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Disclaimer 

The information contained in this report is based on research conducted by the 
Firelight Group with the ACFN, as well as published works and archival research. 
It reflects the understanding of the authors, and is not intended to be a complete 
depiction of the dynamic and living system of use and knowledge maintained by 
ACFN members. All mapped information is based on interviews with ACFN elders 
and knowledge holders conducted within constraints of time, budget and scope. 

Base map data originate from the National Topographic System and Natural 
Resources Canada. The information contained herein should not be construed as 
to define, limit or otherwise constrain the Treaty and aboriginal rights of 
Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation or other First Nations or aboriginal peoples. 
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Executive Summary 

This report provides non-confidential baseline information and assessment 
regarding Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation (ACFN) knowledge and use in the 
vicinity of the Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project (the Project) proposed by Teck 
Resources Ltd. (Teck, or the proponent). The Project is located within the cultural 
homelands of the ACFN.  

The Project (defined in Section 2) would be an open pit oil sand mine on the west 
side of the Athabasca River and represents the northernmost oil sands 
development proposed to date. As originally proposed, the Project was to impact 
more than 30,000 hectares1 in and around two development areas. In July 2013, 
Teck announced changes to the Project as a result of an asset exchange with 
Shell. According to documents filed on the CEAA website2, the Project’s south 
development area (SDA) and its associated infrastructure will no longer be 
developed. This ACFN assessment was originally prepared based on the original 
Project footprint, but maps and analysis have been updated to reflect the reduced 
footprint proposed in July 2013. Because a new Project description has yet to be 
submitted by the proponent and various details of the altered Project footprint are 
not yet available, this assessment assumes that, other than spatial extent, all 
other details of the proposed Project are identical to those outlined in the 
Proponent’s September 2011 Integrated Application.  

The revised Project footprint includes mine pits, tailings ponds and processing 
infrastructure that extend approximately 23 km north to south. A proposed access 
road extends approximately 14 km south of the Project to where Teck anticipates 
that a bridge (not part of the Project) will cross the Athabasca River. As proposed, 
the Project would operate for approximately 50 years.  

The smaller Project footprint proposed in July 2013 does not substantially reduce 
the number of reported ACFN knowledge and use values that would be impacted 
by the Project. Both the original and revised proposals would realize the fears of 
                                                
1 Based on the proponent’s original Project Description, the total footprint was anticipated to be approximately 
29,335 hectares, but Project impacts would extend well beyond the footprint.  

2 Letter from Ian Mackenzie, Teck Director of External Affairs, dated July 29, 2013. 
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ACFN elders and land users regarding oil sand mining encroachment north of the 
Firebag River and extending into the Birch Mountain and Poplar Point areas. The 
Project would be located immediately west of the confluence of the Athabasca 
and Firebag Rivers, east of the Birch Mountains and adjacent to tabił k’e (place 
for setting nets), an ACFN habitation, harvesting, and cultural area on the west 
side of the Athabasca River near the confluence of the Athabasca River and 
Redclay Creek. The Project would cross multiple watersheds draining east into 
the Athabasca River and north into Ronald Lake and Lake Claire in Wood Buffalo 
National Park via Buckton Creek. It would be located within k'es hochela nene 
(Poplar Point Homeland), within approximately 16 km of the ACFN’s Poplar Point 
reserve (Chipewyan 201G) and near historic and registered traplines held and 
used by ACFN members. 

The proposed Project is immediately north of the proposed Shell Canada Ltd. 
Pierre River Mine Project (PRM). Taken in concert with PRM and other approved 
or operating oil sands projects, including CNRL Horizon, Suncor Millenium, Brion 
Energy’s Dover Project, and Total’s Joslyn North Mine, the Project would 
contribute to a nearly continuous industrial barrier of mines, tailings ponds, and 
associated disturbance beginning near the ACFN’s Poplar Point Reserve and 
extending upstream along the west side of the Athabasca River for more than 100 
km. Other operating, proposed or approved oil sand mines and stream-assisted 
gravity drainage (SAGD) projects would add to this wall of development along the 
western bank of the Athabasca River, extending it west into the Birch Mountains 
and east across the Athabasca River.  

Information specific to this report and assessment was collected through a series 
of focus group and individual mapping interviews conducted with ACFN elders 
and land users from February 2012 to April 2013.  These data were considered 
alongside existing data from previous ACFN studies. ACFN mapped (site-specific) 
information includes baseline data from more than 100 interviews conducted with 
more than 50 ACFN elders and younger land users. Assessment was based on a 
local study area (LSA) within 5 km of the Project footprint, and a larger regional 
study area (RSA) based on ACFN cultural protection areas (ACFN 2010) and an 
area of 5 km around downstream portions of the Athabasca River and Buckton 
Creek including the Athabasca Delta and Lake Claire.  

Based on available information, the LSA and RSA are confirmed to support 
unique and culturally important resources and landscapes that are integral to 
ACFN’s current and future ability to exercise Treaty and Aboriginal rights with 
respect to traditional knowledge and use. Maps illustrate extensive ACFN 
knowledge and use within, adjacent to, and downstream of the proposed project 
including:  

• 64 site-specific ACFN use values reported within the Frontier LSA, including 
17 reported habitation values (camps and cabins) along the Athabasca River 
and extending into the Birch Mountains, unique bison hunting and bison kill 
sites, preferred moose hunting areas and moose kill sites, other preferred 
harvesting areas, fishing sites, plant collection areas and trails and water 
routes used by ACFN members to access both the LSA and areas beyond  
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• More than 2,400 use values recorded within the RSA, the majority of them 
downstream of the Project along the Athabasca River and in the Athabasca 
Delta where ACFN reserves, traplines, and village areas are located 

Analysis of mapped data, including estimated time of last use, indicates that lands 
and waters within the LSA and RSA have been widely used by ACFN members 
currently and over a long period of time, and that lands and waters within both the 
LSA and RSA continue to be actively relied upon by ACFN members.  These 
lands and waters include unique and important species-specific values (including 
preferred habitat and harvesting areas for moose, wood bison and fish), 
resources integral to ACFN treaty knowledge and use, and site-specific values 
(including habitation areas, transportation corridors, and other values). In addition 
to its interactions with site-specific ACFN knowledge and use values, the Project 
footprint: 

• Intersects known and observed core habitat for the Ronald Lake bison herd, 
which is the only herd of wood bison in ACFN territory available for harvest by 
ACFN members. Wood bison are a species of critical cultural importance to 
ACFN, and are listed as threatened on Schedule I of the federal Species At 
Risk Act  

• Intersects known core habitat for Birch Mountain woodland caribou, another 
rare and culturally important species listed as threatened on Schedule I of the 
federal Species At Risk Act  

• Intersects an important east-west movement corridor used by moose and 
other animals crossing the Athabasca River. This is part of a preferred 
harvesting zone where the wildlife movement corridor intersects with the 
north-south running Athabasca River water route  

• Is within the ACFN Cultural Protection Areas associated with k'es hochela 
nene or Poplar Point Homeland and the Athabasca River corridor (ACFN 
2010). The Project is also within the boreal caribou, barren ground caribou, 
and wood bison Protection Area identified by ACFN in Níh boghodi: We are 
the stewards of our land (2012). ACFN Chief, Council, and Elders have 
indicated that there should be no new developments north of the Firebag, 
which includes the area of the proposed Project. 

• Is within 16 km of the ACFN’s Poplar Point reserve (Chipewyan 201G) and 
near historic and registered traplines held and used by ACFN members 
(RFMA#2863, RFMA#445, and RFMA#1714)  

Interview quotes and qualitative analysis provide contextual information regarding 
the importance of ACFN rights practice and changes over time in the area of the 
Frontier Project. Consideration of indigenous knowledge and oral history 
interviews, alongside use and occupancy mapping, indicates that: 

• Reliable, peaceful, and unimpeded access to traditionally used and preferred 
areas that are historically known and personally familiar is integral to the 
transmission of ACFN knowledge and use, to efficient and successful 
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harvesting outcomes, and to the current and future practice of ACFN rights 
within the LSA and RSA; 

• Residual and cumulative effects from existing oil sands and related 
development upstream within the Athabasca River watershed have already 
resulted in loss of ACFN access to preferred areas within the RSA for at least 
some ACFN members, as well as wide spread impairment of use in portions 
of the LSA, including observed industrial contamination of water, air, and 
traditional resources including food and medicine, impaired access, 
disturbance, and other effects; and 

• Existing impacts from industrial oil sands operations along the Athabasca 
River corridor are currently being experienced. Evidence from this study 
suggests that these effects are widespread, acute, and have caused serious 
impairments to ACFN use and occupancy in the RSA since at least the mid-
1980s.  These environmental effects are acting cumulatively and are likely to 
have a cascading effect on ACFN individuals and families, on the inter-
generational transmission of cultural knowledge, and on the ability of ACFN 
members to meaningfully practice, pass on, and continue knowledge, use and 
rights within the LSA, RSA, and beyond. 

Despite impaired ACFN use and occupancy in the LSA and RSA due to industrial 
impacts, ACFN members continue to value and use the impacted lands, waters, 
animals, fish and plants of the Athabasca River corridor, and continue to see 
these lands and waters as a foundation for identity and future livelihood.  

Within this context, the Project’s likely effects are characterized by standard 
criteria, including magnitude and duration. Based on available information, the 
Project, both on its own and in combination with existing and foreseeable future 
cumulative change, is considered likely to have significant adverse residual 
effects on specific ACFN knowledge and use values, including but not limited to: 

• The hunting of moose and wood bison by ACFN members, including impacts 
to preferred harvesting areas and transportation routes;  

• The hunting of migratory birds along the Athabasca River and extending to the 
Athabasca delta; 

• The use and peaceful enjoyment of preferred locations, including habitation 
and harvesting areas in the vicinity of the Project, Poplar Point reserve and 
adjacent trap lines; 

• Downstream effects on use of the Athabasca River corridor due to disturbance 
and increases in perceived contaminants; 

• Reduced navigability of the Athabasca River and adjacent streams at low flow 
levels, and reduced ability of ACFN members to peacefully access and enjoy 
the Birch Mountain and Ronald Lake areas; and 

• Inter-generational transmission of cultural knowledge, and the ability of ACFN 
members to meaningfully practice knowledge, use and rights within the LSA 
and RSA. 
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The proximity of the proposed Project to the Athabasca River, Poplar Point 
reserve and adjacent ACFN traplines, is particularly concerning to ACFN 
members, as these areas have gained increasing importance as a cultural refuge 
for ACFN members who are already being displaced from preferred areas further 
south as a result of ongoing industrial oil sands pressures. 

Mitigations proposed by the proponent were considered, but these are not 
anticipated to reduce adverse Project effects to below a significant level. If built, 
and as proposed, the Project is considered likely to have significant adverse 
residual effects on the practice of ACFN knowledge and use and on related 
underlying Aboriginal and Treaty rights. It is recommended that the proponent, 
ACFN, and Federal and Provincial Crown undertake a regional planning process 
prior to any decisions being made on the Project to ensure that an adequate 
quantity and quality of resources exist for the continuation of ACFN knowledge 
and use into the future. This process should prioritize avoiding and reducing 
impacts over mitigating them. Where project effects on ACFN knowledge and use 
cannot be avoided, they should be mitigated to below a significant level, as 
defined in this report, using effective strategies agreeable to the ACFN. If impacts 
to ACFN knowledge and use cannot be avoided, reduced, or mitigated to below a 
significant level, then permissions for the Project should require consent from 
authorized representatives of the ACFN in addition to any permissions required 
from other levels of government.  
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Section 1 Report Outline 

1.1 Introduction  
This report provides information and assessment based on available Athabasca 
Chipewyan First Nation (ACFN) knowledge and land use data in the vicinity of the 
Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project (the Project) which is proposed by Teck Resources Ltd. 
(Teck, or the proponent) within the cultural homelands of the ACFN.  

The Project (defined in Section 2) would be an open pit oil sand mine on the west side of 
the Athabasca River and represents the northernmost oil sands development proposed 
to date. The Project would cross multiple watersheds draining east into the Athabasca 
River and north into Ronald Lake and Lake Claire in Wood Buffalo National Park via 
Buckton Creek, and would be bordered to the south by the proposed Shell Canada Ltd. 
Pierre River Mine (PRM) Project. 

As originally proposed, the Project was to impact more than 30,000 hectares3 in and 
around two development areas. In July, 2013 Teck announced changes to the Project as 
a result of an asset exchange with Shell. According to documents filed on the CEAA 
website4, the Project’s Southern Development area (SDA) and its associated 
infrastructure will no longer be developed. This ACFN assessment was originally 
prepared based on the original Project footprint, but maps and analysis have been 
updated to reflect the reduced footprint proposed in July 2013. Because a new Project 
description has yet to be submitted by the proponent and various details of the altered 
Project footprint are not yet available, this assessment assumes that, other than spatial 
extent, all other details of the proposed Project are identical to those outlined in the 
Proponent’s September 2011 Integrated Application.  

The primary goal of this study is to articulate ACFN knowledge and use values5 that 
have been documented to date and which are related to the proposed Project area, 
including how ACFN use has changed over time, where areas of lost use resulting from 

                                                
3 Based on the proponent’s original Project Description, the total footprint was anticipated to be approximately 29,335 
hectares, but Project impacts would extend well beyond the footprint.  

4 Letter from Ian Mackenzie, Teck Director of External Affairs, dated July 29, 2013. 

5 For the purpose of this report, an “ACFN knowledge and use value” is any reported cultural resource, tangible or 
intangible, including site-specific (mapped) and non-site-specific (non-mapped) value that is considered important to 
ACFN livelihood and Treaty rights, or is associated with past, present or planned ACFN use. 
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impacts by oil sands or other developments already exist, and how the Project is likely to 
influence ACFN knowledge and use, including the practice of treaty rights6, within and 
adjacent to the proposed Project footprint.  

The interview methods used follow the ACFN Assessment Framework approach to 
ongoing collection and analysis of traditional land and resource information within the 
ACFN traditional lands.7 The report integrates contextual archival information, data from 
previous traditional use studies, and information collected from interviews and focus 
groups conducted by the Firelight Group Research Cooperative (Firelight) with ACFN 
members between 2010 and 2013. The report is intended for consideration as part of the 
Frontier Project’s regulatory approval process, and to inform consultation between ACFN 
and the Crown regarding the proposed Project. 

Based on available evidence, this report finds that the Project, as proposed, is likely to 
have significant adverse residual effects on ACFN knowledge and use within the LSA 
and RSA. In combination with effects from other existing and foreseeable projects, the 
residual effects of the Project are also likely to contribute to and exacerbate existing 
significant cumulative effects on ACFN knowledge and use in the RSA. 

1.2 Organization of the Report 
The report is organized into six sections: 

• Section 1 provides an outline of the report, including goals and limitations 
• Section 2 provides a summary description of the Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project 

based on documentation provided by the proponent 
• Section 3 provides contextual information regarding the ACFN, including a brief 

discussion of Treaty 8, the relationship between treaty and trapline rights, a 
general ethno-historical summary, and an overview of ACFN land use planning 
within their territory 

• Section 4 provides a discussion of methods used for baseline information 
collection and impact assessment 

• Section 5 provides baseline information and impact assessment regarding ACFN 
knowledge and use within the local study area (LSA) and beyond within the 
regional study area (RSA)8 

• Section 6 provides a summary of findings and conclusions 
                                                
6 For the purpose of this report, treaty rights are understood to include, but are not limited to, hunting, fishing, trapping and 
gathering for sustenance and livelihood, as well as ancillary practices. For additional detail, see Section 5 and Section 3. 

7 See Appendix 7 for a description of the ACFN Assessment Framework. 

8 Both LSA and RSA are described in detail in Section 4.2.3. 
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1.3 What is a Project-Specific                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        
Traditional Use Study? 

Generally speaking, a project-specific traditional use study (TUS) is “the collection of 
interview data about traditional use of resources and occupancy of lands by First Nations 
persons, and the presentation of those data in map form” (Tobias, 2000).9  A project-
specific TUS is a systematic and evidence-based form of investigation that applies 
indigenous knowledge and social science to accomplish goals. The goals of a project-
specific TUS often include: 

• Describing the knowledge, use and interests of a community in relation to a proposed 
project or area; 

• Assessing potential project effects; and 
• Identifying mitigations or recommendations that may reduce negative effects and 

maximize positive ones. 
Mapping is a critically important component of a TUS as it provides an easy-to-visualize 
picture of how complex land use practices relate in space to each other as well as to 
existing and potential developments.  

First Nations people carry maps of their homelands in their heads.  For most people, 
these mental images are embroidered with intricate detail and knowledge, based on 
the community’s oral history and the individual’s direct relationship to the traditional 
territory and its resources.  Land use and occupancy mapping is about documenting 
those aspects of the individual’s experience that can be shown on a map…  (Tobias, 
2000: 1) 

Good community mapping practice emphasizes individual map biography interviews in 
which individuals are interviewed about their own use of the land during their lifetimes. 
They should also include documentation of prior informed consent and well-documented 
methods for data collection and management (Tobias 2010; see Appendices 4 through 
6).  

Project-specific studies related to First Nation use and knowledge improve the ability of 
indigenous communities and governments, project proponents, and federal or provincial 
regulators to anticipate the likely effects of a particular Project on aboriginal use of lands 
and resources, and support reconciliation through meaningful consultation and 
accommodation. 

                                                
9 While there are various names and acronyms used, “traditional use study” (TUS) and variants are perhaps the most 
common in western Canada.  Tobias (2010: 32-33) provides a discussion of terms and definitions, and suggests the 
alternative term “use-and-occupancy mapping” (UOM).  For the purpose of this study, we use TUS to remain consistent 
with past work. 
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1.4 Limitations of the Report 
This report is based on research conducted by the Firelight Group Research Cooperative 
and the ACFN as part of a project-specific ACFN knowledge and use study conducted in 
response to the proposed Project. 

Information provided herein is the most current available at the time of writing. It is based 
on the understanding of the authors, and is not intended as a complete depiction of the 
dynamic and living system of use and knowledge maintained by ACFN elders and 
younger members. Because of the living nature of ACFN knowledge and use, and 
because of limits in budget, time, and participation, data should not be considered 
exhaustive. Absence of data does not mean absence of use or value. Additional studies 
are necessary to fill information gaps regarding ACFN knowledge and use, and the 
resources, criteria, thresholds and indicators necessary to sustain the meaningful 
practice of Treaty 8 rights into the future. 

Nothing in this submission should be construed as to waive, reduce, or otherwise 
constrain ACFN treaty rights within, or outside, regulatory processes. Nor should it be 
construed as to define, limit, or otherwise constrain the treaty or aboriginal use or rights 
of other First Nations or aboriginal peoples. This report is specific to the Project and 
should not be relied upon to inform other projects or initiatives without the written 
consent of the ACFN. It provides an assessment of likely Project impacts on ACFN 
knowledge and use. Knowledge and use contribute to, and may be a component of, 
ACFN rights and culture. This assessment may contribute to, but does not replace, a full 
assessment of Project impacts on ACFN rights or culture. 

1.5 About the Authors 
Dr. Craig Candler, the lead author of this report, holds a Doctor of Philosophy in 
Anthropology from the University of British Columbia (UBC), a Master of Arts in 
Anthropology from the University of Alberta (U of A), and a Bachelor of Arts with 
Honours in Anthropology (U of A). He has taught senior undergraduate courses at U of A 
and UBC.   

Dr. Candler has more than 15 years’ experience working in the fields of community-
based research and traditional use and traditional knowledge studies with First Nations. 
Much of Dr. Candler’s work—including graduate work—has been with Dené and Cree 
peoples in the boreal forest of British Columbia (BC) and Alberta. He has written 
components for large and small environmental assessments, and has been an invited 
speaker on cultural impact assessment for the Western and Northern Canada Affiliate of 
the International Association for Impact Assessment (IAIA).   

Dr. Candler worked for five years at the Victoria Office of Golder Associates as a Senior 
Traditional Studies Specialist, and as the Senior Technical Lead for traditional studies in 
Golder’s Cultural Science Division. Much of this work involved the integration of 
indigenous use and knowledge into environmental assessments, including identification 
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of mitigations and consideration of data from multiple disciplines (including wildlife, 
aquatic resources, and vegetation).   

In 2009 Dr. Candler co-founded the Firelight Group Research Cooperative, of which he 
is currently President. Dr. Candler has served on the Executive of the Canadian 
Anthropology Society/Société Canadienne d'Anthropologie (CASCA) and is a 
professional member of the American Anthropological Association (AAA), the National 
Association for Practicing Anthropology (NAPA), and the Society for Applied 
Anthropology (SfAA). 

Dr. Candler and staff from the ACFN IRC conducted interviews specific to this report; 
Janelle Kuntz and Julian Robbins of the Firelight Group assisted with note-taking and 
documentation. Steven DeRoy (M.Sc, GIS) supervised map production. Mr. DeRoy has 
over 12 years’ experience working with aboriginal communities in Canada, focusing 
on cartography, GIS, community training and technical services. Appendix 6 provides a 
CV for Dr. Craig Candler, Lead Researcher and Author, and for Steven DeRoy, Lead 
Cartographer. Lisa King, Director of the IRC, provided written content for Section 3.2 of 
this report. 

An internal peer review of the draft report was completed by Alistair MacDonald of the 
Firelight Group. Additional internal review and support was provided by Susan Leech, 
Carolyn Whittaker, and Janelle Kuntz, also of the Firelight Group. External peer review 
was provided by Dr. Patricia McCormack and Patt Larcombe. The findings of this report 
were also reviewed and confirmed by a group of ACFN knowledge holders. While others 
have assisted, reviewed and made suggestions, the opinions and conclusions expressed 
herein are those of the primary author, Dr. Candler. The TUS information contained in 
this report is the property of the ACFN. 

This report is based on knowledge and experience shared by elders and younger land 
users of the Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation. They maintain and continue the living 
tradition of Dené sułine culture and rights within ACFN lands and remain the primary 
authorities regarding it. This report would not have been possible without their 
contributions.
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Section 2 The Project 

2.1 Teck’s Proposed Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project 
2.1.1 Overview of Proposed Development 

Teck Resources Ltd. is seeking approval to construct, operate and reclaim the Frontier 
Oil Sands Mine Project, a phased surface mining development in the Athabasca Oil 
Sands Region of northeastern Alberta.10,11 The Frontier Project is proposed to be located 
north of Fort McMurray, on the west side of the Athabasca River, and would be bordered 
to the south by the proposed Shell PRM Project. The Project would be located west of 
the confluence of the Athabasca and Firebag Rivers, immediately east of the Birch 
Mountains and adjacent to tabił k’e (place for setting nets), an ACFN habitation, 
harvesting, and cultural area on the west side of the Athabasca River. The Project would 
cross multiple watersheds draining east into the Athabasca River and north into Ronald 
Lake and Lake Claire in Wood Buffalo National Park via Buckton Creek. It would be 
within k'es hochela nene (Poplar Point Homeland), within approximately 16 km of the 
ACFN’s Poplar Point reserve (Chipewyan 201G) and near historic and registered 
traplines held and used by ACFN members. This section is based on information 
provided by Teck through its application documents.  

As mentioned in Section 1.1 above, the Project footprint, as originally proposed, included 
29,335 hectares in two non-contiguous development areas: 

• The main development area (MDA), about 110 km north of Fort McMurray; and 
• The south development area (SDA), about 100 km north of Fort McMurray. 
In July, 2013 Teck announced changes to the Project as a result of an asset exchange 
with Shell, indicating that the Project’s south development area and its associated 
infrastructure will no longer be developed. Because a new Project description has yet to 
be submitted by the proponent and various details of the altered Project are not yet 
                                                
10 The original application was submitted by Teck on behalf of joint owners Teck and SilverBirch Energy Corporation.  
Teck announced plans to purchase SilverBirch in January 2012.  In April 2012, this transaction concluded, with Teck 
acquiring sole ownership of the Frontier project.  

11 Project information reviewed includes the Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project Integrated Application, Vol. 1, Part 1 (Sept. 
2011).  A general search of project documents for mitigations considered to be of relevance to ACFN traditional 
knowledge and land use was compiled for Appendix 3. 
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available, this assessment assumes that, other than spatial extent, all other details of the 
proposed Project are identical to those outlined in the Proponent’s September 2011 
Integrated Application.  
Based on a revised spatial footprint provided by Teck in September, 2013, the proposed 
Project extends approximately 23 km north to south. Based on the Integrated 
Application, the Project is understood to include mine pits and associated earth 
structures; ore preparation plants; bitumen extraction plants; a bitumen froth treatment 
plant; tailings preparation and management facilities; cogeneration and heat integration 
facilities; steam and hot water generation facilities; support utilities and infrastructure; 
and environmental management facilities including fish habitat compensation and water 
storage. Road access from Highway 63 is planned via a bridge12 across the Athabasca 
River and would involve a new road on the east side of the river from the existing Ft. 
Chipewyan winter road. For illustrative purposes, the proposed Project footprint, the 
bridge and access road on the east side of the Athabasca River are shown in Figure 1. 
However, neither the bridge nor the east-side access road are included in the 
proponent’s definition of the Project. As such, they are not assessed in this report. The 
proposed Project does include a new access road on the west side of the Athabasca 
River extending approximately 14 km from the southern edge of the Project to where 
Teck anticipates that the new bridge will be located. 

Based on Teck’s original project description, start-up of Phase 1 is anticipated to occur in 
2021 with all four phases operational by 2030, ultimately producing about 277,000 
barrels per calendar day (bbl/cd) of partially de-asphalted bitumen.  End-of-mine life is 
anticipated to occur in 2054 for the MDA and in 2057 for the SDA13, and full mine closure 
is planned for 2068.  The project has an expected operation time of approximately 50 
years, and a total production of about 2.8 billion barrels.  Attempts at ecosystem 
reclamation and regeneration would continue long after closure. 

Based on the Integrated Application, it is uncertain what benefits would flow from the 
Project to the ACFN. With respect to potential adverse impacts to human and wildlife 
health, the proponent states: 

Project emissions in combination with other sources of chemicals of potential 
concern are not expected to result in a detectable increase in health risks or to have 
adverse effects on wildlife populations in the Athabasca Oil Sands Region. 
(Integrated Application, Sep 2011, Vol. 1, Section 1, p. 1-28). 

With respect to potential adverse impacts to traditional land use, the proponent states:  

The effects of the Project on traditional land use will be reduced by implementing 
mitigation measures throughout the Project’s life, including during construction, 

                                                
12 Teck anticipates that this bridge and connecting road would be built by Shell as part of the proposed Pierre River Mine 
and does not include these structures in the Frontier Project.  

13 It is unknown what removal of the SDA will mean for mine life, but we have assumed that it will remain approximately 
fifty years.  
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operation and closure. The Project will reduce the amount of land available for 
traditional uses, though in the long term, reclamation will replace habitats that can 
support traditional uses though uses might not be identical and the closure 
landscape will differ from predevelopment conditions. (Integrated Application, Sep 
2011, Vol. 1, Section 1, p. 1-28). 

A summary of ACFN views regarding reclamation are provided in Section 5.6 of this 
report. A detailed Project description for the proposed Project can be found in Volume 1 
of the Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project Integrated Application (Sept 2011), submitted to 
the Energy Resources Conservation Board (ERCB) and Alberta Environment. 

2.1.2 Water Withdrawals 

The Integrated Application states that “from 2015 to the end of mining in 2053, several 
diversion channels will route natural flows from Unnamed Creek 18, Unnamed Creek 17, 
Redclay Creek and Big Creek watersheds around areas where mining-related activities 
occur. Some of these diversions will remain in place until closure is completed in 2068” 
(Teck Resources Ltd., 2011, Vol.1, Section 7.7.2.1, p. 7-11).  These, and other tributary 
diversions, would change the flow of waters into the Athabasca River and into Lake 
Claire via Ronald Lake.   

The application confirms that water withdrawals from the Athabasca River will also be 
needed.  The expected maximum annual withdrawal volume from the Athabasca River 
will be 71.5 million cubic metres (Mm3), with the maximum rate of water withdrawal set at 
4.2 m3/s.  This translates roughly to the removal from the Athabasca River of 28,600 
Olympic swimming pools14 or a single lake approximately 2m deep, 6 km long and 6 km 
wide15, every year (more that 78 Olympic swimming pools per day). In addition to direct 
withdrawals from the Athabasca, the Project would also use water from other sources, 
including muskeg dewatering, and collect on-site precipitation run-off and ground water 
seepage that would otherwise contribute to the Athabasca River system. Considering 
these additional sources, the maximum water diversion volume from all sources would 
be 87.3 Mm3 per year (Teck Resources Ltd., 2011, Vol.1, Section 7.7.2).  The proponent 
notes that, in accordance with the Athabasca River Flow Management Framework, water 
withdrawals may be restricted during low-flow periods.  The Project includes a 
contingency water inventory in an off-stream storage pond.   
 

                                                
14 This assumes a pool volume of 2,500 m3 (a 25m x 50m x 2m pool). 

15 An area of approximately 3,600 ha. 
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2.2 Existing Studies 
2.2.1 Proponent’s Consideration of ACFN Traditional Knowledge and Land 

Use within the Application 

Teck’s November, 2011 Environmental Impact Statement for the Project provides an 
assessment of impacts to traditional knowledge and land use as detailed in Volume 8, 
Part 6 – Traditional Land Use, including some consideration of ACFN traditional use. The 
assessment provided is based on very limited data regarding ACFN use and its analysis 
is based on questionable assumptions regarding reasonable LSA and RSA.16    

In V. 8, Section 6.2.3.1, the proponent notes a series of key issues and concerns 
expressed during consultation with potentially affected Aboriginal communities. This list 
provides recognition of at least some of the issues identified by First Nations to the 
proponent prior to fall 2011. Issues and concerns related to traditional land use 
expressed during these consultations and documented by the proponent included:  

• Proximity to Moose Lake, including Moose Lake trail, the Birch Mountain area 
(burial grounds) 

• Proximity to Poplar Point Indian reserve 

• Access to lease land and land beyond the Frontier Project for traditional use 

• The addition of new developments within the ACFN traditional lands, resulting in 
difficulties carrying out Aboriginal and Treaty Rights 

• Proximity to areas that are traditionally used by ACFN for hunting, trapping and 
fishing 

• That the Project will further destroy hunting and trapping areas, further adversely 
affect the quality and quantity of fish and adversely affect the water and 
ecosystem 

• ACFN members find it increasingly difficult to exercise Treaty Rights in the face 
of ongoing development. They have been told to “go elsewhere”, which results in 
increased time and cost due to longer travel 

• ACFN elders are finding it difficult to transmit their knowledge to youth because 
of ongoing development within their traditional lands 

In V. 8, Section 6.4.2, specifically related to land use by the ACFN, the proponent notes 
that: 

Wood bison are harvested along the northernmost part of the RSA and the Birch 
Mountains, as well as in hunting grounds west of the Athabasca River in the 

                                                
16 ACFN has provided a review of Teck’s application in the joint ACFN and MCFN Technical Sufficiency Review (ACFN & 
MCFN 2012). Important concerns were raised regarding the geographical extent of the LSA and RSA identified by Teck 
for traditional use.  In particular the LSA and RSA lack attention to areas beyond the Project footprint and downstream 
effects of the Project, including impacts on ACFN’s Poplar Point reserve and areas downstream. 
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winter. The ACFN have identified, during consultation, that the wood bison are a 
culturally important species, expressing concern about the potential impacts of 
the Project to the Ronald Lake bison herd. 

With little supporting data, the proponent states the following in V. 8, Section 6.7: 

Potential effects to traditional land uses resulting from the Project will be 
mitigated primarily through access management and reclamation. One of the 
goals of the closure, conservation and reclamation plan is to reclaim habitat for 
key species traditionally hunted, trapped and harvested. Although restoration will 
likely extend beyond the lifetimes of current users, traditional land use potential 
will be returned to the Project Assessment Area. 

 
2.2.2 ACFN Submissions 

On January 19, 2012 the Canadian Environmental Assessment Agency (the Agency) 
announced the commencement of a federal environmental assessment for the Project. 
The federal environmental assessment is being coordinated with Alberta Environment 
and Water’s environmental assessment process. 

