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Abstract 

The 1876 Indian Act and other federal laws have deliberately prevented us from 

exercising stewardship in all aspects of our life and severely compromised our ability to 

respond to Climate Change. Financing and caring for our homes and our families can 

take up an inordinate amount of time, especially when attempting to secure financial 

loans through the everyday financial institutions while jumping through the legal hoops 

put in front of us as legal “Wards” of the government. In this research I did interviews 

with the village residents of Skidegate, Haida Gwaii and asked; 1. What can we do to 

lower our carbon footprint? 2. How can we build and finance homes that are healthy and 

safe in light of climate change? 3. How can we use our ancient laws to empower our 

people and nation to uphold our values of respect, reciprocity, consensus and 

stewardship to create a safe planet for present and future generations? Workshop 

participants identified the need for more education on climate change impacts, financial 

planning, budgeting and alternative financing options. They also reported diverse ways 

of reducing fossil fuels such as using alternative energy sources and greener 

transportation, and accessing local value-added building materials. Respondents 

identified the need for improved access to financing for climate ready homes, qualified 

local building inspectors, and the reinvigoration of ancestral laws. Colonization is 

discussed throughout this research due to the impacts it has had and continues to have 

on our life ways. Collective financing using a “Common Bowl1” concept could be used 

through innovative clan reciprocity. Sharing, a local cooperative lending or a Grameen 

Bank2 concept along with the removal of the Indian Act and revitalization of ancient laws 

to live respectfully on the earth would offer independence and control for our nation and 

other nations individually. Currently, Indigenous communities are facing ongoing 

colonization while attempting to address the impacts of climate change. Re-infusing our 

kil yahdas[2] and kuuya[3] is important to rebuild and maintain healthy and resilient 

communities and strong governance in hopes of reducing the impacts of climate change. 

Keywords:  Tll’yahdah; Haida Law; Respect; Climate Change; Decolonization; Indian 

Act   

                                                
1 Personal discussion Dr.D. Nyce (2019) 
2 http://www.grameen-info.org/ 
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Caldeira said that he had recently gone to Washington to brief some 
members of Congress. “I was asked, ‘What is the appropriate 
stabilization target for atmospheric CO2?” he recalled. “And I said, ‘Well 
I think it’s inappropriate to think in terms of stabilization targets. I think 
we should think in terms of emissions targets.’ And they said, ‘Okay, 
what’s the appropriate emissions target?’ and I said, ‘Zero.’  

If you’re talking about mugging little old ladies, you don’t say, “What’s 
our target for the rate of mugging little old ladies?’ you say, ‘Mugging 
little old ladies is bad, and we’re going to try to eliminate it.’ You 
recognize you might not be a hundred percent successful, but your 
goal is to eliminate the mugging of little old ladies. And I think we need 
to eventually come around to looking at carbon-dioxide emissions the 
same way.” Kolbert 2015 
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Chapter 1.  
 
Gina Gansda Suu9 (Introduction) 

With increased evidence of climate impacts globally (Bush 2014, Kolbert 2015) 

and rising cost of energy (Jang 2015), First Nation communities in Canada and other 

Indigenous communities around the world are faced with the challenge of minimizing 

their energy demands and carbon footprint with limited financial capital to implement 

both traditional and new technologies. This is particularly acute in remote indigenous 

communities which experience disproportionate levels of poverty (UN 2009), the same 

cost and legacy of fossil fuel intensive energy sources like diesel, oil and coal, and 

constrained economic opportunities (Mackey and Strathdee 2015). Understanding that 

emitting carbon dioxide and methane into the atmosphere has caused an imbalance and 

Mother Earth will attempt to tll yahda10, we must do our part to assist.  

Haida knowledge and perceptions of climate change impacts and solutions on 

XaaydaGa Gwaay.yaay, British Columbia, Canada are examined in this thesis. 

Specifically, my thesis addresses the following research question: How can we make our 

homes healthy and able to withstand the rising winds, waters, more extreme 

temperatures such as droughts and colder temperatures of climate change? Moreover, 

how can we improve access to financial institutions and funding, given that we live in an 

“Indian reserve11”? Some residents have no full-time employment, or may have chronic 

illnesses, they may lack marketable skills, or are retired. How can we fund timely and 

required repairs?  

I analyzed traditional Haida stories and surveyed the residents of HlGaagilda 

Llnagaay to: 1) document traditional knowledge of climate change, reflected in words 

                                                
9 Introductions / announcements (SHIP page 53) 

10 make things right 
11  Reserves to be held for use and benefit of Indians18 (1) Subject to this Act, reserves are held 
by Her Majesty for the use and benefit of the respective bands for which they were set apart, and 
subject to this Act and to the terms of any treaty or surrender, the Governor in Council may 
determine whether any purpose for which lands in a reserve are used or are to be used is for the 
use and benefit of the band. http://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/i-5/page-5.html#h-13 
September 14, 2018. 
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and stories; 2) evaluate local understanding of the carbon footprint concept; and 3) 

collate residents’ suggestions on how to build, renovate and finance our homes to make 

them safe, healthy and affordable with climate change in mind. Moreover, I used the 

planning and building of my own home as my case study using my learned knowledge. 

Lastly, I examined how to minimize the escalating costs of electricity.  

This thesis weaves together research on and knowledge of Haida governance, 

laws, education, financing, housing, and energy within the urgent context of climate 

change and ongoing colonization. It is premised on one personal and pivotal goal: How 

can we make a difference? In recent years, I have observed concerning impacts from 

human-caused climate change. Snowfall has decreased or melted earlier each year, 

summers are dominated by hotter temperatures impacting our rivers, forests. The 

oceans, our main source for food are under threat from warmer temperatures, 

overharvest, invasive species and return of extirpated mammals such as the sea otters. 

The impacts of climate change are severe and sometimes feel irreversible.  

In 2013, I received a notice from BC Hydro stating the cost of electricity was 

going to increase. I examined the socio-economic context of my neighbours and myself. 

We are almost all older women on fixed incomes facing rising costs of energy. I felt a 

strong need to find a better way to help others and our-selves. It seemed to me help was 

needed to repair or build healthy, safe, affordable homes using the Haida clan system 

and our old way of doing things. My personal motivation for this research evolved from 

this. 

I write most of this work in the first person. I am a mother, grandmother, aunt, 

and k’uuljaad Xaayda 12of the St’awaas Xaaydagaay13 of HlKinul Kaahlii14. Of my 76 

years, I have only lived 17 years away from my home islands of Xaayda Gwaay.yaay, 

five of which were to complete this Master’s degree. My nation is sovereign and has 

never ceded nor surrendered our rights and title to this place. When I refer to “national” 

in my writing, I am referring to the Haida nation. When referring to the colonial state, I 

speak of Canada or the federal or provincial governments. 
                                                
12 Haida matriarch  - Boss lady (esteemed ladies) "...a woman who belonged to the ranks of 
chief's, whether she was a chief's wife or a chief's daughter." (188)  
13 Cumshewa Inlet Clan name (178) 
14 Cumshewa Inlet (178) 
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1.1. Xaayda kil15  

Like many Indigenous languages, Xaayda kil and Xaad kil have been disrupted 

by colonization, a topic prominent in this thesis. Today, my nation is experiencing a 

revival of Xaayda kil and Xaad kil through mentor-mentee projects, stories, songs, 

dances, and language immersion. One of these programs is the Skidegate Haida 

Immersion Program (SHIP) that concentrates on recording and revitalizing Xaayda kil. 

Throughout my research, I have incorporated Xaayda kil to strengthen my own language 

learning and understanding. I have included as much Xaayda kil as possible to honour 

the knowledge that we have to pass on to our next generations.  

The Xaayda kil is an isolate with no apparent connection to any other language in 

the world. It has many distinct dialects that are recognized by the elders who were fluent 

in our mother tongue and English. The present population of HlGaagilda Llnagaay 

originated in the different ancient villages on all the coasts of Xaayda Gwaay.yaay.  

Xaayda kil and Xaad kil developed through observations that our Kuuniisii16 

made. For many millennia, they lived and experienced what was happening on the lands 

and the waters. They tracked harvesting cycles and created a natural calendar and a 

language that was inherently connected to this place. There is a profound and deep level 

of knowledge attached to specific words and phrases in Xaayda kil and Xaad kil. 

As the elders worked on gathering and developing the orthography to better 

reflect the sounds that resonated in our language they at first struggled to resolve why 

many spoke the word or phrases with slight variations but used in the same context. This 

question challenged what they were led to believe from yaatsXaaydaGa17 writings. The 

words which are part of the Glossary and the various recordings of words and phrases, 

led them to look at where the different ways of saying words originated and tracing their 

own ancestry, concluded there were many more dialects than linguists stated.  The 

conclusion that due to the many years of being isolated from each other, just as our 

                                                
15 Haida language (372) 
16 ancestors (48) There are other terms, this one is most commonly used. 
17 white men (1011) 
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language is an isolate, there was and is a high probability that the dialects evolved from 

the same isolation, with arranged marriages and other legal functions such as 

Skaldiiuull'waa18 , ‘waahlGahl19 , ‘la tl’l tll k’aadang.Gasdll20, iina21  for examples ensuring 

the main body of this Isolate remained intact. (SHIP Elders, per. disc. N.d.) Today, 

Xaayda kil is a compilation of various southern Haida dialects and Xaad kil is a 

compilation of various northern Haida dialects (Enrico 1989). 

In my father’s last years, he often would talk to me about the deeper meanings 

behind a phrase in Xaayda kil and what it meant. This wasn’t just the words spoken but 

the knowing which was triggered when these certain phrases were said and 

acknowledged and actions happened by the people of the village. An example of this is 

sk’awGan Gaalang skaasda, a phrase that describes when the salmonberries go from 

green to colour overnight. It is time to get ready to go to the west coast to catch spring 

salmon passing through our waters. The words meanings behind the words spoken 

bring a vision of salmon swimming at night and the phosphorescent light trail they leave 

behind them. This phrase indicates the connection between the land happenings and the 

ocean happenings.  Another indicator with the salmonberries is earlier in the year when 

the flowers start to become green berries, it means the halibut are now plump enough in 

the inlet and they are ready for harvesting. As far as I know, the phrase for this annual 

occurrence has been lost. It leads me to wonder what other precious knowledge pieces 

have been lost due to forced disruption of passing on our language and life ways. 

All Haida language included in this research is in Xaayda kil with the exception of 

northern place names, which are in Xaad kil. The title of this thesis translates to; 

Working together to make it a better world.  

                                                
18 Forcing self to do something i.e. potlatch for a divorce (325) 
19 Potlatch – our legal system (632) 
20 Potlatch (a test that the eligible chief had to complete before he/she could potlatch) lit. they 
were making him smart (633). 
21 See page 516 for descriptions of marriage - Marriage to the “right person” (not only in terms of 
descent but also in terms of the character of the spouse and of his or her clan mates) was 
traditionally crucial for the achievement of status; men and women played equally important roles 
in the major potlatch.  
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1.2. Xaayda Gwaay.yaay  

 Xaayda Gwaay.yaay22 is an archipelago located 120 kilometers west of central 

British Columbia on the northwest coast of K’aada Tllgaay23. The southern portion of the 

Islands is designated as a Gwaii Haanas Haida Heritage Site, Gwaii Haanas National 

Marine Protected Area and Park Reserve until such time as the title case has been 

settled. Prior to the introduction of Sitka black tail deer and other invasive species, these 

Islands were known as and reflected the nickname Galapagos of the North. Our plants 

are unique in that they have developed over thousands, maybe millions of years, without 

having to defend themselves chemically (Turner, N.J. pers. comm. n.d.).  

Our ancestors, the supernatural beings, made a place for us when it was, “light 

then, yet dark, they say” (Swanton 1905a). Our people have survived, and often thrived, 

through a multitude of climate changes over the thousands and thousands of years that 

we have lived here. Our stories tell us of floods, ice ages, droughts, warmer weather, 

and how our physical human bodies have changed from walking on fours to finally being 

upright (Deans 1899). Prior to foreign epidemics, our population has been estimated to 

be more than 25,000. Foreign diseases brought from abroad severely impacted our 

population starting in the 1400s (Gibson 1992; Boyd 1999). Colonization has also 

impacted our lands, people, and governance.  

Haida governance and laws have been disrupted by colonial efforts over the last 

few hundred years. Our ancient systems still exist, and the modern government, the 

Council of the Haida Nation, works alongside the Indian Act Band Councils to safeguard 

the lands, waters, and people. Municipal governments have also recognized the need to 

work together by ratifying the Island Protocol Agreement that recognizes Haida 

leadership and governance. 

As a result of The British North American Act (BNA) of 1867, and now the 

Canadian federal government, all lands are designated as Crown Land. Provincial and 

federal governments have developed legislation using the BNA as the basis for holding 

all lands for use by and for developing a source for economic development. Extractive 

Industries that have resulted in activities, such as logging, fishing, mining, and seafood 

                                                
22 Haida Gwaii known as Queen Charlotte Islands between 1787 and 2010 
23 North America/land out there/mainland (513) 
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harvesting are part of the results. Extraction has proliferated as part of this economic 

and exploitive system. Our ancestors and the ancient stories tell us that we have a 

responsibility to live in balance on Xaayda Gwaay.yaay, including caring for the sky, 

waters, and all our neighbours. The Haida nation has initiated a title case in the courts to 

gain recognition of the rightful jurisdiction and rights to our Islands. 

1.2.1. XaaydaGa 

The Islands population as a whole is approximately 4,500, split between 

XaaydaGa and yaatsxaaydaGa. Our population of XaaydaGa is located mainly in the 

villages of HlGaagilda Llnagaay and Gaw Tlagee, both of which are designated as 

“Indian Reserves.” Building homes and living in an “Indian Reserve” presents unique and 

very real barriers to what is necessary for building or renovating in order to have healthy, 

safe housing, due to the designation to our lands as “Crown Land”. Finding real and 

practical solutions to these barriers is a challenging motivation. 

In the 2016 census, many residents were recorded as women who are single or 

widows living on fixed incomes (Stats Can 2016). It was also reported there are at least 

forty persons living in HlGaagilda Llnagaay are without any income. In “one person” 

households the average annual income was reported as twenty-two thousand, three 

hundred thirty-six dollars. A total of three hundred and eighty residents had an income of 

less than thirty thousand dollars annually. At least 270 of the houses in HlGaagilda 

Llnagaay were at least 40 years old. Of the total 382 houses, at least 65 require or 

continue to need major repairs with 275 in need of minor repairs. Over 200 of the 

homeowners are over the age 54. Many other members of the community are single 

parents with children or disabled people who have no means to pay larger electricity 

costs or people who are living on fixed income.  At the same time, opportunity exists to 

support various on-island climate initiatives with traditional and contemporary 

knowledge. The cost of energy (BC Hydro) has increased by 26.1% since 2013 to last 

year 2018 (Jang 2015).  

According to Corak, a professor with the Graduate Center at University of New 

York, during 2015 Canada’s official poverty line for a family of two adults and two 
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children averaged $37,542 across the 50 regions for which it is calculated24. In 21 

communities in British Columbia e.g. Victoria, Vancouver some employers have entered 

into Living Wage for Families campaign. The living wage includes costs like rent and 

groceries, as well as items, such as extended health care and two weeks’ savings for 

each adult. It does not include debt repayment or savings for future plans (Corak 2018). 

