At the new reserves at Grassy Plain, there are
three huge new cemeteries and, by 1990, 50% of those
buried there had died from drug or alcohol abuse, and
95% of the Cheslatta people were on welfare.”22

The impact assessment for large projects like Kenney
Dam have clearly improved, but by how much? The value
of current ‘consultation’ practices are drawn into question
during the Northern Gateway hearings by participants like
Audrey Horseman and Amy-Ann Gauthier, who were quoted
earlier in this text. What is the value of consultation if it
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merely serves to inform residents as to what industry will
be doing? This is not then an inclusive process, but a very
thinly veiled public relations exercise at tax-payers’ expense.
Events like the displacement of the Cheslatta T’En are
within living memory of residents who inhabit the region of
the proposed pipeline, and as Booth and Skelton observed,
there is still a lack of confidence and distrust of the EA
process. This distrust is present in the Northern Gateway
hearings and I believe there is a real fear for the future of
the places these people call home. It is this central theme of
‘place’ that I would now like to return.

Sense of place.

As mentioned in the introduction, the importance and
value of place is a central theme in this work. Throughout
the testimony, we have seen that people love where they
live and are concerned about the risk this project brings.
There have also been many strong statements that represent a willingness to stand up for home places and even to
physically defend them. This in-of-itself must bring a certain
amount of stress into the lives of these people who feel so
strongly about stopping this project. Are they all radical
environmentalists with some agenda to send us back to
pre-industrial times as suggested by their critics, or are they
simply mothers, fathers, sons, and daughters who are concerned about their homes and the places they love? Indeed,
do people become radicalized through this disempowering
narrative and process that makes them think they have
no other option, especially when past events only serve to
reinforce this perspective?
As I illustrated in the introduction, ‘place’ has been
identified as somewhere that we can become attached to
through our life experiences. Also, the length of our family
history in an area contributes to the depth of that attachment. There is also research that links our physical and
psychological well-being with our connection to place. This
influence on well-being can be positive or negative based on
our current experience of place. Glenn Albrecht coined the
term ‘Solastalgia’ in an effort to describe this connection,
and the associated affects when a place we are attached to is
threatened or destroyed.
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“[i]t is the pain experienced when there is a recognition
that the place where one resides and that one loves is
under immediate assault (physical desolation). It is
manifest in an attack on one’s sense of place, in the erosion of the sense of belonging (identity) to a particular
place and a feeling of distress (psychological desolation) about its transformation. It is an intense desire for
a place where one is resident to be maintained in a state
that continues to give comfort or solace.”24
Based on my reading of the JRP transcripts, and previous work on the importance of place to our humanity,
I argue that this definition of solastalgia is applicable to
many of those who presented testimony and statements
before the JRP. In defining solastalgia, Albrecht suggests the
outcomes of a population afflicted by this condition may
be depression, suicide, drug abuse, and physical illnesses.25
To illustrate this, Albrecht describes the high rates of depression, suicide, and alcoholism amongst dispossessed
Australian Aboriginals, and similar issues amongst non-indigenous farmers who have lost their land due to drought,
salinity, or financial reasons. This supports the observations of the Cheslatta Chief mentioned earlier, who noted
the dramatic increase in suicide, drug abuse, and welfare
dependency after the Cheslatta T’En lost their home places
as a result of the Kenney Dam and Nechako Reservoir.26 I
am not suggesting a simplistic direct causal relationship
between the above-mentioned events and the associated
social problems, as there are always more factors to consider. However, based on past work on human well-being
and place attachment, I argue that it is safe to say these are
significant contributing factors. The question then needs to
be asked, what would be the impact on the local residents of
a pipeline or tanker incident that caused significant destruction of a physical location, or impeded the activities that
create the lived experiences of place?
To gain some perspective on this, there are some guidelines as to the level of risk to human life that society seems
to have agreed on through various processes. In British
Columbia,27 new residential developments must be protected from natural hazards and meet or exceed a 1:100,000
probability of risk of death per year. Put another way, if you
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are a developer creating a new subdivision or roadway, it
must be built with less than one chance in 100,000 that
someone will be killed as a result of a natural hazard like a
landslide, rock fall, or debris flow. Existing developments
may meet the lower risk standard of 1:10,000. The risk
assessment for Northern Gateway does not meet either of
these criteria when considering either a full-bore pipeline
rupture or a coastal tanker spill.28 Either one of these events
could destroy the surrounding ecosystems and disrupt
the landscape. This would then impact local economies,
cultural practices, and by association, the physical and
mental well-being of the local residents. If this resulted in
higher mortality rates, social problems, and welfare dependence, how indeed should this be considered in the case of
Northern Gateway?
It could well be argued that through the construction
of past projects and subsequent restricted access to traditional territory, many of these issues are already manifest
in First Nation populations east of the Rockies. Reading the
transcripts, I had the distinct sense that these people were
resigned to the pipeline being constructed, even though
they did not really support it—there appeared to be a lack
of willingness to fight. This was not the case to the west,
where defiance and strong oppositional language was common. The Rocky Mountains therefore represents a dividing
line between the past and the future, or possible futures.
The prairies and foothills to the east are the manifest and
on-going reality of colonial practices that continue to place
Euro-centric cultural values of industrial expansion above
those of First Nations’ peoples and the environment in general. The mountains, rivers, and coastline to the west, see a
view of that possible future on the eastern horizon. Based
on the content of the hearing documents, it is my opinion
that this possible future of full-bore industrial development
is being rejected by the local residents who gave their testimony. In its place, there is a preference for stewardship and
ecologically sustainable development that may not bring
rapid wealth to the region, but that will maintain its sense of
place.
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Concluding Points