Existing submissions by ACFN to the Frontier application process have already identified 
a preliminary set of concerns regarding the Project. The June 4, 2012 ACFN and MCFN 
Technical Sufficiency Review of Teck Resources Ltd. Integrated Application for the 
Frontier Oil Sands Project (ACFN & MCFN 2012) provides the following preliminary list 
of overarching areas of concern identified by ACFN and MCFN community members 
during a preliminary scoping meeting for the Project on February 14, 2012 (ACFN & 
MCFN 2012: 7). This provides a useful summary of issues already identified by ACFN to 
the proponent prior to this report, and can be usefully compared to the list of issues 
identified by the proponent in 2.2.1 above:  

a) Outright alienation from Project area for four to five decades during operations 
and for an unknown number of decades after closure. When the land is 
destroyed, it creates a void that cannot be filled. 

b) Reclaimed site will not look the same or have the same complex of terrain, 
habitats and stream configurations. Reclamation cannot restore the land to the 
way it was. 

c) Contamination concerns on reclaimed land as well. 

d) Ability for wildlife to re-colonize the reclaimed site. 

e) Displacement from additional area of preferred/accessible part of traditional 
territories due to avoidance practices related to general disturbance, safety and 
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solitude17 concerns, and health concerns about contaminants in animals, fish, 
plants and water. 

f) Proximity of Project to ACFN’s Poplar Point (IR 201G) and Point Brule (IR 201F) 
Reserves and MCFN’s Old Fort Reserve (IR 217). 

g) Project footprint overlaps MCFN Trapline 2892, and is in proximity to MCFN 
Trapline 1570 and ACFN Traplines 2863 and 415. Traplines are not just 
commercial ventures – they are areas that represent a locus of use for Nation 
members above and beyond the trapline holder. Concern that the Project could 
impact traditional use of these areas. 

h) Proximity of Project to Athabasca River (water quality) – potential for water 
contamination due to failure of tailings containment facility to prevent surface 
and/or groundwater contamination. 

i) Potential for contaminants, including chromium, to enter the air (and be deposited 
into the water and onto foods animals consume) through evaporation from 
tailings ponds. 

j) More water withdrawals from Athabasca River and resulting impacts to 
navigation of the River and the Peace Athabasca Delta for traditional use 
purposes. 

k) Safety concerns regarding use of Fort Chipewyan winter road. 

l) Removal of bison habitat and proximity to bison populations harvested by ACFN 
and MCFN members. 

m) Changes in water flows and quality in Ronald Lake and Lake Claire. 

n) Cumulative destruction of moose habitat. 

o) Air quality (aesthetic) and concerns about human and non-human health. IA 
[Impact Assessment] has only considered standard threshold guidelines for 
human health risk, not how visual changes (e.g. dust and emissions) and odour 
will impact Nation members. 

p) Noise – affects the experience of peaceful enjoyment / solitude that is important 
to use of the land. IA has only considered standard threshold guidelines for 
human health, not how noise will impact Nation members. 

q) Odours – Concern that odours will increase on traplines, on Reserve lands, and 
in the community of Fort Chipewyan. Nation members note that oil sands odours 
can already be detected in Fort Chipewyan and the Peace Athabasca Delta. 

                                                
17 The opportunity for solitude and undisturbed enjoyment of places in their natural state is an important component of 
ACFN cultural and spiritual practice.   



ACFN Knowledge and Use Report for Teck’s Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project 11/20/2013 
 

www.thefirelightgroup.com  
 

12 

r) Visual – Concern that light from oil sands operations will be visible at traplines 
and on Reserve lands at night. Nation members note that lights from oil sands 
operations are already visible as a glow on the southern horizon at night in the 
vicinity of ACFN’s Poplar Point Reserve and that this light is an indicator of 
encroachment, contributing to feelings of despair and impacting the experience of 
remoteness and solitude on the land. 

s) Navigation at and near proposed Athabasca River bridge and lower reaches of 
tributaries, particularly Redclay, Big, Asphalt, and Eymundson creeks. 

t) Cumulative effects, especially uncertainties around climate change. 

u) The characterization of impacts as “negligible” in the IA was noted by Nation 
members as particularly contentious especially with regards to water, air quality, 
and human health issues. 

v) The Nation members noted that they have been providing input and knowledge 
into project after project and that there has been no change in outcomes, with the 
same impacts being increasingly experienced. Nation members noted that they 
feel that their input has been disregarded and that consultation is an empty 
process. 

w) No real benefit has accrued to the Nations as a result of oil sands development. 
Even the jobs that are created are not as good as those provided to people “from 
the south,” since Nation members are lower paid and the first to be laid off or 
fired. 

x) There are a number of socioeconomic issues that go unrecognized and need to 
be dealt with. Elders and other sectors of the community do not benefit from oil 
sands projects. There is uncertainty about what benefits will be achievable in the 
future and whether those benefits are worth the risk of ongoing environmental 
contamination and destruction of traditional lands. 

y) Nation members are extremely worried about what life will be like for their 
grandchildren and great-grandchildren. 

z) Health concerns in Fort Chipewyan including increased rate of cancers. 
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Section 3 Athabasca Chipewyan 
First Nation 

It’s really a good feeling to be out in the bush because you can feel that quiet…and 
you could feel the universe and that loud echo that you can’t describe … as soon as 
you come into town, it’s gone. Even if you go for a walk in the bush and back into 
town, that feeling is just gone. So it’s a good feeling to have, feel connected to the 
earth, I guess, to yourself, and to the ancient spirits, you know, and to the land, to 
your being I guess…that’s what keeps some people grounded, to actually go out 
there as often as they can, and if they lose that, it’s almost like they lost part of their 
soul... (A01 interview transcript, July 27, 2007)18 

3.1 Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation 
The Athabascan Chipewyan First Nation is part of the larger Dené sułine, or Chipewyan 
cultural group, the most numerous and widely distributed of the Northern Athapaskan 
language group (Smith, 1981). In the Dené sułine language, ACFN elders often refer to 
themselves as K'ai Taile Dené, translated as “people of the land of the willow,” but also 
as “people who depend on open wetlands of grass and willow” that once characterized 
(and still do to some extent) the Athabasca and Peace rivers, and the delta, adjacent 
creeks, streams and muskeg areas throughout ACFN territory. Self-identification as K'ai 
Taile Dené does not limit the full range of lands and resources that ACFN members 
depend on, but it does highlight the central importance of open lake, river, and water-
side habitats for ACFN practice of knowledge and use. As discussed further below, the 
ACFN holds treaty and Aboriginal rights, which are protected under Treaty 8 and by 
Section 35 of the Constitution Act, 1982. 

                                                
18 Interview quotes are referenced using participant ID number and date. The 2007-08 and 2010 ACFN interviews use 
similar, but separate, systems for assigning participant ID numbers. A01 in earlier data sets does not necessarily 
correspond with the same individual represented by A01 in the 2010 data set. 
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According to the federal government, the registered population of the ACFN is currently 
1,01419 and is growing rapidly. The ACFN population was listed as 896 in December 
2009, suggesting an annual growth rate of more than 3.5 per cent per year20. While 
factors influencing population growth are complex, if we assume an average growth rate 
in the order of 3.5 per cent, the ACFN population would be expected to double every 20 
years to approximately 2,025 by 2032 and approximately 4,050 by 2052. Currently, 
approximately one third of ACFN members live in or surrounding Fort Chipewyan and 
one third live in Fort McMurray and Fort McKay, with the remainder residing in Fort 
Smith, Edmonton, and elsewhere. Fort Chipewyan is the administrative base for the 
ACFN.  

While the community of Fort Chipewyan has been an economic and administrative 
centre for the ACFN for generations, the cultural heartlands of ACFN knowledge and 
land use are further south in the Athabasca Delta and along the Athabasca River 
corridor, including tributaries and inland areas. Members living south of Fort Chipewyan 
tend to access lands and resources near where they live21, though many return to Fort 
Chipewyan and surrounding territories for hunting, harvesting and cultural purposes.  

ACFN has eight reserves set aside for its use and benefit under the Indian Act, all of 
which are south of Fort Chipewyan in or near the Athabasca Delta, or along the 
Athabasca River. ACFN Reserve lands include Chipewyan 201, Chipewyan 201A, 
Chipewyan 201B, Chipewyan 201 C, Chipewyan 201 D, Chipewyan 201 E, Chipewyan 
201 F, and Chipewyan 201 G. ACFN traplines (RFMAs) and reserve locations are shown 
in relation to the Project in Figure 1.  

3.2 Historical Context 
Archival sources support ACFN oral histories and traditional knowledge in affirming the 
continuity of ACFN use and occupation, and the importance of the region’s rich ecology 
to the ACFN way of life. Material below includes a brief overview of archival sources. A 
more detailed ethnohistory of the ACFN can be found in the work of Dr. Patricia 
McCormack, and is summarized in An Ethnohistory of the Athabasca Chipewyan First 
Nation (McCormack 2012). 

                                                
19 1,080 as of February 2013 (Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development Canada, Registered Population, Athabasca 
Chipewyan First Nation, accessed March 5, 2013 at http://pse5-esd5.ainc-
inac.gc.ca/fnp/Main/Search/FNRegPopulation.aspx?BAND_NUMBER=463&lang=eng).  
20 This is a rough estimate of ACFN growth rate. More detailed demographic analysis would be useful. 

21  Despite this general rule, ACFN members sometimes have to travel long distances when specific resources cannot be 
found in adequate quantity or quality near where ACFN members live.  ACFN members travel long distances in order to 
harvest barren land caribou, and some now also travel long distances to harvest other resources such as moose, fish, and 
plants in order to avoid contaminants, and other concerns, near industrial areas surrounding Fort McMurray and Fort 
McKay.  
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Figure 1: ACFN Indian Reserves and Traplines (RFMAs) Held by ACFN Members in Relation to 
the Project 
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In some of the earliest archival sources dealing with ACFN territory, Philip Turnor, in his 
“Chart of Lakes and Rivers in North America” (1785), names the entire region north and 
south of Lake Athabasca as “Northern Indian or Chipewyan Country” and sites an 
“Athapescow Settlement” on the eastern shore of the Athabasca River in the vicinity of 
what is now known as Embarras Portage.  Turnor’s description of the abundant fish and 
fowl are written into the landscape as well: at the site of present-day ACFN Old Fort 
reserve is “Fort Chipawyan Canadian Settlement Good place for fish”; along the 
Athabasca River to the south of the lake is the note, “upon this part plenty of bird kind 
and good pine fit for canoes and every other use”; and, to the north, west and south are 
notes referring to the plenitude of buffalo, moose, and beaver (Tyrell, 1934: insert). In 
1789, Alexander Mackenzie confirmed Turnor’s assessment of the area, including the 
Athabasca River and the area of the Athabasca Delta. While Turnor’s 1785 map labels 
the Athabasca River as “Athapescow River,” Mackenzie’s 1789 maps label it as “Elk 
River.” Mackenzie’s label is likely a direct translation of dzendhil dezeh (Elk River), the 
traditional Chipewyan name reported by ACFN elders in 201222. 

Between 1778 and 1818, at least eight fur trade posts were established on the banks of 
the Athabasca River close to the Athabasca Delta and on the shores of Lake Athabasca. 
Several traders noted the exceptional abundance of game and fur-bearers in the 
Athabasca region, including Mackenzie, who noted that “during a short period of the 
spring and fall, great numbers of wild fowl frequent this country” (1902: cxxxvii), and 
George Simpson, whose 1821 “Report on Athabasca District” indicates that even a very 
large population at the forts on Lake Athabasca could easily be maintained, “as the Lake 
abounds with Fish, and Buffalo and Deer are numerous in all directions within a few 
Days March” (Rich, 1938:  355).  

Even before the establishment of permanent forts, Chipewyan peoples had adapted their 
migration patterns to more easily participate in the fur trade, and after the founding of 
Fort Chipewyan in 1788 many established themselves on the shores of Lake Athabasca 
and its river delta, where fur-bearers were abundant and where they could still hunt 
barren ground caribou during the annual migration. A combination of subsistence and 
commercial hunting, trapping, and trading, as well as occasional wage labour, sustained 
ACFN peoples through the fur trade period and well into the 20th century.  

Treaty 8 Commissioners arrived at Fort Chipewyan in 1899 to negotiate the adhesion of 
the Cree and Chipewyan bands. As discussed further below, Chief Alexandre Laviolette 
signed Treaty No. 8 on behalf of the Chipewyan Band on July 13, 1899. Despite 
sustained hunting and heavy commercial trapping in the area for over a century, the 
abundance of game was still evident in 1899 when the Treaty 8 Commissioners arrived 
at Lake Athabasca. Charles Mair, who travelled with the Treaty party, described the delta 
as having “the most extensive marshes and feeding grounds for game in all Canada; the 
delta is renowned throughout the north for its abundance of waterfowl, far surpassing the 
St. Clair flats, or other regions in the east” (Mair 1908: n.p.). 

                                                
22 Notes from the ACFN’s Dené place names project indicate that the name comes from elk seen up stream on the river 
closer to the Rocky Mountains.  
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McCormack argues that the separation of Chipewyan and Cree peoples into separate 
legal bands at the time of the Treaty was the result of the size of the population who 
traded at Fort Chipewyan and that: 

if the population had been smaller, there might have been only one Cree-Chipewyan 
Band, as there was at Fort McMurray. [...] such Indian bands were administrative 
units [that] had no correspondence to the on-the-ground reality of the local bands in 
which Aboriginal people lived on the land. (2010:  4) 

Wood Buffalo National Park (WBNP) was established in 1922 and expanded in 1926. 
Members of the Cree band residing in the area, and some ACFN members (then known 
as the “Chipewyan Band”), maintained homes and use rights within the bounds of the 
park (McCormack 2012). Many ACFN members later transferred to the Cree Band, in 
part to maintain their rights and homes in the Park. The remaining ACFN members were 
excluded from using homes and cabins in the Birch River settlement and lucrative 
trapping areas along the shores of Lake Claire. Patricia McCormack examined this 
transition and indicates that, “in 194423, a sizeable portion of the Chipewyan band, those 
members living in WBNP, was quietly removed from the Chipewyan Band list and added 
to the Cree band list. Legally, they became Cree Indians” (McCormack 1989:125). In 
later work, with regard to the people of the Fort Chipewyan region, McCormack notes 
that, “people who lived in a linked set of communities with one way of life at the time of 
Confederation transformed into a single community with a different way of life in the late 
twentieth century” (2010: 10). 

3.2.1.1 Formation of ACFN reserves 

In the decades prior to the signing of Treaty 8, steamships began operating on the 
Peace and Athabasca Rivers. In 1918, the railway reached Fort McMurray. New forms of 
transportation enabled large numbers of non-aboriginal and Métis trappers to access the 
Athabasca region, resulting in increased pressure on ACFN use and a noticeable decline 
in fur harvests (ICC, 1998: 18).  

On behalf of his own people and the Cree Band, in July 1922, Chief Jonas Laviolette 
requested a hunting reservation to provide protection for ACFN livelihood.  In a 
subsequent letter to the Department of Indian Affairs, J. Card, the Indian Agent who had 
been at Fort Chipewyan for the annual treaty payments, acknowledged the historic use 
of the Athabasca Delta by First Nations in the area: 

the district is swamp and marsh ground, not suitable for farming or grazing, [and] it 
would appear to me, that it might justly, viewed from the Indian standpoint, be set 
aside as a trapping reserve, and set aside for them, as from time immemorial, they 
have used it for this purpose. The Indians have no other way of making a living, 
constituted as they are, than by hunting and trapping. (as quoted in ICC 1998: 19) 

                                                
23 McCormack clarifies that while the shift of members from the Chipewyan Band to the Cree Band was being planned in 
1944, it actually took place in 1946 (personal communication). 
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No action was taken to set aside reserve land until 1931. In the interim, Chief Jonas 
Laviolette again wrote of his concerns to the government: 

… The white trapper comes here and kills all here then moves to another country. 
We cannot move and we don’t want to because our fathers’ father’s used to live here 
and want our children to live here when we die. Jackfish Lake use to be fine rat 
country but they don’t get a chance to breed up because there are more trappers 
than rat. If you give us this country for a Reserve and someone to help us look after it 
will save me and my people from starvation. Thirty years ago it was a fine country 
because just the Indians lived in it. [...] 

From Jackfish Lake it is not far to the Buffalo Park and we like our Reserve to join to 
that line. And from Jackfish Lake we would like it to go to the big lake because there 
we can catch the fish. (as quoted in ICC 1998: 20-1) 

In the summer of 1931, the Department of Indian Affairs sent H.W. Fairchild to define 
reserve locations, and he set Reserves sites 201A to 201G based on the presence of 
Indian houses, gardens, cemeteries, and fishing grounds (ICC, 1998: 21). Fairchild’s 
description of the Athabasca Delta as “a hunter’s paradise” suggests that the area 
continued to support an abundance of wildlife despite the area’s heavy traffic: 

No. 201 which is the main reserve, lies wholly within “The Delta” and is without a 
doubt the best revenue producing tract in the north country, as it is a natural 
breeding ground for fur-bearing animals and game birds, which afford both revenue 
and sustenance for this band of Indians. Thousands of muskrat are taken annually 
from the area between the East channel of the river and Fletcher Channel. (as 
quoted in ICC, 1998: 22) 

ACFN reserves were also surveyed upstream of the Athabasca Delta, where important 
ACFN communities existed at Point Brule and Poplar Point. Relationships between 
ACFN families and other Dené- or Cree-speaking families further south along the 
Athabasca River were and continue to be particularly close. ACFN elders and knowledge 
holders indicate that a number of ACFN members transferred membership to Fort 
McKay in the 1970s as the oil sands economy grew in Fort McMurray and the fur 
economy in Fort Chipewyan sharply declined after the construction of the WAC Bennett 
Dam on the Peace River in 1967–68. With oil sands jobs easier to find in Fort McMurray 
and Fort McKay, and with the collapse of the fur trade economy in the 1970s and 80s, 
some ACFN members with existing family connections to Fort McKay First Nation are 
reported to have transferred membership in order to benefit from housing and family 
connections closer to employment from the oil sands.  

Strong connections between ACFN and families belonging to other First Nations 
continue to this day. Despite challenge and change, ACFN members continue to actively 
exercise their Treaty rights on their traditional lands and carry out their traditional 
activities, as their ancestors have for generations, throughout ACFN's traditional lands 
and within the vicinity of the proposed Project.  
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3.3 Culture and Relationship to the Land24 
ACFN uses all parts of its traditional lands for a range of traditional practices that are 
integral to its physical and cultural survival. Using traditional lands for these purposes is 
extremely important to ACFN. The land sustains ACFN and is at the heart of its culture, 
traditions, identity, spirituality and rights. 

ACFN members are very concerned with ensuring the continuation of their culture and 
see the land as central to their ability to do so. For example, in an affidavit provided in 
2009, R. Cardinal25 explains how “traditional ways” and the “land” are integral to ACFN 
identify and culture: 

It is important for me to continue these traditional ways. It's been part of my family for 
hundreds and thousands of years. Hunting, fishing, camping, gathering food and 
medicines on our traditional lands, this is part of what it means to be ACFN...It's a 
connection to previous generations, and it's how we pass on and protect our 
traditional knowledge, culture and ways of being. I want to pass it on to my children 
so that it continues on. 

The land is what we use to fulfill ourselves, what I use to fulfill myself, as a 
human...For my generation and past generations, traditional activities are very 
important. For the current generation, it's important to the ones that are interested in 
it. The future generations need accessible places to learn our culture." (R. Cardinal, 
2009:9) 

The land sustains ACFN and is at the heart of its culture, traditions, identity, spirituality 
and rights. 

ACFN members are very concerned with ensuring the continuation of their culture and 
see the land as central to their ability to do so… This deep cultural connection with the 
land is at the root of the Dené culture and identity. It is maintained through going out on 
the land and practicing traditional activities. It is both informed by, and continues to 
inform, other cultural values. There is fear that if lands are not protected and young 
people are not taught these ways, the ACFN's Dené culture and language could be lost 
forever. 

The people today have to teach the young people about their traditional way of life 
and their culture…We often hear this from people, once our age group [Elders over 
70 years of age] is gone, there's a good chance that our culture, our language could 
be gone forever. That's a sad thing to think about, let alone to see it happen. That's 
why when we talk about the land, [we want] to protect and preserve the land [in 

                                                
24 Text in this section was excerpted from a Statement of Concern written by Lisa King, ACFN IRC Director to Alberta 
Environment in June 2011, in regards to the proposed STP McKay Thermal Project, Phase 2. It is equally applicable to the 
proposed Project.   

25 Cardinal, R. 2009. In the Court of Queen's Bench of Alberta Judicial District of Edmonton between Athabasca 
Chipewyan First Nation and Minister of Energy, Canadian Coastal Resources Ltd., Standard Land  Company Inc., and 
Shell Canada Ltd.,  Affidavit # 1 of R Cardinal, sworn January 30th, 2009, Action No. 0803 17419, Edmonton Registry. 
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order] to help the young people learn about that our way of life and to try to maintain 
that way of life in the future…we want to keep that culture alive…That will help 
preserve and protect the way of life on the land.26 

The land sustains ACFN and is at the heart of its culture, traditions, identity, spirituality 
and rights. 

ACFN members are very concerned with ensuring the continuation of their culture and 
see the land as central to their ability to do so… This deep cultural connection with the 
land is at the root of the Dené culture and identity. It is maintained through going out on 
the land and practicing traditional activities. It is both informed by, and continues to 
inform, other cultural values. There is fear that if lands are not protected and young 
people are not taught these ways, the ACFN's Dené culture and language could be lost 
forever. 

…The land, and access to it for cultural activities, is essential for teaching cultural 
knowledge and language, which much be sustained in order to "preserve and protect" 
livelihood.  

While carrying out their traditional harvesting activities, many older ACFN members also 
pass down their knowledge and skills to younger ACFN members. Imparting traditional 
harvesting knowledge and skills is essential to the survival of the ACFN's culture and its 
distinctiveness as a people. 

ACFN’s submission to the Alberta government on the Lower Athabasca Regional Plan 
(ACFN 2010) notes that, in the Dené understanding, livelihood is not purely, or even 
mainly, about economics. It is, instead: 

…about supporting the total way of making one’s way in the world as a Dené 
individual. It is about “the way of life on the land” and how that relates to maintaining 
culture in the face of change. This includes the relationship between the physical 
acts of making a living and the spiritual and moral obligations of Dené individuals to 
themselves, to their community, and to the Earth and all of its creatures. It requires 
that physical and spiritual needs are met in order to sustain oneself and one’s 
community. As such, livelihood is central to individual and community well-being and 
to cultural continuity. 

Dené livelihood ties people with place and culture with the land. These connections 
have implications for individual and community health and well-being and for 
maintaining the resilience of culture in the face of change. In the traditional Dené 
cosmology, the land is alive. The Creator imbued the land, the waters and all 
creatures that dwell upon or therein, with spirits and ACFN Elders remember the 
spirits that helped their ancestors to survive. (ACFN 2010: 4-5) 

                                                
26 Focus Group PA-1. 2009. ACFN Land Use Plan -  Preservation Areas Study Focus Group PA-1, Fort Chipewyan, 
Alberta, October 15 and October 19, 2009. Transcript in possession of the ACFN IRC, Fort McMurray, Alberta. 
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It is clear that, as development increases, it is becoming more difficult for ACFN 
members to hunt, fish, trap, and gather. This impairs the core components of the ACFN 
traditional livelihood and the underpinnings of ACFN culture and way of life. Each new 
Project has the potential to negatively and detrimentally interfere with the ability to 
conduct traditional practices and cause undue harm to the connections that exist 
between ACFN members and the land. This deep cultural connection with the land is at 
the root of Dené culture and identity. It is maintained through the practice of being on the 
land and engaging in traditional activities. As noted by the ACFN elders in the ACFN 
Elder's Declaration on Rights to Land Use, declared on July 8, 2010: 

The meaningful practice of our treaty rights depends on having sufficient lands and 
resources to exercise those rights. Sufficient refers not only to quantity but quality, 
including what is required to fulfill our cultural and spiritual needs. 

3.4 Treaty 8 and Dené Livelihood 
The Dené-speaking peoples of Fort Chipewyan, led by Chief Alexander Laviolette, 
signed Treaty 8 on the shores of Lake Athabasca in 1899.27 The ACFN considers the 
promises the Crown made in entering into Treaty 8 to be the foundation upon which all 
subsequent non-aboriginal use, including Crown and industrial use, in the region 
depends. 

The Crown’s own negotiators confirm, shortly after signing, that: 

Our chief difficulty was the apprehension that the hunting and fishing privileges were 
to be curtailed…We had to solemnly assure them [the First Nations] that only such 
laws as to hunting and fishing as were in the interest of the Indians and were found 
necessary in order to protect the fish and fur-bearing animals would be made, and 
that they would be as free to hunt and fish after the treaty as they would be if they 
never entered into it. 

We assured them that the treaty would not lead to any forced interference with their 
mode of life…As to education the Indians were assured that…the law, which was as 
strong as a treaty, provided for non-interference with the religion of the Indians in 
schools maintained or assisted by the Government. (Laird, Ross and McKenna, 
Report of Commissioners for Treaty No. 8, 1899) 

In work with ACFN members and elders, Treaty 8 is consistently held up as a vital and 
foundational document that forms the basis for a relationship between aboriginal and 
non-aboriginal peoples based on reconciliation, sharing, and the protection of ACFN 
cultural and economic livelihood in relation to all lands and waters covered by the treaty. 
Almost 70 years after signing, in the late 1960s, the first large scale oil sands mining 

                                                
27 For a detailed history of Treaty 8 and its signing, see Fumoleau, 2004. For a detailed history of Fort Chipewyan, see 
McCormack, 2010.	  
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operation (what would become Suncor) opened north of Fort McMurray, bringing 
economic and cultural change as well as new challenges to the promises made under 
Treaty 8. 

ACFN’s recent (2010: 1) submission to the Alberta government on the Lower Athabasca 
Regional Plan provides a clear ACFN perspective regarding the future of Treaty 8 rights, 
including livelihood rights: 

Treaty Rights of ACFN are understood to include, but are not limited to, hunting, 
fishing, trapping and gathering for sustenance and livelihood purposes. The full 
practice of these rights reasonably includes, and is not limited to, access to sufficient 
lands and resources in which the rights can be exercised. “Sufficient” refers not only 
to quantity but quality, and is evaluated from the perspective of what is required to 
fulfill not only subsistence requirements, but also cultural needs, of the First Nation 
now and into the future. 

Determining what is “sufficient” encompasses a suite of interconnected tangible and 
intangible resources that underlie the meaningful practice of rights. These 
“resources” include, but are not limited to: 

• Routes of access and transportation; 
• Water quality and quantity; 
• Healthy populations of game in preferred harvesting areas; 
• Cultural and spiritual relationships with the land; 
• Abundant berry crops in preferred harvesting areas; 
• Traditional medicines in preferred harvesting areas; 
• The experience of remoteness and solitude on the land; 
• Feelings of safety and security; 
• Lands and resources accessible within constraints of time and cost; 
• Sociocultural institutions for sharing and reciprocity; and 
• Spiritual sites. 

Maintaining and supporting the future availability of these resources, as essential to 
practice of land use, rights and livelihood, is a key priority for ACFN in addressing issues 
of industrial change. As a government, the ACFN has supported, and continues to 
support, the ongoing practice of ACFN knowledge and use through initiatives such as a 
cabin building program, and the development of the ACFN’s Elder and Youth lodge in 
Fort Chipewyan. 

3.5 ACFN Land and Resource Use 
ACFN traditional lands include a network of harvesting, spiritual and occupancy site 
areas connected by trails, travel corridors and the practices, stories and knowledge that 
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imbue those places with meaning. ACFN elders often note that there are unmarked and 
unrecorded burials located throughout the traditional lands as a result of their long-term 
presence there; the land itself is therefore imbued with the blood of ACFN ancestors. 

It is from this land that we have always maintained and derived our culture, 
language, identity, and distinct form of government. The land is who we are. The 
Creator (Yedariye) put us on this land to take care of it for all future generations; we 
have done this “since time immemorial.” Our artifacts and burials cover this vast 
domain…  (quoted in Coutu and Hoffman-Mercredi 1999: 263) 

The relationship of ACFN members to lands and waters is highly personal and place-
specific. For different ACFN families and individuals, different lands and resources are 
central to their family’s history, identity and way of life. Connections to particular places 
are traced through personal experience and oral histories, often in relation to where 
ACFN elders, their parents, or grandparents were raised or lived, but also in relation to 
areas that are personally preferred and known. The harvest of critical food, cultural and 
other resources, including moose, bison, caribou, migratory birds, or particular kinds of 
fish, berry, or medicine, is associated with particular areas that cannot easily be 
replaced.   

[Industry] is telling us to go further away and you don’t have money to go further 
away.  We don’t have time to go further away.  It’s sending us to a land where we’re 
not familiar … you’d be crossing into [another] territory, which isn’t fair.  It’s not 
respectful. (A15, April 15, 2013) 

The ACFN population is growing quickly, and the ACFN maintains that each of its 
members, young and old, have a right to maintain and strengthen cultural, spiritual and 
economic relationships to the lands, waters, and animals that ACFN members have 
relied on for generations (ACFN 2010). As the ACFN population grows (along with other 
aboriginal and non-aboriginal peoples in the region), the ability of all ACFN members to 
maintain relationships with the lands and waters, consistent with the relationship of their 
ancestors, needs to be anticipated and planned for. As discussed in more detail in 3.5.1, 
and shown on Figure 2, ACFN has identified “homelands” and cultural protection areas 
in order to recognize the special connection between particular ACFN families and 
particular lands and waters, especially areas associated with ancestral village locations 
at Poplar Point and Point Brule on the Athabasca River, Jackfish in the Athabasca Delta, 
and Old Fort on Lake Athabasca, but also near more recent ACFN population centres 
including Fort McMurray, Fort McKay and Fort Chipewyan.  

 

3.5.1 Traditional Use of the Land 

Most ethnographies agree that up to the late 18th century and the rise of the northwest 
fur trade, Chipewyan peoples relied primarily on barren ground caribou (Rangifer 
tranadus groenlandicus) and the forest-tundra ecozone from Great Slave Lake and Lake 
Athabasca in the west, to the Hudson Bay north of Seal River in the east, from the Arctic 
Circle near the mouth of the Coppermine River in the north, and to the Churchill River 
drainage in the south. Annual travel and residence patterns, social organization, religious 
beliefs and oral traditions were based around the annual caribou migration. From 



ACFN Knowledge and Use Report for Teck’s Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project 11/20/2013 
 

www.thefirelightgroup.com  
 

24 

November to April, Chipewyan peoples were primarily in the boreal forest moving with 
the caribou herds. In the spring the herds would travel back up to the tundra and the 
Chipewyan would follow, potentially spending the spring to late summer in the barren 
grounds (Smith 1981:272-273).  

The demand for furs and the availability of trade goods were important factors for a more 
permanent shift of some Dené sułine peoples from the forest-tundra ecozone into the 
boreal forest and the Athabasca Delta area where fur-bearers, especially muskrat and 
beaver, were plentiful. When the North West Company established Fort Chipewyan as a 
trading post in 1788, some Chipewyan, including the ancestors of the ACFN, began to 
reside more permanently in the boreal forest and around the western edge of Lake 
Athabasca, still relying on the annual migration of barren ground caribou, but also relying 
increasingly on boreal forest resources including woodland caribou (Rangifer tarandus 
caribou), wood buffalo (Bison bison athabascae), moose (Alces alces) and various other 
kinds of fish and game (Smith 1981: 272). McCormack (2012) provides further details 
regarding this transition.  

By the late 19th century most Athabasca Chipewyan lived in several key villages or 
settlement areas for at least part of the year, still relying on subsistence hunting and 
gathering but also actively engaged in the fur trade. Settlement areas were located at 
Jackfish in the Athabasca Delta, Old Fort Point on the south shore of the Athabasca 
River, Birch River within present day Wood Buffalo National Park, and Point Brule and 
Poplar Point along the Athabasca River (Tanner and Rigney, 2003). 

Based on oral histories provided through interviews with ACFN elders, it is estimated 
that the last migration of barren ground caribou south of Lake Athabasca took place in 
approximately 1957. After this, ACFN hunters had to travel north of Lake Athabasca to 
hunt winter caribou, shift to store-bought foods, or rely more heavily on other traditional 
food sources such as moose, wood bison, fish, and woodland caribou. In the late 1960s, 
the construction of the WAC Bennett Dam on the upper Peace River had a substantial 
impact on water levels in the Peace-Athabasca Delta and led to a rapid decline in the 
population of muskrat and other aquatic fur-bearers, a staple of the local fur economy 
(ICC 1998, Tanner and Rigney, 2003). Tanner and Rigney quote ACFN elder Alec 
Bruno: 

No water, no rats. After 1967, Reserve 201 was never the same. Without water, 
nothing grows. By 1969, there was no water nowhere… When we moved to Fort 
Chip, everything changed. We didn’t have that lifestyle any more. The reason we 
moved into town was that the delta dried up…My way of life has been taken away 
from me. Of course I miss it. I go over it in my mind all the time. My mind is always 
out there on the land. You don’t forget it. It was the only life I knew. It was a good life. 
(2003: 86) 

Changes in the environment, lower fur prices, industrial impacts, and Canadian colonial 
and education policies all influenced the transition to a permanent ACFN settlement at 
Fort Chipewyan through the 1960s and 70s, but seasonal reliance on historic village 
areas, traplines, and the wider traditional territory continued. Since the late 1960s, and 
with the intensification of the oil sands economy over the past 20 years, many ACFN 
members and families have struggled to maintain livelihoods that are tied to the land, as 
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well as participate in the contemporary wage economy.  Harvesting, processing, and 
sharing wild foods and medicines remain integral to the cultural continuity of ACFN 
tradition, and provide the opportunity to learn, reinforce and transmit traditional 
ecological knowledge and cultural values. 