1.3. DaaGang.nga25  

Over the deep time when XaaydaGas Chii’ akaatl’ lxa26 to occupy our lands, 

there were no trees available to build houses (see Deans 1899 and Fedje and Mathewes 

2005). Our deep time stories tell us that our supernatural ancestors came out of the 

waters and Tllguuhlga Gan Xaayda Gwaay.yaay27 (Swanton 1905a). In the book, “From 

the Time of the Loon,” Fedje and Mathewes (2005) describe a time almost seventeen 

thousand calibrated years ago when the waters were lower by 140 +/- metres and 

starting to rise (Figure 1). The waters changed drastically and reached nearly 20 meters 

above the shoreline known today. These changes happened in a very short period of 

time, and Haida stories, as well as scientific accounts, describe these changes and how 

our kuuniisii adapted. 

                                                
24 The Living Wages for Families Campaign 
www.livingwageforfamilies.ca/living/wages/in/bc_and_canada 
25 lit. bad but even worse. Expression said when something is really bad. SHIP Glossary (Jackie 
Casey) p.71 (Climate change Impacts on XaaydaGa Gwaay.yaay)  

26 Our ancestors first came out of the ocean, according to (GwaaGanad, personal conversation, 
2003) 
27 Had no place to rest as the world was covered with water (Swanton, 1905a:110)	
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Figure 1 Change in sea level rise and topography of Haida Gwaii that’s included 
in the story of Raven, shown here with radiocarbon dating (a). Adapted 
from Fedje and Mathewes (2005). Photos of what Haida Gwaii probably 
looked like (b) and currently looks like (c). Photos courtesy of 
R. Mathewes.

In the stories gathered by Deans (1899) from the Xaayda of that time (1800s) he 

recorded stories of our kuuniisii on Xaayda Gwaay.yaay and a time when the weather 

was much warmer and starting to get much colder (see also Wilson 2005; Deans 1895; 

quoted in Fedje and Mathewes 2005:126). Other stories gathered by Deans (1899) 

speak of another time when the climate was much warmer and the insects were bigger 

and their bites killed the people. The ancestors used caves in rocks as shelters. 

Historically, they also dug holes in the soil and covered themselves with branches or 

skins (Deans 1899) and the lands were similar to the steppes found in the northern 

areas of the world (Mackie and Acheson 2005; Fedje and Mathewes 2005).  

Another story gathered by Deans (1899) talks about Kalga Jaad28 leading our 

people away from tllgaay ‘waadluXan kalga gan29 or ‘waadsGwa / ‘waadsxwa GaaGwii 

28 Ice-Woman
29 glaciers or Ice Age (the earth was frozen) (431) 
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un kwaan gang30 as they descended on our lands. As the waters rose, in Fedje et al 

(2005) findings in the intertidal archaeological site of Kilgii Gwaii, it appears that our 

ancestors may have been using skin shelters for camping, as this area was a camping 

site31. My observation of the stake pictured on page 200 (see Figure 11.6) makes me 

believe that wooden stakes had a specific use; my hypothesis is that a stake for a skin 

tent enabled them to be mobile ahead of the risings oceans and still have shelters. This 

could verify the deep time humans existed on these Islands and the resilience of our 

ancestors (Fedje et al. 2005). 

In the late 1800s the people from the southern villages who survived smallpox 

and other diseases, mostly gravitated to HlGaagilda Llnagaay, as a result of the religious 

people promising they would be saved. Understanding that our id kunGasda ga 

xaaynang.ngas32 had experienced or heard of deaths of many hundreds and thousands 

of our relatives over the 1700s and 1800s, it would make sense that the survivors would 

be looking for a way to be saved. My family was the last group to move from our village 

of HlKinul Llnagaay33 into HlGaagilda Llnagaay. Each surviving clan and their ‘Laana 

AwGa 34 made serious decisions when moving to this village because it meant that they 

had to k’uusGaw35.  

This decision to move from our original villages facilitated, the imposition of new 

colonial laws, such as the Indian Act, Fisheries Act and potlatch ban. With moving to a 

new village, this created an opportunity for European Laws and policies to subvert and 

override our own, without our consent. These laws drove our own laws underground. My 

xaadGa,36 Niis Wes, of Gakyals KiiGawaay and the gwaay k’iiyaanda37, of the St’awaas 

                                                
30  Ice Age – lots way over there Time period before and up to the last Ice Age (432 Morrison from 
Alaska)  

31 Page 203 

32 Ancestors (those living before us) (48) 

33 Cumshewa Village 

34 Hereditary leader or one born into the position as oldest son of oldest daughter. In families 
inheriting responsibilities for certain lands, portion of the ocean (SHIP:168) and personal 
knowledge 

35 Decide to give up his power and live as what would or could be termed a sub-chief under the 
‘Laana AwGa of the village his clan has moved to (169). 

36 Father, women talk about (293) XaadGaay or Xaadang may also be used. 
37 Name given to him when he visited his “Chinaay Ts’iibasa” in Kitkatla (155 & p.c. with E.Wilson) 
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XaaydaGaay38 tell me that because keeping our word was important in upholding our 

oral laws, they worked very diligently to live by the new laws put on them. “Without any 

treaty; without being conquered; we have quietly submitted to any laws made for our 

government, and this we intend to be our course.” –Alfred Adams (CHN 2010). When 

deciding to move into another clan’s territory, protocol would require prior negotiations 

for food, fibre, medicines and spiritual needs and payment to the head ‘Laana AwGa. 

The underpinning of my research is situated at the centre of Haida language, 

governance and laws, and life ways within the urgent context of climate change. I looked 

to Xaayda Kil Yahdas to guide my research and process. In my literature review and 

research, I asked, what can we do to lower our carbon footprint, provide safe and 

healthy homes and make them affordable. Throughout this thesis, I provide information, 

evidence, and research that suggest we look to the past – our old ways of doing things – 

in order to create a future that we want. As I outlined earlier in this chapter, my id 

kunGasda ga xaaynang.ngas39 were resilient and found unique and ingenious solutions 

to address environmental changes. I believe that we can (and must!) do this again.  

Chapter 2 describes my research methodology, which consisted of a community 

workshop, questionnaire, and my own personal observations and experiences. The 

questions of my research aim to understand local community members’ knowledge 

about climate change, and what people see as the best ways to ensure, build and 

finance safe and healthy homes. My questionnaire also asked about options to decrease 

our collective carbon footprint, as well as questions about financing, and transportation. 

Chapter 3 describes the results of the questionnaire. 

Finally, chapter 4 provides further analysis on the results of my research and the 

relearning of Haida governance. This requires a reinvigoration of Haida laws because, to 

my understanding, Haida laws are what make our governance. This section of my thesis 

looks at educational gaps identified in my research, and financial barriers and 

opportunities related to reducing our carbon footprint. My final conclusion suggests that 

revitalizing our kuuniisii laws and principles and using them to replace present 

Canadians Acts and laws may improve our governance situation and reverse or stop 

climate change. 
                                                
38 ancestry  
39 those living before us (48) 
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Chapter 2. Huu tllguu hll ‘waa gan40 (Methodology) 

Xaayda kil yahdas gidGang 'la kilGuhlga dii huu tllguu hll 'waa gan41 

Xaayda kil yahdas I use in this thesis is Ad kyanang kunGasda 42. One cannot 

presume that it is alright to do something whether to another or to go on to another’s 

territory without getting permission first. Depending on what you wish to do, the type of 

payment must be settled between the stewards of the lands, waters and spaces prior to 

any entry through bodies of water, land or any other actions, such as gathering for your 

needs. Prior to European laws being put upon us, this was the law everyone understood 

and lived by it. It would have been settled with the ‘Laana AwGa or in the case of my 

proposed survey, to ask permission of the village council or administration. Discussions 

were necessary to ensure my proposal was grounded in the relevant issues and there 

was no misunderstanding in the questions for my proposed survey.  

2.1. ChinGaang Ad kyanang kunGasda43  

Reflecting on United Nation’s Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous People 

(UNDRIP) and the requirement to have free, prior, and informed consent, and previous 

research amongst the Haida, the need for consultation, for me, starts prior to writing the 

research goals. Keeping this in mind, it was necessary for me to include consultation 

with Skidegate administration staff before research began. Prior to settling on the final 

version of my questionnaire, I approached the Skidegate village administration to 

discuss the intention and content of my proposed questionnaire. Discussions were 

necessary to ensure my proposal was grounded in the reality of daily issues and the 

general feelings about surveys. The Skidegate Chief Administrator, Barbara Stevens 

and one of her staff, Dana Moraes, met with me. Discussion took place around the kind 

of information I wanted to gather. Did I want to visit each home or could this be better 

accommodated by a workshop setting? How would I ensure privacy? Terminology was 

                                                
40 That’s how I did it (Pp 235)  
41 Haida law told me how to do it (SHIP, 235, 475, 938) 
42 to ask first (Pp 64) 
43 Seeking Consent and Witness (633)	
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discussed and opinions on whether this or that would offend someone was challenged 

and resolved. At this point never having conducted a survey myself, the questionnaire 

consisted of 101 questions, there are approximately 360 homes in the village. My 

intention was to sample 10% of all homes in HlGaagilda Llnagaay. Simon Fraser 

University’s (SFU) Office of Research Ethics (ORE) required completely unbiased 

questions, but I felt it was necessary, given the legacy of past research, to look at 

possible reactions of the community members in light of past experiences with other 

surveys and researchers (Borrows 2012). For people who have lived in reserves and 

have been viewed as species to be studied and exploited, research has left distaste in 

our mouths. Keeping this in mind, respectful, unfettered english, and information which 

explains the purpose and hoped for results needed to be planned as part of the process.  

A lesson in our laws from my father is to always daw in44.  For this questionnaire and 

following Xaayda Kil Yahdas45of always having a witnesses, I opted for a workshop 

instead of door-to-door interviews.  

My questions were to understand the level of knowledge concerning climate 

change, what people knew about making homes safe and healthy. My questionnaire 

also looked at possible options for making our carbon footprint smaller, along with 

financial, transportation and value-added ideas. Community workshops as part of this 

research also provided information of the quickly changing climate. Throughout my work, 

I kept Xaayda Kil Yahdas as my guiding values. Gudgíi t’aalang giida46 in light of the 

funding and education I have been honored to receive, I have shared and I will share my 

learnings and complete my intented thesis.  

In this case, for my survey, I practiced Gud gad iis47  and Aagang.Guu48. I 

ensured that people who would show up to take part in answering my questionnaire all 

heard the same questions at the same time, including the explanation of what each 

question meant if they needed further explanations. The people in attendance were 

                                                
44 have a witness to back or validate my actions when doing something 
45 Haida spoken laws (475) 
46 We all share 
47 Coming together to discuss 
48 Consensus 
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ChinGaang49, as well as participants in my research. When Laana AwGalang attend a 

‘WaahlGahl50, they are invited as witnesses for proceedings of the opposite clan’s 

business. Laana AwGalang, always of the same social standing, come with the 

understanding that they are there as witnesses and to ensure everything is done legally 

as the host has discussed with their clans and the witnesses prior to the potlatch. To 

ensure this, what is to be witnessed needs to be understood and agreed upon by the 

witnesses prior to attending the potlatch. Once the issue has been brought to what 

would be the legal conclusion, it is the responsibility of witnesses to keep the record 

straight and carry the message of what was legalized and/or tll yahda.  

2.2. Participant Aquisition  

Prior to traveling home to HlGaagilda Llnagaay, an electronic version of my 

poster was sent around the community and I placed the poster on my personal 

Facebook page. The advertisement  included the date and all pertinent information for 

our people to review and extended an open invitaiton for all residents of HlGaagilda 

Llnagaay. Notices were also given to the Skidegate Band Council’s administrative staff 

to distribute. To keep my participants from being just those closely related to me, I 

refrained from phoning family and friends. I wanted at least 10% of residents from the 

total houses in Skidegate, as I felt this would give me an idea of the level of knowledge 

community members had about climate change and the issues concerning our “carbon 

footprint of XaaydaGa Gwaay.yaay”.  Ten-percent meant I would have at least 36 

representatives of the houses situated in HlGaagilda Llnagaay. On the afternoon of June 

15, 2017 we gathered for workshop in the Skidegate Community Hall for an afternoon of 

questions, discussion and enjoyment. Twenty-five people honored my invitation to the 

workshop and provided responses to my questionnaire. 

                                                
49 invited to witness (633/436 ), used in reference to attending a potlatch 
50 Potlatch (632) 
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2.3. HlGang.gulxaay.yang51 Guudluu52 

In June 2017, I held a workshop in HlGaagilda Llnagaay, BC Canada with an 

agreement and permission of 25 Elders, adults and youth to assess their level of 

knowledge about climate change and to provide up-to-date information on housing, 

energy, transportation, funding, and food security in light of climate change impacts on 

XaaydaGa Gwaay.yaay. The methods used for the workshop included: storytelling, 

discussions, listening, sharing the ideas, eating together, as well as gathering our 

learnings. A written questionnaire was also distributed at the workshop and comprise my 

data for this research. Situations called for a sense of humor, and this was displayed 

throughout the session by the principle investigator (PI) and participants. Keeping this in 

mind along with consensus and reciprocity, these are important parts of how our 

ancestors worked to find good decisions.  

The start of the workshop was over the lunch hour, a full meal was laid out for the 

participants and was served prior to the actual work of the survey and presentations. 

This was done for two reasons: Haida protocol requires any work accomplished must 

accompanied by the sharing of a meal, showing agreement and having witnesses in 

attendance. In this case I provided it early as some of the persons attending may have 

had health reasons for needing to eat at regular intervals and I wanted to be respectful 

of that. Once lunch was completed the workshop opened with introductions of all 

participants and volunteers to each other. Tickets to draw door prizes were given to each 

participant. Haida protocol requires that I honor people by (giving something in return for 

what it is they have given to me or witnessed). Refreshments were available throughout 

the entire workshop. Although ORE instructed that no monetary payments be made, 

Xaayda kil yahdas also governs my actions.  Before and during the workshop tickets for 

door prizes were drawn. Instead of the usual order of business according to the Haida 

way, we did it this other way and everyone was satisfied with the process. The order of 

doing business or making something legal, usually happened first and then, once 

                                                
51 Lit. work 
52 all together(937) Workshop 
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completed, a meal would have been served, when all are gina waadluxan gud ‘laa53 all 

the business is concluded.  

During this workshop, I distributed the questionnaire and moved the people 

through each section by reading the questions and giving them sufficient time to record 

their answers on the hard copies of the questionnaire. Two presentations were given, 

discussions and explanations were provided when needed and answers to the questions 

asked by participants. Volunteers were situated in areas where they could hear and 

record the questions if asked.  

Large poster sized papers were used to display the questions I had permission 

from Simon Fraser University’s Office of Research Ethics to ask. Explanations were 

made when required.  

