
Alberta Parks and the Dene Tha’

in Northwestern Alberta

Alberta Parks and the Dene Tha’ 

First Nations have had a positive 

 relationship since the establishment of 

the Hay-Zama Wildland Provincial Park 

in 1999. They share a vision of protection 

and wise use of the Hay-Zama wetlands, 

of keeping each other informed, 

and of  working together to 

resolve common issues. 

Background

The Hay-Zama wetlands, a 486 km2 complex of numerous shallow lakes 

and streams, is a key waterfowl production and staging site on three 

of the four major North American migration fl yways. Every spring and 

fall the wetlands provide foraging for thousands of migrating waterfowl 

and shorebirds. The ecological value of the site has been recognized 

internationally in its designation as a Ramsar site. The Hay-Zama wet-

land and surrounding uplands is also the only site in Alberta selected for 

re-introduction of wood bison, a species listed as “At Risk” in Alberta. 

The bison herd has thrived in the area, particularly as the wetland 

sedges and grasses provide critical winter forage. 

The Hay-Zama wetland complex is part of the traditional territory of the 

Dene Tha’ First Nation. One of their communities is situated adjacent to 

the wetland at Chateh.
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Productive oil and gas reserves under the  wetland 

complex reserve have been tapped since the 

1960s, a unique situation given the ecological 

value of the site. 

In 1985 in recognition of the variety of interests in 

the Hay-Zama wetlands, the Hay-Zama Commit-

tee was formed of representatives from industry, 

government, the environmental community, and 

the Dene Tha’ First Nation. After several years 

of inactivity, the committee revived in 1994 due 

to increased concerns from the environmental 

community and the Dene Tha’. Since then, the 

committee has sought to address the economic, 

environmental and social concerns of a variety of 

groups with interests in the site. 

Since the Hay-Zama Lakes Wildland Provincial 

Park was established, Alberta Parks has become 

an active member in the Hay Zama Committee. 

This committee is central to the management 

of the park, and has facilitated the relationship 

between Alberta Parks and the Dene Tha’.

Initiative

The Dene Tha’ and Parks
• In 1999 the Hay-Zama wetland complex 

was designated as Hay-Zama Lakes 

Wildland Provincial Park, giving it one of 

the highest degrees of legislated protection 

in the province of Alberta. The Dene Tha’ 

First Nation and the Hay-Zama Committee 

endorsed the designation. 

• The Dene Tha’ participated in the prepara-

tion of the management plan by hosting 

planning meetings and open houses. 

The plan was endorsed by them and the 

Hay Zama Committee, and approved by 

the government in 2001. 

• The Area Manager of Alberta Parks and 

the Chief of the Dene Tha’, along with the 

 committee facilitator, are co-chairs of 

the Hay Zama Committee.

• Although discussions occur about the park 

at regular Hay Zama Committee meetings, 

Alberta Parks and the Dene Tha’ Council 

meet periodically to update each other 

on activities.

• Alberta Parks and the Dene Tha’ have 

worked together on specifi c issues such 

as the feral horses in the park, bison, and 

reclamation of wellsites.

• In order to provide staffi ng for the park 

and offer economic benefi ts, Alberta Parks 

has proposed a Wildland Guardian position 

that would be recruited from the Dene Tha’ 

community, a proposal which the Dene 

Tha’ have agreed to. 

Th e committee has 

sought to address the 

economic, environmental 

and social concerns of a 

variety of groups with 

interests in the site.
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• The Hay Zama Committee has proposed 

that Hay-Zama Lakes Wildland Provincial 

Park be twinned with the Dalai Nature 

Reserve in Inner Mongolia, China. Both sites 

are internationally signifi cant Ramsar 

wetlands where local communities are 

interested in developing cooperative 

management approaches. The purpose 

of the twinning is to provide a forum in 

which information on research, manage-

ment, the local environment and people 

can be formally exchanged. The Dene Tha’ 

and Alberta Parks are working together to 

facilitate this relationship.

• Alberta Parks staff have proposed several 

research studies within Hay-Zama Lakes, 

which have been endorsed by the Dene 

Tha’ Council. One of them, a study of the 

potential and limitations to tourism in the 

park, was proposed and the First Na

Hay-Zama Wildland Provincial Park
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tions community has taken the initiative 

to  develop a tourism vision and strategy. 

 Alberta Parks will continue to work with 

them to develop tourism potential of the 

park within the environmental constraints

of the wetlands, and has proposed 

 biological studies that will help 

determine the constraints. 

• Parks and representatives from other 

agencies, including the Dene Tha’, will be 

preparing a Wildfi re Management Plan for 

the park. The Dene Tha’ have traditionally 

burned areas in the wetlands, and this will 

be addressed in the plan.