It just feels good when you go to knock on your aunt’s house and you open the door 
and you give them a whole bunch of meat, they are just so happy.  I mean, you don’t 
take your aunt to the store and go buy beef for her, it’s totally not the same. It doesn’t 
even mean anything. (A15, April 15, 2013) 

I just give [meat] away because it’s harder for other people, like elders. They can’t go 
hunting … they can’t get up and go hunting like they used to, right?  And then when 
they do see, “Oh, I wish I had this.”  Well, I see the look on their face and it kind of 
hurts me to see them that they want stuff, so I just tell them take it. (A47, April 5, 
2013) 

Available diet studies involving ACFN members support the ongoing importance of 
subsistence harvesting involving a wide range of food sources. Based on interviews 
conducted with ACFN members, as well as other Aboriginal people in Fort Chipewyan 
and Fort Smith in the late 1980s, Wein et al. (1991) found that, on average, a third of 
meat, fish, and birds eaten was from wild sources, and that for high consumers, it was 
much higher.  The top 20 per cent of households consumed wild foods twice a day on 
average — more than twice as often as the average for the entire sample. Large 
mammals (including moose, bison, bear and caribou) were consumed most frequently 
(an average or 128 times per year), followed by berries (63 times), fish (62 times), birds 
(32 times), and small game (27 times). 40 per cent of respondents reported the presence 
of a hunter, trapper, or fisherman in the household.  While the study included both ACFN 
and non-ACFN individuals, and is now somewhat dated, it provides a useful picture of 
how important wild foods were. Wein et al. (1991) note that:  

…almost all parts of the large mammals, including bone marrow, fat and organ 
meats such as tongue, heart, liver and kidney, were used…. Caribou tongue was 
considered to be a special delicacy…the autumn season was characterized by the 
greatest use of moose, berries, especially cranberries, waterfowl and upland birds. 
The winter season was characterized by the greatest use of large mammals, 
especially caribou and moose, and small mammals, especially hare, along with 
frequent use of berries and fish. In spring caribou dominated the large mammal use, 
while use of fish remained high. In summer, use of fish increased; however, except 
for berries, consumption of other categories was the least of any season. (p. 199) 

Their work confirms that by the late 1980s there was already:   

concern… that the quantity and quality of country food are at risk because of 
upstream petroleum and forest industrial development…. (p. 197) 

While updated diet and consumption work would be useful, available qualitative data 
from ACFN individual and group interviews indicates that wild foods including moose, 
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berries, birds and small game, as well as caribou, bison and fish harvested from specific 
areas28 continue to be extremely important to many ACFN members living at Fort 
Chipewyan and elsewhere.  

For the ACFN, key subsistence resources hold not only economic value, but also deep 
social and cultural value. Harvesting, processing, and sharing wild foods and medicines 
is a major focus of interaction between adults and children, elders and youth. Harvesting 
activities such as gathering rat root, setting and checking nets for fish, calling moose, 
hauling meat, or tanning or processing hides, provide the context for learning, reinforcing 
and transmitting traditional ecological knowledge and cultural values, and provide 
opportunities for sharing and maintaining sacred connections between generations, and 
between humans and animals.  

One ACFN land user expressed the importance of a life “on the land” as fulfilling the 
hopes of his parents and elders, now passed on.  

My father was the one that taught me all about the way of life, trapping, the respect 
of everything, the land, the animals, everything. And prior to his death, that one year 
that I spent with him at Richardson Lake was the icing of a cake, I told myself. And 
then, just recently, maybe a couple years ago, three years ago, I just remembered 
what he used to tell me all the time. He never actually told me himself, but through 
the elders he said this is the way of life that he always wanted me to live. That was 
his one wish, at least I can say for myself as a family member. I was fortunate 
enough to achieve his dream, and that made me feel all the more better, and more 
reason why I should pray for the land, and for the people, and the people that use it 
with respect and dignity. (A45, September 25, 2012) 

Another ACFN elder highlighted the importance of eating wild foods, and especially 
caribou, as a spiritual connection with the land, and as a form of medicine that sustains 
health: 

…people from Black Lake and the other way, when they talk to the elders they say 
their main diet is caribou, year round… Elders say that because they eat so much, 
they have caribou blood in them. That means a lot when someone tells you that. The 
caribou and the person are united as one, and the connection is spiritual… we [Fort 
Chipewyan] don’t have as much caribou as they do. They [caribou] used to cross the 
lake to Old Fort in November by the hundreds, but now they are gone.  We had 
caribou meat all winter… I always believe that everything, birds and animals, have a 
connection to the land. Whatever food they eat doesn’t only supply them with a diet, 
but will keep them alive and healthy. We pick plants for medicine, and the same thing 
with animals.  We use plants as medicine, and the fish are still alive even though 

                                                
28 Caribou are now generally only harvested from areas well north of Lake Athabasca because of changes in migration 
and increasing scarcity. Harvestable populations of bison are also extremely limited within ACFN territory, and many 
ACFN members now restrict their intake of fish to fish caught in inland lakes or tributaries away from the Athabasca River 
as a result of widespread concerns regarding contaminants in the Athabasca. See chapter 5. 
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there is pollution. And the people with caribou blood in their veins - we are all very 
close. (ACFN Men Elders Focus Group, Fort Chipewyan, March 28, 2012) 

Subsistence, and related practice “on the land” remains integral to the cultural continuity 
of ACFN tradition, but the transmission of ACFN knowledge and the ability of ACFN 
members to maintain their way of life and connection to lands and resources is under 
stress as multiple culturally important species29 and places are either lost to ACFN use, 
or become rare or hard to find.  

Key species and resources relied upon by ACFN members, and identified through focus 
groups in 2012, include moose, bison, caribou (woodland and barren ground), fish 
(various species), and migratory birds (various species), as well as small game (beaver, 
muskrat, rabbits, grouse, ptarmigan and others), berries, and food and medicine plants. 
All of these key resources are under threat from industrial development or environmental 
change, with harvestable populations of bison and caribou now severely limited or lost 
from ACFN lands, harvestable fish severely limited due to concerns regarding 
contamination and deformity observed in the Athabasca River, harvestable migratory 
birds declining due to changes in migratory patterns and access, and harvestable moose 
restricted largely to areas north of the Firebag River due to concerns regarding 
contamination and other industrial impacts. Additional information regarding all of these 
resources can be found in Appendix 4. 

The importance of harvesting for food, medicine, and other practices extends beyond 
individual ACFN members, through networks of respect and cultural sharing, to large 
family groups and the wider ACFN community. Sharing is a fundamental component of 
ACFN cultural practice, evidenced by widespread sharing of wild foods and resources, 
including meat, fish and wild birds, amongst ACFN members, and especially from 
younger land users to respected elders.    

For many ACFN members, balancing the demands of the wage economy with the 
maintenance of cultural practices has required relocation to more southern areas of the 
ACFN territory and has involved relying more heavily on lands in the vicinity of Fort 
McMurray and Fort MacKay. Current challenges to the ability of ACFN members to 
maintain preferred livelihoods include industrial contaminants resulting in loss of 
traditional water and food sources, decreasing availability of culturally important species 
(such as moose, migratory birds or boreal caribou), decreased trust in environmental 
quality, and reduced return on effort due to increasing costs (e.g., equipment and fuel), 
and for at least some ACFN members, increasing reliance on externally controlled wage-
based economies rather than land-based activities.  

 
                                                
29 For the purpose of this report, a culturally important species is one that is especially integral, or important to, an aspect 
of ACFN culture or livelihood. Examples include species that are relied upon for food or medicine, for specific cultural 
practices, or because of particular cultural associations. Garibaldi and Turner define ‘cultural keystone species’ as, “…the 
culturally salient species that shape in a major way the cultural identity of a people, as reflected in the fundamental roles 
these species have in diet, materials, medicine, and/or spiritual practices” (Garibaldi and Turner 2004). 
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3.5.2 Dené Rights and Resource Management  

Prior to signing Treaty 8, Athabasca Chipewyan rights and titles were held outside of 
Canadian law, and underlying Dené laws remain in practice today through deep cultural 
ethics of sharing, respect and stewardship of land, water, and place for the benefit of 
future generations (Marcel et al. 2012).  In the 1920s and 1930s, with the formation of 
Wood Buffalo National Park, and in the 1940s, through the creation of traplines, Canada 
imposed laws and restrictions regarding the practice of ACFN knowledge and use in the 
Fort Chipewyan area. However, in practice, indigenous Dené law and land management, 
including sacred cultural ethics of use, sharing, respect and responsible resource 
management, continued and continue today.  

Dené approaches to governing lands, and rights relating to the use of lands, including 
trapping, continue to be grounded in pre-treaty relationships between people and place. 
However, through most of the 20th century and up to today, traplines and Indian 
Reserves have provided the most common legal mechanism for recognizing special 
rights within ACFN territory, and so provided “safe” places for the practice of rights. 
While reserves and traplines do not constrain treaty rights, Indian Reserves and traplines 
controlled by ACFN members provide a unique resource integral to contemporary 
practice for many ACFN members. Though a Registered Fur Management Area (RFMA) 
may be legally held by an individual, it often provides a resource used by the wider 
ACFN community and is frequently important to the collective use and rights of the First 
Nation as a whole. These include cultural, spiritual, and subsistence practices extending 
far beyond the commercial use of the RFMA for the purpose of trapping.  

3.6 ACFN Vision and Planning 
The ACFN’s submission on the Lower Athabasca River Plan (ACFN 2010) provides an 
articulation of ACFN’s planned future land use. Consistent with the ACFN Elders 
Declaration on Rights to Land Use (Appendix 1), it presents Treaty 8 as the foundation 
of the ACFN vision for the Lower Athabasca Region and indicates, consistent with the 
spirit and intent of Treaty 8, that the reconciliation of non-aboriginal and First Nation 
interests must be a primary goal in considering any development. 

ACFN’s vision for future development includes that: 

• All ACFN members have a right, now and in the future, to practice their Treaty 8 
rights in their preferred manner and locations with confidence, to sustain the health 
and well-being of themselves and their families, and to pass their culture on to their 
children. Their ability to do so requires priority access to sufficient quality and 
quantity of the tangible and intangible resources (e.g., water, game, fish, berries, 
spiritual sites, cultural landscapes and homelands, traditional knowledge, and others) 
that underlie meaningful practice of rights. 

• Development on ACFN traditional lands must proceed in step with the negotiation 
and implementation of meaningful and reliable consultation and accommodation 
frameworks, including protective measures and benefit-sharing mechanisms 
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between industry and the ACFN, particularly in areas critical for the past, present and 
future practice of their rights. This includes: 

• Meaningful participation in decisions regarding development, guided by principles of 
shared decision-making and joint stewardship for lands and resources of critical 
importance to the continued practice of rights; and 

• Reasonable sharing of wealth generated from traditional lands and associated 
resources at least proportional to direct, indirect, or cumulative adverse effects from 
developments that harm, or take up, air, land and water. 

ACFN members have asserted the need for a concrete plan to ensure that meaningful 
ACFN practice of treaty rights remains possible for future generations. A Traditional 
Land and Resources Use Management Plan (TLRUMP) has been proposed by the 
ACFN IRC to meet these needs, but it has yet to receive funding support from other 
levels of government. 

 

3.6.1 ACFN Cultural Protection Areas 

The ACFN’s submission on the Lower Athabasca Regional Plan (ACFN 2010) identifies 
three kinds of cultural protection areas or zones including areas around Fort Chipewyan, 
Fort McMurray, and Fort MacKay: homeland zones, proximate zones, and critical 
waterway zones. As shown in Figure 2 the Project LSA is located within the k’es hochela 
nene (Poplar Point Homeland). The Project RSA includes lands within the dzÔ tuwßze 
nene (Jackfish Lake Homeland), the t’ßnu nene (Old Fort Point Homeland); and k’es 
hochela nene (Poplar Point Homeland), as well as portions of the Fort MacKay 
proximate zone. Several critical waterways are found within the Project RSA, including 
the Athabasca River and delta. 

Based on the ACFN submission (ACFN 2010), homeland zones are identified as areas 
of critical importance to the past, present, and future practice of ACFN use and rights. 
They are the places where ACFN history, culture, and livelihood are most firmly rooted. 
The homeland zones are presented as the places ACFN members are most likely to rely 
on and require priority access to. As the population of the ACFN continues to grow 
rapidly, the resources needed to sustain the use practice and rights will also increase. 

Proximate zones are areas relied upon for the practice of use and rights by an increasing 
number of ACFN members living in and around Fort Chipewyan, Fort MacKay, and Fort 
McMurray. Interviews with ACFN members suggest that there is increased use of the 
Fort Chipewyan and Fort McMurray proximate zones, while the use of the Fort MacKay 
proximate zone is declining, mainly due to observed contamination of wild food and 
water, restricted access, and loss of opportunities for peaceful enjoyment of rights due to 
industrial disturbance. 

Critical waterway zones recognize the integral importance of water quality and quantity 
to the ACFN membership and their practice of use and rights. These interconnected 
zones extend 5 km on either side of waterways considered critical for the practice of 



ACFN Knowledge and Use Report for Teck’s Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project 11/20/2013 
 

www.thefirelightgroup.com  
 

30 

ACFN rights. Due to the essential role that water plays within ACFN culture, including 
cultural and sacred values, transportation, fishing, provision of critical habitat and the 
sensitivity of waterways to cumulative effects (see Appendix 2), these zones are 
designed to provide special consideration for the importance of water in sustaining 
Treaty 8 rights. 

The ACFN’s submission on the Lower Athabasca Regional Plan (ACFN 2010) states 
that ACFN members consider the homeland zones sacred because they are considered 
necessary to the rights, identity, and ultimately, the cultural survival of ACFN. ACFN’s 
top priority is described as: 

…protecting the viability of these lands as sanctuaries for their current use and that 
of future generations. Each homeland area differs from others in terms of the 
ecological and landscape patterns and processes, including abundance of various 
resources that characterize it … Each zone is integral and necessary to the 
meaningful practice of rights by ACFN members within core traditional lands and no 
one homeland zone can “replace” another in terms of utility for sustaining ACFN use. 
All are required as part of a connected system. 
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Figure 2: ACFN Traditional Lands and Cultural Protection Areas in Relation to the Project 
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Large, contiguous areas, such as the homeland zones, are essential to past, 
present, and future ACFN practice of rights because of the wide-ranging and 
dispersed nature of wildlife resources in the boreal, especially large ungulates such 
as moose, bison, and caribou, upon which much of ACFN’s cultural practice and 
traditional economy depends. The importance of large areas within which livelihood 
can be practiced is likely to increase as a result of the known or perceived 
contamination of waters by oil sands activities along the Athabasca drainage. This 
has largely eliminated ACFN opportunities for subsistence fishing on the Athabasca 
River resulting in ACFN members traveling further afield in search of “clean” areas 
where game animals can be harvested with confidence. (ACFN 2010: 14-15) 

The sacredness of ACFN homeland areas is anchored in a constellation of specific 
cultural relationships within the ACFN landscape, with one’s family, and with one’s 
ancestors. These are strengthened through harvesting, through the transmission of 
knowledge to younger generations, and through creating personal connections to places, 
oral histories and traditional knowledge including, but not limited to, the preservation of 
known and valued cultural places and the practice of livelihood and ceremony in 
particular locations, or in particular circumstances. 

Due to the limitations of existing studies, further research and sub-regional planning is 
required for all designations recommended by ACFN through the LARP process. A 
Traditional Land and Resources Use Management Plan (TLRUMP) has been proposed 
by the ACFN IRC to meet these needs and was included as an appendix to the ACFN’s 
submission on LARP (ACFN 2010). 

3.6.2 Nih Boghodi: We are the Stewards of Our Land. 

In 2012, recognizing the need to pro-actively manage industrial development in order to 
support the survival of woodland caribou and wood bison within ACFN’s traditional lands, 
the ACFN issued Níh boghodi: We are the Stewards of Our Land. This ACFN 
stewardship strategy for thunzea, et’thén and dechen yághe ejere (woodland caribou, 
barren-ground caribou and wood bison) delineates a stewardship zone and a protection 
zone for caribou and bison within ACFN lands.   

Maintaining a close and respectful relationship of interdependence between humans and 
both caribou and bison throughout their historical range, including sustainable 
harvesting, is integral to ACFN way of life and culture. The thunzea and dechen yághe 
ejere stewardship zone is intended to ensure that this relationship of interdependence 
can continue into the future. (Marcel et al. 2012:7) 

The Project footprint falls entirely within the thunzea and dechen yághe ejere 
stewardship zone. Downstream portions of the RSA fall within the protection zone.  

Within the stewardship zone, ACFN articulates clear guidelines for management, 
including: 

• Support of all management objectives within the adjacent protection zone; 
• Total disturbance area within stewardship zone not to exceed 20 per cent;  
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• No industrial footprints within ACFN Homeland areas south of the Firebag River to 
exceed one hectare per square kilometre in any given square kilometre;  

• No disposal of industrial solid or liquid waste or waste water, and no industrial water 
withdrawals from lakes, streams, wetlands, or muskeg within ACFN proximal areas 
south of the Firebag River corridor;  

• Avoid disturbance of thunzea and dechen yághe ejere habitat through a maximum 
linear disturbance (e.g., roads, pipelines, transmission lines, seismic lines) threshold 
of 1.5km/km² or less in any given square kilometre, depending on the ecological 
context, and <0.4 km/km2 within the stewardship zone as a whole. Areas with linear 
disturbance in excess of this threshold should be considered disturbed and 
contribute to the 20 per cent maximum noted above; and, 

• Where the above thresholds are already exceeded, a goal of any future development 
will be restoration/reclamation of areas of historic caribou and bison range at a rate 
of at least three units of reclamation, confirmed by ACFN to be successful at a level 
that supports the exercise of Treaty Rights, to every one unit of new development 
permitted in the future, until acceptable thresholds are achieved.  

The ACFN have indicated that no new development will be permitted within the caribou 
and bison protection zone outlined in Nih boghodi.  
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Section 4 Methods for 
Baseline Data Collection and 
Impact Assessment 

4.1 Overview 
The steps for baseline data collection included: 

• Scoping and identification of appropriate valued components (VCs) to represent 
ACFN traditional knowledge and use in baseline data collection and assessment 
(Section 4.2.3); 

• Identification of spatial and temporal boundaries for the study (Section 4.2.4); 
• Collection of baseline data, including archival data, existing data from previous 

studies, and new data collected in relation to the Project (Section 4.2.5); and, 

• Compilation of baseline data by VC within the boundaries of the study. 
The steps for impact assessment included: 

• Identification of VCs and scope for the assessment (in this case, same as baseline; 
see Sections 4.3.2 and 4.3.3); 

• Identifying likely Project effects on site-specific and non-site specific VCs, with 
consideration to existing mitigations committed to by the proponent (Section 4.3.4); 

• Characterizing residual (post mitigation) effects, including determination of an 
environmental consequence rating (Section 4.3.5); 

• Considering residual effects based on the significance threshold (Section 4.3.6), and 
assuming ACFN sensitive receptors (Section 4.3.7); and 

• Identifying confidence of predictions (Section 4.3.8). 
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4.2 Baseline Data Collection Methods 
4.2.1 ACFN Assessment Framework 

The baseline data collection methods used for this study follow the ACFN Assessment 
Framework approach to ongoing collection and analysis of traditional land use and 
resource information within the ACFN traditional lands.30  The steps used for data 
collection are shown in Table 1. 

Table 1. ACFN Assessment Framework and Baseline Data Collection 

Steps for baseline 
data collection 

Description 

Step 1: Confirmation 
of themes and 
methodology 
 

Meetings with ACFN Industrial Relations Committee (IRC) research 
staff (Dec. 19, 2011), and 45 ACFN elders (Feb. 15, 2012) to confirm 
key themes, identify likely industry interactions for further research, and 
begin defining the sample for participation. 

Step 2: Gather 
information about key 
themes 

Review and compilation of information from existing sources 
(transcripts, reports, spatial data and archival sources) to identify 
spatial information within 5 km, 25 km, and downstream within the 
RSA, and to characterize baseline condition of key themes. 

Step 3: Data collection 
to fill gaps 

 

Five focus groups involving 42 ACFN members, consisting of semi-
structured, small (8 to 12 participants) gender- and age-grouped 
discussions around key themes (late March 2012).  
28 semi-structured follow-up interviews with 23 key knowledge holders 
(held between May 2012 and April 2013) to: 

• update or add to previously mapped use in Project areas 
(focus within RSA and near proposed footprints); and/or,  

• elaborate on or confirm key themes. 
Step 4: Community 
review, analysis and 
confirmation 

Review of project-specific reporting, and confirmation of analysis and 
findings conducted through a workshop with members of Chief and 
Council and key ACFN elders or land users.  
Review of framework reporting and analysis.   

 

4.2.2 Identification of Key VCs 

A VC is defined as an important aspect of the environment that a project has potential to 
affect, and, consistent with standard assessment practice, is considered within an 
environmental assessment (Hegmann et al. 1999).31  VCs may include tangible or 
biophysical resources (e.g. particular places or species) as well as more social or 

                                                
30 See Appendix 7 for a description of the ACFN Assessment Framework and Methodology. 

31 Valued ecosystem component (VEC) is a term frequently used to designate a similar concept which is focused on 
biophysical resources. This report uses VC in relation to ACFN knowledge and use values, as VC is a more general term. 
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knowledge-based VCs (e.g. place names or traditional knowledge regarding a particular 
area).  

In the context of ACFN knowledge and use, the identification of VCs provides a way to 
focus on what is most important with respect to a particular project. The VCs for this 
assessment were determined in Steps 1 and 2 of the baseline data collection process 
(see Table 1), specifically through: 

• Consideration of past work with ACFN community and staff;  
• Review of materials from past ACFN studies;  
• Meetings held with the Industrial Relations Committee (IRC) and ACFN elders; and 
• Review of previous traditional use studies conducted with the ACFN. 
VCs fall into two categories: site-specific and non-site-specific.  

4.2.2.1 Site-specific VCs 

For the purpose of this report, site-specific VCs include values that are reported as 
specific and spatially distinct, and that may be mapped (though locations may be 
considered confidential).  Site-specific values, such as cabins, trails or kill sites, reflect 
specific instances of use that anchor the wider practice of livelihood within a particular 
landscape32.  

In every case, site-specific “anchors” are correctly interpreted as representing a wider 
range of ancillary values and practices that are integral to the practice of knowledge, use 
and rights, but that may not themselves be mappable in precise spatial terms. For 
example, a particular moose kill site may be mapped with a precise point, but that value 
is correctly interpreted as an anchor or focal point for a wide spectrum of other related 
livelihood practices and values, including:  

• Wider areas of habitat relied upon to sustain an abundance of moose, and wider 
hunting areas covered in order to find the moose;  

• Practice of travel, navigation and tracking in order to access the moose;  
• Sacred or ceremonial practices and relationships that may be associated with the 

hunt;  
• Food processing and preparation techniques (butchering, cutting meat, smoking or 

drying meat, cooking and cleaning of organs, hide tanning and use) to make use of 
the moose; 

• Patterns of sharing and respect between generations or family that govern 
distribution of the meat, hide and other resources; and  

                                                
32 Temporal information, including estimated time of last use, was recorded where possible. Mapped locations do not 
directly record the amount of time or effort that a participant has spent in a particular place.  
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• The range of social relationships and knowledge transmission (teaching) activities 
required for a successful hunt to occur, be processed, and shared throughout the 
community.  

It is also common for site-specific anchors to stand for a range of other values and 
practices associated with a mapped use, and that may theoretically be mappable, but 
that participants cannot, or choose not to, map within the constraints of an interview 
session. Interview sessions are limited in duration, and different participants can endure 
different levels of interview fatigue and may have different boundaries with regard to 
appropriate disclosure of potentially sensitive information.  

Both interviewer and participant are actively engaged in prioritizing and selecting the 
information reported. In some cases, this selection is based on confidentiality, as when a 
participant chooses to map a trail that they have used, but not the sensitive or sacred 
areas along that trail which the participant does not want to discuss.  More commonly, 
both participant and interviewer will focus on documenting relatively prominent site-
specific features, such as burials, camps, cabins, big game kill sites and trails. More 
numerous and everyday or incidental uses that occur around a camp, trail, or other 
feature, may or may not be mapped because they are too numerous or ordinary to recall, 
or because it is too tedious or time-consuming to map them within an ordinary 2 to 3 
hour interview session. While some participants may be willing to map some of these 
“everyday” uses, other participants, and especially those with extensive experience in 
the bush, quickly lose patience with an interviewer who tries to structure the interview to 
map every instance of an activity along a particular trail, or around a particular camp or 
cabin.  

When an ACFN land user travels and maps a trail, or stays at and maps a camp or 
cabin, it is reasonable to assume that a wider area of use is being relied upon than the 
cabin or camp site, and a wider range of activities is taking place than simply 
“habitation.” Depending on the season, small game like grouse, rabbits, or ptarmigan are 
often harvested opportunistically while on-route along a trail or at camp, small herbs or 
berries may be collected wherever they occur, and detours or short day trips may be 
made to look for animals based on an animal call or some other sign. At every camp and 
cabin, firewood may be collected, poles cut for tents and drying racks, muskeg or snow 
water collected, particular herbs may be harvested for tea, snares may be set in 
surrounding woods, and children may be told stories about the history of the place, or 
about the kinds of places, plants and animals that surround it.  These “everyday” uses 
are all theoretically mappable, but are rarely mapped. Many or all of them may be 
represented by a single mapped value labeled “cabin” or “trail.” 

In each case, mapped site-specific values imply a much wider range of activities and a 
wider geographic area upon which the meaningful practice of that use relies, whether it is 
a moose kill, a transportation route, or a cabin site. Therefore, the area covered by 
recorded site-specific use values should be understood as only a tiny portion of the area 
actually required for the meaningful practice of ACFN rights and livelihood. Five 
kilometres (just over three miles) is a conservative approximation of the distance easily 
travelled in a day trip from a point (such as a cabin, camp, trail, or other location) by foot 
through bush, as when hunting or checking snares, and returning to the point of origin 
(Candler et al. 2010: 29). This distance was confirmed as reasonable by the ACFN 
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elder’s council as part of the ACFN Athabasca River Knowledge, Use and Change Study 
(2010) and in subsequent interviews. It is used as a conservative approximation of the 
area of regularly relied-upon resource use, or zone of reliance (ZoR), that can be 
assumed to surround a given transportation or habitation value.  

Site-specific VCs for baseline collection include five classes of site-specific values:  

• Subsistence values (including harvesting and kill sites, plant food and medicine 
collection areas, and trapping areas reported within the LSA and RSA); 

• Habitation values (including temporary or occasional, and permanent or seasonal 
camps and cabins reported within the LSA and RSA); 

• Cultural/spiritual values (including burials, village sites, ceremonial areas, and 
medicinal plant sites reported within the LSA and RSA);  

• Transportation values (including trails, water routes and navigation sites reported 
within the LSA and RSA); and 

• Environmental feature values (including specific highly valued habitat for moose, 
woodland bison and woodland caribou reported within the LSA and RSA). 

4.2.2.2 Non-site-specific VCs 

For the purpose of this report, non-site-specific VCs include values that may be specific 
to a resource or other concern, but which are spatially indistinct or difficult to map. VCs 
for non-site-specific values include critical conditions or elements that must be present 
for the continued practice of aboriginal rights, such as the hunting and gathering of wild 
foods. As such, VCs range from the direct presence of traditionally hunted animals and 
other wild foods on the land to continued access to traditional hunting areas and non-
contaminated sources of wild foods. Non-site-specific VCs also include intangible cultural 
resources, such as the transmission of knowledge across generations and the continued 
use of traditional place names. 

Non-site-specific VCs33 included in this assessment are:  

• Migratory waterfowl, muskrats and aquatic fur; 

• Caribou, bison and moose; 
• Access and loss of use; 
• Water, wild foods and contaminants; and 
• Intangible cultural resources (including knowledge and language). 

4.2.3 Temporal and Spatial Boundaries of Assessment 
                                                
33 This list should not be considered a complete list of all possible non-site-specific VCs, but rather are the ones that were 
identified as most important by ACFN members at the time of writing. 
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The temporal boundaries for baseline data collection include past, present, and planned 
future ACFN knowledge and use. For the purpose of this study: 

• A past value refers to an account of knowledge and use prior to living memory. An 
example of a past knowledge and use value would be one known from archival, 
historic, or archaeological sources, but not held as a value within living memory; 

• A present value refers to an account of knowledge and use within living memory; and 

• A planned future value refers to anticipated knowledge or use patterns. Examples 
include formal or informal land designation associated with planned future use. 

For the purposes of this assessment, “current” use is understood to be a value in living 
memory. As long as a value remains in living memory, it is an anchor and resource for 
individual and collective knowledge, and where it also remains available to use, a 
resource for practice. Living memory makes a place known and culturally familiar, and it 
is in “current use” as long as it may be returned to in time of need, or when 
circumstances allow, even if those circumstances are decades or generations apart.  

Spatial boundaries for baseline collection include the footprint (including a 250 m zone of 
influence (ZoI) to represent edge effects34), the LSA, defined as an area within 5 km of 
the Project footprint35, within which intense project-related disturbance can be expected, 
and the larger RSA, within which project-related effects may interact with ACFN values 
(see Figure 3).  

                                                
34 A 250 m ZOI around the Project footprint was used to estimate an area within which the abundance of wildlife may be 
altered (MSES, 2010) and land use by ACFN is assumed to BE entirely alienated or lost. The size of the buffer agrees 
with direction from Alberta and British Columbia provincial resource management agencies (ASRD, 2009; Thiessen, 
2009), but is likely very conservative (low) if compared with the actual impairment of ACFN harvesting and use in the 
vicinity for oil sands developments. A 250 m ZOI for wildlife is based on the following evidence (citations provided in 
MSES, 2010): 

• Hunting is not permitted within 183 m of any occupied building (ASRD, 2008); 

• Moose presence near roads is reduced within 200 m (Rolley and Keith,1980) to 500 m (Laurian et al., 2008); 

• Moose suffer higher mortality from wolf predation near trails (median distance of kills was 209 m, compared to 
random sites at 470 m (Kunkel and Pletscher, 2000); 

• Caribou avoid industrial features within about 250 m (Dyer et al., 2001); 

• The viability of caribou populations could be compromised when more than 61per cent of the landscape is within 250 
m of industrial features (Sorensen et al., 2008); 

• Other mammals avoid industrial features within about this distance (Forman et al., 2003); 

• Birds in woodlands avoid roads, power lines and seismic lines by up to about 300 m, depending on species and 
ecological context (Kroodsma, 1982; Bayne et al., 2008; Machtans, 2006); and 

• Comprehensive reviews of edge responses show that “abiotic and plant responses are generally reported to extend 
up to 50 m into patches, invertebrate responses up to 100 m, and bird responses 50–200 m" (Ries et al., 2004, p. 
510). 

35 As noted above, five kilometres (just over three miles) is an approximation of the distance easily travelled in a day trip 
from a point (such as a cabin, camp or other location) by foot through bush, as when hunting, and returning to the point of 
origin (Candler et al. 2010: 29). It is used as a reasonable approximation of a zone of reliance, or the area of regularly 
relied-upon resource use, surrounding a given transportation or habitation value.  
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Figure 3. Local Study Area (LSA) and Regional Study Area (RSA) in Relation to the Frontier Oil 
Sands Mine Project 
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The RSA is an area within which direct or indirect effects of the Project may be 
anticipated. These include noise, dust, odours, access management activities, traffic, 
effects on water, and other forms of disturbance experienced by ACFN members.  Due 
to the potential displacement of ACFN land use, indirect project effects may extend 
outside the RSA as ACFN use is displaced by the Project. 

4.2.4 ACFN Baseline Information Sources 

Baseline information for this assessment is drawn from three primary sources: 

• Data on historic ACFN land use and occupancy from archival sources; 
• Existing baseline information sources from other studies; and 
• New data from focus groups and follow-up interviews with ACFN members. 