After the conclusion of the initial workshop, an opportunity was provided through 

Swiilawiid Sustainability Society to speak on climate change and options for making a 

difference in our world. Additional workshops took place in HlGaagilda Llnagaay and 

Gaw Tlagee Massett in 2017. No questionnaires were distributed at these sessions, but 

these gatherings provided another opportunity for youth and other community members 

to learn about local climate impacts and discuss options. In this session and at another 

two workshops I was invited to present information on Climate change and options to 

make our Carbon footprint smaller. Both workshops were over two days and the first one 

was for island women in Port Clements, and the other was co-hosted by Swiilawiid and 

the Council of the Haida Nation focusing on Climate Change and Energy options for all 

island residents. Since these workshops on island, people have been anxious to start 

finding the options that will work for our communities and individuals. The of the Haida 

Nation has one person hired to look at options and as an elected member of the Council 

of the Haida Nation, I sit in this committee as part of my portfolio. 

2.4. Questionnaire 

The questionnaire consisted of 13 open-ended questions (Appendix A). These 

questions were first vetted with the Skidegate Band Council Administrator and 

discussions took place to ensure the participants would feel comfortable answering 
                                                
53 Agreement 
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questions that were very personal, such as the state of their homes and individuals’ 

finances. The list of questions on the subjects was approved by ORE and extended in 

March 2018 for one year. In March 2019, ORE extended approval until thesis defence.   

2.5. Data Analysis 

I summarized and synthesized the results from each question both quantitatively 

and qualitatively. I transcribed the answers provided by each respondent and 

synthesized the results by broad themes. The analysis is part of this thesis in Chapter 3. 

2.6. Educational Presentations  

During the workshop the first presentation was started once the questionnaires 

were all gathered up.  This talk was accompanied with a power point presentation 

(Appendix B) which showed the various changes which are taking place on XaaydaGa 

Gwaay.yaay show casing the rising waters, and erosion caused by bigger storms and 

the fluctuating weather extremes of drought in the summers and wilder rainy seasons 

throughout the year.  The second presentation addressed the challenge of “Food 

Security Amidst Climate Change.”  Anne Salomon presented this on my behalf. 

2.7. Personal Observations and Case Study 

This research also draws on my personal observations about environmental 

changes in Skidegate. The world has changed so significantly with a shifting climate. 

These changes are not only recent. We have adapted as we can and now we are a 

place where, even though we are resilient, it may not be enough. As ocean people our 

food sources have been impacted especially in Xaana Kaahlii where we live. It is critical 

to look at what is happening and how quickly it is happening in order to understand the 

urgency of changing our use of fossil fuels and decreasing our contributions to the global 

carbon footprint.  

My personal experience building my home has also informed this thesis. In 

planning my house, I took into account weather and winds, seasons, and the fact that I 

was aging and wanted to spend all of my days in this home. The workshop participants 

expressed their concern about housing, growing old and how to care for their homes if 
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they were single without younger family members to help them.  These questions are 

described in more detail in the following chapter.  
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Chapter 3. Gangxaaw ad DuuGa54 (Results) 

3.1. Workshop and Questionnaire 

3.1.1. Participant Demographics 

The workshop participants consisted of 18 women, six men and one gender 

unidentified (Figure 2). Participant ages ranged from 18 years to 97 years. The majority 

of the 25 people present were in the age bracket between 58 – 67 years (Figure 3). Most 

of the participants were bilingual, in Xaayda Kil and English, and 5 participants were 

language teachers (Figure 4). I feel it was important to acknowledge this as the thinking 

and understanding of English did not always reflect the rich and varied knowledge these 

participants contribute through their knowledge of Xaayda Kil. 

 
Figure 2 Percentage of respondents by gender (n = 25). 

                                                
54 People working together and Results 

Male
24%

Female
72%

Other
4%
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Figure 3 Percentage of respondent in each age class (n = 25). 

 
Figure 4 Percentage of respondents that were language teachers (n = 25). 

3.1.2. Carbon Footprint 

Overall, twelve (48%) respondents understood what a carbon footprint is and 

how to make it smaller. Participants clearly linked their use of fossil fuels to carbon 

emissions, human-induced climate change and the size of their carbon footprint. The 

primary sources of carbon pollution identified were fuel, garbage, the vessels used for 

fishing, the machinery used in removing the trees from the island forests, the act of 

removing trees, lifestyle choices such as driving cars, using oil for heating and use of 
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diesel to create electricity. Eight (32%) respondents defined a carbon footprint broadly 

as the amount of natural resources we use in our daily lives, a definition commonly used 

for the term ecological footprint. Three (12%) respondents may have misunderstood the 

term and two respondents (8%) did not provide an answer. 

Respondents provided a highly diverse array of suggestions on how to reduce 

their carbon footprints at the individual, community and national level. Individually, they 

suggested that their carbon footprint could be reduced by changing their lifestyle 

choices. For example, respondents identified that they reduce, reuse and recycle 

products, make wiser purchasing choices, choose energy efficient ways to travel, and 

cut back on the amount of energy they use to heat and light their homes. In terms of the 

broader Haida community, it was suggested that people return to, and reinvigorate 

traditional Haida life ways and laws, all of which relate to the wise, respectful and 

collaborative use of the environment. Moreover, the sharing of climate-related 

information, climate wise purchasing decisions by larger organizations and reduced 

industry in the forests and ocean were identified as important measures to reduce the 

carbon footprint of Skidegate and the Haida community collectively. At the Canadian 

level, it was identified that federal laws needed to change and include Traditional Laws 

in all levels. 

3.1.3. Haida Words for Aspects of Climate Change 

In my questionnaire, I asked participants to provide words that signified aspects 

of climate change. Respondents identified 21 Haida words and phrases that described 

short term weather patterns, longer term climatic conditions, and associated laws, 

observations and fears (Table 1). Specifically, four of the noted phrases describe some 

Haida Laws that underpin how Haida live with the earth and all of its creatures. For 

example, Yah gid and tll yahda both reflect the need to take action to correct wrong 

doings. Ad k’yaanang refers to the need for consent before any actions are settled. Gina 

‘Waddluxan Gud Kwaagid describes the knowing that whatever we do to the world we 

do to ourselves. While 10 of the 21 words identified describe various ephemeral aspects 

of weather, including words such as stormy, sunny, cold, hot, thunder, and rain, some 

respondents associated deeper interpretations and associated feelings with these 

words. For example, while daala means rain, the devastating impact of floods was 

associated with it. Similarly, while hlGahlguu means stormy, the respondent associated 
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‘danger on the sea and land’ with this word. Finally, some phrases expressed people’s 

feelings about climate change, including; Dii ‘Guudang.ngaay hlkuuxiida ga ‘Laana 

Gwaay’, meaning I am worried about the world. Seven (28%) respondents did not 

provide any Haida words associated with climate change. 

Table 1 - Haida words and meanings for aspects of climate change identified by 
respondents (%). 

Haida Words and Phrases Respondents’ Interpretation of the Meaning Respondents 
(%) (n = 25) 

Ad k’yaanang A Haida Law: To ask first. All acts must be done 
with consent. 

4 

Amass A command to stop and restore balance. 4 
Chiina gow Gaddii Less fish 4 
Daala Rain. The impact of rain can be devastating when it 

comes to flood. 
16 

Dii Guudang.ngaay hlkuuxiida ga 
‘Laana Gwaay 

I am worried about the world. 4 

Gaa.ywu When the water is so rough it looks smoky. 4 
Gina ‘Waddluxan Gud Kwigid A Haida Law: Everything depends on everything 

else. 
4 

Hiilang Thunder 4 
HlGahlguu Stormy. Wind. Means danger on the sea and land. 12 
Jaayah *** 4 
K’aw kihl  The act of taking food home for the people to make 

sure they have enough 
4 

K’iina Hot 8 
Taajuu Windy 16 
T’aaGaw Snow 4 
Tll yahda A Haida Law: Making it right. 4 
Taagaay wad.dluxan gow Gaddii Less food. (Traditional foods) 4 
Taajuu daahlgahlda Changing winds 4 
Xaay.ya Sunny 12 
Xwii Cold 12 
Yaahguudang Haida Law: Respect 12 
Yah gid Haida law: Making it right. 4 

3.1.4. Perceptions of Climate Change 

Perceptions of climate change spanned five broad categories: extreme weather, 

rising sea level, warming, food security and concerns about the next generation. Ten 

(40%) respondents identified increased variation and severe weather conditions such as 

greater occurrence of storm surges and higher velocity winds, longer winters and hotter 

summers, and drastic short-term changes that differ from normal weather patterns. Six 

(24%) respondents noted rising sea levels and potential impacts on coastal homes, 
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erosion of beach areas, and reduced habitat for all islands creatures, including humans. 

Three (12%) respondents identified increasingly warming conditions while eight (32%) 

respondents noted the consequences of climate change on seafood availability and 

access. Specifically, some seafood and their potential use will become increasingly 

scarce due to changing ocean conditions and will negatively affect people’s health. As 

indicated in the responses, people have concerns about how we impact our world and 

want to teach important values of respect to the next generation. 

3.1.5. A’ayguu, K’inhlgiijuu 55 

The participants named 10 different options for alternate energy sources. Thirty-

four percent of the options mentioned were in the sphere of solar energy including solar 

panels and solar water heaters. Wind vectors made up 23%, including small wind 

turbines, windmills, mobiles and the largest percentage of the 23% was the word “wind” 

without any specific vector. Sixteen percent of the options included use of water using 

the words tide, ocean or tidal. Heat pumps made up 11% of the alternative options, with 

wood stoves at 4%, cutting down on consumption 3%, geothermal 2% and use of bio 

mass, use of a dam and less use of electronics at 1% each. Only one person did not 

provide any suggestions for options.  

3.1.6. D’aal Gan K’uulas56 

Participants identified six broad ways to finance the construction or renovation of 

their homes given our quickly changing climate. Thirty-five percent of the solutions 

identified the traditional manner of generating wealth (intangible and tangible capital) 

through isda ad diigii isda57. This included working together within the clan system to 

accumulate materials, labour, trade skills, plan the order and design of house 

construction as well as share food with the families of those working on the immediate 

house. Sixteen percent of the options included the personal acquisition and saving of 

funds. This included holding better paying jobs, opening personal savings accounts, 

applying for personal loans and starting a business. Six percent of the solutions 

                                                
55 do something different (236), energy (277) 
56 Finance (300) 
57 giving and receiving or the act of reciprocity  
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identified included applying for First Nations financing through Indigenous lending 

institutions. Another 6% of the solutions included western financing, such as mortgages, 

personal loans and ethical investing. Other solutions included applying for a grant and 

buying a lottery ticket. Seven of the respondents (28%) did not provide an answer, 

indicating they either did not understand the question or did not have a solution to 

propose. 

3.1.7. DamXan gud.ad t’alang hlGang.gulxada 58  

Participants identified actions by which the community of Skidegate could work 

together to ensure that each family has enough financial support and technical skills to 

complete or upgrade home construction or renovations in light of climate change. 

Holding community-wide or clan specific meetings to communicate housing needs, 

develop equitable housing upgrade policies, and coordinate house construction to work 

together were primary actions identified. Another action proposed by participants 

includes the creation of a community wide climate-ready home program where 

everyone’s needs are honoured and cared for. This was suggested as a way to fund 

based on the exchange of skills and goods such as firewood, meal preparation, and 

building potlucks, as examples.  

The other broad category of participant suggestions focused on education. 

Participants identified training sessions to teach construction skills, qualify local people 

as housing inspectors, and teach how to care for individual homes. Another suggestion 

included providing a course in financial management by sharing skills and expertise in 

financial literacy to help people access loans, grants and be able to plan. Saving money 

to increase purchasing power for house upgrades by including a deep time custom of 

multi-generations living together was also suggested. Lastly, creating national policies to 

ensure equal opportunities for all in accessing funds and working together was identified. 

Six of the respondents (24%) offered no suggestions. As with other education 

possibilities, it was suggested that these sessions could pair mentors and mentees to 

ensure skills are passed on to the next generations. 

                                                
58 Let us work together (1028) 
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3.1.8. Naaxang.ngaay59  

The participants’ suggestions for how a house could be built in light of climate 

change varied considerably. Forty-five percent of the solutions concentrated on what 

would withstand the quickly changing climate. Examples of the ideas concentrated on 

locating and use of local materials; design for local climate conditions including: homes 

that are adaptable for aging, use of six inch walls, avoiding cheap toxic materials; 

recycling wood, plumbing and electrical wire when possible. Seventeen percent of the 

solutions focused on education. The participants felt that the most important solutions 

are to pursue and learn the old ways of building and to practice them, learning how to 

use local knowledge of material suitability for the Haida Gwaii climate. Other concerns 

listed included learning how to harvest appropriate local wood, and process building 

materials. Participants wanted the community of Skidegate to be reminded of the ancient 

value of “take only what you need” as well as how to access sources for financing other 

than the large banks, having a way to insure they are getting the total allocated grants 

and to spend their grants locally are important.  

Other suggestions included building houses with proper insulation, have wood 

shutters for window protection, using members of a person’s clan or volunteers to build. 

People mentioned the importance of well-ventilated homes to prevent mould, the use of 

rain water systems. Seven percent of the suggestions addressed the use of recycled 

materials such as wood, electrical wire and plumbing, local siding, metal roofs, and triple 

glazed windows. The final 7% covered options for energy use such as heat pumps, wind 

turbines, solar panels, on-demand water heaters and wood stoves. 

The general suggestions to span all communities and Island life were how to be 

more effective at learning about house construction standards, communications on 

house plans prior to starting, caring for each other, feeding or sharing meals, coming 

together with community and friends to work, could be shared in meetings 

Participants also included finance and governance suggestions in their 

responses to making homes safe considering the quickly changing climate. Seven 

percent of the suggestions that addressed financing included buying local materials and 

bank loans. Seven percent of making homes safe included addressing options for 

                                                
59 Housing (420) 
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governance such as: keeping timber for local use, proper building standards, having 

qualified building inspectors and to ensure full renovation grants were received by 

residents. The remaining 7% offered no solutions.  

Half of the respondents identified their biggest concerns as maintenance and 

house-construction.  The types of houses they preferred included one level, small sturdy, 

with locally accessed and processed wood, shutters built from wood and siting away 

from the ocean, facing south to withstand the impact of big winds from climate change 

and extreme weather. The energy options at 25% included hot water on demand, wind 

power or small windmills, solar panels on the roof, use of heat pumps and wood stoves. 

Other concerns listed were the quality of construction, such as the need for better 

windows and doors properly sealed and weather proof walls. Concern for changing 

weather patterns at twelve per cent (3 respondents]), and food security at eight percent 

(2 respondents). The other concerns included costs for energy and renovations, 

availability of energy options, making or maintaining efficient houses, houses shifting 

from beach erosion, keeping up to date and health of homes.  Three participants offered 

no answers. 

