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1 Introduction 
 

1.1 Purpose 

The following Report, Dene Tha’ First Nation Aboriginal Knowledge and Land Use Study 
for the proposed Westcoast Energy Inc. operating as Spectra Energy Transmission 
(Westcoast) Fort Nelson North Processing Facility (the Project), was commissioned by 
the Dene Tha’ First Nation in order to provide representative information on historic and 
current use by the DTFN in the vicinity of the Project.  This study is intended to collect 
and document information for consideration in the regulatory review process for the 
Project.  

 
1.2  Fort Nelson North Processing Facility Project Setting 

The Fort Nelson North Processing Facility is proposed to process gas from the Horn 
River Basin area of northeast BC and will have the capacity to process approximately 
7,043,000 m3/day of sour natural gas. The project will be located approximately 75km 
northwest of Fort Nelson in the Northern Rockies Regional Municipality. The purpose of 
the Project is stated by the proponent as enabling “the timely processing of incremental 
raw gas production from the eastern side of the HRB in accordance with the needs of 
Westcoast’s customers” (TERA 2009).  

1.2.1 Environmental Setting 

The Plant will be located in the Northern Alberta Ecoregion of the Taiga Plains 
Ecozone (TERA 2009). Approximately 50 – 70% of this eco-region is 
characterized by wetlands/muskeg, with low lying areas supporting black spruce 
and upland slopes supporting white spruce, balsam fir, aspen and mixwood 
forest (TERA 2009). The most common trees found throughout this area are 
black spruce and tamarack. The wetlands in the project area are labelled 
peatland, which is a generic term including all types of peat-covered terrain. This 
area is characterized by long, cold winters and a short growing season. 

The Ecoregion is characterized by various wildlife including: woodland caribou, 
moose, black bear, wolf, beaver, snowshoe hare, red squirrel, raven and 
waterfowl.  
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The project also lies within the Sahtaneh River watershed and falls within the 
Snake-Sahtaneh Caribou Range. 

1.2.2 Land Use Planning and Regulatory Framework 

The proposed Project is located within the Etsho Enhanced Resource 
Development Resource Management Zone (RMZ) of the Fort Nelson Land and 
Resource Management Plan (BC ILMB 1997). The identified objectives of the 
RMZ are to maintain and enhance opportunities and access for oil and gas 
exploration, development and transportation. 

The Project proponent is applying to the National Energy Board (NEB) under 
section 58 of the NEB Act for authorization to construct and operate the Project.  

In recent months, this area, known as the Horn River Basin, has seen a marked 
increase in industry activity based on previously unrecoverable natural gas 
reserves.  There are currently several major projects proposed for the immediate 
area, including two gas plants (including Fort Nelson North and EnCana Cabin 
Gas Plant), a large-scale pipeline (TCPL Horn River Mainline), exploration and 
production wells, booster stations, associated pipelines and all-weather road 
upgrades.  

The above-mentioned projects proposed for this area are currently under 
consideration by different regulatory authorities including the National Energy 
Board (NEB), British Columbia Environmental Assessment Office (BC EAO) and 
the BC Oil and Gas Commission (BC OGC).  

 
1.3 Traditional Land Use Studies 

Traditional Land Use Study (TLUS) information collection and documentation can be 
described as the formal exercise of supporting anecdotal testimony of Aboriginal people 
to “prove” or demonstrate use of land to support the exercise of Aboriginal and treaty 
rights over time. 

“Despite the tremendous diversity among First Nations, they 
all share one thing — the harvesting of fish, wildlife, and 
plant materials has been the historical basis of economic life. 
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In pursuit of the resources that continue to be the 
foundation of their cultures, people leave traces over the 
landscape, evidence that they have been there. 