4.2.4.1 Historic and Archival Research Methods 

Archival and historic research was based on available existing documents and was 
aimed at providing a background for understanding other Athabasca Chipewyan First 
Nation data, including land use maps and oral historical accounts. Historic, written 
accounts of the area were used, including indigenous occupancy and land use in the 
Athabasca region from the pre-Treaty 8 era (1770s up to 1899), and the pre-industrial 
development era (1900-1965). This study does not attempt to include archaeological 
evidence or any specific detail of Chipewyan history prior to the 1770s. Resources 
available locally and online were the primary sources of information for this study. Where 
original documents held in national archives could not be consulted directly, relevant 
quotations cited in secondary sources have been used. 

Documents referenced for the historic overview included: 

• Colpitts, George. (1997). Conservation, Science and Canada’s Fur Farming Industry. 
Social History, 59, 77-108. 

• Curtis, Edward S. (1928). The North American Indian: being a series of volumes 
picturing and describing the Indians of the United States, the Dominion of Canada, 
and Alaska, Vol. 18. Norwood, Mass: Plimpton Press. 

• Harper, Francis. (1932). Mammals of the Athabaska and Great Slave Lakes Region. 
Journal of Mammalogy, 13 (1), 19-36. 

• Indian Claims Commission. (1998). Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation Inquiry 
Report on: WAC Bennett Dam and Damage to Indian Reserve No. 201 Claim. 
Ottawa: Indian Claims Commission. 

• Klotz, Otto J. (1901). The Wood Buffalo. Science, New Series, 13, (319), 233. 
• Mackenzie, Alexander. (1902). Voyages from Montreal on the River St. Lawrence 

Through the Continent of North America to the Frozen and Pacific Oceans in the 
Years 1789 and 1793. Vol. 1. New York: New Amsterdam Book Company.   

• McCormack, Patricia. (2010). Fort Chipewyan and the Shaping of Canadian History 
1788-1920s. Vancouver: UBC Press. 
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• McCormack, Patricia. (2012). An Ethnohistory of the Athabasca Chipewyan First 
Nation. Edmonton: NP. 

• Morice, A.G. (1906). The Great Déné Race. Anthropos. 1(2), 229-277. 
• Rich, E.E. (1938). Journal of occurrences in the Athabasca Department, by George 

Simpson, 1820 and 1821, and report. Toronto: Champlain Society. 
• Tyrell, J.B. (1934). Journals of Samuel Hearne and Philip Turnor Between the Years 

1774 and 1792. Toronto: Champlain Society. 
• Parks Canada. (2009). Wood Buffalo National Park of Canada Cultural History. 

http://www.pc.gc.ca/pn-np/nt/woodbuffalo/natcul/natcul2.aspx 
• Petitot, Emile. (1883). On the Athabasca District of the Canadian North-West 

Territory. Proceedings of the Royal Geographical Society. 5 (11), 633-655.  

4.2.4.2 Other/Existing Baseline Information Sources 

ACFN site-specific and non-site-specific baseline data include spatial data from 
approximately 100 interviews conducted with more than 50 ACFN elders and land users 
within the following studies: 

• ACFN TUS Study (2002) – Resource Use: 1,339 sites from 27 people, plus 51 sites 
from “unknown” or “unidentified” participants 

• ACFN TUS Study (2002) – Human Use: 170 sites from 33 people, plus 43 from 
“unknown” participants 

• ACFN Athabasca River Knowledge and Use (2010): 368 sites from 14 participants 
• ACFN Species at Risk Bison and Caribou Study (2010): 62 sites from 10 participants 
• ACFN Southern Territories Use & Avoidance – Shell Specific (2010): 169 sites from 

eight participants (three of whom completed two interviews) 
• ACFN Southern Territories Use & Avoidance – Total Specific (2010): 71 sites from 

eight participants. 
• ACFN Jackfish GPS (2010): five sites from one person 
Beyond site-specific data, additional baseline information was derived from ACFN policy 
documents, including: 

• ACFN Submission on the Lower Athabasca Regional Plan (LARP) (2010) 
• Nih Boghodi: We are the Stewards of our Land – an ACFN stewardship strategy for 

thunzea, et’thén and dechen yághe ejere (woodland caribou, barren-ground caribou 
and wood bison) (2012) 

To be considered in analysis and baseline maps, existing data had to be: 

• Recorded in a reliable spatial format with meta-data clearly associated; 
• Collected using a documented and consistent method; and 
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• Able to provide generally unique and non-redundant data comparable to information 
collected through the Project specific interviews. 

The 2002 data set was created by the ACFN working with Jim Tanner and Alice Rigney, 
and contains information, digitized as points, collected from 32 ACFN elders (Tanner and 
Rigney, 2003: 162), many of whom who have since passed away. Minimal redundancy 

exists between the data collected in 2002 and data collected between 2010 and 2013, as 
the 2002 data focuses largely, though not exclusively, on ACFN use and occupancy in 
the Athabasca Delta area, and there is limited overlap between participants in the 2002 
interviews and participants in studies between 2010 and 2013. Data from 2002, while 
mapped at a relatively coarse scale, was recorded using a documented and generally 
consistent method and interview guide (Tanner and Rigney 2003: 161-164) including 
spatial information, activity code, and identification of the individual reporting the use or 
value. Due to the limited precision of the mapping, locations from the 2002 data are 
assumed to be general and approximate, but otherwise adequate to include in analysis. 
Problems in the 2002 data for one ACFN member (A02), likely attributable to map 
processing errors, were identified. For the purposes of this study, and with the consent of 
that member, that person’s 2002 data was removed from the dataset, and replaced with 
updated data recorded in 2010. 

Map data from the ACFN submission on the Lower Athabasca Regional Plan (LARP) 
(2010) is based on a synthesis and analysis of existing data, and was relied upon for the 
delineation of homeland and cultural protection areas only. The ACFN Jackfish GPS 
data contributed a small number of points in the Athabasca Delta. 

To enable the integration of separate data sets, old and new data were categorized or 
“lumped” using five broad activity classes. A new column was added to the dataset, and 
was used to produce the maps and analysis included in Section 5. The original recorded 
activity code was maintained within the meta-data. For example, various sites recorded 
as burials, medicine collection, ceremonial sites, and birth/death sites were all 
considered to be part of the “cultural/spiritual” activity class. Permanent and temporary 
habitation areas, including cabins, permanent camps, and temporary camps were 
classed as “habitation.” Hunting sites, fishing sites, berry collection areas, and trapping 
areas were classed as “subsistence.” Trails and water routes or other transport-related 
locations were classed as “transportation.” 

Additional sources, including ethnographic material, academic papers, court affidavits, 
and internal ACFN documents, were reviewed and considered in the gap analysis, or 
following the interviews. 

4.2.4.3  Focus Group and Follow-up Interview Methods 

A series of five focus groups and 28 follow-up interviews were conducted from February 
2012 through April 2013 to augment existing traditional knowledge with a focus on the 
Project footprint. The five focus groups were as follows. 

• Focus Group 1: Fort McMurray Women (Youth, Adults and Elders), March 24, 2012 
(8 participants); 
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• Focus Group 2: Fort McMurray Men (Adults), March 25, 2012 (3 participants); 
• Focus Group 3: Fort Chipewyan Men (Adults), March 27, 2012 (9 participants); 
• Focus Group 4: Fort Chipewyan Women (Adults and Elders), March 27, 2012 (12 

participants); and 
• Focus Group 5: Fort Chipewyan Men (Elders), March 28, 2012 (11 participants). 
Each focus group was conducted using semi-structured, gender and age-grouped 
discussions around the key themes. Elders were defined as over 55. Participants in 
younger focus groups ranged from 18 to 54.  

The focus group method was chosen because of concerns regarding interview fatigue 
and frustrations expressed by several ACFN participants regarding the site-specific 
focus of individual mapping interviews. While individual mapping interviews are useful for 
the collection of information based on personal experience, they can result in interview 
fatigue and related frustrations. A more social group setting was identified by participants 
as a useful and culturally relevant way to share and discuss information within the ACFN 
community, and related to key priority themes that are not necessarily location-specific. 
Discussions were grouped by gender and age in order to maximize participation and 
recognize different forms of ACFN knowledge and use.  
The focus groups were designed to elicit information through discussion by ACFN 
knowledge holders of major issues related to ACFN traditional use, and particularly in 
relation to the Project and other currently proposed SAGD and oil sands developments. 
Discussions within each group focused on five key themes corresponding to the five non-
site specific valued components used in this assessment:  

• Migratory waterfowl, muskrats and aquatic fur; 
• Caribou, bison and moose; 
• Access and loss of use; 
• Water, wild foods and contaminants; and 
• Intangible cultural resources (including knowledge and language). 

Questions were designed to gain an understanding of key non-site-specific values, 
including importance, change over time, and patterns of use and impaired use within 
ACFN lands. A digital map of the proposed Project was used as a visual prompt. Data 
was collected using a series of flipchart-based activities, including listing, time lining, and 
ranking. These were used to guide, organize, and confirm information gathered within 
each of the themes. Theme-based goals used to guide the focus groups can be found in 
Appendix 4.  

Results were collected cumulatively, with each subsequent group able to review and 
discuss information recorded by previous groups in order to identify any differences, 
maximize opportunities for triangulation, and improve cross-over between themes. 

A lead facilitator (Firelight), a co-facilitator (IRC), and one recorder (Firelight) participated 
in each focus group. The lead facilitator guided discussions with prompts, while the co-
facilitator helped to ensure that all participants had the opportunity to speak and sought 
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confirmation or verification to improve the clarity of participant comments. The recorder 
was responsible for notes, photography, and digital audio recording.  

Collective knowledge regarding location-specific Dené place names and 
trail/transportation routes was sought and recorded on digital maps in the male elders’ 
focus group on March 28, 2012.36 Where data were location-specific, they were mapped 
based on a direct-to-digital process at 1:50,000 scale or finer, using points, lines or 
polygons. The direct-to-digital mapping method is described in Appendix 8.  

Twenty-eight follow-up knowledge and use mapping interviews involving 23 ACFN 
members (three participants required multiple interviews) were conducted between May 
2012 and April 2013 to document individual knowledge and use, and to confirm and 
expand on information collected in the focus groups. These interviews followed a semi-
structured, project-focused method framed within the larger ACFN assessment 
framework. All interviews were recorded using digital audio recording, digital video 
recording of the map surface, and interview notes captured on interview forms or in 
notebooks. Mapping data were collected as described above.  

Informed consent was documented for participants in all focus groups and interviews 
(see Appendix 6). Where differing perspectives were reported regarding personal 
knowledge, use and occupancy, individual differences were recorded. Confirmation of 
specific findings and interpretation of key issues was conducted through a small group 
review process (see Appendix 4); information from participants was triangulated, and 
where differences in individual knowledge or interpretation of environmental change 
were identified, follow-up work was done to understand, clarify, or represent any 
differences.  

4.3 Impact Assessment Methods 
4.3.1 Summary 

Assessing the impact of the Project involved identifying key VCs, defining temporal and 
spatial boundaries of assessment, identifying anticipated effects on VCs, identifying 
relevant mitigations committed to by the proponent, characterizing residual effects of the 
Project on VCs, and determining the significance of these residual effects. 

4.3.2 Valued Components for Assessment 

VCs for assessment are the same as those noted above for baseline collection. See 
Section 4.2.2.1 for site-specific VCs and Section 4.2.2.2 for non-site-specific VCs. 

                                                
36 Place names and major trails or transportation routes are forms of place-based traditional knowledge where group 
interaction and discussion is useful and appropriate, as the knowledge tends to be shared and collectively held.  
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4.3.3 Temporal and Spatial Boundaries for Assessment 

The temporal and spatial boundaries for assessment correspond to those for baseline 
collection (see Section 4.2.4). 

It is important to note that, like many social and ecological values, First Nations 
traditional use values exist within an ongoing process of interdependent environmental, 
cultural, economic, and social change that is rooted in the past and extends into the 
future. The assessment of impacts provides a prediction of likely future change resulting 
from the Project given available information. ACFN knowledge and use involve complex 
and dynamic cultural and ecological systems, and it is important to note that what may 
appear to be minor changes in a single component may have larger and unexpected 
consequences for the whole. 

4.3.4 Residual Effects Characterization 

Residual effects are those effects that remain following the full implementation of 
mitigation measures. To facilitate the consideration and integration of findings, the 
methods used in residual effects characterization are generally consistent with the 
methods used by the proponent in the applications made for the Project.  

In this assessment, generally consistent with the methods used in the proponent’s 
applications and with Canadian Environmental Assessment Agency (CEAA) guidance 
documents (Hegmann et al. 1999), residual effects are characterized based on criteria 
outlined below.  

Direction of an impact may be positive, neutral or negative with respect to the baseline 
(e.g. a change resulting in increased traditional use would be classed as positive, 
whereas a change resulting in decreased traditional use would be considered negative). 

Magnitude describes the intensity or severity of an effect. It is the amount of change in a 
measurable or perceivable parameter or variable relative to the baseline condition, 
guideline value, or other defined standard. In the case of effects on ACFN knowledge 
and use, magnitude was determined based on a qualitative and quantitative (where 
possible) evaluation of VCs potentially affected (as discussed in the baseline). Factors 
considered include: 

• Vulnerability of value or sensitivity to change (high/low); 
• Cultural importance (high/low); 
• Rarity of similar values within the LSA/RSA (high/low); 
• Intensity of likely community concern (high/low); and 
• Degree of likely change in use practice (high/low). 
Where change is predicted to be discernible but low in all factors, magnitude is 
considered to be low. Where change is predicted to be discernible and only one factor is 
high, magnitude is considered to be moderate. Where change is predicted to be 
discernible and more than one factor is high, then the magnitude is considered to be 
high. 
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Geographic extent is the spatial area affected by a specific project. Effects within the 
LSA only are considered to be local. Effects extending into the RSA are considered to be 
regional (even if they diminish in magnitude). Effects that extend outside the RSA are 
considered to be beyond regional. 

Duration refers to the length of time over which an environmental impact occurs. It 
considers the various phases of a project (including construction, operation, reclamation, 
and closure) during which the effects may occur, as well as the length of time for the 
environmental component to recover from the disturbance. 

Reversibility indicates the potential for recovery of pre-project patterns or conditions of 
use and knowledge. An effect is defined as not reversible if the VC cannot be restored to 
pre-impact condition within the long term as defined under duration. Because traditional 
knowledge and use is dynamic, a value is considered restored if pre-existing cultural 
transmission and use patterns are restored. Reversibility is achieved where transmission 
and use are restored to the point of moving toward a condition that is essentially 
indistinguishable from pre-existing cultural transmission and use patterns. For this to 
occur, both the physical/economic and cultural/spiritual relationships between people 
and the land need to return to pre-existing patterns. Due to the importance of 
intergenerational transmission to the survival of cultural knowledge and cultural 
landscapes, where an area will be removed from aboriginal use for one generation 
(generally between 20 and 25 years) or more, impacts to the transmission of knowledge 
regarding that area are considered permanent (irreversible).37 

Frequency describes how often the effect occurs within a given time period, and is 
classified as low, medium or high in occurrence. Seasonal effects (intermittent, but effect 
may last for weeks or months) are considered to be of medium frequency. Continuous 
effects are considered to be of high frequency. 

 

4.3.5 Environmental Consequence 

The environmental consequence rating consolidates the results of the impact 
characterization (direction, magnitude, duration, frequency, geographic extent, and 
reversibility) into one rating that can be considered alongside the significance threshold 
in the assessment of significance. This approach allows different components to be 
compared so that the areas of greatest potential concern can be identified. Table 2 
shows how the environmental consequence of residual impacts was estimated. 

                                                
37 As noted in Section 2, this approach is consistent with that taken in other environmental assessments, and with the 
well-documented importance of particular places and landscapes to the continuity of aboriginal knowledge transmission 
(Basso, 1996; Berkes, 1999; Palmer, 2005). 
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Table 2.  Environmental Consequence Rating System 

Resource Direction Magnitude Geographic 
extent 

Duration Reversibility Frequency 

ACFN 
knowledge, 
use and 
rights 
practice 

positive, 
 
negative  
or 
 
neutral 
 

negligible 
(0) 
 
low (+5) 
 
moderate 
(+10) 
 
high (+15) 
magnitude 
varies 

local (0): 
effect 
restricted to 
the LSA 
regional (+1): 
effect extends 
beyond the 
LSA into the 
RSA 
beyond 
region (+2): 
effect extends 
beyond the 
RSA 

short-term 
(0): <3 
years 
 
medium-
term (+1): 
3 to 20 
years 
 
long-term 
(+2): >20 
years 

reversible  
(-3) 
 
irreversible 
(+3) 

low (0): loss of 
use or 
avoidance 
occurs once per 
year or less 
moderate (+1): 
occurs 
intermittently 
high (+2): 
occurs 
continuously 

 

The system identifies a numerical score for each VC used to assign environmental 
consequence to residual impacts. Consistent with the proponent’s assessment, the 
following score ranges were used to characterize effect. 

• Negligible – 0 to 5 
• Low – 6 to 10 
• Moderate – 11 to 15 
• High – 16 to 20 
• Very high – over 20 

4.3.6 Significance Threshold 

In addition to the environmental consequence rating, and consistent with good practice 
(Vanclay, 2003; UNPAN, 2006), a significance evaluation is provided for anticipated 
residual project effects. 

In this assessment, with regard to ACFN knowledge and use, a significant effect is 
considered to be an effect (positive or adverse) that is attributable to the Project or the 
Project in combination with other changes (including effects of other projects or human 
activities), and that is likely to result in: 

• Strong concern or interest by ACFN members; and 
• Clearly discernible (measurable or perceivable) changes to the preferred exercise 

of a culturally important practice, or land, water, or resource use or right.38 

                                                
38 This definition, including consideration of measurable or perceivable effect, is similar to qualitative thresholds used in 
other environmental assessments, and is consistent with good practice described in the CEAA’s Cumulative Impact 
Assessment Practitioner’s Guide (Hegmann et al., 1999). 
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Significant effects are generally related to a change in the availability or quality of, or 
access to, resources (tangible or intangible) important to ACFN knowledge, use, or rights 
practice.  

Significance evaluation is based on post-mitigation residual effect. Significance may vary 
when considered at various spatial or social scales (e.g., individual, family or 
community). Evaluation is based on impact characterization (summarized by the 
environmental consequence rating), assumes the most sensitive user or receptor (ACFN 
family or sub-group), and is based on an explicit significance threshold. 

 

4.3.7 ACFN Sensitive Receptors 

Consistent with good EA and social impact assessment practice (Vanclay, 2003), the 
assessment is designed to be conservative and is based on the most sensitive receptors 
or most vulnerable users. In the case of the Frontier Project, this is understood to be 
ACFN members and families who rely most on access to lands associated with the 
Project LSA and nearby Poplar Point, particularly those ACFN families associated with 
the k’es hochela nene (Poplar Point Homeland).39 

4.3.8 Confidence in Predictions 

Confidence in predictions provides the level of certainty that the effects of the Project will 
occur at the level predicted (Hegmann et al. 1999). For the purpose of this report, 
confidence in predictions is assigned based on the following three categories: 

• Low: based on professional judgment with limited available secondary or primary 
information 

• Medium: based on professional judgment and primary information that is limited 
due to the extent of primary research or level of community representativeness 
among research participants 

• High: based on professional judgment, strong primary information (including 
mapping at 1:50,000 or better) conducted with a reliable sample or operational-
level studies involving field visits with knowledge holders, strong project 
information, and secondary literature review 

                                                
39 Aboriginal knowledge, use and rights are practiced, and impacted, at the level of individuals and families, not 
necessarily at the level of ‘the community’ as a whole. See Usher et al. (2002), for a discussion of the household 
(individual and family units) as a basic unit for analysis of change in northern aboriginal communities. Usher’s work 
supports an understanding that Aboriginal and treaty rights, while collectively held and represented by the group or First 
Nation, are practiced and impacted at the level of the individual or household. The most appropriate, effective, and 
sensitive level of analysis for understanding the significance of impacts to Aboriginal use of lands and resources, and 
associated Aboriginal or treaty rights, is at the level of the most vulnerable or most effected individuals or households.    
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Section 5 Frontier Oil Sands 
Baseline and Assessment   

There’s lots of buffalo around [Ronald Lake] too eh? The buffalo are really good 
around there. But you got these people that come inside, you know because of that 
ice bridge they made? Now we got these white people coming over, just like nothing 
and jumping off with their skidoo and going for a skidoo ride, slaughtering the buffalo 
over there. Taking a hind quarter. Not even opening them up. You will see it there, 
right along the ridges there. (A13, Aug 6, 2010) 

…ever since I moved to Fort McMurray...Even before that, way before that when I 
travelled with my grandpa, we never used to follow the channel all the way, the river 
was so high that we were able to drive anywhere, just go anywhere, I remember 
those days…Grandpa liked to visit around, he had all kinds of friends in there, as he 
made his way up, I remember the animals, we used to see lots of animals like bears, 
eagles, you know, geese. Even a few years ago there was still a few…it’s more 
scarce now, I don’t know where the birds are going, they’re probably flying a different 
route…with the amount of industry that’s going on now today, the birds don’t even 
want to travel here anymore. They’re going around. They’re finding different routes ... 
So that’s affected the use of harvesting for us as Native people eating wild birds. 
(A06 interview transcript, July 31, 2007).  

As discussed in Section 2, the Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project (the Project) is proposed 
within the traditional lands of the ACFN. The Project would be located on the west side of 
the Athabasca River adjacent to its confluence with the Firebag River and would cross 
multiple watersheds draining east into the Athabasca River and north into Ronald Lake 
and Lake Claire in Wood Buffalo National Park via Buckton Creek. The Project is located 
in an area that is currently well north of existing oil sand mines, and while it has been 
impacted by oil sand exploration and other changes, it remains viable and preferred as 
an area for harvesting and for practice of ACFN knowledge and use. This section 
provides baseline and assessment specific to the likely effects of the Project on ACFN 
knowledge and use. 
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5.1 Historic and Archival Baseline 
Consistent with ACFN oral histories, available archival materials confirm the long-
standing importance of the Athabasca River corridor and delta to the ACFN. This section 
summarizes historical baseline information related to four of the non-site specific valued 
components. Additional information relating to current ACFN knowledge and use 
regarding each VC is included in later sections of this chapter. 

 

5.1.1 Migratory Waterfowl and Aquatic Fur 

Evidence from the primary literature supports the view that the Athabasca Delta and 
River were historically very important for aquatic fur-bearing animals and migratory birds, 
particularly waterfowl. Just south of Lake Athabasca, on June 27th 1771, Philip Turnor 
writes that “many geese are in these lakes, and ducks rise out of them like clouds” 
(Tyrell, 1934: 396). For a full week, from Sept 4th-10th, Philip Turnor’s daily journal entries 
note “killed several geese” and/or “killed several geese and ducks” at the mouth of the 
Athabasca River. In 1820, on the Athabasca River, a day’s paddle from Fort Wedderburn 
(a competing Hudson Bay Company post near Fort Chipewyan), George Simpson and 
his crew ate a meal of 22 geese and 3 ducks, and Simpson noted “geese are very 
numerous in this River” (Rich, 1938: 40). In 1883, Petitot describes the Athabasca Delta 
as perfect habitat for waterfowl:  

The vast marshy savanna of this delta is an ocean of tall grass, mare's-tail, Cyperus, 
reeds, and willows, intersected by numberless miry creeks always covered with 
water-fowl, is well called in Cree "The Herbaceous Network," which is practically the 
meaning of Athabasca, Ayabasca, Arabasca, and Wabasca, in the Algonquin 
dialects, a name applied to the entire lake and also to the river by Europeans. (1883: 
641) 

Similarly, it is clear from archival sources that fur, including aquatic fur (muskrat and 
beaver) was plentiful throughout the area. According to Tyrell, “On May 27 [1778] 
Joseph Hansom was sent off northward to meet the “Athopuskow” Indians, and on June 
23 he returned, having had excellent success in securing furs to the value of 2010 Made 
Beaver40” (Tyrell, 1934: 56). Rich notes in 1820: “The [Athabasca] District generally 
speaking abounds with Game.” Annually, “it produced on average One hundred and 
Twenty packs valuable Furs, chiefly Beaver” (Rich, 1938: 363). Indian Claims 
Commission documents note that “in 1909 and 1910 the Treaty 8 Inspector estimated 
that the two bands at Fort Chipewyan caught at least 50,000 muskrat in the spring of 
1909 and over 80,000 the following year” (ICC 1998: 27). Describing the muskrat harvest 
in 1947-49, W.A. Fuller noted that the number of furs from “the Wood Buffalo Park 
portion of the Delta was conservatively estimated at 40,000 – 45,000 animals with wide 

                                                
40 Made Beaver refers to a standard unit of value that could be made up of any kind of fur, though beaver was most 
common in many places. Muskrat became more important as a fur species later in the fur trade, especially in the 20th 
century (McCormack 2013, personal communication).  
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cyclic variation,“ and he attributes these relatively low numbers to a population that was 
slow to recover from low water levels in 1944-46. (ICC 1998: 28). 

Following the construction of the WAC Bennett dam and subsequent development within 
the ACFN’s traditional lands, Daniel Marcel is quoted in 1996 as saying: 

When we have a lot of muskrats, the muskrat also provides food for other fur bearing 
animals, such as mink, foxes, coyote and even mink. Now, there is almost hardly 
anything of other fur animals on the reserve. Mink that I used to catch on the delta 
were big, large in size. In the last few years that I trapped a few mink that I caught 
were very small and didn’t bring any price and no nothing. We used to live by killing 
muskrats. Now, I don’t know how those animals survive out there. (Daniel Marcel, 
quoted in ICC, 1996: 26) 

In 1996, Elder Victorine Mercredi noted that productivity levels dropped significantly after 
the construction of the WAC Bennett dam, but the First Nations did not immediately 
know why: “This Reserve 201 and all the muskrat one day started to decline. At that time 
people were not aware what was causing the declining of the muskrat in the water 
because nobody came to them to tell them what was happening” (as quoted in ICC, 
1996: 39). 

5.1.2 Caribou, Bison and Moose 

Caribou 

ACFN oral histories indicate that barren ground caribou historically moved well south of 
the Athabasca Delta and through the current oil sands region, forming another pillar of 
ACFN life and identity.  Archival evidence supports the importance of caribou, bison and 
moose to the ACFN way of life.  According to Harper: “About once in every ten winters, 
according to our interpreter, Baptiste Forcier, the Barren Ground caribou used to cross 
Lake Athabaska at Burntwood Island and Bustard Island; they last did so about 1911.” 
(Harper, 1932: 30). The same source also suggests a much greater abundance of 
woodland caribou in the area: “David Cardinal, a resident at Calling River on the 
Athabaska, stated that wood-land caribou were common there-not along the main river, 
but far back in the woods. E. B. Dennis said there were quite a number near Chipewyan; 
during the previous winter a hunting party had gone out and killed half a dozen within 7 
miles of the post” (Harper, 1932: 31). 

Bison 

The area was also historically rich bison habitat. In 1791, along the Athabasca River, 
before Pierre au Calumet (a fort that was on the east side of the Athabasca in the vicinity 
of the ACFN’s Poplar Point reserve), Philip Turnor notes that the area is “a fine Country 
for Buffalo and Moose” (Tyrell, 1934: 392). In 1820, George Simpson notes that “Buffalo 
and Moose Deer are numerous in the Neighbourhood [of Ft Chipewyan]” (Rich, 1938: 
360). ACFN elders confirm that at the time of Treaty, bison were plentiful in the area of 
Old Fort and Jackfish. One reason for this abundance was the use of fire and controlled 
burning by aboriginal people to maintain early succession vegetation patterns and high 
quality habitat for bison and moose (McCormack 2012).  
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Moose 

Moose populations were also historically plentiful. In 1879: “in the forests of the 
Athabasca ... moose is frequently met with there. ... On June 23rd, 1879, I met two Cree 
hunters who declared that since the spring (i.e. in less than three months) they had 
between them killed along the river 200 beavers, 25 moose, 20 bears, and five wapiti” 
(Petitot, 1883: 640). In his 1932 survey of the mammals of the area, Francis Harper 
looks for moose, and says that “signs were numerous and noted almost daily along the 
river between Athabasca Landing and the Cascade Rapid,” fresh tracks were evident in 
the Athabasca delta, and he received a report of two moose killed at Fort Chipewyan 
(Harper, 1932: 29-30). 

5.1.3 Water, Wild foods and Contaminants 

Archival resources also support the historic abundance and importance of fish, berries, 
medicines, and other wild foods and clean water as resources within ACFN lands. For 
example, in 1792, Mackenzie refers to fish at Lake Athabasca: “The white fish . . . spawn 
in fall, are plenty” (1902: cxxxvi). In November 1820, Simpson notes “the Old Fort 
Fishery is at present unusually productive; there were yesterday 650 White fish taken out 
of the Nets weighing at least 2000lbs” (Rich, 1938: 110).  

5.1.4 Access and Water Levels 

Archival evidence points to the tremendous seasonal fluctuations in water levels in the 
Athabasca River, and the role water played in transportation and access throughout the 
area. On June 27, 1791, Turnor notes that the water at Jack Lake (just south of Lake 
Athabasca)41 rose “3 feet perpendicular and the current twice as strong as when we left 
it yesterday” (Tyrell, 1934: 396). In 1883, Petitot alludes to the dynamic nature of the 
braided river channels in the delta, and states that only bark canoes can navigate 
smaller channels effectively:  

The Athabasca channel is subdivided into three other branches, of which the central 
was the principal channel in 1879, whilst the left one, known as the Brochets (or 
Pike) River, rejoined the Embarras branch. But all these channels are interconnected 
by a multitude of creeks, not reckoned by the natives, as they are only navigable by 
bark canoes. (Petitot: 640) 

A 1998 report by the Indian Claims Commission highlights the importance of the delta 
and its ecology to the wildlife and resources that support ACFN livelihood and culture: 

The extensive flooding of the Delta recharged lakes and perched basin wetlands 
throughout the delta, deposited silt and plant seeds, provided nutrients and flushed out 
decomposed plant materials [...] Annual spring flooding and sedimentation also 
disrupted plant succession, producing a dynamic and highly productive mosaic of 
aquatic and terrestrial habitats. This delta ecosystem which was created by these 

                                                
41 Likely a reference to Jackfish Lake or Richardson Lake. 
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natural conditions was estimated to support at least 250 species of plants, 250 species 
of birds, 45 species of mammals, and 20 species of fish. [...] 

For the Chipewyan peoples, the Athabasca delta has for millennia been an integral 
force in the bond between land and people, culture and spirituality. The delta 
ecosystem has provided a diverse range of animal and plant foods, medicinal herbs, 
products for clothing and building, a reliable source of clean water, and other of life’s 
essentials. The network of rivers, creeks, lakes and marshes also provided a natural 
transportation network allowing native people to travel, hunt, fish and trap. (ICC 1998: 
27) 

In 1998, Elder Victorine Mercredi noted that prior to the construction of the WAC Bennett 
dam, the water levels in the delta had been reliable, and had supported a consistent 
muskrat harvest. She explains how environmental stability gave people a sense of 
confidence in being able to sustain themselves: “Back then Reserve 201 had lots of 
water. Because they maintained a steady level of water year round there were muskrats 
all over the delta. Every little pot hole you would find there were muskrats on it. And by 
that we had a lot of security” (as quoted in ICC, 1998: 39). 

5.2 Baseline for Site-specific VCs within Frontier Oil Sands 
Project LSA and RSA 

Consistent with archival evidence, ACFN oral histories and available mapping data 
indicate that large portions of the Project footprint, LSA and RSA overlap with habitation, 
subsistence, cultural/spiritual, transportation and environmental features that are valued 
by ACFN members for use and occupancy as part of the seasonal round. The Footprint, 
LSA and RSA continue to be important to ACFN knowledge and use to the present day. 
In particular, the footprint and LSA overlap with key ACFN use and occupancy areas 
along the west bank of the Athabasca River, and with high quality habitat for rare wood 
bison and other culturally important wildlife.  

Table 3 provides an account of reported ACFN site-specific values inside or within 250 m 
of the Frontier Project footprint, within the LSA, and within the RSA. 