In this sector, housing repairs included: the cost of replacing roofs, the ability to 

look after the house, insulating doors and windows, painting the exterior of the house, lot 

instability due to erosion along the beach and not many places to rent or rent to own by 

10 participants (40%). Another concern mentioned was the need to be self-reliant and 

not have to depend on members of the family who may not have the financial ability to 

support them. Other concerns mentioned were finances by 10 participants (40%) and 

education by 1 participant (5%). Examples of the education concerns were to know 

when a part of the house might need to be replaced, how to maintain a house and the 

need for properly trained carpenters. Financial concerns included the high cost of 

carpenters, electricity, fuel and overall costs for maintenance. Other concerns included: 

lack of jobs, money and pensions. Only one person mentioned that he/she had no 

concerns as planning ahead was on the list of must does. One respondent had no 

answer. 
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3.1.9. Xal kaagingdal60 

Thirty-seven suggestions regarding transportation and solutions were identified 

by the respondants. I grouped these into individual actions at 30% and national 

governance policies 43%. The remaining percentages covered education at three 

percent, no answers at 24%. Governance suggestions included banning tankers close to 

Haida Gwaii, improving water transport, creating policies encouraging use of more 

efficient boats, running alternative energy sources, buying and operating our own ferry, 

and banning motorized boats from Xaana Kaathlii61. Other governance suggestions 

included improving existing transit, initiating beach clean-ups, purchasing on-island 

value-added materials, and creating stronger policies on recycling. Individual 

transportation solutions included co-operatively buying a vehicle among families, 

reducing dependence on vehicles through human-powered vectors such as bikes and 

pedal boats for short travel, returning to canoes and sails, sharing transportation, and 

using rowboats for some activities. Nine people either had no additional suggestions or 

did not understand the question. 

3.1.10. Guudang.ngaay uu ‘waadsxagang, Tlaasgid62 

The concerns written in response to the final question dealt with working together 

as a community, energy, education, financial issues, governance, values; 8 participants 

had no answers. Participants identified a need for more education regarding general 

house maintenance, building and inspection standards.  Additional education could 

focus on mentoring opportunities in order for people to get into jobs, building houses, 

negotiating skills and trading. Respondents also identified a need to continue sharing 

Haida life ways, such as history lessons, teaching youth how to live off the land, 

principles of Haida stewardship, and just generally how to live more respectfully 

considering the changing climate.  

Six participants mentioned ideas related to governance such as: restricting use of 

cedar and seafood to Haida only, close all industrial resource extraction on the land, 

                                                
60 Transportation or moving vessel (550) 
61 Skidegate Inlet – the whole of Skidegate Inlet from Dead Tree Point to Sandspit and up to east 
narrows and up to Long Arm (759) 
62 Additional Concerns or worry (1030) add on (37) This is meant to say additional worries 
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protect all waters, the Title Case and rights to land. Two suggestions were about energy, 

use of tidal or current and wind power. One participant mentioned the difficulty in getting 

a housing grant. One participant noted that there is a need to have respect for all living 

things, yourself and elders. One participant noted the lack of leaders from the Council of 

the Haida Nation or Skidegate Band Council. One participant suggested to categorize 

the people who took part in this survey by age, male, female, etc. Twelve participants 

out of 25 did not provide any suggestions or concerns.  

A few respondents reflected things either the federal government or province 

could do. In this case, as we are already paying for ferry services supplied by the quasi-

provincial government, one specific suggestion was that the Haida nation buy the ferry 

and replace this transportation with something more respectful than the current fossil 

fuel powered vessel. Looking at energy, a small number of respondents suggested that 

the Skidegate Band Council use other options to supply the village with respectful 

electricity sources. 

3.2. Sii.ngaay63 Gina daahlGahlda64 Giidang ‘laa suu65  

(Personal Observations of Climate Impacts) 

In our village of, HlGaagilda Llnagaay, the entire shoreline has been eroded in 

varying degrees over the years. The old footprint of the original village is buried under 

soil since the early 60s. This area is now shored up by boulder berms, and in the areas 

more heavily impacted by the stronger storms and wave action concrete walls have 

been put in place. The mouths of the two creeks at the extremities of the village cause 

special concern, with the erosion caused by water discharge when we have bigger 

rainfalls. This winter the lack of snow the high elevations causes concern, for the effect 

is already evident with lower water levels in the creeks. At the west section of the village, 

the beachfront eroded away and the entire section between the Skidegate Community 

Hall and the pond we called Tum Gandlaay66 has been altered or lost due to erosion. 

                                                
63 Weather (997) 
64 Change of everything (162) 
65 Thought to myself (922) 
66 Flea (Waters) Creek (754) 
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The area running the length of the old footprint of the village was once used as a place 

where the men of the village had boathouses for storage of their trolling boats during the 

winter seasons. This has eroded away. Tum Gandlaay was back filled and built up, and 

now the field created is supported by a cement wall. 

As a young child and years between 1989 to present, I have lived and continue 

to live more closely to the land and seas. I was employed with Gwaii Haanas National 

Park Reserve, National Marine Protected Area and Haida Heritage Site (Gwaii Haanas) 

for 23 years. I live mostly off island between 1958 and 1989, and paid very little attention 

to what was happening when it came to the outside of our village. I did not have the 

means to travel away to other areas that didn’t have roads to them. My family no longer 

had a vessel and I very rarely went out on the ocean nor had time to wander along 

shorelines to notice the changes. The erosion of shorelines except where people lived 

very rarely drew my attention to the changes. Since 1989 I worked for Gwaii Haanas and 

had the regular exposure to the different old villages, I became aware of the lands of my 

ancestors and over the years I could see the changes in the old village sites, the 

shorelines and what was happening on the lands. Over the twenty-three years we 

observed the obvious changes each season. After the big storm of December 24, 2003 

(see Figure 5), the impact in the World Heritage Site of SGang Gwaay67 was very 

noticeable. Woody debris, Styrofoam and plastics littered the lower terrace of the old 

village and the roots of the large spruce trees were bare and battered. This piqued my 

interest to discuss with my father what it was like in his day and the changes that have 

occurred. I read more about our part of the world and the weather patterns.  

                                                
67 Wailing Island – a derivative of the word SGang gii Nang – meaning wailing as in when a 
woman loses someone precious to her. 
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Figure 5 Photos from 2003 Storm at (a, b) Yellowhead Highway at Tlell, (c) 

Sandspit Airport, and (d) Haida Gwaii museum at Kay Llnagaay 
Photos used with permission from Jason Shafto, Michael Brown, Sandspit Airport Staff, and 
Mavis Mark. 

SGang Gwaay Llnagaay has been severely impacted, this time by GwiihlGihl68 in 

December 2018. Trees, due to the shallow soil and lack of understory toppled and 

damaged a large percentage of the Haida/World Heritage and National Historic Site 

(Nan Sdins). 

Storms are much bigger and seem to come more frequently. My house is sited 

between Balancing Rock and May’s Garden at the north end of Skidegate. Not very long 

after I built my home, the Skidegate Band Council hired a construction company to 

create a berm of shot rock and backfill. The explanation given to us was due to the 

erosion that was happening along the middle of the old village site, it was thought that 

the other areas should also have this “protection” from the erosion and bigger storms 

that are becoming noticeable on our Islands. This berm has displaced many small 

                                                
68 Hurricane force winds or Turning like a drill (956) 
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pocket beaches, and what remains of these beaches are only accessible now by cement 

staircases. Aesthetically it is not very pleasing and it is hard to know if in fact it is and will 

serve the purpose. 

Since 2012, as I accompany sailing and powered vessels into the waters 

surrounding the southern portions of, it is recorded in the ships logs that these waters of 

the Hecate Straits are much warmer. In TlldaGaaw HlGaaga GawGa69 in 2015, in spite 

of the creek at the head of the inlet running fully into the bay, the water temperature was 

18° Celsius and very salty. In the open Hecate Straits the ocean temperature was 

measured at 16°. The changes in the temperature have impacted the availability of some 

of our traditional foods. And I wonder how the overall effect will be for the whales that 

travel here to eat every spring from Hawaii. Where will they go to find the once abundant 

krill and other foods necessary for their survival as in the past two years, the month of 

May when we would ordinarily meet them in the Gwaii Haanas East coast areas, they 

have either not come here or passed through earlier in March, or April.   

In 2014, winds reaching hurricane forces touched down in Skidegate Inlet, 

tearing the roof off one house and whipping the waters of the inlet into spouts, moving 

from Skaama Llnagaay70 to what is locally known as Kaahl Guusda GuuhlGa Kun71 in 

mere seconds (S. Brown, 2017 personal conversation).  Brown sent me a few pictures 

showing the water action at Kaahl Guusda GuuhlGa Kun (Figure 6). 

                                                
69 De la Beche 
70 Alliford Bay area (44) 
71 BC Tel point (372) 
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Figure 6 Photos of the water action at Kaahl Guusda GuuhlGa Kun in 2014, 

showing unusual winds and wave action. 
Photos with the permission of Stacey Brown. 

With the drought conditions each summer since 2015, our village council and 

maintenance have put us on water rations. When the ancestors chose this site, it was 

because the water was never an issue, the lake behind HlGaagilda provided a reliable 

source of fresh, clean, drinking water all year around. The number of residents when I 

was child was less than 200; now we are close to 900 or more residents. This 80% 

growth is through changes in the Indian Act (bill C-31) reinstating and bringing women 

and their families home once more.  

3.3. K’aayGid72: Naa guhlGa ad naa tl’lGuhlGa73  

(A Personal Case Study) 

Looking back to 1989 when I got the grant for a house, and remembering the 

effort, red tape and time it took to get a house built within an Indian Reserve, it certainly 

                                                
72 Remembered (668) 
73 Building a house. Pg.64 ad  



32 

builds resilience and determination in a person. When my home was being planned and 

designed from my wish list, my friend and I sent the proposed plans back and forth with 

lots of discussion while I charted the direction the prevailing winds came from, where the 

sun rose and set each day for a year. Two friends came and cleared my lot, another 

friend who is trained as an engineer “cut and filled” the footprint area based on the 

blueprint directions. The carpenters hired to construct the house came and set up the 

footings for the planned house. Once this was done, my extended family came to my lot, 

mixed and poured the cement for the footings to uphold the pony walls around the 

periphery of the footprint and the support footings inside the footprint. Once that was set, 

contractors came and built the shell of the house. 

I was one of the first members of my village to qualify for and get a mortgage 

larger than the personal loans of $25,000. Status Indians are “Wards” of the Federal 

Government, and have to get permission to sign for a mortgage for a house on reserve, 

from the Minister, Department of Indian Affairs (DIA).  Prior to the mortgage, I had taken 

out two personal loans plus other monies I had received went into working on the inside 

of the house. My house design had to be approved by the Minister responsible for 

Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC) in Ottawa. Only when this 

permission has been granted could the financial release a mortgage to me, the 

applicant.  I still had to have a good credit rating, permanent full-time employment, a 

reasonable down payment. The time lag between the Band Council (BC) providing a 

Band Council Resolution (BCR) saying I had the support of the BC in order to apply to 

the local financial institute for a mortgage to finish the house and actually getting the 

mortgage took a year. In order to use my house and lot as collateral, I had to turn the 

Certificate of Occupation over to the Band Council until the last nickel was paid in full to 

the financial institute. It frustrates me to think even though we are grown responsible 

adults we are wards of the government, treated like under-aged children. In 2012 I made 

the last payment of a 25-year mortgage.  

My home is now 30 years-old and in need of a new roof. Five years ago the 

inspector said I would need to replace my roof in five years and my cedar siding needed 

to be replaced. The age and deterioration of the cedar shakes is an urgent issue once 

more. The way to come up with funds to buy the materials and get the work done is at 

the core of repairs. With the hurricane force winds and rain in December 2018, the 

effects made obvious the need to replace the attachments for tin roofs with stronger 
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fasteners. Even cedar shakes are not strong enough if they are not put on the roof with 

the right spacing. The roofs need to be more secure, taking into consideration the higher 

wind velocities and increased frequency. Given the cost of commercially manufactured 

roof covers, locally hewn cedar shakes could be the answer. This requires experience 

and knowledge of how to split the shingles or shakes and apply the shakes/shingles. 

In April 2017, my sons and son-in-law came home, removed the stain off the 

exterior cedar siding. My oldest son spent the better part of a month waiting for it to dry 

out, before he could do the staining. In May he special ordered to replace the metal 

doors with exterior fiberglass French doors. In October, the special ordered doors 

arrived and were expected to be the right size. He immediately painted them and when 

he was putting them in lo’ and behold – they were too small. The company “Rona” in 

Prince Rupert, after many months of waiting, sent the wrong size doors, so it meant 

having to make the openings smaller which took time not planned and diminished the 

appearance of the doors. I can see the need to find other options to source materials, 

knowledgeable masters and options for all aspects of fixing or building homes.  

The issues with mould from the leaks, watertight plastic wrap, and vinyl siding is 

another issue for people in the village. It appears the combination of plastic wrap and 

vinyl siding holds any condensation in. I see that the siding made of cedar a material our 

ancestors used for thousands of years would best suit this climate especially with the 

unpredictable swings in our weather with the climate change. 

With the winds getting stronger and the rains more torrential, rather than just rain 

the exterior of homes need to be reviewed and made stronger. Obviously today, the 

larger grant of fifty thousand dollars available from DIA is not sufficient, especially when 

the prospective homeowner must come up with monies to complete the home prior to 

being given the “Grant,” which is provided only after the building is finished. Work that 

may have cost much less at a time when the grants were about thirty thousand dollars 

has increased, with the cost of living.  Added costs are a factor. Building codes have 

changed,74 hopefully to create stronger homes, and withstand unpredictability of climate 

change. Ensuring the house is sited properly to withstand the prevailing South and 

Southeast winds is a necessity. 

                                                
74Information bulletin, Province of British Columbia, No. B18 – 04 August 24, 2018.  
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 Now, when looking at the houses in Reserves, in the past house walls 

have been four inches thick with an exterior wall covering of light grooved ply board, 

which in some cases has been covered over with vinyl. The combination of the tyvek 

plastic underlay and the vinyl seems to retain the moisture in many cases and caused 

mould that lead to health issues. BC building construction guidelines have upgraded the 

requirements from four- to six-inch walls and better insulation. Here on Haida Gwaii, 

there is a need to use local materials to reduce costs of transportation. Further, rigid 

insulation is long lasting and ensures floor-to-ceiling barrier. This prevents people from 

having the safe and healthy home that they have paid for. 

My experience is not unique in Skidegate, or on Haida Gwaii and probably the same in 

all “reserves” across Canada. The issues connected with building homes are many. 

From accessing building materials of quality, reasonable costs, access to 

carpenters/journeymen that can concentrate on building one home at a time; having the 

ability to find the best financial institute in a timely manner; good interest rates instead of 

the Band Office deciding where we should take mortgages from and education so we as 

home-owners are able to care for our homes without being taken advantage of by 

unscrupulous “professionals” from off island. Although I had my home custom designed, 

pre-fabricated and the materials brought here together, still there are issues today due to 

having to complete the whole house in bits and pieces. 
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Chapter 4. kilGuuhlGa75 (Discussion) 

The results from my survey suggest that reducing the carbon footprint by the 

people living on Haida Gwaii (and those existing off / or extracting her resources) starts 

by transforming the current Canadian governance system. The first step is to understand 

the history of where the governance system came from and what impacts it has had on 

our people. In context of the papal bulls, British North American Act, and the Indian Act, I 

think now, that all of those things, from 1400s to present, including climate change, are 

connected to these laws and the actions of capitalism. Once Canadian laws and their 

origins are understood the next challenge is to look at the alternatives that could provide 

options and embrace respectful, inclusive, open, honest governance that treats all with 

respect and considers long-term effects of climate change. Given this, we may be able 

use our laws to turn it around so we can survive and thrive once more. 