“Aboriginal peoples in Canada have been mapping aspects of 
their cultures for more than a generation. Think of it as the 
geography of oral tradition, or as the mapping of cultural 
and resource geography.” (Tobias 2000) 

There are two types of Traditional Land Use studies: project-specific and 
comprehensive.  Project-specific TLUS collect and document Aboriginal knowledge in 
the context of single application or project-specific regulatory processes. These studies 
generally focus on the narrow spatial and temporal parameters dictated by the 
proposed project in question.  Documented TLUS information arising out of project-
specific studies tends to broadly focus on the question, “what Aboriginal knowledge of 
use exists in the area potentially impacted by the project?”  Project-specific TLUS, by 
design, do not attempt to identify on their own (either qualitatively or quantitatively) 
project effects on the TLUS information collected.  This is a separate process facilitated 
by the larger Environmental and Socio-economic assessment (ESA) process, and results 
from the integration of the collected information into that larger environmental 
assessment. 

The process of identifying potential effects to traditional or Aboriginal use of the land 
within the project area requires integration of Aboriginal people at several points 
throughout the environmental assessment.  First, Aboriginal people should be consulted 
to ensure the design of bio-physical studies includes parameters which reflect their use 
of specific species and habitat.  Second, Aboriginal people should be involved in the 
execution of bio-physical studies to ensure field or place-specific information is 
incorporated and reflected by each discipline study.  Third, a project-specific Traditional 
Land Use Study is completed using temporal and spatial parameters specific to the 
project in question.  Finally, the integration of the project-specific TLU study findings 
into each bio-physical discipline assessment of effects is required to identify what 
potential effects may result from the project on Traditional Land Use information. 

Without specific and quantitative measurements, facilitated by integrating TLUS 
information into the conduct of an environmental assessment, a TLUS on its own does 
not analyze or identify to what extent the proposed project potentially impacts the 
exercise of Aboriginal and treaty rights.  This is due to the lack of connection and 
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incorporation of TLUS information in the analysis of the environmental assessment, 
which is meant to identify overall effects.  Without integration of TLUS into the design 
and execution of the environmental assessment, and into the determination of 
significance of effects, a project-specific TLU study is limited in its applications. 

Comprehensive TLUS are primarily community or Nation-driven studies meant to collect 
and document comprehensive land use information throughout a Nation’s traditional 
territory.  These studies are not project-specific, and do not identify potential impacts 
from any specific or individual projects.  They are useful in documenting cumulative 
knowledge on a larger-scale and preserving that information as part of the Nation’s 
heritage.  However the ability to quantitatively measure the extent of effects to 
traditional use is absent.  Comprehensive TLUS are extremely useful in establishing the 
trigger for Aboriginal consultation, by documenting general TLUS information 
unrelated to any specific projected project effects. 

Oftentimes, the collection and documentation of TLUS information and the identification 
of potential project effects related to that information is grossly incomplete.  As a result, 
the known (either qualitative or quantitative) impacts of industrial development on the 
exercise of Aboriginal and treaty rights are largely undocumented. 

 

1.4 Incorporating TLUS into EA to Determine Effects 

It is assumed that the DTFN Aboriginal Knowledge and Land Use Study will be 
incorporated into the broader environmental assessment of the Westcoast Fort Nelson 
North Processing Facility conducted by Westcoast and TERA Environmental to identify 
the extent the proposed Project will specifically impact the exercise of DTFN Aboriginal 
and treaty rights within the project area.   
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2 Methodology 
 

2.1 Report Design 

The execution of this TLUS follows methodology outlined in several documents 
describing best practices for the conduct of Traditional Land Use studies, including: 

• Chief Kerry’s Moose: A Guidebook to Land Use and Occupancy Mapping. Terry 
Tobias.   Joint Publication, Union of BC Indian Chiefs and Eco Trust, 2000 

• A Guide to Conducting Traditional Knowledge and Land Use Study. Terry Garvin, 
Northern Forestry Centre Staff.  Northern Forestry Centre, 2001  

• Mapping How We Use Our Land. Mike Robinson, Terry Garvin and Gordon 
Hodgson. Arctic Institute of North America, 1994 

The Study Team also used their collective experience in conducting previous TLU 
studies, and their knowledge of the DTFN community to guide the execution and 
development of this Report. 

The spatial boundary that was used to identify DTFN TLU information potentially 
affected by the Project is the Regional Assessment Area (RAA) defined in the ESA as a 
10km buffer around the Project footprint (See Figure 2-1).  TLU information collected 
during this study that intersected or overlapped the RAA was included in this Report. 