T

his research project is not about the economic,
geophysical, or ecological aspects of the Northern
Gateway Pipeline. It is about the people that inhabit
the places along the proposed route, and how society makes
decisions about someone else’s backyard. When considering
how to present this research I was constantly drawn back
to the narrative format, as what I had learned was a result
of my own journey. I hope that through the images and
stories from the preceding pages you feel a different kind of
connection with the area and Northern Gateway than you
did before. To conclude, I would like to summarize the key
aspects of this work into six final points.
First, there appears to be a significant lack of trust
between stakeholders and the EA process—especially
concerning First Nations’ groups. Considering JRP testimony
feedback on past hearings, and the Booth & Skelton paper
mentioned earlier, it would appear that many hearings are
perceived as public relations exercises. The end result is
that projects proceed regardless of the opinions of stakeholders, who then feel disempowered, and confidence in
the process erodes. This indicates a significant disconnect
between government, industry, environmental issues,
First Nations and the general public, which needs to be
addressed.
Second, it is my view that hearings like the JRP for
Northern Gateway could be shorter if there was more
confidence in the process. As I worked through the JRP
documents and read statement after statement that essentially said the same thing—that the project represented too
much of a risk to ecosystems, culture, and home places—I
questioned how many people needed to say this. The JRP
has spent more than a year listening to people make these
statements, and I wondered if this was a good use of public
and industry resources. The answer I have come up with is
one of those “it depends” statements. If the issues around
accountability and trust were addressed—that is, people
believed that their concerns were heard, and that they had
some impact on the outcome of the process—the hearings
could be shortened when it became apparent there was
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a very consistent message. This would reduce application times and costs, and people may be happier with the
process. However, as long as there is this level of distrust
amongst First Nations and non-indigenous groups, and the
perceived bias toward industrial development remains, the
full range of hearings is necessary for the weight of concern
and opposition to be heard.
Third, the issues of mistrust described in the previous
point—disempowering rhetoric from government, and
dismissive attitudes from industry—will lead to further
protests and may result in civil unrest. I believe that if the
federal government approves this project after all the testimony and negative press, there will be significant opposition from both First Nations and non-indigenous residents.
Fourth, the efficiency and effectiveness of the new
Canadian Environmental Assessment Act should be reviewed
in the near term. This suggestion is based on the concerns
and criticisms originating from stakeholders, academics,
and the general public around the lack of consultation and
the manner in which Bill C-38 was introduced. Indeed, the
events around the Northern Gateway JRP hearings and the
final decision (whichever way it falls) is likely to fundamentally change how Environmental Assessments are viewed in
Canada.
Fifth, this issue is not a simple case of NIMBYism (Not
In My Back Yard), and asks us to re-evaluate how much risk
‘the few’ should be made to accept for the benefit of ‘the
many’. Government and industry state that this project is
nation building and is in the best interest of all Canadians.
It is undeniable that Northern Gateway would bring some
economic benefits to the Canadian economy. However, it
is debatable whether the residents along the route of the
proposed pipeline, or the associated tanker shipping routes,
would share that benefit in any significant way. At the same
time, these people, and their homes, bare the brunt of the
risk. Throughout the hearing process, the safety record of
the proponent has been challenged, and the companies’ own
assessments show that pipeline leaks and tanker incidents
are inevitable. So, under what circumstances should bureau-