4.1.  Kil ad Kil Yahdas76  

XaaydaGa have lived on Xaayda Gwaay.yaay since it was “light then, and yet 

dark, they say” (Swanton.1905a: 110). Living in one place for thousands of years, our 

nation has heard, learned and practised kil yahdas, kil ad isda jii.nga77 from our 

kuuniisii78. The kil yahdas Gaal kingda79 guided the kuniisii on how to live as ‘laa guu ga 

kanhlln80, lljaaw81 on this tllwaay82 called Tllga AwGa83. These laws and ways of doing 

things, whether the handing down of inheritance, gathering from the lands and oceans, 

building a house or caring for each other, are the intricate threads woven into our life 

ways.  Even though we may not acknowledge them, they reside inside resilient beings 

                                                
75 Discussion or talking it over (901) 

76 This phrase says Law and Language, NOTE: the laws were only captured in writing in recent 
history. (475 & 4). 
77 Doing something for a long time (246) 

78 Ancestors (48) 

79 showing around (736) 

80 responsible (lit. you on it chest – leaning on) (670) 

81 respectful one (670) 

82 Canoe (Kelly:147) 

83 Mother earth (266) 



36 

and need to be re-activated and practiced as we are descendants of the kuuniisii who 

passed these learnings down to us. Our re-activating and practising of the old laws will 

be part of decolonizing as we acknowledge that the laws from across the seas do not 

work when looking at what capitalism and gathering more for one’s self has not worked. 

The underpinnings of Haida kil yahdas are gud ‘laa84, aagang.Guu85, ista ad isgid86,  ‘laa 

guu ga kanhlln, yahguudang.ngaay, yahk’ii kihlgulas87 ad chii.a ‘laa88 . As part of this 

way-of-living all beings whether animate or inanimate and are living in the waters, on the 

lands and in the skies deserve to be respected (Niis Wes (n.d.) ad George, 2018 pers. 

con). Revitalizing and bringing to the surface the old laws is the foundation upon which 

our communities could strategize and design options to address climate change, 

relevant education, financing, and better housing. 

Tllsda Gaagwii89 (SHIP; Wilson 2005) this way of keeping balance by our 

kuuniisii  was, and continues to be, an excellent building foundation for changes which 

need to happen. One is obligated to ista ad isgid; you must give something to keep free 

of obligations and honour the person or object that has given you something whether it is 

food, fibre, medicine or spiritual sustinance.  As I am remembering lessons taught to me, 

I recall when I was taken to Indian Residential School, my mother told me: never accept 

or take something from someone without tll yahda or to make right, meaning I needed to 

give back to the person who gave to me, something of equal value. I received 

information through the survey, I have an obligation to honor those giving by tll yahda, or 

give back. Along with honoring those who provided me with information, it is necessary 

to pass the way of doing things on to the younger generations. 

Our laws are handed down to the younger generations through stories of past 

events and the consequences of ignoring them. A story gathered and recorded by Carter 

                                                
84 agree (41) 

85 doing something together(937) 

86 Give and take. (342) 
87 speak truth (952) 

88 Living good (495) 

89 long, long time ago (497) 
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in 1977 called “The Vanished Oolichans” speaks of what happens when people take 

more than they need. In this story, Nang kilslas90 tells the ‘Laana AwGalang91:  

You have been unwise in your treatment of the Oolichan River and have 
allowed your people to take more than you need, so this night as the 
moon rises I will roll up the beautiful river and what remains of the little 
Oolichan and take it to the mainland. From this time on you and your 
people will have to go there and bargain for the little fish to make the oil 
because there will never be Oolichans in any river in the land of Haida 
Gwai (sic) again (Carter 1968:44). 

When reviewing the various words in Xaayda kil92 and then thinking of how 

important it is for one to live their words, the old stories show the importance of 

yahguudang, such as gam kil daaGang.nga93 and generally yaanjahlii xaanuu94. In the 

stories gathered by Carter (1968), Deans (1899) Swanton (1905a;1908),  from the 

Xaayda95 living in Gaw Tlagee96 and HlGaagilda Llnagaay97 examples are shown of what 

happens when we neglect or do not treat all with respect or are disrespectful by not 

speaking truthfully and following our words with appropriate actions.  

 In today’s world, we still use our old laws when dealing with various aspects of 

life. An example of this is Raven Always Sets Things Right, a potlatch that was held in 

2016 when the Yahgu Laanas / Yaghu Jaanas attempted to have two of their house 

chiefs apologize to their clan matriarchs and members for signing papers to use their 

inherited positions to represent the proposed Enbridge Northern Gateway pipeline. This 

divide and conquer tactic is used to find people within the communities, hiring them to 

recruit the weakest link with “standing” our communities. What is it that this weakest link 

needed? The House chiefs were offered significant amounts of money.  

After inviting the House chiefs to come forward and apologize to the clans and 

matriarchs, and waiting several months, the clan put together a potlatch to publicly 

                                                
90 Supernatural being named Nang Kilslas (Young:660) 

91 Chiefs/Lit. Village or town mothers /builder of a community or town (169) 

92 Haida language (372) 
93 not bad speaking or making fun of other beings (797) and (575) 

94 truth (absolute) (952) 

95 Haida or people (370) 

96 Massett lit. inside (517) 

97 original name for Skidegate 
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announce that they were removing these two men from their House chiefs’ positions. 

People witnessed the potlatch from the Haida nation and other nations along the coast, 

as far as California98. This is significant because it shows that using ancient laws, we 

attempt to keep balance in our clans, ceremonies and the way we treat people, and that 

in the Haida way, we are always want to be above suspicion. This example 

demonstrates that even today, it is important to live honestly and keep your word, and if 

a Haida fails in that, there will be repercussions. This issue impacted more than any one 

clan. The Haida nation had already met and discussed the Enbridge pipeline and 

collectively agreed that the lands, waters, and food sources are more important than any 

money the proponent could offer. The potlatch was about honouring a decision and 

other clans saying, “we stand with you.” 

A five-row town lay there, and in the front row the chiefs daughter had just 
given birth to a child. In the evening they all slept. He (Raven) then 
skinned the child from the foot and entered [the skin]. He lay down in its 
place. …  

One evening, after they had all gone to bed and were asleep, Raven 
raised his head and looked about upon everything inside the house. All 
slept in the same position. Then by wriggling continually he loosened 
himself from the cradle in which he was fastened and went out. In the 
corner of the house lived a Half-rock being(Rock from her hips down), who watched 
him.  

Behold what that chief's daughter's child does. Watch him. As soon as 
they sleep he stands up out of himself. … he came in holding something 
under his blanket, and pushing aside the fire which was always kept 
burning … he dug a hole in the cleared place and emptied what he held 
into it. … He poked it out and laughed as he ate it. The inhabitants of four 
of the five towns had each lost one eye.  

His grandfather then gave him a marten- skin blanket, and they put him 
into the cradle. At his grandfather's word someone went out. "Come to 
sing a song for the chief's daughter's baby outsi-i-ide, outsi-i-ide." As they 
sang for him one in the line, which extended along the entire village front, 
held him. By and by' he let him fall, and they watched him as he went. 
Turning around to the right as he went, he struck the water (Swanton, 
1905a:110-111) 

This story is an example of how our ancestors were held accountable, no matter 

what their status. The family hearing what the half stone woman observed each evening 

                                                
98 “Raven Always Sets Things Right - We Eat Fish” at www.weeatfish.org/raven-lways-sets-
things-right/?fbcli for an account of the potlatch) 



39 

took responsibility to tll yahda99, what the child (Raven in the child’s body) had done. It is 

obvious that these people are the child’s family, as they all sing the same song. Whether 

intentional or not, and when somebody has done something wrong, their family is also 

responsible to make it right.   

My workshop participants made reference to various aspects where the ancient 

laws, such as treating all things with respect, responsibility, open discussion, truth, or 

living your words are applicable. The community members who attended my workshop 

in 2017, expressed a concern and wanted an assurance that they were getting what is 

being sent or their allocation for building or renovating of their homes. If a person could 

not be trusted to tell the truth and be accountable, it meant in ancient times, banishment, 

and ultimately death. Stories Swanton (1905a, 1905b, 1908) and Deans (1899) gathered 

from our ‘Laana AwGalang, remind us that we are to be held accountable for our actions 

when interacting with all beings.  Here is one example of this learning yahk’ii kihlgulas. 

The importance of practicing and upholding Haida law was reflected where 

participants wanted to have the entire community involved and co-operate in the 

management of finances as well as educating our people about care of homes, when to 

do up-keep and repairs, how to know quality of craftsmanship, carbon footprint and 

global climate change. Specific feedback focused in the designing, financing, and the 

building of climate ready homes for the anticipated changes. Everything needs to reflect 

our own laws. This has been the foundation of our living together and agreements with 

other nations for living respectfully and stewardship of our territories (Brown and Brown 

2005).  

An example of using old ways:  in the 1970s when ITT Rayonier Canada Ltd 

approached the province of BC to log Burnaby Island in 1974, the Chief Councillor along 

with Gid Kun and the Islands Protection Society began lobbying the province for 

protection of South Moresby. The then premier Dave Barrett, came, met our people and 

ate with us. He returned to Victoria, he promised a five-year moratorium on the logging 

of Burnaby Island, which would only divert the logging to Lyell Island, and gave no 

protection beyond the five years. Ultimately lawyers worked pro-bono, got standing and 

presented a case using a two trappers, one being a Haida speaking ‘lana awGa Git Kun 

                                                
99 Make things right or to pay for the wrong. 
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and a hunter-gatherer, Guujaaw. They won some concessions that were later 

reversed.100  

This area was brought to the world’s view and the fight eventually led to a 

peaceful confrontation with the Lyell Island Blockade of 1985.  With the need to stop the 

desecration of our lands, rivers and ocean, and the waking up from our deep trance, the 

Haida Nation’s stand and the support of people all over the world brought the federal 

government to the table for serious discussions. Although our nation did not want a 

Parks Canada designation on the southern part of our homeland, protection was the 

goal. The ultimate solution was the Gwaii Haanas Agreement101 signed in 1993 between 

the Haida Nation and the Federal Government. This Agreement established the first fully 

co-managed Heritage Site/National Park Reserve with Canada, and it includes equal 

management representation, with three Haida representatives and three federal 

government representatives sitting together. They decide on operations, conservation 

and planning for all parts of our southern lands, oceans and preservation of our culture 

in the context of Gwaii Haanas National Park Reserve, and Haida Heritage Site (Gwaii 

Haanas 1993). Knowing exactly what you want, need, what you already have, being 

prepared to hold firm on what is important, as well as how old negotiating techniques, 

patience, and knowing are the important skills used for intended needs.  

4.2. Colonization, Climate Change, and Haida Lives 

The great aim of our legislation has been to do away with the tribal 
system and assimilate the Indian people in all respects with the other 
inhabitants of the Dominion as speedily as they are fit to change. – John 
A. Macdonald, 1887, From Indigenous Foundations, University of British 
Columbia (UBC) 

Participants listed words reflecting old laws that teach us about respect, 

responsibility, and stewardship for our whole world. Having lived under the shadow of 

colonial laws and legislation, we have held on to ancient teachings of how to be 

independent, respectful, caring family members and neighbours. Papal bulls from the 

Roman Catholic Church set the road for the Doctrine of Discovery, Terra Nullius, and the 

                                                
100 Authors: Percy Williams and Guujaaw (2018: 10-12) 
101 https://www.pc.gc.ca/en/pn-np/bc/gwaiihaanas/info/coop/amb 
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British North America Act. These colonial acts originating in Great Britain continue to 

have sweeping impacts on chiiGa’ad  ad Tllgaay Xaayda102  

Most non-Aboriginal Canadians are aware of the fact that Indigenous 
peoples commonly regard land rights as culturally and religiously 
significant. Fewer non-Natives, I suspect, would consider their own 
connection with property in the same light; and fewer still would regard 
the legal foundation of all land rights in Canada as conspicuously 
theological. In fact, however, it is. The relationship between law and land 
in Canada can be traced to a set of fifteenth century theological 
assumptions that have found their way into both common law and the 
Canadian Constitution. These assumptions, collectively referred to as the 
Doctrine of Discovery, were initially formulated to mediate rivalries among 
European states vying for sovereignty rights in the New World. Although 
there were antecedents to the doctrine, it was Pope Alexander VI who 
applied them to the Atlantic World of the fifteenth century, in a two-part 
papal bull known as Inter caetera. The Doctrine of Discovery was the 
legal means by which Europeans claimed rights of sovereignty, property, 
and trade in regions they allegedly discovered during the age of 
expansion. These claims were made without consultation with the 
resident populations in these territories – the people to whom, by any 
sensible account, the land actually belonged. The Doctrine of Discovery is 
a critical component of historical relations between Europeans, their 
descendants, and Indigenous peoples; and it underlies their legal 
relationships to this day, having smoothly transitioned from Roman 
Catholic to international law. Upon discovery of a territory, the doctrine 
held that Indigenous peoples could not claim ownership of their land, but 
only rights of occupation and use. In this way, colonial powers claimed 
pre-emptive rights while conceding only restricted title to a territory’s 
owners (Reid 2010: 336).  

Since 1722 when the British Privy Council’s Memorandum set out doctrines of 

discovery and conquest103, colonialization has resulted in many laws, which were there 

to prevent us from flourishing as our kuuniisii’s once did. The Doctrine of Discovery 

philosophy has been used to separate the Xaayda from our ancient traditional territories 

(Reid 2010). Examples such as: 

The Acts commonly known as the Gradual Civilization Act of 1857 and 
the Gradual Enfranchisement Act of 1869 were almost uniformly aimed at 
removing any special distinction or rights afforded First Nations peoples 
and at assimilating them into the larger settler population. This was 
initially meant to be accomplished by the Gradual Civilization Act through 
voluntary enfranchisement (i.e., a First Nations person would relinquish 
their status in exchange for land and the right to vote), but only one 

                                                
102 Haida lands and way of life (486, 470 and 370) 
103 Union of BC Indian Chiefs TimeLine  
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person voluntarily enfranchised. As a result, the government then began 
unilaterally enfranchising First Nations people. 104 

The British North American Act (1867), the Indian Act, widespread epidemics, 

and deliberate relocation encouraged by churches, severed the heritage carriers and 

prevented us from administering our own laws. This imposed a patriarchal system on a 

matriarchal system. Specifically, the Indian Act separated women through laws that 

stated when a woman married a man outside their band they lost their ability to live in 

their community. Women carried the inheritance and the knowledge of genealogy, 

customs, and history. The Indian Act required parents to send their children to 

Residential schools or be sent to jail. In the residential schools the prevention of 

speaking our own language was a part of planned assimilation. The Indian Act of 1876105 

or Crown laws prevented our continued control of territories managed through 

'WaahlGahl, kihl yahda Gan id tl'aa iijii106. Colonizing governments parceled and gave 

away these lands to encourage the settlement of “empty lands” that had been actively 

used and managed (Figure 7). Examples of how these lands have been changed 

includes, the creation of roads to access areas of “resources”, Imposing the names of 

the people who “discovered” these lands on previously Xaayda named lands, waters and 

all other features, removal of forests, pollution of waters and their sources, modification 

of rivers, lakes and streams by using them to move trees down to the ocean’s edge, and 

areas mined without free, prior, informed consent (UNDRIP 2008).  