Nineteen (19) TLU interviews were conducted with DTFN Harvesters from November 2 -
4, 2009.  Although TLUS are usually conducted in an atmosphere of insufficient time 
and resources to gather information, the scheduling and completion of the interviews 
for this Report occurred under an extremely compressed and aggressive timeline.  This 
was due to lack of DTFN involvement in the development of the Project application 
submitted to the NEB.  

The Study Team endeavored find a representative sample (or subset) of the DTFN 
population that would broadly represent the DTFN knowledge and information about 
the study area.  

The interview protocol for this study was developed by the Study Team.  This protocol 
outlined themes for the conduct of interviews, as opposed to formulated or rigid 
questions, which are sometimes used for the conduct of TLUS. This was consciously 
done to ensure DTFN participants were more comfortable and allow for better flow of 
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information, as stories or topics often lead to different areas for discussion. Many of the 
DTFN participants adapt more readily to this style of interview as it reflects their normal 
conversational manner. 

Following the completion of the Report, a community verification meeting is generally 
held to verify contents of this Report.  However, due to time constraints, a community 
verification meeting was not held prior to submission of this Report. If substantive 
changes to the TLU report are required as a result of the community verification or 
meeting with Project representatives, the results of these will be submitted as a 
supplementary report to the NEB and Westcoast Energy. 

In addition, a meeting is anticipated with Westcoast representatives, NEB 
representatives and DTFN participants to discuss specific project effects, which are 
identified through Westcoast’s Environmental and Socio-economic Assessment process. 
A group discussion will be conducted and possible suggestions for mitigation to those 
impacts will be identified. 
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2.2 Interviews 

As previously stated, nineteen (19) interviews were conducted with DTFN members by 
the Study Team from November 2 to November 4, 2009. Interviews were conducted at 
the Chateh Administration offices. Interviews were primarily conducted as group 
sessions where 2 - 3 DTFN Harvesters were interviewed together, with the exception of 
one individual interview.  DTFN Harvesters include Elders, trappers, hunters, gatherers 
or other land users. 

The following individuals were interviewed for the study: Allen Didzena, David Wasp 
Colin, David Ahkimnache, Helen Ahkimnachie, Ernest Chonkolay, Jessie Providence, 
Jane Providence, Robert Metchooyeah, Diana Kolay, Don Metchooyeah, Janice 
Providence, Robert Tsonchoke, Steven Tsonchoke, Gabriel Ahkimnachie, June Penner, 
Alex Wasp Colin, Thomas Ahkimnache, Ricky Pastion and Ronnie Semansha.  Individual 
summaries and maps from the interviews can be found in Appendix A. 

Each interview was an average of two hours and was voice recorded, video recorded 
(where permission was granted) and noted by the Study Team.  The interviews were 
conducted in both English and Dene.  Where necessary or preferred by the participant, 
a Dene translator was provided by the DTFN Lands Department. 

The discussion themes for interviews included:  

• Specific-use sites (including locations of camps, cabins, graves, 
trails/travel routes, birth places, Dene place names, etc.);  

• Areas where participants have historically practiced or currently practice 
their Aboriginal and treaty rights, including hunting, trapping, fishing and 
gathering; and 

• Project Specific/General Concerns. 

If there was an identified or discernable change in the areas of use, participants were 
asked to provide an explanation for that change.  If the participants had not been to 
the area in question, they were asked to elaborate on this theme.  

Mark-up maps were created by the Study Team for use in the interview process; one 
overview map (1:569,186) and one focused Project map (1:250,000).  