crats on the other side of the country be able to make this
choice for a community?
Sixth, many of the values and attributes I have discussed in the preceding pages are considered ‘intangibles’
and ‘of intrinsic value,’ which are often poorly represented
in capitalist systems. Considering the positivist nature of
the dominant society—that is, all authoritative knowledge
is derived from a numeric evaluation of known facts—how
do we account for intangibles of intrinsic value? If indeed
our ability to correctly value something is predicated on
our skills in devising appropriate scales measure, then at
what point do we know we have accounted for everything?
This question itself could be the subject of many chapters,
however, the important message that I hope I have demonstrated is that subjective ‘things’ matter to humans. They
have value, and impact our lives. As I have stated, it is my
view that place, and our connection to our home places, is
a significant factor in the well-being and happiness of humans. These are subjective evaluations that belong in the
environmental assessment process, and methods need to be
devised to give appropriate weight to these issues.

∞
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Afterword

D

iscussing all the aspects of Northern Gateway is a
huge undertaking. Since the summer of 2012, there
have been many new developments and important
statements made that I have not covered in this text. This
has been a conscious choice, and there are a couple of
reasons behind that choice. The first is that I did not want
to dilute the discussion of place and subjective valuation
with other issues—as important as they may be. This is so
often the case and I felt this topic should stand on its own.
The second reason is that I wanted to get this text out so you
could read it. If I kept adding all the developments from the
hearings and government announcements, you would likely
not be reading this text until 2014! So, for those of you who
would like to see a discussion of those issues, you will have
to wait a little longer.
The final report from the JRP is due before December
31st, 2013. The content of that report, and the final decision from the Federal government, are likely to be quite
controversial. There are a number of outcomes that can be
imagined. The recommendations from the JRP may be to
fully support the project; they may support the project, but
with strong restrictions and conditions; or reject the project
outright. Full support of the project would further devalue
and disempower the role of public consultation, while
rejecting the project would be in direct opposition to the
narrative presented by the federal government. My expectation is that the JRP report will approve the project with
strong conditions, allowing them to say they have listened
to the concerns of the public while still supporting the mandate of the federal government. What then will the federal
government do? They have the final say as to whether or
not the project goes ahead. If there was a negative verdict in
the JRP report, would they over-rule the recommendation
and approve the project? 2015 is an election year, and the
popularity of the Conservative government is sliding. In that
case, would Northern Gateway be the proverbial sacrificial
lamb, axing the project to appear more inclusive and transparent? Unlikely, in my view. A positive verdict would make
life much easier for the government, and they could then say
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due process had been followed. Again, my prediction is that
the government will approve the project, based on a positive, but measured, report from the JRP.
There are many nuances to the above mentioned scenarios and these decisions are likely to be followed by significant events in Canada’s history. The oil and gas industry are
a powerful lobby group at both the federal and provincial
level. However, First Nations’ groups, as well as individual
citizens, have stated their intention to physically oppose the
construction of the pipeline though certain areas of British
Columbia. Will 2014 be a time of political unrest and public
disobedience, or will this whole project go ahead without
much fuss? How will the public see the Environmental
Assessment process after this decision? What role will the
Government of British Columbia play in the final decision?
Will local people stand up for their home places and stand
in front of bulldozers to stop the pipeline? These are all
interesting questions.
All of this sets the scene for “Place and Pipelines: The
Sequel.” It is my intention to write a second text that will
review the contents of the JRP report, provide an update
on events prior to the report release, and a discussion of
events that precipitate from the government’s decision on
the Northern Gateway project. I believe 2014 will be an
interesting year for Canadian environmental and natural
resource policy, as well as social engagement in these issues.
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