                                                
104 https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/indian-act (13 March, 2019). 
105 Union of British Columbia Indian Chiefs. Historical Timeline -� From 1700s to the Present 
https://www.https://www.ubcic.bc.ca 
106 The potlatch is our legal system (632). 
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Figure 7 Maps of Haida Gwaii showing (a) Haida place names, and (b) how 

colonialism parcelled that land and gave it to settlers. Adapted from 
Dalzell 1989. 

The historical injustices experienced by Indigenous Peoples worldwide have 

resulted in their colonization and dispossession of their land, territories and resources. 

UNDRIP asserts that Indigenous Peoples have the collective right to self-determination, 

and all societal institutions, including legislators and government departments, courts, 

human rights bodies, and public institutions must take this into consideration. 

4.2.1. Papal bulls  

The papal bulls instigating Doctrine of Discovery and Terra Nullius are concepts 

that have shaped the foundation of Canadian governance system. In order to 

understand the source of the Papal Bulls, I searched back to the year 1452 and look at 

the papal bull issued by Pope Nicholas V to Alfonso V of Portugal. In this “Bull” Nicholas 

V says Alfonso had permission to: 
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To reduce any Saracens (Muslims) and pagans and another unbelievers 
to perpetual slavery. This facilitated the Portuguese slave trade from 
West Africa.  

In the following year, Pope Nicholas V issued another papal bull 
“Romanus Pontifex” to all Catholic nations sanctifying the taking of non-
Christian persons, their worldly goods, their homelands and treat them as 
beasts107.  

These “bulls” gave the ruling families of Spain and Portugal permission to put 

their laws in place. Just as we were prevented from looking after the lands that gave us 

our laws, our language, foods, medicines and all that makes us who were are, the 

diseases brought by the Spaniards, and other European explorers served to weaken the 

original stewards of the Americas. Epidemics struck all across the Americas, from the 

Southeast to Southwest, the Great Plains, Palteau, Great Basin, the Northeast and 

Northwest Coast. As early as the late 1400s and into the mid-1500s, Indigenous peoples 

started to die from foreign European diseases. 

Diseases unknown to them spread rapidly among Native peoples, who 
lack immunity to viruses and bacteria carried by Europeans. As Native 
peoples travel waterways by canoe to trade and share news, they 
unknowingly take the germs to neighboring tribes. Measles, mumps, 
chickenpox, smallpox, diphtheria, influenza, pneumonia, typhoid, and the 
common cold reach Florida and Cuba and begin their deadly march 
through populations across the hemisphere108. 

In what would eventually become Canada, the government leaders of the day in 

Britain constructed laws to deprive us of our lands, all that grows or is situated in the 

lands, and the oceans. These laws lacked consultation, consensus, with the original 

stewards/owners of the lands. They are part of the domino effect, which springs from the 

Doctrine of Discovery, a concept put forth for the Kings and Queens of Portugal and 

Spain by the Catholic Church when the earth was divided up for Christian countries 

during the Age of Discovery. These privileges given to Spain and Portugal were used by 

other Christian countries applying the Doctrine of Discovery to overtake the territories of 

brown faces throughout the world. 

The Doctrine of Discovery is a critical component of historical relations 
between Europeans, their descendants, and Indigenous peoples; and it 
underlies their legal relationships to this day, having smoothly transitioned 

                                                
107 Papal Bull Dum Diversas. http://www/doctrineofdiscovery.org/dumdiversas.htm 
108 https://www.nlm.nih.gov/nativevoices/timeline/175.html 
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from Roman Catholic to international law. Upon discovery of a territory, 
the doctrine held that Indigenous peoples could not claim ownership of 
their land, but only rights of occupation and use. In this way, colonial 
powers claimed pre-emptive rights while conceding only restricted title to 
a territory’s owners (Reid. 2010:336). 

Many years later the Royal Proclamation of 1763 laid out how the First Nations 

peoples’ rights and protection was to be done, along with how to acquire our lands from 

us109. So what happened? The British North America Act instituted the Crown as the 

legal holder of all land regardless of to whom the territory belonged. Only the Crown is 

able to buy land from us and we, (the First Nations of Canada) according to the Indian 

Act don’t own any land any more. Then and today, the Crown is the only entity that can 

legally remove property from us but the Provincial and the Federal Government both 

fight against it. 

One could not travel to his/her own territory to gather the needed materials or 

secure foods, which for centuries were there to support healthy living and helping each 

other. All the survivors of the diseases and other forms of suppression gathered 

together, living in this case on Skidegate Reserve #1 which for the most part was not 

their territory, so arrangements had to be negotiated between the clans from other 

traditional territories around the east and west coasts and the ‘Laana AwGa of 

HlGaagilda.  

As we look at the legal history of K ‘aada Tllgaay110 and the various renditions of 

laws created from and around the British North American Act of 1867, the laws are 

grounded in the spirit of Terra Nullius and Doctrine of Discovery, it is clear that gaining 

land and thereby wealth and power are the driving forces behind the laws brought or 

created by yaatsxaaydaGa when they came to our shores. Out of these laws came the 

guidelines for restricting free movement around our traditional territories, denial of 

ownership by our clans of our traditional territories and old ways of managing our use of 

all sources of food, the ability to care for our families. Showing respect for all parts of our 

world while gathering provisions for food, housing, education and transportation from the 

use of our forests and waters was not part of these laws. 

                                                
109 https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/indian-act (Nov.27,2018) 
99 North America  
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Our supernatural ancestors created laws to control all our actions and prevent 

acts of disrespect. The old stories tell us that it was disrespect that caused foods or 

people to be taken away from us.  Looking after each other including all other creatures 

in our domain when comparing the two different values attached or the underpinnings of 

these laws, meaning comparing Canadian laws and Haida laws and seeing what they 

are constructed from. These Canadian laws pertaining to Indigenous Peoples are 

adversarial and Haida laws are built on respect, reciprocity and responsibility.  

4.3. Governance: Using Haida Laws Today  

The Canadian Constitution recognizes existing Aboriginal and treaty 
rights, including title and governance rights of Indigenous peoples. In 
2014, the Supreme Court of Canada decision in Tsilhqot’in Nation v. BC 
marked a watershed moment in a long journey of Indigenous peoples to 
achieve recognition in the courts of their inherent title and authority in 
their territory. This and other judicial decisions have opened up new 
political and legal space for revitalization and application of Indigenous 
laws in Canada today (Clogg, Askew, Kung & Smith, 2016). 

Building an inclusive governance system or a system based on yahguudang 

dlljuu111 xaaynang.nga kuuyada112 ad sk’aadGa Gud ad is113, along with highlighting 

financial barriers and opportunities by which individuals and communities can reduce 

their carbon footprint, are the dominant themes that emerged from my research. All of 

these may require some aspect of decolonization and an infusion of Indigenous kil 

yahdas114 and xaaynang.nga kuuyada115. Moreover, all of this can be amplified and 

scaled up across Canada and will be applicable to other nations and using their own 

languages and laws. Canadian legislation, such as Indian Act, Fisheries Act, Oceans 

Act, Species at Risk Act, hold Indigenous nations back and stop us from using our 

original laws. 

The possibilities of an inclusive governance system would be to study the 

underpinnings of kil yahdah and the principles brought forward by supernatural beings. 

The major pillars of inclusive governments are gina ‘waadluxan xaaynang.ngas Gan 
                                                
111 respectful act (610) 

112 values lit. life values (968) 

113 learning balance (479) 

114 Laws (475) 

115 Values lit. life values 
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yahguudang.ngaay ‘waagii kilxii gang ga116, yahk’ii kihlgulas117 honouring the words that 

we say to each other or living our words; ad ‘laa guu ga kanhlln118 that is part of privilege 

– returning to the principles. Our kuuniisii deserve to be able to say what it is that they 

need and the ‘Laana AwGalang and Kuuljaad to help each member of their clan and 

others as we see the need and meet their needs, whether that is physical, social, 

physiological or spiritual; tll yahda119 in all we say or our actions and sharing or looking 

after each other.  

Working together is part of looking after each other and is an oral insurance 

policy as in reciprocity (Trosper 2002). Reciprocity is a way of ensuring we looked after 

each other. It also guided us in our care as stewards of the lands and oceans. Using 

Haida laws as our guiding principles (Figure 8), we are more likely to survive the 

uncertain weather oscillations and extremes of climate change.  

                                                
116 respect every living thing (669) 

117 speak truth (952) 

118 responsibility (670) 

119 make things right 
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Figure 8 Our responsibilites to all parts of our world, depicted with photos.  
Photos with permission from Jean Louis Martin, Haida Forestry. 

Choosing and preparing to move away from federal jurisdictions, such as the 

Indian Act, requires a firm plan in the areas of governance, education, health, housing, 

conservation, monetary substitutes and energy. In this monetary driven world with vast 

areas of our trees already removed, survival and caring for each other requires strong 

principles, good management and forward thinking while reviewing and revitalizing our 

ancestors laws and life ways. Imagine a world where each person matters and belongs. 

Where does one start in the process of decolonizing government, Canadian laws, 

and us? When determining how to decolonize, looking at the House of Commons and 

the Senate of the Canadian Parliament, examples of ancient governance systems that 

reflect and use respect, transparency and inclusivity as their foundations is a great place 

to start. Coastal First Nations such as the Xaaydagaay120, the Heiltsuk, the Namgis and 

Nuu-chah-nulth, are examples of using these values and laws that care for people, the 

                                                
120 the people 
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lands, the waters and all other creatures that share their worlds (see Brown and Brown 

2009). Will this slow down, stop or reverse the situation of climate change, acidification 

of the air and the waters, larger storms or droughts? It is obvious the laws put on K’aada 

Tllgaay and us – these European laws – are not working. The principles of Terra Nullius, 

Doctrine of Discovery, and capitalism are based on taking without the responsibilities of 

caring for the state of the lands, waters and future generations. One only has to look at 

the Species at Risk Act as an example of what prevents us from being responsible 

stewards and see what this type of thinking does to the future of coastal people. We 

need to replace laws that impede tried and proven ways of living with each other and all 

other organisms in our world. When we look at the origins of European laws and 

compare them to how our kuuniisii balanced their world, there are stark differences. Our 

laws and actions were to protect things and ensure there is food and healthy lands and 

waters for future generations.  

Indigenous peoples’ laws hold modern relevance for themselves and for 
others and can be developed through contemporary practices. While 
Indigenous legal traditions have ancient roots, they can also speak to the 
present and future needs of all Canadians. They should not be about, or 
even primarily about, the past. They contain guidance about how to live 
peacefully in the present world. They can be continually formulated to 
show us how to create stronger order. They can be constantly recast to 
teach us how to appropriately channel and cope with conflict. (Borrows 
2012: 10).  

4.4. Financial Policies That Could Cut Through Unjust 
Federal Laws 

The Indian Act has prevented us from getting ahead in all aspects of daily life, 

especially if you were unfortunate enough to have ancestors through the generations 

who were a Status Indian under the thumb of the Indian Act since the 1700s, this made 

you and your ancestors “Wards of the Government”. Being a Ward of the Government 

means that officials living in Vancouver or Ottawa have control over your daily lives 

whether you are educated, mentally capable and earning a comfortable life or not.  

One example is, if I was working with my clan members to upkeep our collective 

home, they did the up-keep, and because I am older, I would provide my share by 

providing the materials not available from our lands. That would keep our “records 

balanced” and ensure we all know our part of our obligations to the other members of 
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the family or clan. Instead, now if I become infirmed, my share of the collective is 

removed by the Indian Affairs staff and paid to where ever it has been deemed to be a 

good place for me, probably away from my family, my food, my home. This impacts the 

whole clan or family by added expenses for my upkeep, different food, travel to visit me, 

and no dollars to help the family. In our old ways, our clan system provided for care and 

control of each person. If one needed to be cared for due to an illness, the clan women 

would ensure each person was looked after. The food would be provided, medicines 

from the lands would be made ready and administered in the appropriate amounts with 

the correct amounts and by the appropriate person from the opposite clan.  

4.5. Issues of Food Security  

Prior to the introduction of Sitka black tail deer and other invasive species, these 

Islands Xaayda Gwaay.yaay, were known as and reflected the nickname Galapagos of 

the North. Our plants are unique in that they have developed over thousands, maybe 

millions of years, without having to defend themselves chemically (Turner, N.J. pers. 

comm. n.d.). The introduced species has impacted our food security and is compounded 

with Climate Change.  

As mentioned by several of the participants, our foods are compromised by over 

harvesting through the commercialization of our oceans. Most of our marine neighbours 

of the ocean world overfished or polluted beyond human use. This along with the 

warming and acidification of all oceans jeopardizes the foods we as Ocean people 

require to be healthy, thriving beings. The federal laws such as the Fisheries Act, the 

Oceans Act, and provincial legislation, such as Conservation, Forestry, Fish and Wildlife, 

protecting these same foods, further deny our ability to maintain our health. This not only 

impacts us as Ocean people but also our neighbors, the whales, salmon, sea and land 

mammals, and other species down the food chain.  

Respect for all creatures means we would still be able to fish, gather shellfish, 

use our native plants and trees for foods, medicines, and fibres. My father, Niis Wes, 

often told me if one person was hungry it meant everyone was hungry. Food, like other 

aspects of our life, was shared by all. When harvesting through “Terminal Fisheries” of 

salmonids, our elders and ancestors taught us to take the young, smaller precocious 

fish, which would not contribute to the next cycles’ returns. The elders were taught it is 
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important to protect the salmonids that are larger, healthy and allow them to continue on 

their journey to spawn, thereby ensuring the strength of the next cycles’ returns. The 

way of harvesting halibut also followed the same principles, leave the small ones for the 

next couple of years to ensure another fishery and do not harvest the large halibut as 

they are the breeders.  

The Federal laws such as Species at Risk Act (SARA), the Ocean’s Act and the 

Fisheries Act, have all been designed to manage the various beings and creatures that 

are “protected.” However, these laws have had the opposite effect on First Nations’ 

people for many generations. The Fisheries Act has made it possible to over-fish most 

species that we use as food and are viewed by yaatsxaaydaga as “resources”. Starting 

in the 1860s, the Fisheries Act was established in Canada and commercial fisheries 

were developed. In 1871, First Nations people were prevented from commercially 

fishing, which impacted pre-historic treaties and trade with neighbouring nations.  

Before the 1920s (Indian Act 1876) First Nations people were not allowed to hire 

lawyers to protect lands, life ways, foods, or title to traditional lands and waters. Federal 

and provincial laws have had the effect of causing poverty, denying access to healthy 

foods, and preventing the ways of upholding old laws.  

Ancient laws helped protect the waters, lands, and the creatures. Today, the laws 

created as a result of Terra Nullius and Doctrine of Discovery have resulted in 

catastrophic impacts from climate change, such as, people dying from starvation, 

elimination of natural foods, melting icecaps, acidification and rising waters. With the 

laws of capitalism, it appears that we will keep going towards higher sea levels, more 

drastic storms and weather events, and less food for everyone. We need to revisit and 

readopt how the kuuniisii of traditional people looked after their lands and waters.  