Lessons Learned

• This co-operative working relationship has 

been built on many years of demonstrated 

good will and trust. This has to be continu-

ally fostered by everyone and can only be 

achieved because everyone is willing to 

work together for the better good. 

• The Dene Tha’, as with many First Nations, 

have constant demands on their time and 

resources. The onus is on Alberta Parks to 

continue to consult and work with them, 

and both sides have learned to be patient.

 Conclusions

• Working together has created a 

co-operative, transparent, and friendly 

atmosphere in which both parties feel 

comfortable in proposing innovative ways 

to integrate environmental, economic and 

cultural management of the Wildland Park.

Th e Dene Th a’, as with many 

First Nations, is faced with many 

demands to address many issues.
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Tsleil Waututh Nation and BC Parks:

Collaborative Management of Say Nuth Khaw Yum

Heritage Park/Indian Arm Provincial Park

A collaborative management agreement signed 
between the Tsleil-Waututh Nation and the

Province of British Columbia forms the 
 foundation of a relationship that has brought both 

parties forward in a spirit of cooperation 
and mutual respect. Under the agreement, 

both the Tsleil-Waututh Nation and the Province 
(represented by BC Parks) are active participants 

in the planning, management, and operations 
of Say Nuth Khaw Yum Heritage Park/
Indian Arm Provincial Park (the Park).

Background

The Park is located in the Lower Mainland of British Columbia. 

The 6,821 hectares (16,855 acres) Park is situated in the core area 

of the traditional territory of the Tsleil-Waututh Nation. In 1995, the 

Province announced the creation of “Indian Arm Provincial Park”, but 

this decision was made without consulting the Tsleil-Waututh Nation. 

The Tsleil-Waututh Nation initiated legal proceedings to challenge the 

process by which “Indian Arm Provincial Park” was created. 

After a year of intense discussions, a collaborative management agree-

ment was signed between the Tsleil-Waututh Nation and the Province 

of British Columbia in January 1998. The Agreement established a Park 

Management Board with equal representation from the Tsleil-Wau-

tuth Nation and the Province for the collaborative management of the 

Main cover shot—Kayakers in Say Nuth Khaw Yum/Indian Arm Provincial Park, Photo copyright BC Parks
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 renamed Park. By working together as partners 

in protected area management, the Tsleil-Wau-

tuth Nation and the Province embarked on a new 

journey of reconciliation and cooperation based 

on mutual respect and trust. Today, the Tsleil-

Waututh Nation and the Province of British Co-

lumbia are committed to moving forward in the 

implementation of the Park Management Plan for 

the Park for the benefi t of all British Columbians 

and future generations to come.

Initiative

The 1998 Management Agreement established a 

Park Management Board, to formalize the collab-

orative relationship between the Tsleil-Waututh 

Nation and the Province. The Board oversees and

provides recommendations to the Minister of Envi-

ronment regarding aspects of planning, manage-

ment and operations in the Park. Specifi cally, the 

Board is responsible for preparing management 

plans, annual operation plans, capital develop-

ment budgets, issuance of Park Use Permits, fi sh 

and wildlife harvesting measures, and the tender-

ing and awarding of contracts. The objectives and 

principles of the Management Agreement are now 

being used to guide the development of a Park 

Management Plan. 

The planning process for the Park Management Plan 

was divided into three phases: Phase 1 included 

data gathering and conducting base-line  research; 

Phase 2 consists of plan development and public 

consultation process; Phase 3 will address the 

implementation of the Management Plan.

During Phase 1, the Board actively sought funding 

to complete the broad range of research neces-

sary to gain a comprehensive understanding of 

the biophysical and cultural identity of the Park. 

Detailed interviews with Tsleil-Waututh Nation 

Elders regarding their traditional uses of the Indian 

Arm area were completed. Archaeological investi-

gations were undertaken in addition to terrestrial 

ecosystem mapping. The information collected 

in these research projects contributed to the 

development of a unique Bioregional Inventory 

Atlas designed to provide a visual summary of 

knowledge related to the Park. During this period 

minor upgrades to existing Park infrastructure 

were completed, with development of all major 

projects held in abeyance pending the comple-

tion of the Park Management Plan. In September 

2006, the Tsleil-Waututh Nation and BC Parks 

celebrated the completion of the Bioregional 

Inventory Atlas and the end of Phase 1.

The second stage of the planning process is 

currently focused on drafting the Park Manage-

ment Plan document and developing a transpar-

ent public consultation process to enable major 

stakeholders and the public to participate in the 

fi nal development of the plan. A coordinator was 

hired to assist the Board in the planning process, 

and to facilitate between the Tsleil-Waututh 

Nation, BC Parks, other stakeholders and the  public 

in the drafting of the Plan. Open Houses were held 

to provide general information to stakeholders 

and the public about the park planning process. 