Table 3: Reported ACFN Site-specific Use Values in Relation to the Frontier Project Footprint, 
LSA and RSA 

Within 250 m of Project 
Footprint 

Within 5 km of 
Project Footprint 
(LSA) 

Within Regional Study Area (RSA) 
Activity Class 

# of values # of values # of values 

Subsistence  2 20 1687 
Habitation  6 17 309 
Cultural/Spiritual  2 3 245 
Transportation  4 10 81 

Environmental Features 4 14 79 
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TOTAL: 18 64 2401 

 

Figure 4 shows ACFN site-specific knowledge, use and occupancy data reported within 
the Frontier Project LSA. These data include 18 site-specific use values mapped within 
the proposed Project footprint, including: 

• Multiple habitation values (including permanent cabins and camps) used by ACFN 
members as a base for hunting and other rights-based practices; 

• The Athabasca River transportation corridor and associated trails used by ACFN 
members to access bison hunting near Ronald Lake, the Birch Mountains and other 
areas; 

• Environmental features including important habitat for moose, rare woodland caribou 
and wood bison populations; 

• A historic trapping area (non-RFMA) used by and associated with members of the 
ACFN’s Tripe de Roche family; and, 

• Subsistence values including cranberry harvesting and fishing areas along the 
Athabasca River. 

Within the LSA (5 km of the proposed Frontier Project footprint), 64 site-specific use 
values were identified including: 

• 17 habitation values (camps and cabins) concentrated along the Athabasca River 
and extending into the Birch Mountains. These include the locations of cabins and 
houses built and resided in by multiple generations of the Tripe de Roche family 
since at least the early 1900s and including Adam, Boniface, and Edouard Tripe de 
Roche; 

• Tabił k’e, an important habitation area and named place translated by ACFN elders 
as “Net Setting Place,” and sometimes called, in English, Lobstick Point. The name 
refers to a location on the west side of the Athabasca River near its confluence with 
Redclay Creek that is especially important for harvesting fish during spawning, and 
where ACFN members historically trapped fish using a stone weir and willow trap 
system, as well as nets; 

• 20 subsistence values including multiple moose kill sites, preferred hunting areas for 
bison, preferred fishing areas for pickerel, walleye, and whitefish along the 
Athabasca River and near its confluence with the Firebag River, and plant food 
collection areas (blueberries and cranberries);  

• 14 reported environmental feature values including rare or unique habitat for wood 
bison, caribou and moose, and an important east-west movement corridor and river 
crossing of the Athabasca River used by species including moose and bear moving 
between the Birch Mountains and the Firebag River; and, 

• Trails and water routes used to access the Birch Mountains, Ronald Lake, and areas 
along the Athabasca River.  
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Figure 4:  Reported ACFN Site-specific Use Values near Poplar Point Reserve and within the 
Local Study Area 
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Multiple wood bison kill sites, and a dense concentration of use values associated with 
ACFN’s Poplar Point reserve and adjoining ACFN traplines are located immediately 
adjacent to and north of the LSA. All mapped values are based on reported ACFN 
knowledge and use. Due to the density of reported transportation features along the 
Athabasca River, river-based transportation is shown and analyzed as a transportation 
“corridor” consisting of a single polygon. To account for the margin of error and protect 
confidential information, points were randomized by 250 m, and 1 km buffers were 
generated around points, lines, and polygons.  

Figure 5 provides a map of ACFN site-specific use data reported within the Project RSA 
and shows the relative density of site-specific use values downstream of the Project. The 
RSA includes 2,401 reported ACFN site-specific use values, including 1,687 subsistence 
values and 309 habitation values, the majority of which are located along the Athabasca 
River or in the Athabasca Delta. The distribution of reported use within the LSA and RSA 
highlights that the Project is located within and adjacent to a portion of the Athabasca 
River corridor that has served as a focal area for ACFN knowledge and use for 
generations and remains important to current users. This area includes dense 
concentrations of regularly used values at the confluence of the Firebag and Athabasca 
Rivers and in the vicinity of ACFN’s Poplar Point reserve and Point Brule reserve to the 
north. Along the Athabasca River, the area includes a constellation of named places, 
village and cabin locations, important fishing areas, gathering places, cultural/spiritual 
values and hunting sites. The area is accessed (from north and south) along the 
Athabasca River, as well as along an inland trail system that passes through or is 
adjacent to the proposed footprint and extends to the Ronald Lake area and into the 
Birch Mountains.  

Reported environmental features are shown on Figure 6 and include important habitat 
and hunting areas for moose, as well as unique or rare populations of wood buffalo and 
woodland caribou extending into the Birch Mountains. A reported east-west wildlife 
movement corridor extends from the Birch Mountains, through the Footprint, and crosses 
the Athabasca River to the Firebag River valley. ACFN knowledge holders indicate that 
moose, bear and other large animals use the corridor, and that this portion of the 
Athabasca is excellent for hunting because of the availability of spotting areas, 
accessibility by boat, and the intersection of the Athabasca River travel route with east-
west wildlife movement.   
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Figure 5:  Reported ACFN Site-specific Use Values Within the Frontier Regional Study Area 
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5.2.1 Impaired or Lost Use within the Frontier LSA and RSA 

Unlike many areas in closer proximity to existing oils sands developments, the majority 
of the proposed Project footprint, LSA and RSA, is still preferred as a safe and reliable 
area for subsistence harvesting and practice of ACFN rights. However, for many ACFN 
members, it is difficult to talk about land use without also talking about lands and 
resources that have already been lost or damaged as a result of known or observed 
contamination and related impacts from existing oil sand operations. The effect that 
these impacts can have on indigenous peoples is well recognized by Health Canada and 
other Crown agencies. In Gathering Strength (1996: 170-171), the Royal Commission on 
Aboriginal Peoples recognized at least three ways in which contamination and 
environmental degradation can affect indigenous communities, and specifically cites 
testimony provided in the early 1990s from the Fort McMurray area:  

Environmental degradation affects the health and well-being of Aboriginal people in 
three ways. First, pollutants and contaminants, especially those originating from 
industrial development, have negative consequences for human health. Second, 
industrial contamination and disruption of wildlife habitat combine to reduce the 
supply and purity of traditional foods and herbal medicines. Finally, erosion of ways 
of life dependent on the purity of the land, water, flora and fauna constitutes an 
assault on Aboriginal mental and spiritual health. Urban Canadians, who are 
separated by generations from their roots in the land, may not fully appreciate this. 

What we heard in public hearings regarding environmental degradation was like an 
extended lament, a refrain of loss and fear: 

…You can’t even catch a rabbit. You shoot a rabbit now, you open it up, you’ll see 
nothing but sores on them, and the same with beavers. Any kind of animal that’s 
living out there around [the tar sands developments], you cannot eat them. (Nancy 
Scanie, Fort McMurray AB, June 16, 1992) 

Some ACFN members report general impairment or loss of use42 due to industrial 
impacts observed in the RSA, as well as a cluster of specific instances of lost use due to 
resource quality (perceived contamination), and water levels near where the muskeg 
joins the Athabasca River at Fort McKay. No similar concentration of specific loss of use 
due to water quality exists in the vicinity of the proposed Project. However, existing 
levels of industrial development along the Athabasca River corridor have already had 
important and wide-spread impacts on ACFN use within the LSA and RSA, particularly 
along the Athabasca River. While ACFN land users take into account many factors in 
considering the relative risk of contaminants, general loss of use extends far beyond the 
actual 

                                                
42 The degree of impaired or lost use may vary based on personal observations and perception of risk. Areas that are 
avoided or considered contaminated by some ACFN members may still be used by others, and where loss of use or 
avoidance is practiced, it may be selective avoidance of particular resources rather than a blanket avoidance of an entire 
area.  
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Figure 6:  Reported Environmental Features Within Frontier Project LSA 
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footprints of existing oil sands developments and further within downstream watersheds, 
and for particularly sensitive resources such as fish.  

The Project LSA is at the northern extent of a large area extending south to Fort 
McMurray where many ACFN members report lost or impaired use as a result of 
industrial change, and especially contaminant concerns.  Multiple ACFN members 
identified the Firebag River as a defining landscape feature (see Appendix 1) that 
provides a visible boundary marker between relatively safe harvesting areas to the north 
of the Firebag, and areas to the south where many ACFN members feel unsafe 
harvesting some resources.	  	  

For some ACFN members, general loss of use extends into the RSA, and includes 
alienation, or partial alienation, of aquatic resources, including fish and aquatic plants 
extending downstream along the Athabasca River to Lake Athabasca and the Athabasca 
Delta. Impaired or lost use is not complete or universal and varies widely between 
individuals according to risk perception and other factors.  

In most, if not all, cases, impaired or lost use in the Project LSA by ACFN members has 
developed recently (within the past five to ten years) as a result of exploration activity 
and upstream or nearby oil sands developments along the Athabasca River and its 
tributaries. Existing nearby oil sand mines include Suncor, CNRL, Albion (Muskeg River), 
and other planned or approved operations. Some of the impacts cited in relation to 
impaired or lost use include access restrictions, disturbance, loss of peaceful enjoyment, 
safety concerns due to traffic, and most commonly, concerns regarding air and water 
borne contaminants from oil sands developments. Effects from existing developments in 
the region, including CNRL, Muskeg River, and other nearby projects, have already 
caused many ACFN members to shift their use northward to the Firebag River and 
Poplar Point area, or to the south of Fort McMurray (upstream of oil sands mine 
operations) (e.g., A01 August 04, 2010; A16 August 05, 2010). As discussed in the 
assessment below, construction of the Project is likely to expand the area of lost or 
impaired use further to the north and into k'es hochela nene (an ACFN cultural protection 
area).  

Loss of use within the RSA due to terrestrial disturbance from oil sands activities is also 
reported as a result of contaminants, blocked access roads, trails and traditional access 
routes, heavy machinery, and other forms of impact. An example includes avoiding 
hunting in areas with “lots of people” in the bush, including exploration or work crews, for 
fear of safety issues when shooting.  

5.3 Baseline Summary for Non-site Specific VCs  
Consistent with the ACFN assessment framework, key non-site specific VCs associated 
with the Frontier Oil Sands LSA and RSA include the following:  

• Migratory Waterfowl and Aquatic Fur, including Project-related disturbance of flyways 
and contributions to a reduction in quality and quantity of migratory waterfowl and 
downstream habitat through contamination and water withdrawals;  
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• Water, Wild foods and Contaminants, including quality of water and aquatic 
resources associated with the Birch Mountains and including the Athabasca River; 

• Caribou, Bison and Moose including high value habitat and movement corridors; 
• Access and Loss of Use including access to and enjoyment of ACFN lands 

(especially ACFN traplines, Reserves, and cultural protection areas). The Project 
would be the first oil sands mine entirely within the k’es hochela nene homeland, and 
would create new road access to the homeland area; and 

• Intangible Cultural Resources including ACFN language, knowledge, and sense of 
place. 

5.3.1 Migratory Waterfowl and Aquatic Fur 

They [the birds] were confused last year. There were very few, eh? … Normally in 
the fall they go south. They were going back and forth for weeks. … Seemed like 
they were confused or distressed almost. Because there was no food, and it was so 
dry, the fires were going. They were going back and forth, like they didn’t know 
where they were supposed to be.  …where they used to land, there’s no water there. 
So they have to find a new spot. Even at Moose Point they were sayin’ there was 
hardly any birds that went there last year. It used to be just full. You know, wildlife 
are smart. They are smarter than you and I, and they know where to go, where not to 
go. And they know what to eat and what not to eat. But this lot of them are missing… 
(ACFN Women’s Focus Group 24 March 2012) 

…the big migration of geese, they’re always in … the delta, and much of it is gone, 
the delta’s gone, so, much of the birds don’t even land there, they fly over, it’s dried 
out... So pretty soon we won’t be able to even eat our own food and we won’t be able 
to use some of the…medicine that we get from so close to the river, this big 
Athabasca river system. … I won’t eat the fish from here. No way. (A07 interview 
transcript, August 1, 2007) 

[named medicinal plant] is a big one, gigantic root.  Beavers dig that out.  Beavers 
eat that stuff.  Beavers leave it on the banks some places.  Even around the beaver 
lodges, after they eat all the core or whatever that’s edible to them, yet, supposedly 
man has said, it has been spoken about a lot of times by the elders, it is supposedly 
poison, yet that’s one of the hardest core medicines there is … I know I’ve picked 
some at Ronald Lake and I took it up north for my medicine man.  (A45, March 12, 
2013) 

Migratory waterfowl are a cultural keystone species for the ACFN. Tanner and Rigney 
(2003) noted key species as ducks (including mallard, teal, canvasback, golden eye, 
pintail and others), geese (Canada, greater Canada, white-fronted wavies, snow, Ross’s) 
and swans.  

Hunting birds during the spring and fall migrations along the Athabasca River and into or 
out of the Athabasca Delta provides an essential component of the ACFN past and 
present seasonal round. Annual “bird camps” provide an opportunity for hunting, visiting, 
sharing with family, and learning from elders. Many ACFN members living away from the 
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Athabasca Delta return each spring or fall to take part in the hunt, and the social 
importance of the migration is comparable to the annual return of salmon on the west 
coast. In an affidavit sworn January 30th, 2009, Raymond Cardinal stated the following: 

Every springtime, in May, I do one traditional hunt for migrating birds with my family 
and friends…there would normally be between 15 and 20 of us. My father taught me 
when I was growing up…I start hunting when I get on the Athabasca River at Fort 
McKay, and continue as I travel north on the river. I’m gone for about a week. 
(Cardinal, 2009) 

Based on ACFN knowledge, the annual return of migratory birds to the delta via the 
Athabasca River depends on the presence of clean water and food for the birds, as well 
as flyways and intermediary staging areas that are relatively free of industrial 
disturbance. Direct Project impacts may include the contamination of birds landing in 
tailings ponds and the disturbance of birds and flyways as a result of noise, smoke and 
visual disturbance combined with changes in delta ecology caused by low water levels 
and increased industrial development. Over the past decade, ACFN members have 
noted important and marked declines in the number of birds passing through the 
Athabasca delta, leading to declines in hunting success and in participation in annual 
bird camps. ACFN hunting of migratory waterfowl has been documented within the RSA 
and is included in the subsistence activity class shown in Figures 4 and 5. 

Many of the impacts that apply to migratory waterfowl are also relevant to aquatic fur 
species, particularly muskrat. Muskrats are a wetland-dependent, semi-aquatic rodent 
and an important trapping species for the ACFN. ACFN knowledge holders frequently 
cite the health of muskrat populations as a critical indicator of the health of the delta.  
Both delta and muskrat populations were heavily impacted in the late 1960s with the 
construction of the WAC Bennett Dam. Muskrat populations recovered and there was 
good trapping through parts of the 70s and 80s. Since the mid-1980s some ACFN 
knowledge holders have noted that the muskrat populations are not able to bounce back 
like they used to, even in good years. In some parts of the delta, including on ACFN 
reserve lands, it is now rare to see even a few muskrat where once there would be 
hundreds or thousands. ACFN elders link these declines to poor water quality due to 
industrial projects, and reduced water levels leading to the loss of quality wetland 
habitat.  

5.3.2 Caribou, Bison and Moose 

An ACFN study regarding traditional knowledge of caribou and bison range and 
distribution within ACFN territory was conducted in 2011.  The resulting stewardship 
plan, Nih boghodi (Marcel et al. 2012), includes proposed caribou and bison protection 
and stewardship zones to protect remaining habitat for these animals. The Project would 
be located inside the woodland caribou and wood bison protection zone established in 
Níh boghodi: We are the stewards of our land (Marcel et al. 2012) and within some of the 
most sensitive and important habitat identified by ACFN knowledge holders. The 
protection policy outlined in Níh boghodi requires that there be no new industrial 
developments and no licenses, leases, authorizations or permits on the land, including 
hunting or guiding (unless with ACFN guides) without ACFN's written consent. The 
proposed Project would not be consistent with the requirements of Níh boghodi, as it 
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would involve new industrial development within the protection zone and within the 
observed and known core habitat of the Ronald lake bison. Further baseline associated 
with Níh boghodi is discussed in 5.3.4 below.   

Caribou (et’thén and etendzie)  

Woodland caribou (Alberta boreal population) is listed as a threatened species protected 
under Schedule 1 of the federal Species at Risk Act. Woodland caribou are of key 
cultural importance to the ACFN. Without positive interventions, and because of ongoing 
industrial development and linear disturbance, extirpation of woodland caribou in the 
Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo (RMWB) is predicted within the next 100 years 
(ACFN 2010; CEMA 2008). Both woodland and barren ground caribou are valued by 
ACFN members for their meat and fine hides, especially in late winter and early spring. 
However, the connection of ACFN to caribou extends far beyond subsistence. In an 
affidavit sworn October 1, 2010, Allan Adam stated the following: 

…We have a spiritual connection and relationship with the caribou… The Dené have 
always lived off the caribou, regardless of whether it’s woodland or barren ground, 
there has always been a connection… 

As shown in Figure 7, based on documented ACFN knowledge, the LSA is inside known 
core woodland caribou habitat associated with the Birch Mountains43.  ACFN members 
reported specific sightings of woodland caribou approximately 5 km west of the Project 
footprint in approximately 2007. While ACFN hunting of woodland caribou is limited, in 
large part due to declining populations, this hunting has been documented within the 
RSA, and woodland caribou kill sites are included in the subsistence activity class shown 
in Figure 5. Based on reported ACFN knowledge, barren ground (et’thén) and woodland 
caribou (thunzea or etendzie) are usually harvested in the late winter or early spring as 
they put on fat earlier than other large animals. Woodland caribou populations are, in 
most areas, including the LSA, small, dispersed and difficult to find and track. Because 
of the effort required, it is unusual for ACFN hunters to specifically hunt for woodland 
caribou. However, when encountered, woodland caribou provided an important 
incidental or opportunistic harvest, especially during spring trapping season.  

While barren ground caribou migration patterns have changed since the 1950s, with the 
last reported migration south of Lake Athabasca in approximately 1957, the Project is 
located within the historic range of barren ground caribou. Several ACFN participants 
indicated that the change in caribou migration in the 1950s was due to wide spread 
forest fires that removed lichen and other caribou food sources (A04 October 5, 2010; 
A24 October 5, 2010); others indicate that the change was because of industrial impacts 
around Uranium City, Saskatchewan and that ongoing oil sands impacts continue to 
keep the barren ground caribou away. Pre-1960 ACFN hunting of barren ground caribou 
has been documented within the RSA. ACFN members continue to hunt barren ground 

                                                
43 Government documents also recognize the Birch Mountains as of critical importance for a population of boreal caribou 
that government biologists call the Red Earth herd (Environment Canada 2012). 
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caribou, but now travel long distances by road or ski-doo to northern and eastern 
portions of ACFN territory, well into the barren lands of the Northwest Territories, to find 
them.  

Wood Bison44 (Dechin Yaghe Injere) 

Based on ACFN interviews, and as shown in Figure 7, the LSA, RSA, and the footprint of 
the Project include areas of observed and known core Ronald Lake wood bison habitat 
associated with areas inside and immediately north of the Project footprint. ACFN 
hunting of wood bison is current and ongoing, with the most recent documented kills 
occurring in winter 2013, just north of the Project footprint, by ACFN members who live 
at Fort McKay45. Bison kills have been documented immediately adjacent to and north of 
the LSA and are included in the subsistence activity class shown on the RSA and LSA 
maps. While bison exist within WBNP, no hunting of bison is allowed within the Park. 
The only bison that can be legally hunted by ACFN are those outside Park boundaries. 
Outside the Park, the area of the proposed Project is within the only remaining area 
where ACFN members are able to reliably hunt and harvest bison.   

Wood bison are a rare and culturally important species for ACFN. The Ronald Lake herd, 
in particular, is of unique and central cultural importance to the ACFN as they are the 
only harvestable herd remaining within ACFN territory. ACFN knowledge holders 
understand that the Ronald Lake bison are not protected as wildlife by Alberta, and that 
the herd is already subject to unregulated hunting by non-aboriginals, many of whom are 
in the region because of oil sands employment.  

ACFN oral histories indicate that wood bison were important in the past, and that they 
continue to be important for cultural and subsistence purposes today. ACFN elders from 
Point Brule and Poplar Point recall “being raised on bison.” Prior to the 1960s, bison 
hunting was primarily a winter activity because of the amount of meat resulting from a 
successful hunt. Access into the Ronald Lake area is still easiest in winter, and ACFN 
members now regularly hunt bison by ski-doo using a series of trails and access routes 
that cross the proposed Project footprint.  While the Ronald Lake bison are reported to 
be relatively plentiful, they have become more difficult to hunt because of increasing 
industrial disturbance and are considered especially sensitive:  

That’s right from where I tracked them [buffalo].  Right from here [west of the Firebag 
confluence with the Athabasca River] into Poplar Point. That’s where you usually 
start seeing lots of activity of buffalo.  You’ll see them tracks all over the place where 
they scrape the ground to eat.  And you just see them all over the place.  (A47, April 
5, 2013) 

                                                
44 While there are also plains bison in WBNP, ACFN members report that the Ronald Lake herd are the dechin yaghe 
injere , or wood bison. In this report, where bison or buffalo are discussed, the reader should assume that it is dechin 
yaghe injere , or wood bison, unless otherwise specified.  

45 ACFN members report that as of winter 2013, preliminary Project exploration, drilling, and road building is having 
noticeable effects on bison and bison habitat. Project impacts to bison, bison hunting trails and large truck traffic seriously 
impacted the winter 2013 bison hunts.  
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And we try not to disturb the land when we’re Ski-doing back there [up to Poplar 
Point].  We kind of want to stick, you know, either to where we know the Ski-doo trail 
is going to be covered again, because the bison would come out and they won’t go 
out right into the openings.  They go along the side of the willows and where there’s 
a lot of grass, and that’s where they feed. (A01, April 12, 2013) 

I used to go hunt [buffalo] before with my brother [personal name] and just go into 
the bush and [the buffalo] are just right there.  You never had to really hunt.  … now 
[because of increased industrial disturbance in the areas] it takes me three, four days 
- maybe a week - just to get one or two buffalos. (A47, April 5, 2012) 

For many ACFN members, bison and bison hunting is a uniquely important cultural 
activity that reinforces deep ceremonial and spiritual relationships.  Bison skulls play an 
integral ceremonial role as altars and places for making offerings. In interviews and 
supporting documents, ACFN members frequently make reference to the sacred nature 
of bison and the unique importance of bison hunting: 

Bison is considered one of the top animals of high respect, along with the eagle, 
along with the bear, and along with the wolf.  The bison is definitely one of the 
animals that are very highly respected spiritually.  (A15, April 15, 2013) 

…there’s even buffaloes up [near Diana Lakes], woodland buffaloes, like you, that 
you, that live up in the Birch Mountains … So you go into there, that’s where a lot of 
the buffaloes hang out and feed or whatever, that’s where they basically stay, right, 
how is that going to affect those animals there? Like they’re sacred those animals to 
the Natives, if the spiritual part of our culture is to respect those animals and we do 
our spiritual ceremonies, our spiritual prayers, we ask, we have respect for those 
animals. For me, you know, that’s the way I use the land, I respect it for what it is. So 
before I go in there and take an animal I always say a prayer and make an offering… 
(A06, July 31, 2007) 

I’ve been to all kinds of ceremonies throughout the years, but I noticed that the 
buffalo skull was outside a lot of sweat ceremonies that I’ve been to - it was like an 
altar - it was like where you smudge before you go into the sweat. (A15, April 15, 
2013) 

In addition to the cultural importance of bison, they also provide a uniquely important 
resource for subsistence, particularly in winter. A successful bison hunt provides a large 
amount of preferred meat and allows unique opportunities for sharing preferred foods 
and delicacies such as bison tongue and hump with elders and other community 
members. Bison hides are preferred for use in camp as mats or blankets, and bison 
bones are preferred tools for hide scraping because of their superior strength.  

When I went hunting buffalos, I had to pray first before I could actually get them.  I 
had to ask and kind of make a deal with the man upstairs and I just took it from there.  
And if I get what I ask for, well, I’ve got follow up with the promise that I made.  And 
the promise that I made, if I get a buffalo, I will feed Fort MacKay and I’ll keep so 
much for myself. So, that’s what I did … Thirty-five families I fed within MacKay and 
Fort Chip.  And, plus what I gave my brother, and plus, what I gave to my mother-in-
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law and plus, what I kept for myself. . . . You could probably feed more, feed 
probably about 60 families from one buffalo. (A47, April 5, 2013) 

When I go hunting, I don’t leave nothing behind.  You can do a lot of stuff with that 
hide, the head, the meat, the bones; you can make all kinds of stuff out of it.  Even 
the buffalo horns … We can make those into cups. (A47, April 5, 2013) 

Bison are a larger animal.  They feed more versus a deer, a caribou or a moose.  
One bison will keep you fed for an extra month versus a moose.  So it’s important.  If 
we’re going to have a cold winter, then we need more meat in order to make it 
through the winter.  And it’s not only used for that.  The hide is used for -- you know -
- making blankets, stuff like that.  The head is used for ceremonial purposes, so the 
bison is important.  Spiritual stuff that comes with that animal -- people don’t seem to 
understand that part of it, and they’re a sacred animal to us.  You know, we just don’t 
… go in there without acknowledging what the rituals are that we practice and follow, 
which I’m not going to get into today, you know.  But there are certain things that we 
have to do before we can go out there and take that animal’s life. (A01, April 12, 
2013) 

Bison are considered an important and especially vulnerable component of planned 
future ACFN use in k’es hochela nene homeland (ACFN 2010). ACFN knowledge 
holders recognize the Ronald Lake wood buffalo as an important cultural resource that is 
in danger of being lost from ACFN use as a result of government decisions and industrial 
development. In an affidavit sworn January 30, 2009, Raymond Cardinal stated the 
following regarding bison in the area of Poplar Point:  

Once you chase away the buffalo they’re not coming back, or else if they stay, 
because they are used to that area, what’s going to happen to them? How will their 
health be affected? The buffalo is sacred to us. The traditional foods will be taken 
away and part of my spiritual being won’t be there, because the animals won’t be 
there anymore. (2009) 
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Figure 7:  Reported Core Bison and Caribou Habitats in Relation to the Project and RSA 
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Moose 

As noted in Section 3, moose are the most commonly hunted and harvested large animal 
for the ACFN and provide a large portion of the preferred diet for many ACFN families46.  
This is likely a consequence of both choice and necessity. Other cultural keystone 
species - caribou, bison, muskrat, fish (at least from the Athabasca River system), and, 
increasingly, migratory birds – have been largely removed from the seasonal round and 
ACFN use as a result of ecological changes compounded or made worse by government 
policy and/or industrial change including observed contamination. 

ACFN moose hunting occurs year-round depending on availability, but most commonly 
takes place in summer through late fall when moose are fat, cows have had their calves, 
and open water allows for hunting and transporting meat by boat. While some ACFN 
members hunt by foot, quad, ski-doo, or truck, the most preferred method of hunting 
moose is by boat. As described in Candler et al. (2012), boat access is a preferred 
means of harvesting for ACFN because it allows hunters to avoid disturbance along road 
networks used by industry, allows hunters to quickly access delta and river edge habitats 
where moose tend to congregate, allows sighting of moose from a distance, and allows 
for easier transport of meat following a successful hunt. The absence of permanent 
roads in large portions of ACFN territory means that many preferred moose hunting 
areas, including areas nearest the Project, are only accessible from Fort Chipewyan and 
the Athabasca Delta by boat, especially in the spring, summer and fall.   

Harvesting moose is central to both subsistence and cultural needs including the 
maintenance of relationships with traditional lands, sharing of meat, organs and non-food 
resources (moose hides, bones used for scrapers, and other uses), and passing on of 
knowledge between generations. ACFN men’s and women’s focus groups held in 2012 
estimated that, assuming no access to store-bought foods, a household of five ACFN 
members would need between five and ten harvested moose per year in order to satisfy 
cultural and subsistence needs (i.e., between 1 and 2 harvested moose per person per 
year)47.  

                                                
46 Diet work by Wein et al from the late 1980s, summarized in Section 3, is the most recent traditional foods and diet study 
involving ACFN members. Updated work in this area is needed.  

47 This is an estimate of a rights-based harvest level based on multiple focus group responses. It is not intended as, and 
does not replace, a quantitative estimate of ACFN consumption or diet. It reflects an estimation by current (Spring 2012) 
ACFN elders and land users of the number of moose that a family of five living largely or entirely off the land, by choice or 
necessity, as at the time of signing Treaty, would need to harvest on an annual and ongoing basis each year in order to 
fulfill both cultural and subsistence needs. It explicitly includes subsistence (food for a family of five, plus dogs as at time 
of Treaty) as well as sharing of meat for cultural purposes (feasts, offerings, sharing to elders and extended kin). Several 
ACFN hunters estimated that they give away 70-90 per cent of the meat they harvest. Usher (1972) found that almost 75 
per cent of the edible weight of animals harvested by dog team-dependent families in the arctic (Banks Island) was 
needed to sustain dog teams. Based on ACFN accounts, fish and bison, in particular, were important as both dog food 
and human food. While this level of harvest is substantially higher than most ACFN families are currently able to achieve, 
it is considered to be a reasonable, and possibly conservative (low) estimate as it does not take into account spoilage or 
loss (meat caches were subject to moisture, or loss to wolverines or other causes), and substantial changes in diet pattern 
that may have occurred over time.  Charles Mair (1908), who travelled with the Treaty 8 party, notes that: "in the old 
buffalo days, the daily ration per head at the Company's prairie posts was eight pounds of fresh meat, which was all 
eaten" – this would equate to 3.6kg of meat per person per day. 
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While still relatively abundant in some areas, several indicators suggest that moose 
populations within ACFN territory are declining in areas affected by oil sands 
development (MSES 2012).  In areas south of Fort McMurray, active ACFN harvesters 
have reported very low hunting success because of the scarcity of moose. One ACFN 
family relying on areas south of Fort McMurray reported harvesting only one moose in 
the past three years despite active hunting in areas where moose were once plentiful. 
ACFN members understand these declines to be associated with both increased 
development and increased human population, and hunting pressure from hunters no 
longer choosing to harvest north of Fort McMurray because of pollutants or other 
disturbance in the area. In areas north of Fort McMurray and near existing oil sands 
operations, where ACFN members have reported seeing moose the animals are 
generally not harvested because of concerns regarding industrial contaminants. ACFN 
knowledge holders associate moose strongly with water because they rely heavily on 
wetlands, lakes and riparian habitat for browsing and protection, and as such moose are 
considered by ACFN members to be especially vulnerable to water-based contamination 
and pollution. Observed and reported problems with moose in the area of existing oil 
sands operations, including diseases of the skin, liver and kidney, have led to multiple 
accounts of ACFN members abandoning and avoiding moose meat from areas near oil 
sands facilities. 

… here they’re good because it’s all that country that they eat, there’s nothing really 
wrong with them, it’s just like here out in the delta, that’s how they are.  But then...I 
cross the road to the other side of the trapline, it’s kind of open, when I take them, 
there’s a kind of pus inside them. (A39, May 2012) 

5.3.3 Access and Loss of Use 

ACFN elders and knowledge holders identified access and loss of use as a key non-site 
specific value and expressed concern that is already being impacted by industrial 
activities within the RSA. This includes maintaining the ability of ACFN members to 
access preferred areas using preferred corridors and modes of transportation, especially 
water-based access in summer and ski-doo or sled in winter. During ice-free conditions 
ACFN members currently access the LSA by boat and by foot or quad from access 
points along the Athabasca River, the nearest reported northern access point being 
immediately across from the Poplar Point reserve, and the nearest reported point to the 
south being a cabin on the west bank of the Athabasca just south of tabił k’e (Lobstick 
Point). In winter, access is generally by ski-doo from Poplar Point and Fort McKay. 
During ice-free conditions, boat-based access is generally preferred over quad or truck 
because it allows access to preferred hunting areas away from industrial road networks, 
and allows easy transport of people and supplies48, and of meat after a successful hunt. 
Portions of the Athabasca River within the LSA are vulnerable to low water levels as a 

                                                
48 As the awareness of industrial pollution on the Athabasca has increased, the need and ability to carry large amounts of 
bottled water from Fort Chipewyan has become an important constraint on the ability of ACFN families to remain on the 
land for long periods of time.  
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result of numerous sand bars and navigational hazards (Figure 8). The Project is located 
in close proximity to ACFN traplines, reserves and cultural protection areas and would 
extend road networks and access across the Athabasca River and towards the Birch 
Mountains, resulting in increased non-ACFN access to resources and wildlife. The 
Project would also require all-weather access for industrial traffic on the southern portion 
of the Fort Chipewyan winter road.  