Coordinates for the overview map boundaries are:  
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• North: within the North West Territories; mid-way through Greater Slave 
Lake (NTS Reference point 085B) 

• East: within Alberta, including Wood Buffalo National Park and the Caribou 
Mountains; encompassing the Peace River (NTS Reference point 084J) 

• West: within British Columbia, west of Fort Nelson and Maxhamish Lake 
(NTS Reference point 094J) 

• South: Within British Columbia and Alberta, including Fort St. John and 
Peace river (NTS Reference point 084D)  

Coordinates for the focused Project map are: 

• NTS Map sheet 94P, with the Project RAA as the central point of the map 

Mark-up maps are used to document traditional land use sites (e.g. cabins, graves, 
birthplaces, trails/travel routes, camps, etc.) as well as areas where DTFN members 
practice their treaty rights (either in the past or currently) as discussed during study 
interviews.  Areas identified by participants are given a corresponding numerical code 
on the map, and assigned to a number in the interview notes. If the participant or 
interviewer was unsure of locations, those sites were given an asterisk and verified at a 
later date. 

 

2.3 Site Visits 

DTFN representatives, Robert Metchooyeah and Baptiste Metchooyeah, attended a one 
day site assessment of the proposed Project on November 18th, 2009.  

Robert Metchooyeah and Baptiste Metchooyeah accompanied Landsong Heritage 
Consulting Ltd. staff during the site assessment. Notes from this site visit can be found 
in Appendix A.  
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2.4 TLUS Limitations 

The unique culture of the Dene Tha’ First Nation provides challenges for the 
interpretation and representation of information gathered during TLUS interviews.  This 
challenge also includes information not gathered or represented during TLUS. 

Numerous anthropologists have documented that the Dene Tha’ manner of imparting 
knowledge is primarily through observation and first-hand experience. Termed “non-
interference,” knowledge is generally not shared through questioning or direct 
instruction.  As TLUS are based on the premise of interviewing Aboriginal people on 
their land use practices and underpinned by the concept of voluntary imparting of 
knowledge, it is often difficult to overcome the Dene Tha’ tendency of “allowing you to 
find out for yourself” (Goulet, 1998). 

“Given the Dene [Tha’] approach to communication, it is clear that interviews are 
a poor means of investigation among the Dene (Goulet, 1998).” 

DTFN participants were also reluctant to identify areas used for the exercise of treaty 
rights (either historically or currently) outside of the provincially-regulated trap lines in 
British Columbia (held by DTFN members) for fear of perceived government 
repercussions.  Many interview participants expressed to the Study Team outside of the 
interview process for other traditional land use studies that ‘it was against the law’ for 
DTFN to travel outside of DTFN provincially-regulated trap lines. 

An additional limitation to a TLUS is the inability to spatially represent many aspects of 
information collected during interviews with a sufficient degree of accuracy (i.e. through 
two dimensional mapping).  Representative scales on maps used during interviews are 
often too large to ensure ‘pin-point’ accuracy necessary in a project-specific study.  
Further, two-dimensional maps pose challenges for some Elders or persons unfamiliar 
with cartographic interpretation.  To fully and accurately represent collected TLUS 
information in the interview process, a full and robust field component to verify and 
locate specific sites is required.  This is usually not permitted by either time or resource 
constraints on a project-specific study. 

The Aboriginal connection to traditional territory lies at the foundation of Aboriginal 
culture, language and way of life (Roberts & Williamson, 2004).  Centuries of nomadic 
travel throughout a land base, over time translates into an inter-woven fabric of land 
and resources, species and habitat, activity and travel.  Site-specific places should not 
be divorced from the context of the broader environment (Valaskakis, 2005). The 
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specificity of TLUS mapping often over-shadows the broader environmental context with 
“specific” sites that can be singularly represented on a map.  As a result, a common 
response for many interview queries of ‘where do you hunt?’ is met with a somewhat 
bewildered response of, ‘we go everywhere!’   

As mentioned, this particular study was also limited by time and resources, which in 
turn impacts the size and scope, and accuracy of the study.  There is no practical way 
to gather complete TLUS information from the entire DTFN community for the purposes 
of a project-specific TLUS. Therefore, gaps in study information may result, as only a 
representative number of DTFN interviews are permitted. Therefore, the selection of 
interviews can only be seen as a broad sampling of the use and issues the community 
as a whole may or may not have.  
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3 Community Information 
 

3.1 Introduction to DTFN 

There are currently two thousand, six hundred and sixty-four (2,664) registered DTFN 
members (Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, 2009). The Dene Tha’ First Nation have 
three separate main communities located on reserves: Meander River, Bushe River and 
Chateh located in northeastern Alberta (Figure 3-1).  DTFN is governed by a Chief and 
an eight (8) member council that are elected in a custom electoral process.  