In the next phase, other First Nations in the area 

will be consulted by BC Parks staff in accordance 

with government regulations and policies of the 

Province of British Columbia. Comments from 

stakeholders, First Nations and public meetings 

will be reviewed and considered by the Board in 

this extensive draft plan revision process.

“Th e Board oversees 

and provides 

recommendations to 

the Minister 

of Environment 

regarding aspects 

of planning, 

management and 

operations in 

the Park. 

Milestone Celebration Sept. 2006,
Photo copyright Tsleil Waututh Nation
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Lessons Learned

Both parties have learned a great deal over the 

years of developing this relationship. Through the 

Park Management Planning process the Board 

has identifi ed some important goals for the Park. 

These goals also refl ect the lessons learned in the 

evolution of the collaborative partnership between 

the Tsleil-Waututh Nation and the Province. 

Goal 1: Collaborative Partnerships
A truly collaborative relationship requires a high 

level of trust and communication. Building this 

trust takes considerable time and effort and must 

be earned through results. It requires letting go 

of some control and emerges gradually through 

incremental steps of working together.

It is the Board’s goal to extend the collaborative 

management approach to many other agencies 

and jurisdictions that service the Park. There are 

opportunities in working cooperatively with other 

authorities and organizations. They each provide 

additional expertise and resources that can assist 

the Board in ensuring public safety, providing rec-

reational activities, and protecting the natural and 

cultural resources of the Park. In short, the goals 

for the Park cannot be effectively achieved with-

out the full cooperative support of these agencies 

and organizations.  

Goal 2: Integrated Stewardship
Integrated Stewardship consists of the combina-

tion of Tsleil-Waututh and BC Parks land man-

agement perspectives. It integrates BC Parks’ 

Heritage Park/Indian Arm Provincial Park
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ecosystem-based management approach, which 

focuses on the interrelationships of ecosystem 

components for long-term large-scale planning, 

and Tsleil-Waututh’s principles of bioregional 

planning and holism, which is based upon deep 

knowledge of the interactions between biophysi-

cal and cultural landscapes. The objectives and 

action plans for park management clearly refl ect 

these central integrated stewardship values.

Goal 3: Contemporary Cultural Expression 
An important outcome of the collaborative rela-

tionship is the opportunity for the Tsleil-Waututh 

Nation and the Province to highlight the signifi -

cant and unique cultural heritage of the Park to 

all British Columbians. Tsleil-Waututh culture and 

traditions are an integral part of the long-term 

sustainable stewardship of the Park. In  addition, 

the Plan identifi es commercial opportunities 

which will enable the Tsleil Waututh Nation to 

be active participants in ecotourism and cultural 

tourism activities in the Park.

Conclusions

An adversarial start to the protection of the lands 

of the Park has been turned into one of the most 

proactive collaborative management agreements 

in British Columbia. The Parties continue to build 

their relationship with each other as they com-

plete the Park Management Plan. They recognize 

that extending the collaborative approach to other 

agencies and jurisdictions will allow them to fully 

achieve the management objectives identifi ed in 

the Park Management Plan, including the protec-

tion of natural and cultural resources of the Park.

Campers at Granite Falls campground,
Photo copyright Tsleil Waututh Nation

ABORIGINAL PEOPLES & CANADA’S PARKS & PROTECTED AREAS

An important outcome of 

the collaborative relationship 

is the opportunity for the 

Tsleil-Waututh Nation and the 

 Province to highlight the signifi cant 

and unique cultural heritage of 

the Park to all British Columbians.

Canadian Parks Council

Please visit our site for further information or alternative document formats.

www.parks-parcs.ca

Inlailawatash Estuary, Photo copyright Tsleil Waututh Nation



Champagne-Aishihik First Nation &

British Columbia Ministry of Environment

Collaborative Management of Tatshenshini-Alsek Park: A World Heritage Site

For over ten years, representatives of the 
 Champagne and Aishihik First Nations and 

BC Parks have forged an effective joint working 
relationship dedicated to protecting and manag-

ing the natural wilderness environment and 
heritage values of the Tatshenshini-Alsek Park 

in perpetuity. Considering the international and 
trans-boundary nature of this land, plus its size 
and status as part of a World Heritage site, the 
work to date can be considered as a successful 

example of collaborative wildland management.