As we review the past history and the responses given by the participants, it 

becomes obvious that these laws put in place by the Canadian government have 

impeded our ancient ways. Before Canadian “management” of resources, First Nations 

ensured resilience with care and control of individual fin-fish runs, stewarding stocks by 

taking only what we needed and leaving the largest and healthiest to reproduce. The 

decision-makers lack the connection to coastal ecosystems and management practices 

needed to prevent the continuation of our fisheries sliding into oblivion.  
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In the survey, participants expressed concern for food security, but the issues go 

further than just the actions of individuals. The participants want the village and nation’s 

councils to provide governance, which helps all children, elders and those who are 

without family to assist life-ways of gathering from the lands and waters, as well as 

caring for homes. In stories gathered by Swanton (1908) from the people in Gaw and 

included as part of Haida Texts Masset Dialect, on pages 400 – 407 is a narrative about 

T!ē and how as a result of the children making fun of a sea otter they had captured, two 

large waves came ashore and flooded the area. It further talks about how the sea otter 

prevented the tide from falling to punish the people who would not share the mussels 

they gathered with the “Fat-One”. One of the laws of our nation is we all have the 

responsibility to care for all “creatures” existing in our world.  All creatures need to be 

protected or cared for through the use of old methods. An example is for ensuring the 

survival of the various fin-fish through taking only what one needs, installing the 

“Terminal Fishery” fences and walls to take the smaller sized of the runs and letting the 

larger, stronger fish continue upstream to spawn, thereby ensuring the strength and 

health of the runs. Another example is the deep sea creatures such as halibut would be 

protected by using the ancestors methods of only using hooks of a particular size to 

ensure only the immature middle sized halibut are taken. The larger ones would 

continue on as the breeders and the smaller ones would ensure halibut for the next 

years. Using this kind of thinking, the octopus, clams, and other ocean species could be 

protected.   

When federal agencies reduce First Nations’ access to healthy foods through 

their laws, the result is to subsequently reduce our resilience to other disturbances, such 

as climate change, acidification of the oceans and waters for drinking. It is the working 

together on common issues and realizing how important it is to secure the natural world, 

the intangibles and values included in our laws, and all other parts of Haida Gwaii that 

causes us to rise up with a determination and enforce our resilience. When we look at 

the commercialization of the natural world, and then look at what is important us as 

Haidas, it is easy to see why we can say “no” when we have to choose between dollars 

and values. It is about looking after each other, caring for our world and thinking about 

the generations that are coming behind us because we are responsible. 
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4.6. Energy 

The results provided by the participants show that they are concerned and want 

to look at or switch to other alternatives instead of fossil fuels at the individual and 

community level. Some of the alternatives suggested when thinking about energy 

sources were: geo-thermal, bio-fuels, wind mills and turbines, water turbines, dams, 

along with uses of turbines associated with the ocean such as water-wheels. The most 

common suggestion was the use of solar energy, using solar panels and hot water on 

demand and heat pumps.  

Our ancestors have had a reputation of being able to adapt with swift, analytical 

understanding and adoption of new ideas throughout our history. The majority of 

European values that we have adopted are obviously not working, so returning to the 

laws that our ancestors cultivated and lived by for thousands of years can illuminate how 

we can make things better. Ideally, we can now work to revive our ancestors’ teachings, 

laws and values. We have started with the HlGaagilda Xaaydaga kil121 and our stories 

and songs. Today, as we realize the need to turn from fossil fuels to other options, our 

elected officials and administration of HlGaagilda Llnagaay have consulted with the 

T’sou-ke Nation and with good examples of possibilities have led our villagers by finding 

the funds and forming partnerships with BC Hydro and Indigenous Services Canada to 

replace the monopoly of diesel generators with solar panels on public buildings and heat 

pump systems in all the homes in the village.    

4.7. Housing 

When a man or woman wishes to build a house they had to save up 
enough goods to give away when it was finished. Every part of a house 
had its name, and a patlatch (sic) was given for each part; so much for 
the posts, the boards and roof, beams etc., etc. in building a house, the 
carved column, or as it is better known totem post, -- the Hidery (sic) 
name is “gayring” – always received more attention than other parts, 
because of its connection with the family, social standing and history. 
(Deans 1899:330)  

Reflecting on the old laws shows that prior to the laws put on us by the Canadian 

government, we were resilient, self-sufficient and helped each other. Each member who 

                                                
121 Skidegate Haida (Language) Immersion Program (SHIP) 
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helped by contributing to the building knew when they were requiring help, it would come 

from their “friends”.  

30. The Origin of Carved House Posts  

Many people lived in the town of Gî’tAn-q!a-lā’na (it stood upon the north 
shore of Masset Inlet, just where the inner expansion begins.it is said to 
have belonged the Ya’gun-River-Rear-Town-People.) The east (sic) wind 
blew so strongly that some of the houses were blown down. So they did 
not care to live there. They went away. And they came to live at Delkatla. 
(A side inlet from Masset Inlet, a few miles above Masset. There is now a 
farm there owned by Rev. Mr.Harrison.)  

Then there was no salt water there. It was all covered with grass. Then 
they dug the town-chief’s house-hole. They finished his first. And all of the 
people lived in his house. But afterwards they built houses on either side 
of him. All of these houses were completed. Then all began to live in their 
own (Swanton: 457)  

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, in the 1700s, the government in Great 

Britain through the British North America Act, the “Indians” of Canada “legally“ became 

wards of the Federal Government. This means that the fiduciary responsibility for the 

physical, mental, psychological and financial well-being is the government ’s 

responsibility including today.  

On 26 June 2014, in a unanimous 8:0 decision that marked the first time 
the highest court has recognized the existence of Aboriginal title on a 
particular site, the Supreme Court of Canada made clear that: “The 
doctrine of terra nullius (that no one owned the land prior to European 
assertion of sovereignty) never applied in Canada, as confirmed by the 
Royal Proclamation (1763), R.S.C. 1985, App. II, No. 1” See Tsilqot’in 
Nation v British Columbia, 2014 SCC 44 at para. 69.  

The case concerned an Aboriginal title claim to lands within the province 
of British Columbia and as the Court explains: “At the time of assertion of 
European sovereignty, the Crown acquired radical or underlying title to all 
the land in the province. This Crown title, however, was burdened by the 
pre-existing legal rights of Aboriginal people who occupied and used the 
land prior to European arrival. … The Aboriginal interest in land that 
burdens the Crown’s underlying title is an independent legal interest, 
which gives rise to a fiduciary duty on the part of the Crown” (Harrington, 
Joanna 2014) 

I interpret this as the responsibility in the case of climate change to provide the 

education, financial capacity and materials for what needs to be done to make the 

homes in the various reserves around Canada, safe, strong to with-stand the larger 



55 

winds, rising waters, scarcity of foods due to climate fluctuations, and acidification of the 

waters. These houses, regardless of where the reserve exists, are, at the most, 

substandard unless the persons building the homes had or have the finances to add 

their own monetary value to the basic amounts of now, approximately $50,000 per 

house. 

Using our forests to help home owners and trading with neighbouring villages or 

nations, it is necessary to negotiate agreements and settle t’aang.Gad dasga122 prior to 

the removal of any foods, fibres, or medicinal plants from the territory. Negotiations prior 

to removal of any goods from a territory which has been ‘waahlGaahl123 by our ‘Laana 

AwGalang124 is law which would help our nation. No one disrespected these ways of 

negotiations unless they were deliberately courting war. Taking this law and looking at 

the needs of the Haida Nation, this law could be used to determine the need to be paid 

for the resources removed, and still being sent offshore by logging, fishing and other 

businesses from Canada, the United States and international companies.  

At the beginning of the stories on page 400 - 407 and 457 (Swanton 1908) are of 

particular significance discussing or telling of the building order and also tells what 

happens when not sharing food with all or caring for all. Eventually, all took part in 

building houses, starting with the ‘laana awGa’s house. 

Before the flood, Qā’djîqōka was chief of the Sand-Town-People at the 
town of T!ē . … 

At that time they built Qā’djîqōka’s house first. It was large. All lived in this. 
But afterwards they began to build all of their houses. And they finished 
them. When all were done, one young woman lived at the end. The town 
was named Łk!ēts and the mountain was named Place-where- Łk!ēts-
grows. The town was completed. And they entered their own houses. 

Then only the top of Sisk125 was to be seen. When a fairly large portion of 
it was dry, they went thither to get mussels. They took the mussels. And 
they got a few from it. And when they got back, they gave two to their 
friends. There was no (other) place to be seen where mussels were to be 
obtained. As a result of them not giving the woman called Fat One, 

                                                
122 the chief’s share or(sic) whatever gathered from chief’s territory. (170)  

123 potlatched 

124 lit. mother village.  Formal address to a chief — i.e. "Laana Awça(167).  
125 Now called Frederick Island.   
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mussels to eat, the Sea Otter Man prevented the sea from falling. (400-
407) 

We have witnessed and lived the impact of the Indian Act in our villages. Looking 

at UNDRIP, we now realize and acknowledge the feelings of frustration for not having 

say through consultation, free, prior, informed knowledge. Our people, knowing in our 

own laws the importance of respect and following our learnings, have strived to follow 

the Indian Act without questioning. In our laws, we lived it every day and we know what 

the consequences will be for disrespect.  At the same time, when the McKenna-McBride 

Royal Commission on Indian Affairs visited Xaayda Gwaay126 looking at the size of 

reserves, our men did not want to make statements to the Commission without 

consultation between the leaders of HlGaagilda Llnagaay and Gaw Tlagee. It made 

sense as they knew by then the power of words being used by the yaatsxaaydaGa and 

what it could mean for future generations (CHN 2010).  

In the case of inadequate housing, a meeting with all village residents needs to 

be part of the planning of what would be adequate housing, using free, prior, informed 

consent. This means education being provided to know what is needed to make houses 

healthy, safe from rising waters and structurally secure for the quickly changing weather. 

Once the residents know what is needed, the Canadian government as our legal 

guardian and the holder of the monies held in trust then would provide the appropriate. 

In this case, local materials, training, alternative energy sources, and alternative ways of 

sourcing safe traditional foods and compensation for the hardships put on our people 

when it comes to our traditional foods disappearing due to climate change and 

acidification of our waters  

Working together for building, purchasing, maintenance, and funding, the old 

ways of sharing were recognized as a good way to ensure all could benefit from old laws 

and principles. Responses from the participants, who attended the workshop, reflected 

the old laws practised by our ancestors and remnants of these laws still used in some 

aspects of house building in Skidegate. In particular, one segment of the above 

mentioned law is the practise of all members of a clan or a village to contribute to 

building the houses according to their skills. This may be securing the wood materials 

from the forests in the ’Laana AwGa’s potlatched territory. This includes the physical part 

                                                
126 Haida Gwaii or Queen Charlotte Islands 
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of selecting, cutting down, bringing in and processing the large logs to make the main 

supporting footings, lumber, corner posts, beams, the boards to be used as the floors, 

walls, roofs of the houses and the interior walls of each house.  Another part of this 

same law is helping to provide labour to build the house or food to feed the people 

building the house. With the provincial building codes being applicable on reserve lands, 

this and the requirement for a red seal level of knowledge being required by the 

Skidegate Band Council for carpenters, electricians, plumbers. Codes created by the 

Canadian Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC), the BC building industry and 

financial institutions providing the mortgage, prevent our old ways of doing things 

together. Even though our ancestors designed and built long houses over thousands of 

years, today a university-trained architect is required to design our houses. 

Another part of our building law is connected to the order of building homes in a 

village. When a new village was being built, the first house to be built would be that of 

the ‘Laana AwGa. Each member was expected to continue to help with each house until 

all members requiring a house had all built everyone’s house (Swanton1908). Villages 

were built by the ruling matriarchal clan while living in the Chief’s house, which was built 

first. After that, the other houses would be built on either side in the appropriate order. 

Each member of the clan was obligated to continue putting his or her skills into the 

communal pot until all members had the appropriate house for their family and standing. 

Several generations lived together as clan members with their grandparents, 

aunts, uncles, children of both moieties. This ensured everyone was cared for and the 

mutual matriarchal grandmothers passed on the history to all living in the house. The law 

of isda ad diigii isda127 is still a part of our lives today.   

Choosing to move away from federal jurisdictions, such as the Indian Act, 

requires a firm plan in the areas of governance, education, health, housing, 

conservation, monetary substitutes and energy. In this monetary driven world with most 

of our trees already removed, imagine a world where each person matters. When a 

house needs to be fixed, people shared the work and costs together, and took pride in 

being able to survive and thrive in a world filled with turmoil and wars.  

                                                
127 reciprocity 
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Education to decolonize ourselves, our band office personnel, health care staff, 

education staff and general services would be the first place to concentrate on. Instead 

of having elected Indian Affairs Chief and council, we need to be looking at how we can 

re-establish hereditary leaders as part of our legal system once more. Until just recently, 

mortgages were next to impossible to attain for houses on reserves. Prior to 1951, it was 

against the law to practice clan ways of helping each other. When looking at the 

Canadian banking system, our clan system could be a financially freeing step for all the 

residents of Skidegate. This is the picture we can paint for ourselves. 

With our old principles and values, each person would have a place to live, food 

to eat, company and as we aged, there would be some family member to keep us stable 

and we would be valued. So, for funding the purchase of materials or planning to acquire 

the materials, a list would be drawn up by someone who has the experience as a 

carpenter to draw a list off the house plans and then a person who has the experience in 

applying for “cultural wood” would put the list into the appropriate place. 

Learning how to build houses that are safe, healthy and affordable with re-

learning old values and principles for using local materials and new technology is 

preferable. This would help people to recognize when a hired builder is not using quality 

building standards and be able to call for intervention. Cedar is a locally grown wood, 

which resists rot, is strong and withstands the changing weather. Use of cedar, spruce 

and our hard woods would make the cost of transporting lower. As I look at roofing, and 

the impending installation of solar panels on each house, it seems that using the metal 

roofs instead of cedar shake roofs is preferable. The concern I see in the future is 

recycling the metal roof materials once the roofing material has ceased to be usable due 

to rust or holes. The other concern is the wind velocity and how these roofs will hold up, 

as we already know that some people have lost their roofs due to poor and questionable 

installation methods. 

4.8. Banking Options for Making Houses Healthy and 
Climate Ready 

With the Indian Act being in place for at least 150 years and the type of 

restrictions that are put on people having “Indian Status.” The Act severely limited 
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movement outside the village proper and any attempts to gather materials for building 

homes using clan customs of working together. 

On Haida Gwaii, due to costs of transporting materials from the mainland, the 

reserve houses cannot be completed with the grants given to individual families. When I 

was building my house, mortgages were unheard of for homes on the reserve. In my 

experience, in the past the local lending institute hesitated on entering into anything 

besides personal loans that were capped at $25,000. This amount did not require the 

same level of security and the interest was higher than a mortgage. If the potential 

lessee had a vehicle or another form of securing collateral, this could be used as to 

support the proposed loan. 

Today, the fact that “Band” lands cannot be used as collateral for mortgages or 

loans, getting lower interest rates have been difficult to access unless the Band Council 

is prepared to secure the mortgage or loans. This requires a Band Council Resolution 

and permission from the Department of Indian Affairs and Northern Development and 

Central Mortgage and Housing Corporation once the individual is prepared to sign over 

their “Certificate of Occupation” until the loan or mortgage is paid in full. 

Financial independence could be cultivated using the old law of clan members 

helping each other, sharing and working together to ensure all members are adequately 

cared for, but still have the ability to make decisions thereby ensuring all can take pride 

in what is being accomplished. Our laws will guide our society.  