Since the early-to-mid 1960’s the Dene Tha’ have had to rapidly adapt to the 
conventions of western society. Prior to that time, DTFN lived a primarily nomadic 
lifestyle, travelling throughout large tracts of Alberta, British Columbia and Northwest 
Territories.  People travelled in seasonal rounds, following available resources, including 
fur resources, which was the primary source of income for the majority of families.  
DTFN speak of familial ties with surrounding Nations, including those located in 
northeast BC, southern NWT and throughout northern Alberta.  Those ties remain 
strong today.   

Since the establishment of the main communities of Chateh, Meander River and Bushe 
River, DTFN now hold permanent homes as a primary residence and children attend 
local schools. Essential services such as nursing stations, gas stations and police 
stations have been instituted in/around the three DTFN communities.  

However, even with this acclimatization to western culture, DTFN still maintain their 
strong ties to the traditional lifestyle of their ancestors. The Dene language is still 
spoken by the majority of community members and is taught in the community schools.  
A large portion of the DTFN diet is obtained from wild foods such as moose, ducks, 
eggs and berries.  Traditional artwork is widely created by many different age groups 
throughout the community.  Most importantly, travel outside their reserves throughout 
their traditional territory to obtain resources is the centerpiece of the DTFN lifestyle that 
remains strong today. 

Although there is recognition within the community that their way of life is changing 
rapidly for the DTFN youth, there is a strong desire to maintain a connection to their 
ancestry and pass that along to the future generations. 
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3.2 DTFN Traditional Territory 

As mentioned, Dene Tha’ First Nation is a signatory to Treaty 8.  Treaty 8 encompasses 
northwestern Saskatchewan, northern and central Alberta, northeastern BC and a 
southern portion of the North West Territories. In 1899, the Government of Canada 
began the negotiation of Treaty 8 with the final text of the Treaty drafted that year. 
The following summer, in 1900, a smaller Commissioner’s delegation travelled to the 
remaining Nations who could not be reached in the first year and negotiated with those 
Nations to sign adhesions to the treaty.  Dene Tha’ signed an adhesion to Treaty 8 in 
1900 (DTFN, 1997).   

DTFN present-day leadership characterizes the signing of Treaty 8 as one that promised 
peace and friendship with the incoming non-Aboriginal people to the region (Goulet, 
1998).  Discussions held at the time of treaty making with DTFN leadership included the 
outline of DTFN territory encompassing “the Four Hills” – including, Cameron Hills 
(north), Caribou Mountains (east), Clear Hills (south) and the Etsho Plateau (west).1   

The description of the “Four Hills,” including Etsho Plateau is important for several 
reasons.  DTFN leadership at the time of treaty making with the Crown understood their 
territory for the purposes of exercising their traditional lifestyle extended far beyond the 
boundaries of their assigned reserves.  This identified area was based on natural 
landforms that were, and still are, well known to DTFN.  Also, this area was understood 
and identified by DTFN prior to the establishment of provincial and territorial political 
jurisdictions. 

DTFN’s present-day traditional territory is approximately 176,000 square kilometers 
spanning Alberta, BC and the NWT (Figure 3-1).  In BC, the territory ranges as far 
south as Fort St. John, west to Fort Nelson and Maxhamish Lake and North to Trout 
Lake in the NWT. In Alberta the territory ranges south of Manning and north of 
Grimshaw and follows the Peace River north to High Level where it extends east, 
bisecting Caribou Mountain. The territory continues north into the NWT as far as 
Tathlina Lake. 

 
 

1 These are the present-day names and do not reflect Dene Tha’ place names. 
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The boundaries of the DTFN traditional territory was compiled by DTFN based on 
meticulous historical research and traditional land use information collected from DTFN 
members. The boundaries of the territory are not fixed, and are subject to change as 
DTFN collects additional historical information and traditional land use and Aboriginal 
knowledge from the DTFN community.  In fact, some DTFN members and political 
leaders believe that DTFN territory should be delineated only by the boundaries of 
Treaty 8 to reflect the areas in which they have the right to exercise their Aboriginal 
and treaty rights. 