Background

The Tatshenshini and Alsek Rivers are considered to be one of the 

most magnifi cent river systems in North America, and form the basis of 

the British Columbia provincial park that bears their names. The park 

contains nearly one million hectares of rugged glacier-cloaked peaks, 

wild rivers, grizzly bears and a range of ecologically diverse plant and 

animal communities. This is the homeland of Champagne and Aishihik 

First Nations (CAFN), and it is a land of great natural beauty and biologi-

cal richness.

Prior to the 19th century the Southern Tutchone and Tlingit First  Nations 

inhabited the Tatshenshini-Alsek area. The Tatshenshini River was used 

as a major travel and trading route, with the village of Neskatahin, 

located near Dalton Post, Yukon, serving as an important focal point. 

Main cover shot—A peaceful moment on Alsek Lake, Alaska, Photo copyright Anne Hetherington, BC Ministry of Environment
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The Champagne and Aishihik First Nations are 

descendants of these people.

In the 1980s and 1990s, concerns arose over a 

proposal to extract a rich body of copper ore from 

a site in the high Alsek Ranges. Under a coalition 

of over 50 conservation groups known as ‘Tatsh-

enshini International’, a campaign was launched 

to achieve protection of the area from mining 

 interests and to preserve it as wilderness. 

By 1993 in recognition of all the potential environ-

mental risks associated with the proposed mine 

and the world class wilderness values at stake, 

the government of British Columbia moved to 

protect Tatshenshini-Alsek as a Class A park. In 

combination with the adjoining national parks and 

World Heritage Sites of Kluane, Wrangell-St. Elias 

and Glacier Bay this completed the world’s larg-

est international park complex. The International 

Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) sub-

sequently proposed the Tatshenshini-Alsek area 

as an addition to the World Heritage Site and once 

the Champagne-Aishihik First Nation withdrew 

their original opposition to the proposal, the area 

was offi cially designated as such in 1994.

Initiative

In 1990, the CAFN had fi led a land claim with 

the federal government that covered the area 

now demarcated as Tatshenshini-Alsek Park. In 

1993, CAFN fi led a Statement of Intent with the 

British Columbia Treaty Commission. The federal 

and provincial governments agreed to engage 

the CAFN in resolving outstanding land claims in 

British  Columbia, including the entire park area, 

in 1994. In 1995, the CAFN and Canada signed 

a Framework Agreement to proceed with land 

claims negotiations in British Columbia, and in 

1996, the CAFN and the Government of BC signed 

the bi-lateral Tatshenshini-Alsek Park Manage-

ment Agreement which, in part, directed CAFN 

and BC Parks to jointly manage the park.

The Agreement established the relationship 

 between the Parties with respect to the use and 

management of the park. This primary manage-

ment principle was written as:

It is the intention of the Parties to protect the 

 natural wilderness environment and heritage 

 values of the Park in perpetuity and to main-

tain and make use of the Park in a way which 

 recognizes the Champagne and Aishihik First 

 Nations rights, culture and history and protects 

and conserves the area for the benefi t, education 

and enjoyment of all peoples in accordance with 

its designation as a Class A Park and the terms of 

this Agreement.

Specifi c recognition was provided for: the tradi-

tional & current uses of the Park by the Cham-

pagne-Aishihik First Nations and recognition 

of their oral history; intentions to integrate tradi-

tional and scientifi c knowledge in managing the 

Park; identifi cation of economic opportunities for 

the CAFN, and provisions for the maintenance & 

operation of the Park by the CAFN.

The creation of a Tatshenshini-Alsek Park Board, 

comprised of two members representing the 

Province of British Columbia and two representing 

the Champagne and Aishihik First Nations, was a 

vital component of the Agreement. Accountability 

for shared decision making is attained by having 

senior staff from both organizations hold desig-

nated positions on the board. Since 1996, the 

Park Board has operated in a consensus based 

manner and has been directing the management 

and operations of the park, in accordance with the 

British Columbia Park Act and the management 

principles set out in the Agreement. 

In combination with 
adjoining national 

parks and World 
Heritage Sites of 

Kluane, Wrangell-
St. Elias and Glacier 

Bay, the Tatshen-
shini-Alsek Class 
A provincial park 

completes the world’s 
largest international 

park complex. Th e 
park was offi  cially 

designated as a 
World Heritage 

Site in 1994.

Michael Jim, Champagne-Aishihik First Nation 
Ranger, guiding a raft on the Tatshenshini River, BC, 
Photo copyright Anne Hetherington, BC Ministry 
of Environment
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Furthermore, the Province and the Champagne 

and Aishihik First Nations agreed to prepare a 

management direction statement for the Tatsh-

enshini-Alsek Park based on a number of pres-

ervation and conservation principles. Also, as per 

the Agreement, the Champagne and Aishihik First 

Nations retained sole authority over the use of 

 Aboriginal languages, provision of Aboriginal place 

names and heritage routes, and interpretation and 

depiction of Aboriginal history and traditional use. 