Even the [winter] road itself is a whole lot busier in the last two years than I’ve ever 
seen for the last 13 years that I’ve been there.  That’s summer campers and 
everybody.  So, when you’ve got that kind of activity going around, I don’t think 
caribous will want to be going through there.  (A45, March 12, 2012) 

Even from where I killed the buffalo last time … I couldn’t even find that road.  After 
they plowed it, I couldn’t find that road.  I looked, I looked, I looked; I couldn’t find my 
road. I knew where the area was.  I knew there was a cut line on this side and not far 
that road goes in … It’s from them plowing it over, snow going farther, farther - just 
catch the skidoo road and snow just covers it right up.  (A47, April 5, 2013) 

Traplines and ACFN Reserves 

The Frontier Project footprint is not located within a current ACFN trapline or reserve, but 
is within areas used by ACFN members for trapping prior to and after the institution of 
crown traplines. This historic line, including the cabin sites and other values associated 
with tabił k’e, is where current elders of the ACFN were raised and taught. It remains of 
high value to ACFN users, and ACFN members continue to visit and use the area. The 
RSA also includes portions of three ACFN family-held traplines in close proximity to the 
Project: RFMA #2863, #445, and #1714.  RFMA #2863 and #445 are adjacent to the 
ACFN’s Poplar Point reserve (see Figure 1) and downstream of the Project. The Project 
Footprint is: 

• Approximately 16 km (10 miles) southwest of the ACFN’s Poplar Point reserve (IR 
Chipewyan 201G) which is the nearest First Nation reserve; 

• Approximately 15 km (9.5 miles) southwest of RFMA #2863 (the nearest ACFN-held 
RFMA). Portions of RFMA #2863, including important trapline cabins, were burnt by 
forest fires in 2011. At least one new cabin for the area is being planned. RFMA #445 
is adjacent and to the north of RFMA #2863; and 

•  RFMA 1714 is upstream of the Project in an area near Kearl Lake that is already 
subject to extensive industrial impacts, with large areas intensely disturbed by oil 
sand mines, tailings, and infrastructure, or otherwise closed to ACFN access. Other 
impacts, including traffic, disturbance, observed contamination and related effects 
mean that large portions of the RFMA are already reported to be avoided by many 
(though not all) ACFN users due to impacts that have occurred over the past five to 
ten years (e.g., A15 Aug. 04, 2010; A13 Aug. 06, 2010; A01 October 7, 2010; A29 
October 15, 2010; A30 Dec. 16, 2010). Within RFMA 1714, a tacit or implied 
threshold of disturbance is understood to have already been reached and is resulting 
in widespread loss of use by many, though not all, ACFN members.  
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Anticipated Project effects on these lands are identified in Section 5.4.2.3 below. As 
documented in the ACFN and MCFN Athabasca River Use and Knowledge Study 
(Candler et al. 2010), and as reported by ACFN members, existing oil sands operations 
are already having an impact on the use of ACFN reserve lands including Poplar Point, 
and extending downstream within the RSA to include other ACFN reserves including 
Point Brule and reserves in the Athabasca Delta. These existing impacts include: 

• Perceived impacts on Athabasca River water quality (due to contaminant concerns, 
and resulting in loss of confidence in fish and other aquatic resources); and, 

• Impacts of water withdrawals on river flow during ice-free low flow periods resulting in 
impediments to river travel and navigation required to access many of the ACFN’s 
reserve lands. 

Other impacts noted by study participants regarding reserve lands and associated with 
existing oil sands developments include noise, traffic, air quality, visual impacts, and loss 
of remoteness. These are especially relevant to the Poplar Point reserve.   

My concerns about development on the traditional lands are that they are going to 
chase all the game away and cut the trees down, just like in my trapline. I know what 
happened in my trapline, and that’s what will happen over around Poplar Point if they 
develop. There will be more people there, I won’t be able to go there, and be by 
myself with my family. There will be more disturbance, more garbage…I wouldn’t 
want to go there and do my cultural practices, like hunting. It is very important to me 
to be able to hunt in that area. If I don’t do it, I’ll go crazy. It’s good to be on the land, 
that’s where the spirit is. If Industry digs a big hole in the ground, they’ll destroy the 
spirit of the land…they destroy the spirit of the land and then I won’t want to go there. 
But I have to go there anyway, because it’s part of me, part of my heritage. (Affidavit 
sworn by Marvin L’Hommecourt  on January 30, 2009)49 

K’es hochela nene (Point Poplar Homeland) 

As shown in Figure 2, the Project footprint and much of the LSA is within the k'es 
hochela nene (Poplar Point Homeland). The k'es hochela nene homeland includes 
approximately 1,292,290 hectares of lands and waters critical to ACFN members, and 
particularly those families affiliated with the Poplar Point (IR Chipewyan 201G) and Point 
Brule (IR Chipewyan 201F) areas. The boundaries of this large expanse of land are 
based on ACFN use and occupancy, and the unique habitats and resources that ACFN 
members rely on in the area. It has been identified by the ACFN as an area that is critical 
to historic, current, and future ACFN practice of rights. It includes areas west of the 

                                                
49 L’Hommecourt, M. 2009. In the Court of Queen's Bench of Alberta Judicial District of Edmonton between Athabasca 
Chipewyan First Nation and Minister of Energy, Canadian Coastal Resources Ltd., Standard Land  Company Inc., and 
Shell Canada Ltd.,  Affidavit # 1 of M. L’Hommecourt sworn January 30th, 2009, Action No. 0803 17419, Edmonton 
Registry 



ACFN Knowledge and Use Report for Teck’s Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project 11/20/2013 
 

www.thefirelightgroup.com  
 

73 

Athabasca River to the Birch Mountains and east of the Athabasca River into 
Saskatchewan.  

West of the Athabasca River, the southern and western boundaries of this homeland are 
defined by core wood bison range extending south and west from the area of Ronald 
Lakes, extending into the Birch Mountains and east across the Athabasca along the 
lower Firebag River. Bison from this area are relied upon by ACFN members and are 
especially critical to those families affiliated with the Poplar Point and Point Brule areas. 
Impacts to this area are being experienced as a result of recreational use of the area and 
oil sands exploration.  

To date, no oil sands mines operate in k’es hochela nene. As an area where ACFN 
rights can still be meaningfully practiced, the importance of k'es hochela nene - and 
pressure upon it - is likely to increase as industrial effects continue to accumulate 
upstream along the Athabasca. The ACFN’s July 8, 2010 Elder’s Declaration (see 
Appendix 1) emphasizes the primary importance of areas north of the Firebag River for 
the past, current, and future practice of ACFN knowledge, use and Treaty rights: 

ACFN has had enough with having our land destroyed, no one is dealing with it; 
neither the Federal nor the Provincial Crown. Yet you come to us for approval of new 
projects. It is time for the Government to stop cheating us of our rights to land use 
and livelihood, culture and identity… 

As the Elders of our community, we demand that our ability to practice our 
constitutionally protected treaty rights and traditional uses is sustained within our 
Traditional Lands for future generations… 

The lands from Firebag north, including Birch Mountain on the west side of river, 
must be protected. Richardson Backcountry is not to be given away – not to any 
government. 

Fort MacKay Proximate Zone 

Figure 2 also shows that the Frontier Project lies directly north of the Fort MacKay 
proximate zone, an area that includes lands and waters identified as currently relied 
upon by ACFN members living in and around the Fort MacKay settlement, or in Fort 
McMurray. A number of ACFN members live in or use the Fort MacKay Proximate zone 
(e.g., A01, A02, A12, A13, A14, A21). Most of these ACFN members are of families 
affiliated with the Point Brule and Poplar Point, settlements within k'es hochela nene 
(Poplar Point Homeland). Many also have strong family connections to the Fort McKay 
First Nation. This proximate zone includes areas east and west of the Athabasca River, 
extending in the west to the area of Gardiner Lakes, and east to the Firebag River, and is 
generally accessible by road from Fort MacKay or Fort McMurray. 

The Proximate Zone is identified as important to ACFN use, despite impacts, in part 
because it is readily accessible from Fort McMurray and Fort MacKay and because 
specialized equipment, for example, boats and snowmobiles, are not required to access 
much of it. As the zone becomes increasingly polluted and otherwise impacted by oil 
sands development, ACFN use is likely to shift to other areas where constraints of travel 
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time and expense allow. However, with each removal of lands from meaningful practice 
comes an associated reduction in access to unique cultural places and associated 
tangible and intangible resources for ACFN members. This reduction leads to increased 
competition, cost increases, reduced opportunities for transmission of knowledge, and 
increases in the number of ACFN members who no longer feel able to use ACFN lands 
or practice their rights as frequently as they would like, or at all. 

Out here [Fort Chip area] when you’re doing your stuff, you don’t have to worry 
about a siren in back of you or someone else coming in behind you, ask you what 
you’re doing down there, just like you had no rights there [Fort MacKay area] 
because of all the fence and gates around there. You don’t have any rights. All 
those zones, they say, all around the plant, I guess there’ll be a fence here and if 
you get on this side well, you’re in red tape... (A39, May 4, 2012)  

Because of existing impacts including restricted and gated access to areas controlled by 
oil sands companies, traffic, disturbance, and perceived pollution, many ACFN members 
have lost the use of large portions of this proximate zone for the practice of rights, 
including subsistence rights. While it is difficult to quantify this loss, the area includes 
important ACFN traplines, camps, cabins, trails, hunting, fishing and resource 
procurement areas, habitat areas used historically by bison and woodland caribou as 
well as other species, and cultural/spiritual areas. Despite adverse impacts, practice of 
ACFN use and rights in this zone by some members remains strong. However, available 
evidence suggests that adverse effects from oil sands have already reached a threshold 
where many ACFN members feel that harvesting resources such as fish, moose, or 
medicinal plants is no longer safe through much of this zone. Several ACFN members 
who relied upon the Fort MacKay proximate zone up to recent years now must travel 
further (north of the Firebag River, or south to the Fort McMurray proximate zone) in 
order to practice use and rights, or are not able to practice use and rights due to the 
elimination of meaningful opportunities formerly relied upon. 

Critical Waterways (Athabasca River and Athabasca Delta) 

The Athabasca River and adjacent streams are integral resources for the culture and 
economy of the ACFN. They are critical to the ability of ACFN members to hunt, trap, 
fish, and otherwise practice treaty rights in a preferred manner. Documented existing 
impacts to ACFN knowledge, use and rights practice related to water levels (Candler et 
al. 2010) include loss of access to large areas of traditional lands along the Athabasca 
River and adjoining tributaries, increased incidence of sand bars and navigational 
hazards, ecological change, including vegetation changes and changes in channel and 
channel migration, and loss of access to their Reserve lands (Chipewyan 201, 201 C, 
201 E, 201 F, 201 G) leading to reduced use and loss of knowledge transmission 
opportunities. These changes are likely to be most pronounced downstream of the 
Project and in the Athabasca Delta area where the majority of ACFN reserve lands and 
the greatest intensity of ACFN use occurs. See Appendix 2 for additional detail.  

ACFN river-based transportation routes have been documented within the LSA 
and RSA, and include the Athabasca River and transportation routes via Lake 
Mamawi to Lake Claire in Wood Buffalo National Park. ACFN members report that 
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at low flows, navigational use of the Athabasca River is restricted, and portions of 
the RSA that are normally accessibly by boat (including Lake Claire and ACFN 
reserve areas in the Athabasca Delta) cannot be accessed.  Figure 8 is based on 
data from the ACFN Athabasca River Study and shows (in red) navigable watersheds 
that are known to become impassable at very low water, and reported hazards and 
incidents (in light yellow) downriver from the Project along the Athabasca River50.  The 
Athabasca River and Delta, including Lake Claire and Lake Mamawi, as well as much of 
ACFN’s Reserve land, is particularly vulnerable to cumulative effects related to reduced 
water flow. Of the streams flowing from the Project footprint, downstream portions of 
both Redclay Creek and Big Creek (immediately south of Redclay) are navigated using 
outboard motors from the Athabasca River at normal high water levels, including for 
subsistence-based moose hunting. Both creeks were also identified as vulnerable to 
impediments to navigation and loss of use during ice-free low water periods.  

Based on the naming system used by the proponent, Unnamed Creek #17 and Unnamed 
Creek #18 run from the footprint north into Ronald Lake and then on to Buckton Creek, 
Lake Claire, and Lake Mamawi. While it is not clear from existing information if Unnamed 
Creek #17 and #18 are navigable for any part of their length, Buckton Creek, Lake 
Claire, and especially Lake Mamawi, are used for navigation by ACFN members, are 
vulnerable to loss of access at low water levels, and would be influenced by reduced flow 
in Unnamed Creek #17 and #18. 

                                                
50 Navigable watersheds are those watersheds in which at least a portion of the stream is navigable from the Athabasca River. 
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Figure 8:  ACFN Navigable Watersheds and Navigation Hazards in Relation to the Frontier 
Project 
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5.3.4 Water, Wild Foods and Contaminants 

My late granny and grandpa … they walked when they were young here from Fort 
McMurray all the way up to the trap line. They built a cabin and settled there for a 
winter there [in Saskatchewan]. They must have been in their early 20’s. Now you 
can’t walk because you can’t drink water anywhere you go. When you leave 
somewhere, you didn’t think about the water you need. You didn’t have to say “make 
sure you take 150 gallons of water,” cases and cases weren’t needed. They were 
able to eat and live off the land, but you can’t carry water with you when you go that 
distance. The water on the land is not drinkable now. When I was in Fort Chip last 
spring, I went out on the reserve. We had to throw 5 gallons of water on the boat, 
and I was thinking "am I gonna get a rash if I wash myself with the water?” (ACFN 
Women’s Focus Group, March 24 2012) 

Why do they have to keep telling us to go elsewhere?  We already do that, we 
already go elsewhere and our freezers are empty most of the time now.  Our 
freezers used to be full all the time.  Why should we be forced to eat the store bought 
food?  Why should our next generations be forced to do that as well?  So, that’s not 
fair, it’s not healthy. (A15, April 15, 2013). 

ACFN elders and knowledge holders have identified contamination of water and wild 
foods as a key non-site specific value and concern within the RSA. ACFN members have 
observed adverse changes in the quality of water, wild foods (including fish, moose, and 
berries), and other aquatic resources including medicinal plants, on the Athabasca River 
system especially since the mid-1980s. These changes in quality are attributed by ACFN 
members mainly to oil sands development and have led to fear, avoidance of wild foods, 
loss of use of large portions of ACFN territory, and other psycho-social impacts 
associated with contaminants (Health Canada, 2005) 51. The resulting and widespread 
loss of confidence in the quality of fish, water and other aquatic resources near and 
downstream of existing oil sands facilities is having a serious effect on ACFN knowledge 
and use practice throughout the Athabasca River system. 

Documented existing impacts to ACFN knowledge, use and rights practice related to 
water quality (Candler et al. 2010) include observed adverse changes (including changes 
in taste, odour, and observed sheen) in traditional drinking water sources, and observed 
adverse changes in traditionally relied-upon aquatic resources (abnormal fish, tainted 
aquatic medicines and moose meat). These are directly related to patterns of general 
alienation of subsistence resources (aquatic and terrestrial) south of the Firebag River, 
and general impaired or lost use of aquatic resources (fish, and in some cases aquatic 

                                                
51 Health Canada (2005) identifies the following psycho-social factors associated with contamination – at least some of 
which are clearly affecting ACFN use of lands and waters: fear; feelings of vulnerability and powerlessness; anger; 
distrust; grief; guilt; sense of depersonalization; frustration; isolation; depression.  
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medicines) extending throughout the Athabasca Delta including ACFN Indian Reserve 
(Chipewyan 201, 201 C, 201 E, 201 F, 201 G) lands, and leading to reduced use, and 
loss of knowledge transmission opportunities. Patterns of impaired or lost ACFN use in 
the RSA because of contaminants or other impacts are not universal, but are 
widespread. In some cases, particular resources (such as moose) are only avoided if 
there is a perceivable behavioural or physical abnormality (cysts noted in meat, or 
animals “look sick”). Project-related alienation and loss of use due to concerns regarding 
contaminants are likely to be most pronounced downstream of the Project in the area of 
the Firebag River, and in the Athabasca Delta area where the majority of ACFN reserve 
lands are located and the greatest intensity of ACFN use values occurs. See Appendix 2 
for additional detail. 

ACFN harvesting of wild foods and culturally important plants, including moose, bison, 
fish, caribou, bear, small game, berries and medicinal plants, has been reported and 
documented within the Project footprint, LSA and RSA. In addition to concerns regarding 
the quality of wild foods, particular kinds of food resources that are relatively plentiful 
within the LSA, including bison and to a lesser extent woodland caribou, are rare or hard 
to find or access elsewhere in ACFN territory.  

Harvesting of subsistence resources is included in the subsistence activity class shown 
in Figures 4 and 5. Harvesting of medicinal plants is included in the cultural/spiritual 
activity class shown in the same Figures. The Firebag River, where it joins the 
Athabasca, is reported by ACFN members as a preferred fishing area, and other several 
similar fishing areas – such as the confluences of the Muskeg and Athabasca, or 
MacKay and Athabasca rivers – are now widely avoided due to observed abnormalities 
in fish from the area, and fears regarding contamination from existing oil sands 
operations (e.g., A01 May 17, 2010; A04 May 18, 2010; A13 Aug 06, 2010). 

We used it [the Athabasca River] … the quantity was a lot greater and certainly the 
quality was. We used to use that for drinking water, drinking source. Not anymore. 
…you think twice about eating fish out of the river. Don’t do it as much as you used 
to. We used to catch a lot of fish for human consumption and dog food, not any 
more… (A04, May 18 2010) 

I killed a couple [deer], but that’s really close to MacKay … people usually ask for 
them for dog feed because there are just too many of them around MacKay and 
they’re all going to those tailings ponds and drinking that water and it’s just not worth 
it to kill them … Same thing with the bears, too … we don’t bother them because 
they go off to those ponds; and if you kill a deer you’ll leave it there - well, the bears 
can eat it - and the deer drinks that water. Whatever the deer has is going to go into 
the bear, so it’s no good. So, I’ve got to go all the way to Poplar Point just to get 
good meat. (A47, April 5, 2013) 

5.3.5 Intangible Cultural Resources – Knowledge, Language, and Sense of 
Place 

I should be able to take my kid to go see a buffalo or a moose on the land and have 
that ability to teach them how to hunt them, as well.  It’s not fair that we have to learn 
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from a zoo or learn from books or learn from videos.  They should have that ability 
like all of our ancestors have had and it should always be utmost protected, because 
when we signed the treaty we weren’t told that these things later on will be taken 
away from you. (A15, April 15, 2013) 

I remember I must have been 6 or 7 years old, we were sitting on the bank [of the 
Embarras River] watching the ice break up and I remember my dad saying, you 
know what my girl, one of these days this is going to be all yours. And I remember 
thinking, oh my god I’m just going to be so rich. (A31, December 18, 2010) 

In additional to concerns regarding impact to more concrete values, many ACFN 
participants identified concerns regarding the future of ACFN knowledge, language and 
sense of place within the Athabasca River corridor. Intangible cultural resources, such as 
language and knowledge, are vulnerable to industrial change through environmental 
changes that exclude underlying land use and cultural practices from the landscape. In 
each of the impact pathway diagrams above, anticipated Project-induced changes lead 
to an impact on ACFN intangible cultural resources in the form of impacts on knowledge 
and use associated with the LSA and RSA. Particular kinds of knowledge, in the form of 
place-based stories, place names, and histories, are associated with particular places 
(Basso 1996), and the cultural practices, or uses, that take place there. Actions that 
destroy a place, or cause the use of a place to be lost (for example, because of fear of 
contaminants), especially over long periods of time, frequently result in a gap in the 
transmission of place-based knowledge, and eliminate the place as a cultural resource 
for remembering, teaching, and learning the knowledge associated with it. Other kinds of 
knowledge may not be associated with a particular place, but with an aesthetic feeling, 
or sense associated with particular kinds of places, especially ones that are considered 
“natural.” In the Project footprint and surrounding areas, several ACFN families including 
the Cyprians and Tripe de Roches have particularly strong oral histories and place-
based knowledge associated with the LSA as a place where ACFN elders were raised 
and taught to hunt, trap and fish in ways consistent with the ACFN way of life.  

Other kinds of knowledge may not be associated with a particular place, but with an 
aesthetic feeling, or sense associated with particular kinds of places, especially ones 
that are considered “natural.” With increased urbanization, and the increasing rarity of 
places that are undisturbed, places that offer this sense and that are still accessible from 
urban areas can be a very valuable and rare cultural resource. One ACFN participant put 
it this way: 

…they’re polluting not just the earth and the animals and the air and the water, but 
the people too. And that’s sad…You know what the weird thing is? A lot of these kids 
growing up right now, they’ll think that all this is normal…and it’s not normal. I 
remember washing my hair in rain water, saving it in a barrel…and go jump in the 
lake, and you know, it wouldn’t smell like oil or gas, it would smell like water and it 
would be clear and you could see the bottom, and you could see fish swimming, you 
know, and was just nice …  

You could even drink the water from the lake when you went for a walk in the bush, 
you could just bring a cup with you and just drink from the river, the lake, anywhere, 
now you have to bring your own water into the bush, … everybody brings their own 
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water out in the bush now for the past, I don’t know, 20 years. That’s what I mean, 
these kids that are like maybe ten years old or so right now, don’t know what’s 
normal. They think that … polluted water and air you can’t really safely breathe and 
animals dying and suffering and animals getting extinct … they think that’s normal. 
They think it’s normal, so that’s what scares me the most, more than everything else 
that’s going on, what scares me is that the kids think it’s normal … it’ll be another … 
world without traditional knowledge.  

They’ll have whatever anybody tells them, they’ll believe [it] to be true because how 
would they know the difference? If the earth is all screwed up and the water is all 
polluted and they can’t see the sun and they can’t see the stars and they can’t 
breathe the air, then how in the heck are they supposed to know if they’d never 
washed in rain water …never swam in a clean lake, like how are they going to know 
what’s normal? That’s what scares me, and that’s my grandkids I’m talking about 
and the next generation. I don’t even think they know what it was like …it’s probably 
to them like a fairy tale now. (A01 interview transcript, July 27, 2007) 

5.4 Assessment of Frontier Oil Sands Project Effects 
5.4.1 Anticipated Frontier Oil Sands Project Effects on Site-specific VCs 

within LSA and RSA 

5.4.1.1  Site-specific Subsistence Values 

Based on reported ACFN knowledge and reviewing Project information, construction, 
operation, closure and post-closure Project effects, the Frontier footprint will destroy 
and/or render unusable preferred and site-specific ACFN hunting, trapping, and food 
gathering values within the Frontier footprint, including past, current, and planned future 
use areas. This effect is anticipated with a high degree of confidence52. 

Within the LSA, up to 20 documented ACFN site-specific subsistence values will be 
adversely impacted by direct disturbance, reduced ACFN access via trails and by water 
along lower Big Creek and Red Clay Creek as well as further downstream on the 
Athabasca, increased industry and recreational access, and fear associated with 
increased contamination of traditional resources or foods, including plants and animals, 
leading to increased scope and intensity of impaired or reduced use. These site-specific 
use values include important and currently used moose, bison, and plant food (berry) 
harvesting areas inside or within 5 km of the Project footprint, and especially near where 
the Project approaches the Athabasca River corridor. 

Within the RSA, and including the LSA, more than 1,600 ACFN site-specific subsistence 
values have been documented, including a large concentration of values in the 
Athabasca Delta. Beyond the LSA, but within the RSA, and including ACFN values in the 
                                                
52 Standards of confidence used in this report are addressed in Section 4.  
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Athabasca Delta, the values most at risk of Project effects are in the area of the Poplar 
Point reserve, Ronald Lake, and downstream of the Project along the Athabasca River, 
and creeks and water bodies downstream of the footprint including Ronald Lake and 
Lake Claire. ACFN members’ observations that oil sands-related water withdrawals are 
adversely affecting the flow of the Athabasca River, and past experience with other oil 
sands projects, indicate that it is likely that that some or all of these subsistence values 
are likely to be impacted by the Project as a result of effects on river or creek levels 
during ice-free periods of low flow, and as a result of increased perceived contamination 
of traditional resources and foods, including plants and animals, leading to lost or 
reduced use. Also see non-site-specific effects below. 

5.4.1.2  Site-specific Habitation Values 

Based on reported ACFN knowledge and reviewing Project information, construction, 
operation, closure and post-closure Project effects will destroy and/or render unusable 
preferred ACFN habitation values within the LSA and RSA, including past, current, and 
planned future use areas. This effect is anticipated with a high degree of confidence. 

Six habitation values along the Athabasca River are inside or within 250 m of the Project 
footprint and, because of their proximity, are likely to be destroyed or rendered unusable, 
as a result of footprint-related impacts including physical disturbance, noise, traffic, and 
air quality. In addition to these, up to 17 documented ACFN site-specific habitation 
values within the LSA will be impacted by direct disturbance, reduced ACFN access, 
increased industry and recreational access, and perceived increases in contamination of 
traditional resources or foods, including plants and animals, upon which habitation areas 
rely, leading to increased scope and intensity of impaired or reduced use, as well as 
other disturbance. These 17 site-specific habitation values include cabins and annual 
camps along the Athabasca River that have been used for generations by ACFN 
families.  

Within the RSA, and including the LSA, 309 ACFN site-specific habitation values have 
been documented. Within the RSA, values most at risk of Project effects are those 
downstream of the Project along the Athabasca River and tributaries leading to Ronald 
Lake and Lake Claire. These include regularly used cabins, and the most critical village 
sites and Indian Reserve lands of the ACFN. As with subsistence values noted above, 
ACFN members’ observations that oil sands-related water withdrawals are adversely 
affecting the flow of the Athabasca River suggest that these habitation values are likely 
to be impacted by the Project through anticipated seasonal or intermittent effects on 
Athabasca River levels during ice-free low flow periods, and increased perceived 
contamination of traditional resources and foods, including plants and animals, upon 
which use of habitation areas rely, leading to potential lost or reduced use. 

5.4.1.3  Site-specific Cultural/Spiritual Values 

Based on reported ACFN knowledge and reviewing Project information, construction, 
operation, closure and post-closure Project effects of the Frontier Mine will disturb site-
specific ACFN cultural/spiritual values within the footprint, including a teaching and 
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ancestral trapping area associated with tabił k’e and the ACFN’s Tripe de Roche family. 
This effect is anticipated with a high degree of confidence. 

Within the RSA, and including the LSA, 245 ACFN site-specific cultural/spiritual values 
have been documented. Three of these are within the LSA; two are within 250 m of the 
Project footprint. Within the RSA, these sites include ceremonial places, medicine 
collection places, and major burial sites sensitive to a variety of effects, including water 
level and water quality changes. ACFN members’ observations that oil sands-related 
water withdrawals are adversely affecting the flow of the Athabasca River suggest that 
some or all of these cultural/spiritual values are likely to be impacted by the Project as a 
result of anticipated effects on Athabasca River levels, especially during low flow, and 
increased perceived contamination of traditional resources and foods, including plants 
and animals, leading to impaired or reduced use. See non-site-specific concerns below. 

5.4.1.4  Site-specific Transportation Values 

Based on reported ACFN knowledge and reviewing Project information, construction, 
operation, closure and post-closure Project effects will eliminate or alter access and 
trails within the footprint during construction and operations, and will adversely impact 
ACFN transportation values within the LSA, including documented trails used to access 
the Birch Mountains and the Poplar Point Reserve from Fort McKay, and the waterways 
associated with the Athabasca River water route, including Red Clay Creek and Big 
Creek. These values are associated with past, current, and planned future use. This 
effect is anticipated with a high degree of confidence. 

Within the Frontier Mine LSA, 10 documented ACFN site-specific transportation values, 
including trails and water routes, will likely be adversely impacted by the Frontier Mine 
Project, including interruption of trail segments. These are shown in red on Figure 4, and 
include the Athabasca River as well as winter and summer trails on the west side of the 
Athabasca. Four of these transportation values are located inside or within 250 m of the 
Project footprint. If not destroyed by direct disturbance, trail and water route values are 
likely to be impacted by reduced ACFN access, increased industry and recreational 
access, sensory disturbance, loss of remoteness, and other disturbances.  

5.4.1.5  Site-specific Environmental Feature Values 

Based on reported ACFN knowledge and reviewing Project information, construction, 
operation, closure and post-closure Project effects are likely to destroy and/or disturb 
site-specific ACFN environmental feature values including habitat areas important to 
past, current, and planned future use. This effect is anticipated with a high degree of 
confidence. 

The footprint of the proposed mine, and the entire Frontier LSA, falls within core caribou 
and bison habitat. Within the Frontier Mine LSA, 14 documented ACFN site-specific 
environmental features associated with high quality and unique habitat for rare or hard-
to-find caribou and wood bison, as well as moose habitat that is culturally important and 
unique due to the quantity of animals and the proximity or ease of access along the river, 
will be impacted by: 
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• Direct-from-Project footprint, noise, traffic, and associated disturbance;  
• Reduced and impaired ACFN access from the Athabasca River; 
• Increased industry and recreational (including recreational hunting) access by road; 

and 
• Increases in observed contamination of traditional resources or foods, including 

plants and animals, leading to increased scope and intensity of impaired or reduced 
use.  

The east-west wildlife movement corridor and crossing of the Athabasca River would 
likely be permanently interrupted by the Project.  Of the 14 environmental feature values 
within the LSA, four are inside or within 250 m of the Project footprint and would be 
destroyed or rendered essentially unusable for harvest. Environmental features that fall 
within the Frontier Project footprint and LSA are shown in Figure 6. 

Beyond the LSA, but within the RSA, the values most at risk from Project effects are 
areas of core woodland caribou and bison habitat directly north of the Project, as well as 
areas downstream of the Project along the Athabasca River, Ronald Lake and Lake 
Claire. Some or all of these environmental feature values are likely to be impacted by the 
Project as a result of increased contamination of traditional resources and foods, 
including plants and animals, leading to alienation or reduced use. See non-site-specific 
concerns below. 

5.4.2 Anticipated Frontier Oil Sands Project Effects on Non-site-specific 
VCs 

5.4.2.1 Frontier Project Effects on Migratory Waterfowl and Aquatic Fur 

ACFN knowledge holders have reported a downward trend in the number of migratory 
birds transiting the Frontier Mine Project LSA and RSA in recent years, including various 
species of duck, geese, cranes, and other birds. 

During construction and operations, the Project is anticipated to:  

• Create sound, visual, and “smoke” or air quality deterrents that are likely to contribute 
adverse effects to already threatened flyways and migratory routes along the 
Athabasca River and leading to the Athabasca River delta resulting in adverse 
impacts to the ability of ACFN members to harvest migratory waterfowl  

• Result in open tailings ponds which are likely to create a lethal hazard for migratory 
birds landing in the ponds 

• Withdraw or divert water from the Athabasca River system, leading to reduced water 
levels and associated loss of habitat for migratory waterfowl, reduced wetlands 
downstream (critical for muskrat and aquatic fur), and drainage and destruction of 
muskeg within the footprint  

• Result in loss of habitat and related adverse impacts to aquatic fur and delta 
ecosystems caused by reduced water levels and reduced water quality in the 
Athabasca River and delta system  
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• Increase perceived or observed contamination resulting in increased ACFN loss of 
use related to migratory birds 

These effects are likely to adversely impact ACFN fall and spring migratory bird hunt and 
the downstream muskrat harvest, including the current or potential availability of 
migratory birds and muskrat as preferred and culturally important resources for ACFN 
knowledge and use practice.  This effect is anticipated with a high degree of confidence. 

Figure 9 describes major impact pathways53 related to migratory waterfowl for the 
Frontier Project. As shown in the diagram, the Project is likely to result in reduced 
downstream water flow and terrestrial access to the area; destruction of habitat within 
the footprint; noise and visual impacts; and “smoke,” with resulting impacts to air quality.  

Figure 9:  Frontier Project Impact Pathway for Migratory Waterfowl  

 

 

                                                
53 These diagrams show the major impact pathways related to Project impacts on this VC, and the ultimate impacts of the 
Project on ACFN knowledge and use in the LSA and RSA. The major impact pathways noted for various VCs are 
interconnected and can be expected to influence  
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Because of reduced downstream water flow and increased impediments to terrestrial 
access, ACFN members will experience impacts to water and land-based access and 
navigation in the area. This will result in reduced access for bird hunting within the LSA 
and RSA. Concurrently, reduced downstream water flow and reduction of habitat within 
the footprint will together result in reduced habitat for staging and nesting for migratory 
waterfowl. Reduced habitat within the footprint, noise and visual disturbance to birds, 
and smoke avoidance/air quality impacts will produce changes in local and regional 
migration patterns. These three elements – reduced hunting access, reduced habitat for 
nesting and staging, and changes in local and regional migration patterns – will result in 
ACFN members having reduced hunting success and fewer opportunities for peaceful 
enjoyment of the land. This leads ultimately to reduced transmission of traditional 
knowledge and reduced use of the LSA/RSA for ACFN members, which feeds back into 
reduced hunting success and opportunities for peaceful enjoyment on the land, limiting 
the ability of ACFN members to practice knowledge and use related to rights-based 
activities.  