DTFN leadership does not consider the DTFN traditional territory as “exclusive use” by 
only DTFN members, or claim proprietary ownership to the land contained with those 
boundaries. DTFN recognizes that many portions of that land were, are and will be used 
by other Nations in the exercise of their Aboriginal and treaty rights.  As Chief James 
Ahnassay explained to the Study Team, the land is “shared.” 
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3.3 Aboriginal Consultation 

Aboriginal consultation is largely triggered by the need for a regulatory approval by the 
Crown for activities occurring within the boundary of a Nations’ asserted traditional 
territory.  Over the past five years, there has been a conscious effort by DTFN 
leadership to accurately document the extent of the DTFN traditional territory.  This 
strive for accuracy is based on the premise that negative environmental effects will in 
turn affect the DTFN ability to exercise their treaty and Aboriginal rights.  Protecting 
that ability for future generations of Dene Tha’ is one of the priorities for DTFN 
leadership. 

Correct documentation was necessitated because of confusion resulting from 
consultation efforts of provincial and federal Crown regulatory authorities in the past, 
where DTFN traditional territory was confused with provincially-regulated trap lines held 
by band members.  There is a lack of understanding regarding the distinction between 
traditional territories, provincially-regulated trapping areas, treaty lands and reserves. 

Traditional territory refers to the land that was and still may be used by the Aboriginal 
community to practice a subsistence way of life.  Each Aboriginal community travelled 
and lived in its own traditional territory, delineated most often on a self-regulated basis. 
As mentioned, boundaries of traditional territories of neighbouring communities often 
overlapped one another. Boundaries changed over time, as availability of resources 
changed, or as a result of the effects of government policy. 

Provincially-regulated areas for the purposes of commercial harvesting of fur resources 
by both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people are often called ‘trap lines’.  The use of 
trap lines (or fur management areas) requires an annual license from the provincial 
regulator.  Trapping licenses can be held by both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people.  
Licenses can be transferred, bought and sold by the license holder or recalled by the 
regulator.  Licenses are held individually.  

Treaty lands are identified within the terms of a treaty agreement with the Crown, 
promised to Aboriginal Nations for the purposes of hunting, trapping, fishing and other 
traditional activities.  In British Columbia, Treaty 8 rights include the right to 
commercially trap.  Members of signatory Treaty 8 Nations do not require provincial 
licenses for the exercise of the treaty right to trap, including for commercial purposes in 
British Columbia.  Treaty rights to hunt, trap and fish are held collectively by the entire 
Nation. 
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At the time of treaty making, the provision of reserve lands was identified within the 
written terms of the Treaties.  Reserves were intended as training grounds for 
agricultural pursuits, where Aboriginal people would be provided farm implements, 
financial resources and land to ‘settle’ as other non-Aboriginal people were doing 
throughout Western Canada.  Even though the promises made at treaty-making by 
Crown representatives that traditional vocations of hunting, trapping and fishing could 
continue throughout the treaty territory, it was anticipated by the Crown that the 
Aboriginal lifestyle would eventually stop.  For many years, Aboriginal people were also 
confined to reserves and could not leave without a pass or permission from Federal 
Indian Agents assigned to manage them.  This effectively curtailed the use of traditional 
lands for the purposes of the exercise of treaty rights.  However, despite these 
attempts by the government, this transformation (or assimilation) from nomadic hunter 
to farmer did not occur. 

 

3.4 Historical Documentation of DTFN Land Use in Project Area 

Corroborating Aboriginal oral accounts of historical use of land in the non-Aboriginal 
archival record is an unfortunate, but required, component in the conduct of Traditional 
Land Use studies.  This Report summarizes and draws from conclusions contained 
within a historical report prepared for the study area by Bouchard and Kennedy, entitled 
“Dene Tha’ Presence in North Eastern BC.”   This historical report corroborates study 
participants oral accounts of DTFN historic use of the Project area.  This report has 
been previously provided to both Westcoast Energy and the National Energy Board. 