The agreement recognizes CAFN authority to use, 

manage, conserve and protect heritage sites in 

the park.

Since the signing of the Agreement, the Board 

has also been reviewing Annual Management 

Plans (AMPs) for the park and providing short-

term planning direction to BC Parks personnel. 

Trained CAFN rangers monitor and patrol the park 

in the summer and oversee or conduct recreation 

and conservation project work. In 2005, another 

innovative management regime began. As a 

component of the agreement, the CAFN had 

an opportunity to take over the operations and 

 maintenance of this park. The fi rst contract began 

in that year. Now, the CAFN hire staff, supervise 

and implement the AMP for the park. A signifi cant 

portion of these operating costs are derived from 

user fees collected from river rafting visitors.

Lessons Learned

Notwithstanding typical growing pains that any 

collaborative management board may experience, 

the formal relationship established in 1996 has 

met on a regular basis and functioned strongly for 

over ten years. Because the Champagne-Aishihik 

had established themselves as a self-governing 

body in the Yukon, prior to park establishment, 

they found it easier to build a relationship with BC 

Parks in connection with Tatshenshini-Alsek Park. 

With their structure as a government already in 

place, working out differences and concerns pro-

ceeded relatively smoothly.

Members of the Champagne-Aishihik First Nations 

have served as rangers in the Tatshenshini-Alsek. 

The fact that they have the full qualifi cations 

Tatshenshini-Alsek Park
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of a park ranger (having completed a two year re-

newable resource management program and the 

BC Parks public safety and park security course) 

 provides them the advantage of peer credibility.

In the Tatshenshini-Alsek, BC Parks has supported 

the rights of the Champagne-Aishihik First Nations 

to the use of cultural information and history on 

their terms. The Agreement recognizes the First 

Nation’s sole authority over aboriginal languages, 

Aboriginal place names and the interpretation of 

their history. It goes as far as to state that the dis-

closure of information by B.C. regarding heritage 

sites and ethnographic objects will result in harm 

to relationships, negotiations, or the heritage site 

or object.

Government and First Nations involved in the 

Tatshenshini-Alsek had a constructive experience 

with culture and heritage management when an 

ancestor’s ancient remains were found melting 

out of a mountain top glacier in the park in 1999. 

He was named Kwaday Dan T’sinchi which means 

“Long Ago Person Found” in Southern Tutchone. 

There was great interest and joint effort from all 

involved with regards to cultural preservation is-

sues and interpretation. Champagne Aishihik First 

Nations took the lead on the project management 

team working with the Royal BC Museum and BC 

Archaeology Branch.

 

Conclusions

The spirit and intent of the collaborative manage-

ment model chosen in 1996 has endured to 2007 

and is expected to stay in place into the foreseeable 

future. The relationship between the CAFN and pro-

vincial government remains strong and provides a 

fi rm management model for consideration by other 

agencies contemplating similar agreements.

Flying over the Elias Mountain Range, Alaska, Photo copyright 
Anne Hetherington, BC Ministry of Environment
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Collaborative Management of Newly Designated

Coastal Conservancies in British Columbia

In February 2006 British Columbia announced land 
use decisions for the North and Central Coast that 

protects some of the most spectacular and ecologically 
diverse regions of the world including critical Spirit 

Bear habitat. The combined protected areas announced 
as part of this decision totals approximately 1.8 mil-

lion hectares, more than three times the size of Prince 
Edward Island. The agreement reached on these areas 

represents an unprecedented collaboration between 
First Nations, industry, environmentalists, local 

governments and many other stakeholders in how we 
manage the vast richness of B.C.’s coast for the benefi t 

of all British Columbians. Since announcement of 
these decisions the Ministry of Environment has been 
busy designating protected areas, formalizing Collab-

orative Management Agreements and  developing 
a coastal protected area operations program. 

Background

Six years ago British Columbia committed to a land use planning initia-

tive aimed at fi nalizing land use recommendations for the north and 

central coast of British Columbia. The planning process introduced a 

new era for land use planning, and for First Nations relationships with 

the Province. For the fi rst time many First Nations participated in the 

planning processes on the basis of a government-to-government re-

lationship. The process also included stakeholders, industry and local 

governments.

As a result of the coastal planning processes and an associated govern-

ment-to-government process with First Nations of reviewing, revising 

and confi rming the land and resource management recommendations, 

the provincial government announced its intent to designate the larg-

est single addition to the protected area system. Once fully designated 

Main cover shot—Fish Trap in Lowe Inlet Marine Park adjacent to the newly designated K’mooda Lowe Gamble Conservancy, photo copyright Bryan Last
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approximately 28% of the coastal planning area’s 

6.4 million hectares will be protected.