5.4.2.2 Frontier Project Effects on Caribou, Bison and Moose 

ACFN members have identified important or core woodland caribou, wood bison and 
moose habitat within the Project footprint, LSA and RSA, as well as an important east-
west wildlife movement corridor crossing the Athabasca River. Based on reported ACFN 
knowledge and reviewing project information, construction, operation, closure and post-
closure project effects are anticipated to disturb or destroy important or core habitat 
areas and preferred hunting areas within the proposed Footprint for culturally important 
populations of wood bison and woodland caribou resident in the Birch Mountain area, as 
well as portions of the historic range of barren ground caribou. 

Because the bison herd that relies on the footprint area is reported to be the only 
harvestable bison herd in ACFN territory, the Project is considered likely to remove a 
preferred, unique, and culturally important resource from ACFN access through impacts 
to habitat and increasing unregulated non-aboriginal hunting access to the herd. 

Project effects are likely to adversely impact the current or potential availability of moose, 
wood bison, woodland caribou and barren ground caribou as preferred and culturally 
important resources for ACFN knowledge and use practice. In addition to disturbing or 
destroying caribou, bison and moose range, the project is also anticipated to increase 
perceived contamination, likely resulting in decreased or lost use by ACFN members. 
These effects are anticipated with a high degree of confidence.  

Figure 10 describes the major impact pathways related to caribou, bison, and moose for 
the Frontier project. The Project is likely to result in impacts to air and water quality, 
destruction of habitat within the footprint, increased access and traffic to the area, and 
reduced water levels downstream of the Project. Air and water quality impacts will cause 
an increase in perceived contamination within the LSA and RSA. Destruction of habitat 
within the footprint will both destroy or alter wildlife movement corridors, wintering areas 
and habitat, and reduce the abundance of moose, bison and caribou. Increased access 
and traffic will allow for increased hunting and harvesting by non-aboriginal users, which 
will ultimately reduce the abundance of moose, bison and caribou. Impacts on water 
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levels downstream of the Project will create impacts to water access and navigation by 
ACFN. 

Three of these elements – increased perceived contamination in the LSA and RSA, 
destruction or alteration of wildlife movement corridors, wintering areas and habitat, and 
reduced abundance of moose, bison and caribou (caused by increased hunting by non-
aboriginals and reduced habitat) – will lead to reduced hunting and harvesting success 
by ACFN members. Reduced hunting and harvesting success results in increased costs 
and travel time for ACFN members. At the same time, impacts to water access and 
navigation will also increase cost and travel time for ACFN members. Both reduced 
hunting and harvesting success, and increased cost and time associated with the hunt, 
contribute to reduced use of historically known and preferred harvesting areas and 
associated values (trails, camps, etc.). This ultimate leads to reduced transmission of 
traditional knowledge (TK) and reduced use specific to the LSA/RSA, which creates a 
positive feedback loop whereby ACFN hunting and harvesting success is further 
reduced, resulting in an adverse effect on the ability of ACFN members to practice their 
treaty rights. 

Figure 10:  Frontier Project Impact Pathway for Caribou, Bison and Moose  
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5.4.2.3  Frontier Project Effects on Access and Loss of Use 

Traplines, Reserves and Cultural Protection Areas 

Based on reported ACFN knowledge and reviewing project information, construction, 
operation, closure and post-closure project effects will disturb or eliminate ACFN access 
and enjoyment of lands associated with a historic trapline and cabin areas west of the 
Athabasca River associated with the Tripe de Roche family, which ACFN members 
continue to access and highly value for non-commercial use.  Project effects within the 
LSA will include loss of access and enjoyment due to project-related fencing and road 
controls, traffic, noise, dust, smell, ground disturbance, and perceived contamination of 
air, ground, and water. 

Based on reported ACFN knowledge and reviewing project information, construction, 
operation, closure and post-closure project effects will also contribute to the disturbance 
or elimination of ACFN access and enjoyment of lands associated with ACFN Indian 
Reserves (Chipewyan 201, 201 C, 201 E, 201 F, 201 G) downstream of the project. 
Portions of Chipewyan 201 and 201E located away from the main channel of the 
Athabasca River are particularly vulnerable to loss of access due to declining water 
levels. Project effects on ACFN Indian Reserves will also include increased perceived 
contamination of air and water, as well as sensory disturbance (e.g. noise, light, odour) 
in the vicinity of ACFN reserves, and particularly Chipewyan 201G (Poplar Point). 

The project, as currently proposed, will not support ACFN management goals identified 
in ACFN’s submission on the Lower Athabasca Regional Plan (ACFN 2010) including no 
net loss of habitat, and no net increase of linear disturbance within Cultural Protection 
Areas and k’es hochela nene homeland, or objectives for protection of bison and caribou 
set out in Nih Boghodi (Marcel et al. 2012). 

Trails and water routes 

The Project, as proposed, will interrupt use of existing trails by ACFN members to 
access the Birch Mountains54, Poplar Point, and Ronald Lake areas and is likely to 
exacerbate existing impacts on water-based transportation during ice-free low flow 
periods.   

Based on reported ACFN knowledge and reviewing Project information, construction, 
operation, closure and post-closure Project effects will destroy or disturb areas of 
muskeg, wetlands, and stretches of rivers and streams within the footprint, and will 
include ongoing withdrawal of waters from the Athabasca River. Figure 11 describes 
major impact pathways related to access and loss of use for the Frontier Project.   

These effects are likely to impede the practice of ACFN use downstream of the Project 
by reducing water levels in streams flowing into Lake Claire, and into the Athabasca 
                                                
54 ACFN experience indicates that even where First Nation land users may (or may not) be allowed to pass a controlled 
access point, the unwelcome influence of having to pass a security check within one’s traditional lands, and the 
accompanying risk of delay or refusal, acts as a major deterrent to First Nation use and severely impairs experience on 
the land.  
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River, especially during low flow periods. The Project is likely to increase the intensity, 
scope and area of existing patterns of ACFN loss of use due to low water levels (Candler 
et al. 2010) downstream of the Project along the Athabasca River. This effect will be 
most pronounced during ice-free low water periods and is likely to result in impediments 
to access to past, current, and planned future use areas, documented areas of traditional 
use, and ACFN Indian Reserves. These effects are anticipated with high confidence.  

The Project is likely or certain to have the following immediate impacts: fencing and 
destruction of habitat and trails within the footprint, impacts on downstream water flows, 
road closures and access controls within the LSA and RSA, increased traffic within the 
LSA and RSA, and disturbance (noise, light and smell) from operations. As noted below, 
fencing and destruction of habitat and trails within the footprint is anticipated to result in 
complete loss of access and interruption of ACFN knowledge and use within the footprint 
area for multiple generations through the construction and operations stage. Impacts on 
downstream water flows will affect water-based access and navigation within the LSA 
and RSA. Both road closures/access controls and increased traffic in the LSA/RSA will 
impact land- and vehicle-based access in the LSA and RSA. Increased traffic within the 
area and disturbance from operations will result in increased perception of contaminants, 
risks to safety, and loss of peaceful enjoyment of the land.  

Figure 11:  Frontier Project Impact Pathway for Access and Loss of Use  

 

The impacts to water- and land-based access and navigation within the LSA and RSA 
will increase travel costs and time for ACFN members in the practice of their traditional 
rights. This will reduce the use of historically known and preferred areas (trails, camps, 
etc.) within the LSA and RSA. At the same time, loss of use and access within the 
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footprint due to fencing and habitat destruction will also reduce the use of historically 
known and preferred areas within the LSA/RSA, as will the increased perception of 
contaminants, risks to safety, and loss of peaceful enjoyment of the land. The ultimate 
effect is reduced opportunities for the transmission of TK specific to the LSA and RSA, 
which creates a positive feedback loop whereby historically known and preferred areas 
within the LSA are used less and less over time. 

So now they’ve got access whenever they want...they’re taking away that, you can’t 
go in there, so they’ve got access to everything and we’re just like standing on the 
outside, can’t get in...(A39, May 4, 2012) 

5.4.2.4 Frontier Project Effects on Water, Wild Foods and Contaminants 

ACFN members have identified confidence in water quality and wild foods as a key value 
and concern within the RSA. Based on reported ACFN knowledge and reviewing Project 
information, construction, operation, closure and post-closure Project effects will 
contribute to already high perceived levels of industrial contaminants within the ACFN 
environment. Currently, perceived levels of water-borne contaminants, in combination 
with other changes, are already resulting in wide spread impaired or lost use by ACFN 
members in the region (Candler et al. 2010). The Project is likely to result in increased 
intensity, scope and area of ACFN impairment and loss of use, particularly downstream 
of the Project towards Ronald Lake, Lake Claire, and the Athabasca River. Resulting 
loss of use is likely to include past, current, and planned future use areas, documented 
areas of traditional use, and ACFN Indian Reserves. If the Project proceeds, and future 
ACFN loss of use patterns remain similar to current ones, the Project would result in a 
northward expansion of the general loss of use area, impacting the LSA, the Firebag 
River confluence and ACFN Poplar Point reserve.  This effect is anticipated with a high 
degree of confidence. 

Figure 12 describes major impact pathways related to water, contaminants and wild 
foods for the Frontier project. The Project is likely to result in an increased risk of 
accidental release of contaminants, impacts to local and regional air quality and water 
quality, and light and noise from industrial disturbance. All three of these factors create 
an increase in perceived contamination in the LSA and RSA, and reduced confidence in 
water quality and wild foods. This in turn results in a loss of use of preferred harvesting 
areas, especially downstream of the Project, leading to reduced transmission of TK and 
reduced use specific to the LSA and RSA. A positive feedback cycle from here will cause 
ongoing loss of use of preferred harvesting areas, particularly downstream of the Project. 
The end result is reduced consumption of wild foods and water by ACFN members from 
the LSA and RSA.  
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Figure 12:  Frontier Project Impact Pathway for Water, Contaminants and Wild Foods 

 

 

5.4.2.5 Frontier Project Effects on Intangible Cultural Resources 

Each of the impact pathways described above has an adverse end point effect on ACFN 
intangible cultural resources.  Based on reported ACFN knowledge and reviewing project 
information, construction, operation, closure and post-closure project effects are likely to 
reduce or eliminate opportunities for the transmission of ACFN knowledge and language, 
including place names and place-based knowledge (Basso 1996) specific to the LSA, 
and for multiple generations. This is likely to result in the erosion and, over time, loss of 
ACFN knowledge and language specific to the Project footprint and LSA, and potentially 
extending into the RSA as a result of loss of use due to impediments to access and 
travel by water related to low flow levels on the Athabasca River, and potential 
expansion of loss of use areas associated with perceived contamination due to industrial 
oil sands mining. These effects are anticipated with a high degree of confidence.  

5.5 Frontier Oil Sands Mitigations Proposed by the Proponent 
In V. 8, S. 6.5.4.1 of the Application, the Proponent commits to a set of mitigations that it 
considers related to traditional use. Overall, the mitigations proposed by the proponent 
are vaguely worded, do not provide any clear sense of timing, and do not provide 
confidence that they will effectively or meaningfully address anticipated impacts on 
ACFN knowledge and use. The mitigations proposed by the proponent are as follows:   

Water Quality and Fisheries Resources 

• Watershed management strategies will continue to be discussed with potentially 
affected Aboriginal communities. 
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• Mitigation, compensation and accommodation plans will be considered in discussion 
with potentially affected Aboriginal communities where key cultural and traditional 
use areas are affected. 

Wildlife 

• Means to reduce effects on wildlife habitat through progressive reclamation and 
speeding the re-establishment of lost wildlife habitat will be discussed with potentially 
affected Aboriginal communities. 

• Wildlife monitoring in reclaimed areas will be conducted. 
Vegetation 

• Progressive reclamation and re-vegetation will be undertaken. 
• Reclamation will be carried out according to the guidelines established by the CEMA 

Reclamation Working Group. 
• Land will be reclaimed using traditional use plants, where feasible. 
• Means will be considered to develop and implement a program to salvage and 

relocate known occurrences of rare (vascular) species to areas outside the Project 
footprint, and the potential to reintroduce rare species into reclaimed areas will be 
evaluated. 

• The preservation of traditional land use opportunities and associated resources will 
be discussed with potentially affected Aboriginal communities. 

• Traditional resource harvesters will be invited to harvest traditional plants before 
disturbance. 

Trapping and Harvesting 

• Access will be facilitated for trappers and other traditional harvesters through the 
Project area. 

• Affected trappers will be compensated following industry standards. 
Biodiversity 

• Participation is planned in CEMA Working Groups, including involvement in research 
programs such as the Canadian Oil Sands Network for Research and Development 
(CONRAD) and the Alberta Biodiversity Monitoring Institute (ABMI). 

Disturbance 

• Potentially affected Aboriginal communities will be involved in determining end land 
uses for reclamation. 

Access Management 

• An access management plan (AMP) will be developed in consultation with Alberta 
Sustainable Resource Development (ASRD), potentially affected Aboriginal 
communities and public stakeholders for the LSA. The purpose of an AMP will be to 
control access in and through the LSA as much as possible while maintaining public 
safety. One objective of the AMP will be to optimize hunting opportunities as well as 
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to allow trappers and other key land users (i.e., established outfitters) continued 
access through the LSA. 

Reclamation 

• Potentially affected Aboriginal communities will be consulted in the establishment of 
criteria to determine reclamation success. 

Historical Resources 

• Trails, burials and spiritual sites might be considered historical resources and will be 
recorded when encountered during field studies to ensure adequate mitigation and 
consideration of Aboriginal community concerns. Identified sites will be recorded with 
Alberta Culture and Community Spirit (ACCS) as required under the Historical 
Resources Act and mitigated following direction from ACCS. 

The application also notes the following specific decisions that were influenced by 
consultation: 

• Construction of seepage barrier walls and active seepage interception wells in 
advance of operation 

• A plan to keep solid tailings out of pit lakes to potentially improve water quality 

• A fly in/fly out program that will provide site access for Fort Chipewyan employees 
• Location of road alignments, bridge and river water intake 
• Installation of a flow splitter to mitigate Project effects on flow in the Ronald Lake 

watershed 
• Inclusion of a Peace-Athabasca Delta section in the EIA 
• Implementation of dry low NOX 1+ emission controls 
• Progressive reclamation 
• Commitment to focus on local hiring and business development 
Appendix 5 contains a summary of other mitigations committed to by the proponent 
within the applications and associated documents.  

At best, the mitigations proposed by the Proponent constitute partial mitigations to the 
anticipated effects of the Project for the following reasons: 

• Where some mitigations may be relevant or useful to reducing residual effects, they 
are phrased using extremely vague or weak language that makes their potential 
influence on actual anticipated impacts uncertain or doubtful 

• There is no coherent sense of timing, resulting in low confidence that mitigations and 
associated plans and initiatives would be implemented at useful times for the ACFN, 
or in a manner that would be accountable to ACFN monitoring   

• Compensation to trapline holders may be a useful mitigation for loss of commercial 
trapping rights, but is not a relevant mitigation for impacts to aboriginal use and 
constitutional rights 
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• Regarding efforts towards reclamation, as discussed in Section 5.6 below, the 
proponent’s assumptions regarding the ability to restore landscapes consistent with 
ACFN tangible and intangible cultural values is considered unreasonably optimistic 
by ACFN elders and knowledge holders, and, even if successful, would still remove 
lands and resources from ACFN practice for multiple generations, resulting in a 
permanent interruption of the transmission of ACFN knowledge regarding the Project 
area 

• While supported access to traplines through the mine footprint is useful, based on 
past experience in the region and reports from ACFN members, it is unlikely to 
provide an effective mitigation to ACFN alienation from areas due to larger access 
and disturbance issues 

• Continued consultation, discussion with, and involvement of key aboriginal groups is 
positive, but consultation with aboriginal groups is generally a legal responsibility 
delegated to a proponent by the Crown, not a mitigation. In the absence of a formal 
shared decision-making process, Project co-management arrangements, or 
commitment to Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) principles, it is unclear how 
the proponent could structure ongoing consultation in a manner that would provide 
reliable mitigation of anticipated Project effects. 

5.6 ACFN views on reclamation 
While the technology of reclamation continues to improve, proponents in the region have 
shown slow progress in reclamation, and there is little evidence that the proponent’s 
reclamation plans can reasonably be expected to re-create cultural or ecological 
landscapes consistent with aboriginal traditions of knowledge and use. The practice of 
ACFN use and treaty rights involves access to subsistence resources, but also requires 
the ability to practice and transmit place-based cultural knowledge that is essential to the 
“mode of life.” Many ACFN members consider reclaimed landscapes to be poor 
facsimiles of the landscapes upon which their rights depend: 

When they say reclamation, it’s not reclamation. They are just putting back together 
scenery of a desert forest with nothing able to survive in it. (Women’s focus group, 
Fort McMurray, March 24, 2012) 

Even if perfect reclamation of the physical and cultural landscape was possible, a 
common standard of socio-cultural impact assessment is that where an area has been 
removed from aboriginal use for one generation (approximately 22 years), impacts to the 
transmission of knowledge regarding that area are considered permanent and 
irreversible. Where disturbance involves removal of landforms and where areas relied on 
for teaching are fundamentally altered or made inaccessible, then the role of landscape 
in transmitting knowledge and values (Basso, 1996) is fundamentally and irrevocably 
changed through development. 
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Several ACFN participants expressed clear skepticism regarding the ability of 
proponents to reclaim lands in a manner consistent with ACFN knowledge and use 
values: 

…if a company says it’s going to dig a hole and then you’re going to replant, the hole 
is already dug, right, the spirit of the land is gone when you’re digging, when you dig 
a big kick ass hole like… ten mile radius, the spirit of that land is gone. It’ll never 
come back, even if you put trees, muskeg and trees back and throw a couple of 
buffaloes there, it’s never the same…you can still see the type of land that they put 
back, is almost the same, but it certainly is not. It’s all spaced and coordinated… and 
trees are all nicely spaced in rows like they’re planting apple trees or something. 
Johnny Apple Seed was there. [laughter]… and out in Poplar Point, you know, it’s 
wild and it’s beautiful…No matter what they do, they’ll never be, ever, ever the same. 
All they got to do is stay away from it, that’s the only thing, if they want to keep it the 
same, just stay away. (A03 interview transcript, July 30, 2007) 

They say they’re going to make it better than it was. There is a reason why that bush 
is thick right there (agreeing) You know, because they plant trees and vegetation far 
apart and make it look pretty yeah does that make it better. It doesn’t make it better, 
that is there for a reason. It vegetates something there. It takes care of some kind of 
species in there or some kind of animal or some kind of vegetation species that’s in 
there. It’s sacred a species to us as native people, there’s medicine in these trees 
that we use, they’re certain types trees that look that those jack pines, they’re 
actually tamarack, those small little tamarack, that’s good medicine for upset bellies 
and stuff like that. We use that stuff…you going to put those back? Are they going to 
be sacred still? You still going to be nurtured from what was naturally there before, 
not what was all taken out from underneath it. Put it all back, there’s sand and mud 
and whatever, and then put a soil on it and plant it and put it up again? I don’t think 
it’s sacred anymore, it’s been disturbed. That affects us that way, you know, our rat 
root that’s, a lot of rat root grow in marshes around this area here, in the Shell 
Project…Muskeg River…what about the rat root that is so sacred to the people too, 
you know, that we use for a number of things, not only colds and headaches and 
upset stomachs, it works as a natural medicine that one, it helps everything in your 
body. As long as you respect, you do, my traditional ways is you pray to that 
medicine and ask for it to help you, and it does, you know, if you believe. Those are 
my concerns, you know if oil sands go in there, they’re going to disrupt that, pretty 
hard to put it back the way it was. You can say it’s better, but naturally it isn’t… if you 
want to make a difference then don’t mine. You’ll save our children, you’ll save your 
children. (A06 interview transcript, July 30, 2007) 

There is also skepticism that industry will actually be around long enough to reclaim the 
land: 

You think industry is going to be around forever, what happens when everything 
collapses around here, the oil prices drop out of the sky? And everybody just gets up 
and leaves. Is he just going to leave everything the way it is? Be another Uranium 
City? How is it going to affect the people that live off the land, once you’re gone?... 
(A06 interview transcript, July 30, 2007) 
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Based on ACFN experience, even the best and most sensitive reclamation techniques 
cannot be expected to reverse or fully mitigate impacts to ACFN use values. 
Compensation and mitigation is less desirable than avoidance or minimization of 
impacts. ACFN knowledge holders familiar with the location of the proposed Project 
expect that deep and complex muskegs and wetlands in the area will be especially 
difficult to restore after disturbance:  

…think of the skidders … you think of the snow cats; the caterpillar itself that walks 
and the pounding of when they’re pounding the holes in with those pile drivers or 
whatever you call them, has got to have some kind of ground destruction, especially 
in a muskeg area like that.  One pound like that and that tidal wave will be like a tidal 
wave reaction of the earth and everything else.  It’s got to do something to it.  Any 
living thing there, like you take an insect or a small little animal like birds or 
something, that’s another thing too that’s going to be caught in a cross fire like that.  
[Ronald Lake] is all deep watershed country. It will destroy the plantation of any sort, 
whether it be fruit, seedlings, trees… that will be all destroyed if they push in and 
start drilling and moving stuff around. (A45, March 12, 2013) 

5.7 Characterization of Residual Project Effects 
Based on available information, and considering the likely effectiveness of mitigations 
proposed by the Proponent, the adverse residual effects of the Frontier Project are 
anticipated to range from high to very high. Table 4 provides a characterization of the 
residual effects and a rating of environmental consequence for each VC. 

The most serious adverse effects associated with Frontier are predicted to occur in the 
following areas: 

• Disturbance or destruction of important site-specific subsistence, habitation, 
transportation and environmental feature values in the footprint, LSA and RSA 
including long-standing habitation areas occupied by ACFN members along the 
Athabasca River, preferred fishing areas, moose and bison hunting values, and 
environmental features associated with woodland caribou, moose and wood bison. 
Based on frequent ACFN users of the LSA (the ACFN most sensitive receptor), 
effects on ACFN site-specific values are anticipated to be of high to very high 
magnitude because of the degree of likely change, the importance of the values at 
risk, and their vulnerability due to existing industrial impacts in the area. Impacts to 
site-specific values in the LSA and extending into the RSA will include sensory 
disturbance (noise, light and smell) and contaminant risk, and will extend beyond the 
LSA and into the RSA.  Frequency of effects will be continuous, duration of effect will 
be greater than twenty years, and effects will be irreversible as they will either 
destroy the existing cultural landscape or will impair or interrupt practice of 
knowledge and use in the area for more than one generation.  

• The Ronald Lake bison, in particular, are rare, vulnerable, and culturally important, 
and the ability of ACFN to harvest bison in preferred areas into the future would likely 
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be heavily impacted by the Project. In the absence of effective provincial, federal, or 
First Nations legislative protection and enforcement, the Project’s disturbance 
footprint and increased access by sport hunters to bison core habitat is considered 
likely to impact or destroy the last remaining viable and accessible wood bison within 
ACFN’s traditional lands and result in complete or near complete ACFN loss of 
access to bison for multiple generations. The same impacts would be likely to reduce 
or eliminate the viability of preferred moose hunting and fishing areas along portions 
of the Athabasca River in the vicinity of its confluence with the Firebag River. Based 
on frequent ACFN users of the LSA and nearby Poplar Point reserve (ACFN most 
sensitive receptors) residual Project effects on non-site specific values related to 
bison, moose, aquatic resources (including fish and migratory birds), and access to 
preferred areas are anticipated to be of very high magnitude because of the degree 
of likely change, the importance of the values at risk, the uniqueness of the values, 
and their vulnerability to change due to existing industrial impacts in the area. Bison, 
moose, and aquatic values will be subject to impacts including habitat destruction, 
increased access for non-ACFN hunters, sensory disturbance (noise, light and smell) 
and contaminant risk in the LSA and extending into the RSA. Disturbance or 
interruption of access to preferred areas will also have effects extending into the 
RSA, including Poplar Point.  Frequency of effects will be continuous, duration of 
effect will be greater than twenty years, and effects will be irreversible, as they will 
either destroy the existing cultural landscape or will impair or interrupt practice of 
knowledge and use in the area for more than one generation.   

Given the baseline of pre-existing impact along the Athabasca River, the Project is likely 
to expand and intensify ACFN loss of use areas by increasing observed or perceived 
contamination resulting in fear and other psycho-social effects, and impacting water-
based transport extending downstream along the Athabasca River during ice-free low 
water periods. This will contribute to the loss or impairment of preferred hunting, fishing 
and plant collecting areas, and culturally important camps and habitation values in the 
vicinity of the Project and downstream along the Athabasca River, including the area of 
ACFN Poplar Point reserve.  

Table 4:  Anticipated Environmental Consequence of the Frontier Project 
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Site-specific 
Subsistence Values Negative high (+15) 

regional (+1): 
extends beyond 
LSA into RSA 

long-term 
(+2): >20 

years 

irreversible 
(+3) 

high (+2): 
continuous 

Very High 
(23) 

Site-specific 
Habitation Values Negative high (+15) 

 

regional (+1): 
extends beyond 
LSA into RSA 

long-term 
(+2): >20 

years 

irreversible 
(+3) 

high (+2): 
continuous 

Very High 
(23) 

Site-specific Cultural/ 
Spiritual Values Negative moderate 

(+10) 

regional (+1): 
extends beyond 
LSA into RSA 

long-term 
(+2): >20 

years 

irreversible 
(+3) 

High (+2): 
continuous High (18) 

Site-specific 
Transportation 
Values 

Negative high (+15) 
regional (+1): 

extends beyond 
LSA into RSA 

long-term 
(+2): >20 

years 

irreversible 
(+3) 

High (+2): 
continuous 

Very High 
(23) 
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Site-specific 
Environmental 
Features 

Negative high (+15) 
regional (+1): 

extends beyond 
LSA into RSA 

long-term 
(+2): >20 

years 

irreversible 
(+3) 

High (+2): 
continuous 

Very High 
(23) 

Migratory Birds and 
Aquatic Fur Negative high (+15) 

regional (+1): 
extends beyond 
LSA into RSA 

long-term 
(+2): >20 

years 

irreversible 
(+3) 

High (+2): 
continuous 

Very High 
(23) 

  
Bison Negative high (+15) 

regional (+1):  
extends beyond 

the LSA into RSA 

long-term 
(+2): >20 

years 

irreversible 
(+3) 

High (+2): 
continuous 

Very High 
(23) 

Caribou Negative moderate 
(+10) 

regional (+1): 
extends beyond 
LSA into RSA 

long-term 
(+2): >20 

years 

irreversible 
(+3) 

High (+2): 
continuous 

High (18) 

Bison, 
Caribou 
and 
Moose 

Moose Negative high (+15) 
regional (+1): 

extends beyond 
LSA into RSA 

long-term 
(+2): >20 

years 

irreversible 
(+3) 

High (+2): 
continuous 

Very High 
(23) 

Access and Loss of 
Use Negative high (+15) 

regional (+1): 
extends beyond 
LSA into RSA 

long-term 
(+2): >20 

years 

irreversible 
(+3) 

High (+2): 
continuous 

Very High 
(23) 

Water, Wild Foods 
and Contaminants Negative high (+15) 

regional (+1): 
extends beyond 
LSA into RSA 

long-term 
(+2): >20 

years 

irreversible 
(+3) 

High (+2): 
continuous 

Very High 
(23) 

ACFN language, 
knowledge and 
intangible cultural 
resources  

Negative High (+15) 
regional (+1): 

extends beyond 
LSA into RSA 

long-term 
(+2): >20 

years 

irreversible 
(+3) 

High (+2): 
continuous 

Very High 
(23) 

5.8 Significance of Residual Project Effects 
The residual Project effects characterized in Section 5.8 are considered likely to result in 
strong concern or interest from the ACFN members affected, and would constitute 
clearly discernible (measurable or perceivable) change to the preferred exercise of 
culturally important practices, land uses or rights. As such, the residual Project effects 
are anticipated to meet or exceed the threshold of significance identified in Section 4.3.6.   

The primary finding of this assessment is that the Frontier Project (not in combination 
with other projects) is likely to have significant adverse residual effects on ACFN 
knowledge and use in multiple areas, some of the most critical being impacts to 
important site-specific values including habitation, subsistence, transportation and 
environmental features, impacts on hunting of wood bison and moose, interruption or 
disturbance of access to and enjoyment of ACFN lands and waters, including reserve 
lands, downstream loss of use due to perceived contaminants, and effects on the 
Athabasca River and adjacent streams during ice-free low flow periods. 

The primary recommendation of this assessment is that the proponent, ACFN, and 
Federal and Provincial Crown undertake a regional planning process prior to any 
decisions being made on the Project to ensure that an adequate quantity and quality of 
resources exist for the continuation of ACFN knowledge and use into the future. This 
process should prioritize avoiding and reducing impacts over mitigating them. Where 
project effects on ACFN knowledge and use cannot be avoided, they should be mitigated 
to below a significant level, as defined in this report, using effective strategies agreeable 
to the ACFN.  
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If impacts to ACFN knowledge and use cannot be avoided, reduced, or mitigated to 
below a significant level, then permissions for the Project should require consent from 
authorized representatives of the ACFN in addition to permissions already required from 
other levels of government. 
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Section 6 Summary and 
Conclusion 

6.1 Frontier Oil Sands Summary of Baseline, Project, and 
Cumulative Impacts  

The proposed Frontier Mine Project is located within the Treaty 8 area and within lands 
historically and currently relied upon by ACFN members for the practice of knowledge, 
use and rights under Treaty 8, including hunting, trapping, gathering, fishing, and 
associated cultural and livelihood practices. 

Based on available information, ACFN knowledge and use has already been impaired or 
lost in large areas as a result of existing oil sands projects. With the addition of the 
Project, those impacts are anticipated to expand further to the north and intensify in the 
vicinity of the Project as well as downstream of the Project along the Athabasca River, 
and along Buckton Creek to the area of Lake Claire. If built, the Project would be the first 
open pit oil sands mine within watersheds flowing into Lake Claire, the closest oil sands 
mine to the ACFN’s Poplar Point reserve and adjacent traplines, and the only oil sands 
mine operating with the core habitat of the Ronald Lake bison herd and within k’es 
hechela nene (Poplar Point Homeland), an ACFN Cultural Protection Area identified by 
the ACFN in submissions on the Lower Athabasca Regional Plan 

The footprint of the proposed Project: 

• Includes or is within 250 m of 18 documented ACFN site-specific values, including 
historically and currently used cabins and camps, trails, habitat areas and hunting 
areas; 

• Includes or is within 5 km of 64 documented ACFN site-specific values, including 17 
accounts of permanent or temporary habitation; 

• Includes core habitat for Ronald Lake bison, Birch Mountain woodland caribou, and 
moose, all of which are of critical cultural importance; 

• Is within k’es hechela nene (Poplar Point Homeland); 
• Is within the Caribou and Bison Protection Area identified by ACFN through the Nih 

Boghodi protection plan; 
• Is within approximately 16 km (10 miles) of ACFN Poplar Point reserve; 
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• Is within vulnerable portions of the Ronald Lake/Lake Claire and Athabasca River 
watersheds. The Athabasca River is already subject to ACFN loss of use due to 
water quality problems and low flows (Candler et al., 2010) and the Project includes 
diversion of creeks running into the Athabasca River, and into Ronald Lake, and will 
remove water totaling approximately 71.5 million m3 per year from the Athabasca 
River55. This translates roughly to the removal from the Athabasca River of 28,600 
Olympic swimming pools56, or a single lake approximately 2m deep, 6 km long and 6 
km wide57, every year (more that 78 Olympic swimming pools per day). Additional 
water will be removed from streams and ground water sources that, in the absence 
of the Project, would otherwise contribute to the Athabasca River. 

Based on existing information, and in the absence of effective mitigations, the Project is 
likely to result in significant adverse residual Project effects (see Section 5), and to 
produce high to very high environmental consequences for the following ACFN VCs: 

• Site-specific subsistence values; 
• Site-specific habitation values; 
• Site-specific environmental features; 
• Site-specific transportation features; 
• Site-specific cultural/spiritual values; 
• Migratory birds and aquatic fur; 
• Bison, caribou and moose; 
• Access and loss of use; 
• Water, wild foods and contaminants; and 
• ACFN language, knowledge and intangible cultural resources.  
ACFN members will feel the effects of the Frontier Mine Project on ACFN knowledge and 
use in combination with the effects of other industrial Projects, as well as changes in the 
environment such as climate change, exacerbating residual Project effects and resulting 
in cumulative impacts. The Project is particularly close to Shell’s proposed Jackpine 
mine expansion and Pierre River Mine. Taken in concert with other proposed and 
existing industrial developments in the area, the Project would contribute to a near 
continuous industrial barrier extending along the west side of the Athabasca River, and 
would intensify and expand contaminants and fear of contaminants. The Project would 
also reduce water levels in the Athabasca during ice-free low flow periods resulting in 

                                                
55 As per project description in Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project Integrated Application, Vol. 1 Part 1, November 2011. 
URL: http://www.ceaa.gc.ca/050/document-eng.cfm?document=54021. 