Historically, Dene Tha’ use of the land extended far from their present-day 
communities.  For example, DTFN interview participants describe DTFN historical travel 
from Great Slave Lake to Lesser Slave Lake and beyond.  Centuries of Dene people 
utilized the boreal forest, unbounded by non-Aboriginal political jurisdictions.  Those 
travels are well documented in the oral traditions of the Dene Tha’.  However, those 
oral traditions are not given the same credibility that historical references are. 

It is often difficult to identify accurate and precise historical and ethnographical 
references specifically for the Dene Tha’ First Nation in the written historical record, 
because outside of a few select sources, written information about the Dene Tha’ is 
virtually non-existent.  Different non-Aboriginal travelers used different names for the 
Dene Tha’, often misidentifying them, or generalizing them with other surrounding 
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Aboriginal groups.  As a result, DTFN use of the land captured in the historical record 
may be incomplete. 

For example, early North West Company and Hudson’s Bay Company sources reference 
“Slavey-speaking” Aboriginal peoples in northeastern BC; however, there is little in 
these documents that distinguish Dene Tha’ and other Aboriginal groups that spoke a 
Slavey-Hare language. By the 1930’s, the Dene Tha’ presence in northeastern BC is 
recorded in several sources; the Dene Tha’ have been referred to by a number of 
names, including: “Upper Hay River Band of Slaves”; “Hay River Indians”; “Hay Lakes 
Indians”; “Chateh/Assumption Indians”; “Slavey Indians at Hay Lake(s)”; “Upper Hay 
River Post Indians”; and “Bistcho Lake Tribe” (Bouchard and Kennedy, 2009).  
Specifically: 

Traders seldom attempted to seek out knowledge of ethnonyms—the  names by which 
groups of people self-identified—and instead applied murky generic terms such as 
“Slave” or ‘Slavey” to people of the Slave Lake and Mackenzie River District; sometimes 
this identity included people known otherwise as “Beaver.” Similarly, the term “Beaver” 
occasionally included groups more often identified as “Slavey” and very likely included in 
some instances the ancestors of those identified today as Dene Tha’ (Bouchard and 
Kennedy, 2009). 

Notwithstanding the difficultly of identifying specific references to Dene Tha’ in the 
historical record, the Bouchard and Kennedy Report concluded a strong historical 
presence of DTFN in northeast BC exists in the historical record.  Further the Report 
goes on to describe a heart-breaking account of DTFN use of north-east BC restricted 
by government policy. 

According to DTFN interview participants and supported by the historical record, DTFN 
land use in northeastern British Columbia was largely undisturbed by non-Aboriginal 
presence in the area until 20 to 30 years after treaty making.  It was only after 
competition for fur by non-Aboriginal people prompted the governments of Alberta and 
British Columbia to institute restrictions on trapping that DTFN land use fundamentally 
changed (Bouchard and Kennedy 2009). 

Williams instructed Van Dyk “to keep these Indians [Dene Tha’] out [of BC] until it is 
absolutely proved that we have not the power to do so.” (Emphasis added, 
Bouchard and Kennedy 2009). 
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Provincial and federal government officials understood that DTFN use of northeast 
British Columbia for hunting and trapping purposes was extensive.  At one point in 
1934, government representatives outlined a trans-boundary hunting reserve for the 
“Hay Lakes Treaty Indians”.  Unfortunately, that option was not executed, and the trap 
line registration system was instead chosen and implemented (Bouchard and Kennedy 
2009). 

This proposed hunting reserve was recognition by the federal and provincial Crown that 
DTFN historically (pre-1930) used northeastern British Columbia to exercise their treaty 
and Aboriginal rights (Figure 3-2).   

The imposition of provincially regulated fur management areas was pivotal in the 
evolution of how DTFN used their land.  DTFN use of land in northeastern British 
Columbia and Alberta was curtailed.  Entire generations of DTFN Harvesters were 
brought up to believe that activity outside the regulated areas was ‘against the law’ and 
not allowed.  DTFN interview participants tell of sanctions on Dene Tha’ imposed by 
Game Wardens or RCMP that included imprisonment, hard labour or warnings if they 
were caught ‘breaking the law’ by using land outside of their assigned trapping areas. 