Initiative

First Nations became actively involved in the land 

use planning processes in 2001 in conjunction with 

the Province’s commitment to complete a planning 

process for the central coast and to initiate a pro-

cess for the north coast. During these planning 

processes the individual communities were invited 

to engage directly in the planning processes. Many 

First Nations accepted this offer and participated 

directly in the planning process or in the associ-

ated government-to-government process. 

Listening to First Nations we heard that while they 

desired large amounts of land to be protected 

from industrial logging and mining a continued 

opportunity to access and use these lands for 

traditional practices would be a necessity. For 

instance, many of the protected areas contain key 

seaweed, cockle, clam beds and harvesting sites. 

First Nations, it seemed, were not practicing tradi-

tional activities in many of the existing parks and 

felt locked out despite the situation that many of 

their activities would be permissible and are pro-

tected as aboriginal rights under the Constitution 

Act and thus allowable activities in parks.

As an outcome of these discussions the following 

decisions relevant to protected areas were made: 

• First, a new designation was added to the 

Park Act called a Conservancy. 

• Second, funding for individual site plans 

and to initiate an operations program was 

provided on an interim basis. 

• Third, a commitment to negotiate a Col-

laborative Management Agreement with 

interested First Nations was made.

In terms of the new designation, Conservancies

are set aside to protect an areas biological 

 diversity, to provide for First Nations social, 

 ceremonial and cultural uses, for recreational 

use and  consistent with the fi rst three purposes 

to  allow for  compatible economic opportunities. 

Adding First Nations social, ceremonial and cultural 

uses as a purpose rather than an allowable 

activity signifi cantly recognizes the importance of 

these protected areas for this use and has gone 

a long way to building First Nations support for 

the  system. 

The provision of interim funding to initiate man-

agement plans and to develop an operations 

program has led to a new coastal protected area 

program with associated vessels and staffi ng. By 

providing funding to initiate and develop these 

programs the province provided an opportunity for 

creativity in building a program that focussed on 

the local challenges and needs. It also provided an 

incentive for staff to work with and engage First 

Nations in developing the operational program and 

has resulted in the majority of the fi eld staff being 

of First Nations descent. Longer term funding to 

secure the program will be considered based on 

the success of the model and will consider chal-

lenges and lessons learned. 

Th e planning process
introduced a new era

for land use planning,
and for fi rst nations 

relationships with 
the Province.

BC Parks Supervisor in Gitxaala Nii Luutiksm/
Kitkatla Conservancy adjacent to the Gitxaala First 
Nation community, Photo copyright Jamie Hahn
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Lessons Learned

A lesson learned was that through early engage-

ment, empowerment and by being responsive a 

great deal of support and goodwill for the pro-

tected area system has been gained. 

While the process retained the Provinces au-

thority to implement land use recommendations 

it also shared a great deal of power by allowing 

the local planning processes and associated First 

Nation processes to develop and make land use 

recommendations. Additionally, and importantly 

for First Nations, the associated government-to-

government process enabled confi rmation and 

adjustments based on individual community need, 

and identifi ed specifi c concerns that if dealt with 

would enhance support for the proposed protected 

areas. An example of this is the new Conservancy 

designation that was developed and includes as 

one of its purposes “the preservation and main-

tenance of social, ceremonial and cultural uses of 

fi rst nations”. This responsiveness to cultural uses 

illustrated clearly the value of open discussion and 

empowerment in generating creative solutions. 

A second lesson learned was that by providing 

project funding an effective and locally relevant 

operations program was developed. Historically, 

as new protected areas in British Columbia have 

designated the funding for the protected area 

system has not been increased. This resulted in

the reallocation of existing protected area opera-

tion dollars to include new protected areas and 

strained the remainder of the system.

For the fi rst time as part of announcing and 

 implementing a land use decision dollars were 

allocated to funding an operations program for 

new protected areas. A benefi t of providing proj-

ect funding has been that it has successfully 

challenged local staff to develop an effective and 

relevant operations programs. As there will be a 

future request to provide base funding for the long 

term operation of the program its effectiveness 

and local relevance will be key considerations in 

considering the request.

 

A third lesson learned was that for the coop-

erative processes to be workable a great deal of 

 coordination is needed. In this particular planning 

area there are 31 First Nations; Therefore, the 

traditional collaborative management model of 

1 park and 1 First Nation is not feasible. 