If we used the suggested old way of clans working together, each person could 

have a safe, completed, healthy house. As an example, if three women needed 

extensive work on their houses due to mould, they could take the grant dollars of three 

(3 x 40,000 = $120,000) and have that as the down payment of 20% for a line of credit. 

Prior to this, work out responsibilities, signed by each house head, and the terms of 

repayment that would be manageable for all. If one person could not make their payment 

then the “common bowl” could be drawn on. Work out a repayment schedule for all who 

would draw from the new “common bowl” contents. With this model, it is possible that 

they could have alternative energy sources, thereby removing fossil fuels from our 

villages. Many homes could be more than adequately built or renovated to withstand the 

winds and changing climate. This would be a long-term association that could benefit 
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everybody. It would be cyclical along with learning or sharing skills and working together 

to purchase materials, teach each other the skills required to be self-sufficient and have 

control over their lives.  

Now, each person must show they have the financial ability to complete their 

houses and then once they have completed their home, they will be reimbursed up to 

the limit of their grant. Prior to the advent of the “Indian Act” being put on all areas 

designated as Indian Reserves, our ancestors worked together to ensure each person 

was cared for, whether it was housing, food, materials or transportation. Once more we 

need to relearn the old ways of looking after each other and forego the need to 

accumulate more. Instead, if we can see how sensible it is to help each other, more 

homes would be completed in a respectful, caring manner. 

One option for doing this would to have a “common bowl” kind of concept where 

women come together, as was done in the time before the Indian Act, to protect 

inheritances both tangible and intangible. Quite possibly, it would need all the principles 

for being involved to have an agreed upon policy or rules of involvement prior to “tossing 

in your bread”. Each head of the house (read woman) would gather together and work 

out the ways to share the financial means by each house or family putting into a 

common account an agreed upon amount monthly and be able to draw from this to 

complete the project and understanding that this “common bowl” does not end when 

your house is updated or completed.  

A guide on how to work together whether thinking about building larger clan 

houses as one complex or multiple houses, this could be the basis for working together. 

Using the “common bowl” concept of all putting their money together and forming a co-

operatively managed fund to use the dollars as a down payment to secure monies to do 

repairs, rebuilding or adding on to houses. Looking at the idea used for the formation of 

Grameen Bank, this would make it possible for all clans to be members who would 

contribute to the bowl and take out as needed and paid back into the bowl as agreed 

upon initially. In the days our clans decided to host a potlatch, all members in the old 

times, prior to the interference of the church, worked to hold up their ‘laana awGa. They 

knew when they needed their child to have a name or another important happening, the 

whole either eagle or raven clans would pitch in. One person would function as the 
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“bookkeeper” thereby ensuring no one was missed or slighted when their turn came 

about. 

Another example could be women gathering as a co-operative and working 

together to support each other in their plans to fix their homes and include plans for 

businesses. One possibility could be a co-operative because women from the same clan 

can help each other and meet their financial and obligations through the “common bowl” 

concept. One example could be a Bed & Breakfast (B&B) cooperative. A central registry 

could be used to encourage a level of physical standards, a safety for the B&B host and 

guests, and enable the women to share staff, prices, vehicles and opportunities to give 

guests original Haida experience of home life.  Another option would be to start weaving 

studios, sewing traditionally important garbs for those who do not have the capacity or 

skills to make some form of clothing for purchase or to create a niche in the summer 

tourism season. Today, many women already design, create beautiful garments, men 

and some women are artisans who create jewellery, paddles, masks, dance regalia, the 

monumental art such as poles, canoes, paddles and homes modelled after the old 

masters designs. 

Taking the idea of working together as clan and women, and entertaining the 

idea Grameen Banking128 used with mini loans, where they give small loans to women to 

finance businesses without collateral, this could assist women of the community to 

establish businesses to become independent and establish the freedom from restrictive 

laws of the Federal designation as “Reserve land” and “registered Indians”. 

Conclusion 

In the past, during my id kunGasda ga xaaynang.ngas129 time, attention and 

tracking of the changes in the world through physical indicators, such as kelp growing, 

berries and weather changes, along with discussion, storytelling, and adjusting to the 

natural changes, these happened slowly. The kuuniisii had the opportunity to adapt by 

moving to higher land as the water came up last time. They adapted their homes from 

the hole in the ground to eventually tents that enabled them to move as needed (Fedje 

                                                
128 http://www.grameen.com/introduction/ 
129 ancestors ( those living before us) (48). 
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et al. 2005). Now everything is turned upside down due to change happening so quickly. 

With acidification, sea level rise and extraction of all things that have been commodified 

for profit the destruction of our lands, oceans and all companions on this canoe called 

“Tllgaay” is sped up.  

The world would be much better off if we could return to the old values of my 

ancestors and revitalize and reconstruct laws which would help us use respect, 

responsibility, consultation, consensus, working together. Instead of having elected 

Indian Affairs Chief and council, we need to be looking at how we can re-establish and 

recognize hereditary leaders and clans as part of our legal and day-to-day management 

and stewardship once more. 

The rising winds and waters and how to afford changes in a timely manner are all 

parts of this puzzle.  Houses need to be built to withstand the winds, and be set up for 

long-term occupation.  Or, given the suddenness in which rising seas can happen, 

houses may need to be portable.  My overall vision and hope is that this thesis can be 

used to assist the various nations and villages to see what they can do for their residents 

when thinking about climate change. Above all ad ‘laa guu ga kanhlln, yaahguudang , 

and isda ad diigii isda are what I feel needs to be remembered (Figure 8). 



63 

References 

Adams, Alice (2002). Article Titles : A Qualitative and Quantitative Analysis. Journal of 
Journal Studies 23:189-672. doi:10.1015/0032-002X.56.7.893  

Borrows, John (2012). Canada’s Indigenous Constitution. University of Toronto Press; 
Scholarly Publishing Division. Toronto, Ontario. 1st Edition (March 6 2010) 

Boyd, Robert (1999). The Coming of the Spirit of Pestilence: Introduced Infectious 
Diseases and Population Decline among Northwest Indians, 1774-1874. 
University of Washington Press; First American Edition. 

British North America Act (1867). SS 1867, c 3. Document retrieved March 13, 2019 
from: http://canlii.ca/t/l0zw 

Brown, Bob (2010). Sustainable and Biodegradable Reading Technology. Hydraulic 
Press: NY. doi:10.1026/0022-005X.52.6.803 

Brown, F. and Y.K. Brown (compilers) (2009). Staying the Course, Staying Alive – 
Coastal First Nations Fundamental Truths: Biodiversity, Stewardship and 
Sustainability. Biodiversity BC. Victoria, BC. Document retrieved March 13, 2019 
from: www.biodiversitybc.org 

Bush, E.J., Loder, J.W., James, T.S., Mortsch, L.D. and Cohen, S.J. (2014). An 
Overview of Canada’s Changing Climate, in Warren F.J. and Lemmen, D.S. 
(Eds.) Canada in a Changing Climate: Sector Perspectives on Impacts and 
Adaptation, Government of Canada, Ottawa, ON, 23-64.  

Carroll, Carol (1999). Curating Curious Collections: An Interdisciplinary Perspective. 
Predatory Publishing Quarterly 16(5), 3-134. 

Carter, Anthony (1977). This is Haida Volume 2. Agency Press Ltd. Vancouver, British 
Columbia, Canada. (3rd printing 1977)  

Clogg, J., Askew, H., Kung, E. and G. Smith (2016). Indigenous Legal Traditional and 
the Future of Environmental Governance in Canada. Journal of Environmental 
Law and Practice. 29:227  

Corak, Miles (2018). Canada’s official poverty line: what is it? How could it be better? 
Document retrieved Feb. 22, 2019 from:  
https://milescorak.com/2018/08/21/canadas-official-poverty-line-what-is-it-how-
could-it-be-better/  

Council of the Haida Nation (2005). Haida Land Use Vision; HAIDA GWAII 
YAH’GUUDANG [respecting Haida Gwaii]. Document retrieved March 23, 2019 
from: http://www.haidanation.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/HLUV.lo_rez.pdf 



64 

Council of the Haida Nation (2010, September). Indian Affairs 1913 in Haida Laas, 
Journal of the Haida Nation:1-29. Box 98, Queen Charlotte, Haida Gwaii. 

Dalzell, Kathleen E. (1989). The Queen Charlotte Islands Vol. 1: 1774-1966. Harbour 
Publishing. 

Deans, James (1895). The Hidery Story of Creation. American Antiquarian 17:61-67 

Deans, James (1899). Tales from the Totems of the Hidery. Archives of International 
Folklore Association. Vol 2. Chicago. 

Elders of Skidegate and the Skidegate Haida Immersion Program (2016). HlGaagilda 
Xaayda Kil K’aalang. SHIP Xaayda Kil Glossary. Published, translated and 
recorded by the elders of HlGaagilda Xaayda Kil Naay: Skidegate Haida 
Immersion Program. 

Enrico. J. (1989). The Haida language, pp. 223-247. In: G.G.E. Scudder & N. Gessler 
(eds.), The Outer Shores. Based on the proceedings of the Queen Charlotte 
Islands First International Symposium, University of British Columbia. 

Fedje, Daryl W. and Rolf W. Mathewes (2005). Haida Gwaii Human History and 
Environment from the Time of Loon to the Time of the Iron People. Pacific Rim 
Archaeology. UBC Press. 

Fedje, Daryl W., Mackie, Alexander .P., Wigen, Rebecca J., Mackie, Quentin and Lake, 
Cynthia (2005). Kilgii Gwaay: An Early Maritime Site in the South of Haida Gwaii 
In Fedje, Daryl W. and Rolf W. Mathewes Editors. Haida Gwaii Human History 
and Environment from the Time of Loon to the Time of the Iron People. Pacific 
Rim Archaeology. UBC Press. 

Fisheries Act (R.S.C., 1985, c. F-14) Document retrieved March 13, 2019 from:  
https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/f-14/ 

Gibson, J. (1992). Otter Skins, Boston Ships, and China Goods: The Maritime Fur Trade 
of the Northwest Coast, 1785-1841 (McGill-Queen's Native and Northern Series). 
Montreal, CA: McGill-Queen's University Press. 

Gwaii Haanas Agreement (1993). Document retrieved March 13, 2019 : 
http://www.haidanation.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2017/03/GwaiiHaanasAgreement.pdf 

Harrington, Joanna (2014). Canada was Never Terra Nullius, Public International Law 
Blog, Document retrieved March 22, 2019 from: 
http://craigforcese.squarespace.com/public-international-law-
blog/2014/6/30/canada-was-never-terra-nullius.html (Accessed Mar 22, 2019). 

Grameen Founder Muhammad-yunus (2019, April). 
Document downloaded from http://www.grmeen-info.org  



65 

 

Indian Act, RSC (1985, c I-5). (eds) Document downloaded from http://canlii.ca/t/5333k 

Jang, Phillip (2015). In Case you missed it, electricity rates just went up. News story 
downloaded from: https://www.timescolonist.com/opinion/in-case-you-missed-it-
electricity-rates-just-went-up-1.2180018  

Kolbert, Elizabeth (2015). Man, Nature, and Climate Change Field Notes from a 
Catastrophy. Bloomsbury Publishing Plc, New York, NY.  

Mackey, Tim K. and Steffanie A. Strathdee. 2015. Big Events and Risks to Global 
Substance Using Populations: Unique Threats and Common Challenges. 
Substance Use and Misuse, 50(7): 885-890.	

Mackie, Quentin, and Acheson, Steven (2005). Chapter 14: The Graham Tradition in 
Fedje, Daryl W. and Mathewes, Rolf W. (Eds)  Haida Gwaii Human History and 
Environment from the Time of Loon to the Time of Iron People. Pacific Rim 
Archaeology. UBC Press. 

Province of British Columbia (2018). Information bulletin No. B18 – 04.  Document 
retrieved March, 2019 from: https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/farming-natural-
resources-and-industry/construction-industry/building-codes-and-
standards/bulletins/b18-04_2018_edition_of_the_bc_building_code.pdf 
(Accessed March 2019) 

Reid, Jennifer (2010). The Doctrine of Discovery and Canadian Law. The Canadian 
Journal of Native Studies, 2:335-359 University of Maine Farmington.  Document 
retrieved March 13, 2019 from:  http://www3.brandonu.ca/cjns/30.2/06reid.pdf 

Robinson, Amanda (2016). Gradual Civilization Act. The Canadian Encyclopedia. 
Document retrieved March 28, 2019 from: 
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/gradual-civilization-act  

Statistics Canada (2016). Census Profile, 2916 Census Skidegate 1, Indian reservre 
[Census subdivision], British Columbia and British Columbia (Province). 
Document retrieved December, 2018 from: https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-
recensement/2016/dp-
pd/prof/details/page.cfm?Lang=E&Geo1=CSD&Code1=5947804&Geo2=59&Dat
a=Count&SearchText=Skidegate  

Swanton, John R. (recorded by) (1905a). Haida Texts and Myths Skidegate Dialect. 
Washington Government Printing Office. 

Swanton, John R. (recorded by) (1905b). Contributions To The Ethnology Of The Haida.  



66 

Swanton, John R. (recorded by) (1908). Haida Texts – Masset Dialect, Volume X 
Memoir of the American Museum of Natural History. New York New York G.E. 
Stiechiert; American Agents  

Trosper, Ronald L. (2002). Northwest coast indigenous institutions that supported 
resilience and sustainability. Ecological Economics 41: 329 - 344 

United Nations (2009). State of the World’s Indigenous Peoples. Department of 
Economic and Social Affairs, Division for Social Policy and Development, 
Secretariat of the Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, United Nations, New 
York. Document retrieved October 29, 2015 from: 
http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/SOWIP/en/SOWIP_web.pdf 

UN General Assembly (2007). United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples: resolution / adopted by the General Assembly: A/RES/61/295. 

Williams-Davidson, Terri-Lyn (2012). ‘Weaving Together Our Future: The Interaction of 
Haida Laws to Achieve Respectful Co-Existence’, Indigenous Legal Orders and 
the Common Law, Continuing Legal Education Society of British Columbia. 

Wilson, Kii7iljuus Barbara J. and Heather Harris (2005). Tllsda Xaaydas K’aaygang.nga: 
Long, Long Ago Haida Ancient Stories (121:139). In Daryl W. Fedje and Rolf W. 
Mathewes Editors. Haida Gwaii Human History and Environment from the Time 
of Loon to the Time of the Iron People. Pacific Rim Archaeology. UBC Press. 

Wilson, Niis Wes and Ernest I. (2005). Niis Wes. (154:158). In Scott Steedman and 
Jisgang, Nika Collison (Editors), That Which Makes Us Haida. Haida Gwaii 
Museum Press, Skidegate. Haida Gwaii, BC. 

Wilson-Smith, Anthony (2015). Aboriginal Peoples and the Fight for the Franchise. The 
Canadian Encyclopedia. Document retrieved October 29, 2015 from: 
https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/author/anthony-wilson-smith  



67 

Appendix A.  

Questionnaire Administered June 2017 

 



68 

 



69 

 



70 

 



71 

 



72 

 



73 

 



74 

 



75 

Appendix B 

Presentation 

 



76 

 



77 

 



78 

 



79 

 