DTFN who were caught outside their assigned areas had fur confiscated, which at the 
time could mean extreme financial hardship for the offender.  With no access to legal 
representation, there was no recourse open to those caught.  The resulting impact on 
the treaty right to trap (including the commercial right) within northeast BC resulting 
from those actions was never analyzed. 

As a result, DTFN use of areas outside of DTFN registered trap lines was done outside 
of existing regulations.  The perception that this situation still exists today is so strong, 
that several DTFN interview participants were reluctant to admit continued land use in 
BC outside of the regulated trapping areas for fear of legal repercussions.   

However, even with the imposition of government restrictions on DTFN movement on 
the land outside of DTFN registered trap lines, DTFN continued to use northeast British 
Columbia for traditional use purposes, including hunting, gathering and fishing. 
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3.5 Previously Collected TLUS Information 

In recent years, Dene Tha’ First Nation has completed a number of project-specific and 
comprehensive studies which documented their Aboriginal Knowledge and Traditional 
Land Use. These studies were most often executed in response to government or 
industry proposed initiatives and generally reflects the area specifically related to that 
project/decision. Additionally, these undertakings often were limited by their budget 
that restricted the study to the immediate area of interest.  

Dene Tha’ Traditional Land Use and Occupancy Study (1997) 

This study was undertaken to record and illustrate the presence DTFN had, and 
continues to have on the land in their traditional territory (DTFN, 1997). The 
study was not intended as a comprehensive documentation of all DTFN 
traditional land use, but primarily as an educational tool for both internal and 
external audiences.  

The methodology used for this study, although contemporary at the time, was 
one of the first of several studies to be completed in Alberta.  This study area 
used as the focus for this report included land use within Alberta and a small 
portion of north-east British Columbia.  This report is not considered an 
exhaustive inventory of DTFN use of their traditional territory. 

Mackenzie Gas Pipeline (2005/2006) 

This study was an undertaking by DTFN to illustrate past and current use within 
the specific project area for the Mackenzie Gas Pipeline. The report focused on 
the Bistcho Plateau and the southern portion of the NWT. DTFN compiled this 
report in hopes that it would facilitate open and productive discussions with the 
project proponent regarding their Aboriginal and treaty rights and how the 
project may affect them and the resultant accommodation from potential 
impacts.  

DTFN faced significant financial and time constraints throughout this project and 
these limitations are noted in the original document. This report also noted that 
the interviews and maps did not represent the entirety of DTFN use within their 
traditional territory. 
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BC MEMPR Land Sales Interviews (2008) 

Crown reserve petroleum and natural gas rights are disposed of under section 71 
of the Petroleum and Natural Gas Act.  Dispositions, by public tender, are made 
once each month (Ministry of Energy, Mines and Petroleum Resources, 2009). 
The BC Ministry of Energy, Mines and Petroleum Resources (MEMPR) sends out 
public notice to interested parties prior to those postings. 

As a response to these notices, DTFN has prepared a number of interviews and 
maps to assert their rights and interests in the area of a number of the land 
sales. DTFN hopes to engage in further consultation with MEMPR about DTFN 
rights and interests. 

EnCana Cabin Gas Plant TLUS (2009) 

This project-specific TLUS was conducted concurrently with the TCPL Horn River 
Mainline Pipeline Project study during the Spring and Summer 2009.  The 
completed report was submitted to the BC EAO for consideration in the 
environmental assessment process. 

TCPL Horn River Mainline Pipeline TLUS (2009) 

This project-specific TLUS was conducted concurrently with the EnCana Cabin 
Gas Plant study during the Spring and Summer 2009.  The completed report was 
submitted to the NEB for consideration in the environmental assessment process. 

 

For a composite map with DTFN TLU information collected for this Project and other 
Projects, see Figure 3-3. This composite map focused on north-eastern BC and 
demonstrates added DTFN traditional land use in the Project area in addition to the 
information collected for this Project and represented in this Report. 

 

  

 