Coastal Conservancies
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As a result of this challenge new collaborative 

protected area agreements are taking two distinct 

forms: 

• One model is a multi-First Nation and multi-

protected area board. 

• The other model is made up of appointed 

representatives from the Province and First 

Nation(s)linked to a larger land use forum 

where outstanding policy issues can be 

discussed.

First Nations that are actively engaged in the 

larger land use forums are choosing the repre-

sentative model; Whereas, First Nations that are 

not closely aligned with a larger land use forums 

are choosing a collaborative board model where-

by multiple parks and often multiple First Nations 

may be engaged. In both of these circumstances 

the need to engage directly with the First Nation 

communities on the day-to-day operations and 

planning remain, however larger issues of policy, 

permit issuance, and priority setting are dealt with 

by the board or designated representatives. 

Conclusions

The British Columbia Conservancies announced 

last year refl ect a new era for land use plan-

ning, and for First Nations relationships with the 

Province. In the year since this announcement 

implementation efforts built on this success-

ful experiment are resulting in new collaborative 

agreements with First Nations, in the development 

of a viable operations program and a designation 

that recognizes First Nations traditional uses and 

culture. Not withstanding the future challenges 

ahead positive progress is being made on the des-

ignation and progress of British Columbia’s new 

Conservancies.

Days end looking out from Campania Conservancy, 
Photo copyright Bryan Last
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Ts’il?os Gwa Nejegwaghaten; 

The Ts’il?os Provincial Park Management Board 

A Memorandum of Understanding signed between 

the Xeni Gwet’in First Nation and BC Parks in 

1994 established the groundwork for a relationship 

that has been strengthened from over ten years 

of working together in the spirit of cooperation, 

 mutual respect and friendship. Under the agree-

ment, both the Xeni Gwet’in First Nation and BC 

Parks play a leading role in the planning, manage-

ment, and operations of Ts’il?os Provincial Park.

Background

Ts’il?os Provincial Park is located in a relatively isolated and undevel-

oped part of the Chilcotin region of British Columbia. Its boundaries 

encompass 233,240 hectares of rugged mountains, lakes, glaciers, 

alpine meadows, waterfalls and valleys. Chilko Lake, the largest, natu-

ral high elevation freshwater lake in Canada, dominates the landscape 

of the Park. The Park is located in the Central Chilcotin Ranges which 

is a transition area between the Coast Mountains to the southwest 

and the Interior Plateau to the northeast. As the crow fl ies, the park is 

160 km southwest of Williams Lake and 250 km north of Vancouver.

The 233,240 hectare Park is situated within the core area of the tradi-

tional territory of the Xeni Gwet’in First Nation. In 1989, they proclaimed 

their rights to this area through their Aboriginal Wilderness Preserve 

Main cover shot—Alpine fl owers in the Tchaikazan River Valley, photo copyright BC Parks
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Declaration. Their primary interest is in sustaining 

the contemporary community of Nemiah Valley 

through the wise use and management of the land 

and its resources that are within their traditional 

territory.

Following several years of land use planning in the 

Chilko Lake area, the creation of Ts’il?os Provin-

cial Park was announced in 1994. Concurrent with 

the establishment of the Park, a  memorandum of 

understanding was signed by the Government 

of British Columbia and the Xeni Gwet’in First 

Nation. A key condition within the agreement 

which resulted in Xeni Gwet’in First Nation 

 involvement and support clearly documented that 

the creation of the Park was without prejudice to 

any Aboriginal Rights and Title that they may have 

within the subject area. The memorandum also 

provided assurances to the Xeni Gwet’in that they 

would be involved in the planning and manage-

ment of the Park and that their interests would 

be incorporated into land use planning decisions 

within the area.

Initiative

The 1994 Memorandum of Understanding estab-

lished a Park Management Board to formalize 

the collaborative working relationship between 

the Xeni Gwet’in First Nation and BC Parks. The 

committee is known as Ts’il?os Gwa Nejeg-

waghaten, which in Tsilhqot’in means ‘people 

working together for Ts’il?os’. The Management 

Board meets at least quarterly and addresses 

management issues in a manner consistent 

with a government-to-government relationship. 

The Management Board discusses matters of 

mutual concern including management planning, 

operational issues, the issuance of Park Use Per-

mits, tendering and awarding of contracts, the 

identifi cation and exercise of traditional activities 

and employment opportunities for members of 

the Xeni Gwet’in First Nation.

Through the efforts of BC Parks, the Xeni Gwet’in 

First Nation and a Local Advisory Committee, that 

dealt with issues of larger public interest, a man-

agement plan for Ts’il?os Provincial Park was 

completed in late 1996. The plan contained a joint 

vision which incorporated values from each culture 

into the planning and management of the Park.

As the working relationship has developed, the 

involvement of the Xeni Gwet’in First Nation in 

Park operations has slowly but steadily increased. 

Since 1994 a seasonal First Nation Park Ranger 

has been employed to work in the Park to monitor 

recreational use activities in both front and back-

country areas. Both organized campsites within 

the Park have been given First Nation names; 

the Gwa Da Ts’ih Campground at the north end 

of Chilko Lake and Nu Chugh Beniz Campground 

on the east side of Chilko Lake near the commu-

nity of Nemiah Valley. In 2006 the Xeni Gwet’in 

obtained the contract to maintain the facilities at 

the Nu Chugh Beniz Campground and more re-

cently are also exploring the concept of facility 

management at the Gwa Da Ts’ih Campground 

as well. Development of a Tsilhqot’in traditional 

village which will serve as a cultural center and 

generate additional revenue for the Xeni Gwet’in 

and BC Parks is also currently underway.

Th e plan contained 

a joint vision which 

incorporated values 

from each culture 

into the planning 

and management 

of the Park.

Ts’il?os Parks Monitoring Ride,
photo copyright Xeni Gwet’in First Nation
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Lessons Learned

Chief Roger William of the Xeni Gwet’in who has 

been involved in the project to create Ts’il?os 

Provincial Park since its inception has this to say 

about the process. “This process was a very inter-

esting process. My people always told me to see 

all this as our lands and resources, not BC and 

or Canada’s. Bottom line was that our August 23, 

1989 Nemiah Valley Xeni Gwet’in Declaration says 

that nothing will happen within our Xeni Gwet’in 

Care Taker Area in Tsilhqot’in Lands without our 

involvement. When we got involved in the Chilko 

Study, an issue was that it was under Government 

system, policies, guidelines, etc… We requested a 

letter from Government that had without prejudice 

clauses to our Aboriginal Rights & Title. Being Co-

Chair along with BC Parks and Ministry Of Mines 

was quite a long process. We designated along 

with all interested people from Logging, Mining, 

Tourism, First Nations, Recreationists, etc… a pro-

tected area and a management area. Our people 

feel protecting this area is not good if we as First 

Nations cannot practice our Traditional Uses and 

or Activities in the area. Through the MOU Agree-

ment protecting our Aboriginal Rights & Title and 

Referendum Vote, we together with Governments, 

Industries, Tourists, Recreationist, etc… created 

Ts’il?os Parks. It was at least a 3 or so year pro-

cess. We got to know each other, we never agreed 

on everything but at the end of the day it felt like 

a family. As you know even in families we do have 

a lot of disagreements, but we still live and work 

together through thick and or thin. There has been 

a lot of mistrust by First Nations re: Governments, 

but working with BC Parks is changing some of 

that for us. BC Parks has been very fl exible and 

honest with us.”

A truly collaborative relationship requires a high 

level of trust and open communication between 

each party. Building trust takes considerable time 

and effort and must be earned through mean-

ingful and measurable results. The Ts’il?os Gwa 

Nejegwaghaten provides a valuable venue for 

discussions with respect to the exercise of tradi-
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tional activities by the Xeni Gwet’in First Nation 

and the mandate of BC Parks. As a result, the 

open discussions insure that all expectations are 

clearly expressed and understood which in turn 

minimizes future potential confusion and helps 

develop a common vision. This collaborative re-

lationship has resulted in the Xeni Gwet’in and 

BC Parks highlighting the signifi cant and unique 

cultural heritage of the park to all British Colum-

bians. As a result, incorporating Xeni Gwet’in First 

Nation culture and traditional knowledge into park 

management strategies is an integral part of the 

long-term vision for the Park.

Conclusions

The collaborative agreement has resulted in an 

improved working relationship between BC Parks 

and the Xeni Gwet’in First Nation through reduced 

confl icts due to a formalized consultation process 

based on mutual respect and trust and a common 

vision for what purposes the Park should be man-

aged. In addition, the working relationship has in-

creased economic development and employment 

opportunities for the Xeni Gwet’in First Nation 

and provided opportunities for partnerships with 

BC Parks. Successful collaborative agreements 

require a great deal of time, energy, resources 

and commitment from each party and should be 

viewed as a long term commitment. 

Additional background information available at:

Xeni Gwet’in First Nation website:

http://www.xenigwetin.com/ 

Ts’il?os Provincial Park website: http://www.env.

gov.bc.ca/bcparks/explore/parkpgs/ts.html

Xeni Gwet’in monitoring ride, photo copyright Xeni Gwet’in First Nation

A truly collaborative relationship 

requires a high level of trust and open 

communication between each party.
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