56 This assumes a pool volume of 2,500 m3 (a 25m x 50m x 2m pool). 

57 An area of approximately 3,600 ha. 
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expanded and intensified loss of use, with synergistic adverse effects between the 
proposed Project and other developments in the area, extending throughout the RSA.   

A detailed assessment of cumulative effects on ACFN knowledge and use or rights 
resulting from Project activities in combination with other existing and proposed Projects 
in the area, as well as changes in the environment, was beyond the scope of this report 
and is recommended prior to final consideration of the Project application. Figure 18.2-1 
of the Project’s Integrated Application provides a map of the Project in relation to many 
of the existing, approved, and planned developments in the region and shows the 
Project as the northernmost development. While residual Project effects, on their own, 
are anticipated to meet or exceed the threshold of significance identified in Section 4.3.6 
within both the LSA and RSA, cumulative adverse effects of the Project in combination 
with changes in the environment (including climate change), and likely impacts resulting 
from other existing and reasonably foreseeable projects (especially oil sands projects) 
would further threaten the ability of ACFN members to practice knowledge, use and 
rights in preferred ways and preferred locations within the LSA, RSA and beyond.  

6.2 Monitoring and Accountability 
Due to the nature and extent of Project effects, it is likely that mitigation of key Project 
effects on ACFN knowledge and use will not be possible. Should the Project be 
approved, monitoring and accountability measures agreeable to the ACFN should be 
established, particularly where the effectiveness of mitigation is uncertain. The goal of 
these measures should be to develop a community-based monitoring and accountability 
program that ACFN members trust, and that communicates effectively regarding actual 
risks and effects, and what they could mean for how ACFN members use their lands. 

6.3 Recommendations 
The primary recommendation of this assessment is that the proponent and the Federal 
and Provincial Crown undertake a process, agreeable to and involving the ACFN, to 
ensure that an adequate quantity and quality of resources exist for the continuation of 
ACFN knowledge and use into the future. This process should prioritize avoiding and 
reducing impacts over mitigating them. Where impacts to ACFN knowledge and use 
cannot be avoided, they should be mitigated to below a significant level, as defined in 
this report, using effective strategies agreeable to the ACFN. 

If impacts to ACFN knowledge and use cannot be avoided, reduced, or mitigated to 
below a significant level, then permissions for the Project should require consent from 
authorized representatives of the ACFN, as well as any permissions required from other 
levels of government. 

A detailed assessment of cumulative effects on ACFN knowledge, use and rights 
practice resulting from Project activities in combination with other existing and proposed 
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Projects in the area, as well as changes in the environment, was beyond the scope of 
this report and is recommended prior to final consideration of the applications. The 
detailed cumulative effects assessment should include potential mitigations and ongoing 
community-based monitoring recommendations. 

6.4 Closure 
Should there be questions or clarification required regarding this report and assessment, 
please email requests to craig.candler@thefirelightgroup.com.  

 

Signed November 20, 2013.  
 

ORIGINAL SIGNED 
 

Craig Candler, Ph.D. (Cultural Anthropology) 
Director, Community Studies and First Nations Consultation 
__________________________ 
The Firelight Group 
864 Dunsmuir, Victoria, BC, V9A 5B7  
T: +1 (250) 590-9017  
C: +1 (250) 220-2064  
E: craig.candler@thefirelightgroup.com 
 
 
cc/ro/cw/dt/gg/sd 
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Appendix 1: ACFN Elders’ Declaration on Rights to Land Use 

This is our Dené sułine territory, our Traditional Lands. We have occupied these lands 
for the last 10,000 years and maybe longer. Our traditions go on and we have the right to 
continue our traditional way of life. We agreed only to share our lands and we still 
consider these lands ours. Clearly we have been here longer than anybody. The 
Government must recognize that we still have the right to use these lands. 

Our Rights to use the lands and water on Traditional Lands have never been 
extinguished. The Traditional Lands, and our rights to use of the lands, are central to our 
Dené culture, identity and well-being. They are essential to the well-being of our future 
generations and their ability to sustain our culture in a changing world. 

The meaningful practice of our treaty rights depends on having sufficient lands and 
resources to exercise those rights. Sufficient refers to not only quantity but quality, 
including what is required to fulfill our cultural and spiritual needs. 

Our parents and grandparents have told us that Treaty 8, signed by our Chief Laviolette 
in 1899, is an intergovernmental agreement that, in return for sharing our Traditional 
Lands, upholds our inherent Dené rights to land use and livelihood. In our experience, 
Alberta is not upholding their end of the treaty and is sacrificing our rights to industrial 
development. We have never been properly consulted and the Federal and Provincial 
Governments have never accommodated our rights or compensated us for 
infringements. 

ACFN has had enough with having our land destroyed, no one is dealing with it; neither 
the Federal nor the Provincial Crown. Yet you come to us for approval of new projects. It 
is time for the Government to stop cheating us of our rights to land use and livelihood, 
culture and identity without proper consultation, mitigation and compensation. 

As the Elders of our community, we demand that our ability to practice our 
constitutionally protected treaty rights and traditional uses is sustained within our 
Traditional Lands for future generations. We demand that our rights are protected in the 
LARP and any other initiatives proposed by the governments. 

The lands from Firebag north, including Birch Mountain on the west side of river, must be 
protected. Richardson Backcountry is not to be given away – not to any government. 

Everything we do here, we do to protect our rights to land use, livelihood and culture. 

— Declared by the Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation Elders Council, 
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July 8, 2010, Fort Chipewyan, Alberta 
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Appendix 2: Summary of Existing Downstream Effects of Oil 
Sands Developments on ACFN Rights 

This appendix summarizes potential effects of oil sands development on the ability of 
ACFN to meaningfully practice treaty rights downstream. An analysis of existing data 
collected through the 2010 ACFN Athabasca River Use, Knowledge and Change study 
was conducted to identify existing dynamics affecting ACFN’s ability to hunt, fish, and 
navigate in the Athabasca watershed north of the Muskeg River. Particular attention was 
paid to existing adverse effects observed river changes have had on ACFN reserve 
lands (specifically IR Chipewyan 201, 201C, 201D, 201E). 

Additional oil sands development along the Athabasca River, including exploration, 
SAGD projects, petroleum upgrading, and pipeline construction, as well as roads, 
camps, and other forms of development contribute adverse effects on surface and 
subsurface water, as well as muskegs and riparian ecosystems, and is likely to 
exacerbate existing impacts on water level and quality, and contribute additional impacts 
to ACFN’s ability to exercise rights both on and around their reserve lands. 

Downstream Effects on Water Levels 

The decreasing water levels of the Athabasca River are of great concern to the ACFN. 
Boating and water based access is essential to the maintenance of ACFN mode of life. 
In Spring, Summer and Fall (the primary seasons for hunting, fishing, and food and 
medicine harvesting), boat access is the only option for moving between Fort Chipewyan 
and seasonal camps and villages, Indian Reserves, and core ACFN territories along the 
Athabasca delta, the river itself, and its tributaries. 

Water-based boat access is the preferred means, and often the only possible means (in 
the absence of roads) by which many ACFN members choose to exercise rights such as 
hunting, trapping, and fishing, even where road access is possible. The Athabasca 
River’s delta ecology, and ACFN members’ familiarity with water navigation, means that 
at adequate water levels, a web of interconnected waterways exists that can be used to 
‘go anywhere’ in the delta area, and tributaries to the Athabasca River allow access 
deep into adjacent watersheds. Moose, the preferred food animal sought by most ACFN 
hunters, tend to congregate near water in summer months, so boats make for an ideal 
means of locating, shooting, and carrying the many hundreds of pounds of meat that 
results from a successful kill. Boats also allow for procurement of fish and other 
terrestrial resources adjacent to river banks, and allow ACFN members to access areas 
without disturbance from – and increased safety risks from – industrial traffic associated 
with many of the roads closer to Fort McMurray and the oil sands developments. 
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In the Athabasca Use, Knowledge and Change Study, areas of lost use and access due 
to inadequate water levels were documented including: 

• Ninety-six instances of lost use (where a previously available use was reported as 
attempted, but not possible due to low or extreme low water levels) downstream from 
the Firebag River. 

• Loss of use due to low water levels was associated with subsistence values 
(including hunting and trapping and food gathering areas), habitation values 
(including camps, cabins), transportation values (including water transportation 
routes), and cultural / spiritual values (including burial sites). 

The majority of these recorded instances have occurred in the past five years. 

Downstream Effects on Water Quality 

In interviews for the Athabasca River Use, Knowledge, and Change study, ACFN 
members expressed observations declining environmental quality, concurrent with 
industrial development, that were explicitly connected by participants to oil sands mining 
related emissions, and linked to both risk knowledge communicated by government 
authorities and other ‘experts,’ as well as local or traditional ecological knowledge related 
to environmental change. 

Frequently reported water quality indicators which ACFN members have reported 
observing change in include: 

• changes in the taste and smell of Athabasca River water, 
• presence of unusual foams or films on the water surface and  on the surface of boats 

or in cooking vessels, and 
• the absence or decline of particular species, including insects, along the Athabasca 

River. 
Observed abnormalities in fish, moose, and other animals, particularly in areas near the 
Muskeg River (downstream of the JPME), but also other parts of the Athabasca River 
and delta, are linked by ACFN members to perceived oil sands related contamination. 

In the Athabasca Use, Knowledge and Change Study, areas of lost use and access due 
to water quality were documented including 14 specific instances of lost use due to 
concerns regarding quality downstream from the Firebag River. Examples include places 
where a moose was shot but the meat was left on the land because of some abnormality 
in the meat, or where a fish was caught, but thrown back or fed to dogs because of some 
perceived quality issue (e.g. deformities, loss of colour, excessive slime). 

In conjunction with other interview findings, instances of impaired or lost use due to 
concerns regarding quality suggest that, at least amongst some ACFN land users, a lack 
of confidence regarding the quality of resources, largely related to perceived oil sands 
emissions, is having a significant adverse effect on subsistence use and the practice of 
treaty rights in and around the Athabasca River. It seems clear that psychosocial factors, 
consistent with Health Canada guidance (Health Canada 2005) and related to fear of 
contaminants related to oil sands development on the Athabasca River and surrounding 
areas, are resulting in alienation of traditional foods and resources from ACFN use, 
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especially fish and drinking water. This is likely to result in adverse effects on the 
meaningful practice of rights along the Athabasca, in the delta, and adjoining tributaries. 

Downstream Effects on ACFN Reserve Lands 

Issues of water level and quality are of particular importance when the geography of 
ACFN land use is considered, particularly in relation to ACFN’s reserve lands. In the 
study: 

• Fifteen instances of lost use due to low and extreme low water levels were recorded 
on reserve lands (IR Chipewyan 201, 201B, 201E). 

• Associated use values include hunting and trapping areas, food gathering areas, 
camping areas, and burial sites on reserve. 

• One instance of lost use due to quality was recorded on an ACFN reserve (IR 
Chipewyan 201G). 

• Sixteen instances of lost access to navigable watersheds and river areas were 
recorded on or adjacent to reserve lands (IR Chipewyan 201, 201B, 201C, 201E, 
201G). The majority of these instances occurred within the past five years. 
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Appendix 3: Summary of Relevant Mitigations Proposed by 
Proponent   

The following table was compiled as a list of existing proponent mitigation commitments 
that may be relevant to ACFN issues and concerns.  It is drawn from the Integrated 
Application (Teck, 2011; labeled “IA” in the table), may not be complete, and includes 
mitigations in abbreviated form.  These mitigations have been considered in estimating 
the likelihood, magnitude and significance of residual effects of the Project on ACFN 
knowledge and use. 

Valued Component Proposed Mitigation 
Noise   
(IA, Vol. 1, Section 
18.3.3.2, Table 18.3-2, 
p. 18-28) 

Vehicles will be maintained in good working condition (e.g. 
mufflers will be maintained) and speed limits will be followed.   

Emergency alarms will be tested during daytime, where 
reasonably practical.   

Noise mitigation measures (such as silencers, mufflers, and 
enclosures) will be incorporated into equipment design, 
where practical.   

Building walls and roofs will meet a minimum sound transmission 
class (STC) rating of 29.   

Ventilation openings (i.e. air intake and exhaust openings) will be 
fitted with appropriate acoustic silencers, louvers or plenums, 
where applicable, to reduce outdoor sound transmission from 
indoor equipment.   

Buildings housing indoor noise-generating equipment will be 
appropriately sealed to reduce noise.   

Where practical, flanking path and penetrations from plumbing, 
heating ducts, and electrical wire in the buildings will be 
properly insulated and covered to reduce noise.   

Appropriate acoustical lagging will be installed to provide 
additional attenuation to the steel casing, where practical.   

Vibration isolation pads, resilient mounts on equipment, resilient 
pipe support systems, and dampers will be installed where 
appropriate.   

Air  
Site access and 
construction 
(IA, Vol. 1, Section  
18.3.4.2, Table 18.3-4, 

Construct a bridge across the Athabasca River to shorten access 
distance, thereby reducing emissions.   

Establish protocols to reduce off-site effects for slash burning 
required as part of site clearing activities.  Specific actions 
may include restricting the amount of material being burned 
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p. 18-33) at any given time, burning when the winds are favourable, 
and informing local communities.   

Apply dust mitigation measures to on-site roads during 
construction, including selecting appropriate road materials, 
limiting vehicle speeds, and surface watering (or equivalent).   

Retain natural vegetation as windbreaks, where possible.   
Air 
Mine fleet 

Use the best commercially available engine technology for haul 
trucks (expected to be U. S.  EPA Tier IV compliant).  Trucks 
will be maintained so that they are operating at high levels of 
efficiency.   

Optimize haul distances that will result in reduced emissions and 
reduced fuel consumption.   

Air 
Extraction and 
Cogeneration Plant 

Use clean-burning natural gas as a fuel source to generate heat 
and electrical power.   

Use dry low NOX 1+ technology to reduce emissions and 
increase the efficiency of the cogeneration plant (i.e. as 
opposed to selective catalytic reduction, which is an energy-
consuming ‘scrubber’ process).   

Air 
Fugitive hydrocarbons 

Use dual tailing solvent recovery units (TSRUs) to provide full 
redundancy in solvent recovery.   

Design the TSRUs to extract solvent from tailings in the froth 
treatment plant to maintain solvent losses to less than 4 
volumes solvent per 1,000 volumes of bitumen produced.   

Float roof tanks, where appropriate, and a vapour recovery 
system to condense and recover vapours from tanks and 
process areas.   

Air 
Energy efficiency 

Use variable frequency drives on boiler-feed pumps and forced 
draft fans to reduce electrical energy consumption related to 
steam production.   

Design and configuring equipment in the froth treatment plant to 
maximize the recovery of thermal energy (e.g. use of heat 
exchangers instead of a cooling tower).   

Using a thickener to recover warm water from the tailings stream 
for reuse in the extraction process. 

	  Including a cost of carbon in the evaluation of Project economics. 
Air 
Fugitive dust 

Apply dust mitigation measures to mine haul roads, including 
selecting appropriate road materials, limiting vehicle speeds 
and surface watering (or equivalent).   

Use thin lift drying tailings technology to produce a surface with 
low fugitive dust emissions.   

Progressive reclamation and temporary vegetating of disturbed 
lands to reduce fugitive dust emissions.   

Air 
Continual improvement 

Continue research and development and participation in 
associations that advance emission reduction technologies 
that are applicable to oil sands extraction.   

During operation, continually improve the efficiency of energy use 
and emission-reduction technologies in an effort to 
outperform regulations in effect at the time.   
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Participate in or commission studies of hydrocarbon emissions 
from tailings areas and the mine face.   

Continue to evaluate and invest in ‘green-energy’ initiatives to 
reduce or offset emissions.   

Undertake source monitoring to obtain feedback about operation 
performance relative to emissions and to help identify and 
prioritize opportunities for continual improvement.   

Aquatics  
Groundwater changes 
(IA, Vol. 1, Section 18.4. 
Tables 18.4-3, 18.4-5, 
18.4-6, pp. 18-55, 18-61 
18-67) 

A perimeter ditch and wells will be used to capture and pump 
back seepages and runoff back into the tailings areas during 
operation.   

Barrier walls will be installed to block seepage. Barrier walls will 
be complemented with active pumping wells during operation 
and passive relief wells at closure. Groundwater monitoring 
wells will be located along the barrier wall to monitor 
performance. . 

Constructing a low-permeability barrier wall west of the PRM fish 
habitat compensation lake and west of the Athabasca River 
to limit seepage of process-affected waters from the Project 
areas. 

Aquatics 
Hydrologic changes 
 

Distribute muskeg drainage operations throughout mine life, 
thereby avoiding large increase in flows in receiving waters.   

Divert natural watercourses that will not be disturbed by mining 
operations around the area.   

Reduce water withdrawal from Athabasca.   
Progressive construction and development of diversion systems 

to reduce the change in open-water areas during construction 
and operation.  These diversion systems will provide new 
drainage channels to replace the loss of natural watercourses 
and waterbodies.   

Route muskeg drainage and overburden dewatering to polishing 
ponds equipped with oil-separation capability (where 
necessary) before release to the receiving waters.   

All the Project facilities, except the water intake, will be located at 
least 2 km away from the Athabasca River.  This ensures that 
most of the facilities will be outside of the 100-year flood risk 
limits.  Erosion protection measures will be provided to limit 
erosion of the embankments and the storage facilities during 
floods.  Following relevant regulatory guidelines, standards 
and best management practices during construction to 
reduce the risk of increased sediment loadings to receiving 
streams.   

Revegetate stream banks, overbank areas and berms as soon as 
possible after construction of new diversion channels 
required for the Project, and use channel armour (riprap), 
where required.   

Develop a drainage layout that limits changes in the natural 
drainage areas contributing flows to the receiving waters.   

Design watercourses, water bodies and wetlands during 
reclamation for attenuating floods and for bioremediation of 
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tailings porewater releases, groundwater seepage, and runoff 
from the reclaimed areas.   

Create pit lakes at closure, which will reduce flood flows to 
receiving waters.  

Reducing waterflows by reducing the drainage area as a result of 
closed-circuit operations  

Reduce sediment yields from reclaimed surfaces by developing 
appropriate final topography and soil moisture conditions.   

Reduce gully and channel erosion by developing robust and 
sustainable reclamation drainage systems with built-in self-
healing capability and robustness similar to natural drainage 
systems.   

Design and construct reclaimed surfaces to ensure channels 
have the characteristics of mature drainage networks.   

Build main closure drainage channels “in regime” by replicating 
geomorphic relationships exhibited by natural streams, 
including channel and floodplain cross-sectional shape, 
channel depth, channel slope and meander pattern, channel 
bed material, and valley gradient.  Floodplains will be 
provided, as in natural systems, to accommodate extreme 
flood events.   

Use shallow wetlands, pit lakes and constructed reclamation 
lakes to help attenuate flood peak discharges to downstream 
channels and help reduce flow velocities and channel 
erosion.  Shoreline erosion protection will be provided, where 
required, to protect the littoral zone areas and enhance 
biological productivity and to reduce wave erosion.   

Aquatics 
Surface water quality 
changes 

Mitigation will be incorporated into all phases of the Project to 
reduce the effects of substance releases and reclamation waters on 
surface waters through implementation of the following measures: 

recycling of process-affected waters and runoff within the Project 
area in a closed-circuit system during operation; 

using a perimeter ditch and wells to capture and pump back 
seepages and runoff from the ETAs back into the tailings 
areas during operation; 

directing muskeg and overburden drainage waters to polishing 
ponds equipped with oil-separation capability, where 
necessary; 

designing the closure drainage system to capture seepage and 
runoff from ETAs, EDAs and plant sites, and directing it to 
wetlands, pit lakes or constructed reclamation lakes during 
the mine closure management phase; 

using wetlands and pit lakes during and after the closure 
management phase to provide biological remediation and 
settling of particulate materials in reclamation waters before 
discharge; 

using controls (e.g. low-permeability natural formations or 
engineered dykes) when placing tailings in mine pits (these 
controls will contain tailings porewaters and reduce flow of 
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process-affected water into receiving waters); 
not planning to place tailings in pit lakes (ETA 1 cap water is 

transferred to central pit lake A at closure); 
reducing resuspension of sediments from the bottom of polishing 

ponds, wetlands and pit lakes through appropriate hydraulic 
design; and 

constructing a low-permeability barrier wall west of the PRM fish 
habitat compensation lake at the MDA and west of the 
Athabasca River at the SDA to limit seepage of process-
affected waters from the Project areas.   

While pit lakes are a mitigation measure in themselves, mitigation 
measures to maximize pit lake function include: 

excluding tailings from pit lakes (ETA 1 cap water is transferred to 
central pit lake A at closure); 

maintaining the water balance of the pit lakes with sufficient 
inflows to compensate for evaporative losses; 

managing the rate of Athabasca River water input as appropriate 
to ensure water quality filling targets are met; 

adding nutrients to the pit lakes to elevate productivity levels and 
biological treatment capacity; 

increasing the efficiency and size of wetlands that route 
reclamation drainages to the pit lakes; and 

actively or passively treating pit lake outflows by adding wetlands 
and settling basins to the discharge channels that connect pit 
lakes to the receiving waters.   

Aquatic 
Fish and fish habitat 
changes 
(IA, Vol. 1, Section 18.4, 
Table 18.4-8, pp. 18-73) 

Whenever possible, activities will be scheduled to avoid sensitive 
time periods in downstream watercourses.   

Best management practices, including sediment and erosion 
control measures, will be implemented during construction.   

Effects of closed-circuit operations on flows and water levels in 
receiving waters will be reduced, whenever practical, by 
diverting natural watercourses around the mining area to 
receiving watercourses.   

Sediment loading to receiving waters will be reduced by routing 
muskeg drainage and overburden dewatering to polishing 
ponds equipped with oil exclusion capability (where 
necessary) before release to the receiving waters.   

All water release systems will be designed to comply with 
applicable approval conditions.   

Changes to flows and water levels in receiving waters will be 
reduced, whenever practical, by diverting natural 
watercourses around the mining area to receiving 
watercourses.   

Diversions will provide fish passage to access upstream 
watercourse reaches, where suitable.   

Fish salvage operations will occur in all areas where 
watercourses or waterbodies are permanently lost to avoid 
the killing of fish by means other than fishing (Fisheries Act, 
Section 32).  The closure drainage plan will be designed to 
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ensure mine water is directed to treatment wetlands, 
reclamation lakes, or pit lakes to treat the water prior to 
release to a natural drainage system.   

To exclude fish, the water intake will be designed to comply with 
federal and provincial screening criteria.  The final design of 
the intake will incorporate the criteria as appropriate for the 
species known to occur in the Athabasca River.   

A fish habitat compensation lake will be constructed to 
compensate for loss of fish habitat in LSA watercourses.   

 
Fish  Table 17.  3-3 refers to fish concerns, such as tainting, model 

accuracy, reduced quality of fish, reduced numbers because 
of non-Aboriginal harvesting.   

Fish abundance loss addressed through creation of additional 
fish habitat, and through compensation.   

Water quantity 
 

The Athabasca River Water Management Framework restricts 
water withdrawals during the most sensitive time periods and 
comes into effect more often when flows are lower under dry-
year hydrologic or climate change conditions.   

Water from the Project’s 90-day to 120-day off-stream storage 
pond will be used for operations when withdrawal from the 
Athabasca River is limited because of restrictions imposed by 
the Water Management Framework.   

Land 
Terrain soil changes 

Progressive reclamation, drainage features, sloping, soil salvage, 
and attempts to reconstruct wetlands in areas where it might 
be possible (see IA for further details). 

Return to equivalent land capability.   
Material handling plans will be employed with the objective of 

placing unsuitable reclamation materials at depth (e.g. saline-
sodic Clearwater Formation overburden) to ensure 
sustainable soil prescriptions.   

An environmental management plan will be implemented that 
complies with regulatory standards and incorporates 
appropriate practices to reduce potential effects on the 
conserved reclamation materials.   

Efforts will be taken to prevent spills of materials that would 
contaminate soil (e.g. diesel fuel).  A spill remediation plan 
will be in place if a spill should occur.   

Progressive reclamation will be employed when practical to limit 
soil storage and movement.   

Land 
Vegetation changes 

In addition to creating a diverse and sustainable landscape, 
reclamation of the Project will allow for the removal of existing 
linear disturbances that are currently fragmenting the 
landscape.   

In areas where avoidance of rare plants is not possible, alternate 
mitigation strategies will be developed that could include 
strategies such as seed collection and sowing, direct 
transplantation of affected individuals, or diaspore dispersal.   
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Wildlife  
(IA, Vol. 1, Section 
18.5.5.2, Table 18.5-15, 
p. 18-104-105) 

The primary means of mitigating Project effects on wildlife habitat 
will be through reclamation of the landscape with forest 
vegetation, wetland establishment and areas of open water.  
Although post-closure biophysical conditions will differ from 
current conditions, the closure landscape will focus on 
generating a sustainable landscape that is designed to 
maximize landform diversity by including a variety of slopes, 
moisture regimes, aspects and substrates.   

Maximize diversity in the reclaimed landscape will allow for the 
inclusion of all site types identified in the 2nd edition of the 
Guidelines for Reclamation to Forest Vegetation in the 
Athabasca Oil Sands Region.   

Identification and avoidance of relevant high quality habitat for 
SARA species using Environment Canada recommended 
setback distances, where possible.   

Avoid sensitive wildlife habitats to the greatest extent possible, 
including reduction of noise below 48 dBA at known 
residences of SARA species when discovered.   

Avoid clearing during the migratory bird breeding season (i.e. 
between April 1 and August 31) as recommended by 
Environment Canada.   

Collaborate with the Alberta Biodiversity Monitoring Institute.   
Develop a wildlife management plan to reduce effects to wildlife 

during all phases of the Project.  The wildlife management 
plan will recognize that all areas of the Project will not be 
active simultaneously and that progressive reclamation will 
occur and provide wildlife habitat while the Project is still 
operational.  The wildlife management plan will include 
monitoring and research on SARA species to gather 
information on the efficacy of mitigation and adaptive 
environmental management.   

Speed restrictions on access roads.   
Maintain vegetation at roadsides (vegetation will be trimmed 

regularly to discourage roadside foraging and prevent visual 
obstruction of wildlife).   

Develop seed mixes for roadside reclamation from less-palatable 
species to reduce wildlife attraction to road edges.   

Report Project-related wildlife fatalities so that future corrective 
actions can be implemented.   

Create fuel and chemical spill contingency and response plans.   
Ensure no fuel is stored within 100 m of a watercourse or 

waterbody during overburden dewatering, and intermittently 
backslope the sides of drainage ditches to allow for wildlife 
crossings and to reduce the potential for entrapment.   

Monitor and maintain waste disposal sites, wastewater storage 
areas and runoff control structures to prevent contamination 
of surface waters.   

Implement a food waste-management strategy to prevent 
attraction of nuisance wildlife.   
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Restrict use of firearms and hunting for Project personnel.   
Wildlife will not be harassed or fed to prevent habituation.   
Personal recreational vehicles will not be allowed onsite.   
Develop a nuisance wildlife management plan in cooperation with 

ASRD.   
Avoid clearing during the migratory bird breeding season (April 1 

to August 31) per Canadian Wildlife Service guidelines or 
complete nest surveys if clearing activities occur during the 
breeding window.   

Minimize linear corridor widths where feasible.   
Mark transmission lines near waterfowl and potential whooping 

crane staging areas (i.e. aviation spheres).   
Reduce attractiveness of tailings areas for birds by keeping the 

inner walls of the tailings dyke free of vegetation.   
Employ a bird deterrent system for tailings areas with large areas 

of open water.   
Wildlife 
Specific response to 
Aboriginal concerns 

Species- and guild-specific (waterfowl) reclamation plans have 
been considered for all species of traditional importance.   

For several species (including bison, moose, Canada lynx and 
beaver), the amount of high- and moderate-suitability habitat 
will be greater than at predevelopment.   

The reclamation plan for the Frontier Project will continue to be 
refined and improved in consultation with potentially affected 
Aboriginal communities.   

To reduce the amount of Project-related habitat loss, progressive 
reclamation has been included in the CC&R plan as feasible 
(see Volume 1, Section 13.  5). Inclusion of progressive 
reclamation will allow for a greater range of forest stand 
structures at closure (i.e. forested stands included in 
progressive reclamation will have moved from the pole 
sapling stage [structural stage 4] to the young forest stage 
[structural stage 5]).  The larger range of forest stand 
structure at closure will allow for a variety of species.   

Concerns about reclamation expressed by potentially affected 
Aboriginal communities will be addressed through 
participation in reclamation research both from a Project and 
regional perspective.   

A wildlife monitoring plan will be developed in consultation with 
potentially affected Aboriginal communities.   

Beaver  Abide by guidelines.   
Waterfowl Reclamation in consultation with Aboriginal communities.   
Moose and moose 
populations 

Use of guidelines.   

Black bear Reclamation plans in consultation with Aboriginal communities.   
Fisher  Reclamation plans in consultation with Aboriginal communities.   
Lynx Reclamation plans in consultation with Aboriginal communities.   
People and places 153 sites identified: 103 within area and 94 with high heritage 
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Historical resources 
(IA, Vol. 1, Section 
18.7.4.2, Table 18.7-4, 
p. 18-129) 

value recommended for further study.   
Once all HRIA studies are completed and the Project is approved, 

the final PDA will be compared to the known site locations 
and any sites with moderate to high heritage value that will be 
disturbed will be subject to mitigation studies as required by 
Alberta Culture and Community Spirit. 

People and places 
Resource use change 
(IA, Vol. 1, Section 
18.7.5.2, Table 18.7-5, 
p. 18-129) 

Work with other companies to share infrastructure and conserve 
and stockpile aggregates.   

Maintain access of logging.   
Salvage timber.   
Develop environmental management plan.   
Wildlife monitoring plan development.   
Access management plan.   
Consult with trappers with licenses or permits, and where merited 

negotiate compensation with registered trappers. 
Potentially relocate trapper’s cabin.   
Discuss mitigation for the Ronald Lake bison herd.   
Reclaim tailing areas for waterfowl and riparian habitat.   
Reclaim to recreational use.   

People and places 
Visual aesthetics 
(IA, Vol. 1, Section 
18.7.6.2, Table 18.7-6, 
p. 18-134) 

Maintain vegetated buffers between the Project and the 
Athabasca River and along Project transportation corridors to 
the extent feasible. 
 

Reclamation techniques will be used that integrate closure plans 
with the surrounding landscape and adjacent operator 

development closure plans, including: 
• contouring slopes to mimic natural topography 
• establishing a variety of vegetation communities 

People and places 
Traditional land use: 
Water quality and 
fisheries resources 

Watershed management strategies will continue to be discussed 
with potentially affected Aboriginal communities.  

Mitigation, habitat compensation plans will be considered where 
cultural and traditional use areas are affected.   

People and places 
Traditional land use: 
Wildlife 

Ways to reduce effects on wildlife habitat through progressive 
reclamation to equivalent land capability, and speeding the 
re-establishment of lost wildlife habitat, will be discussed with 
potentially affected Aboriginal communities.   

Wildlife monitoring in reclaimed areas will be considered.  
People and places 
Traditional land use: 
Vegetation 
 

Progressive reclamation and revegetation will be undertaken 
according to the guidelines established by CEMA.   

Land will be reclaimed using plants of traditional use importance, 
where feasible. 

Ways to develop and implement a program to salvage and 
relocate known occurrences of rare (vascular) species to 
areas outside the Project footprint will be discussed and the 
potential to reintroduce rare species into reclaimed areas will 
be evaluated.   
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Preserving traditional land use opportunities and associated 
resources with potentially affected Aboriginal communities 
will be discussed and plans to invite traditional resource 
harvesters to harvest traditional plants prior to disturbance 
will be considered.   

People and places 
Traditional land use: 
Trapping and harvesting 

Access through the Project area for trappers and other traditional 
harvesters and land users will be facilitated and directly 
affected trappers will be compensated following industry 
standards.   

People and places 
Traditional land use: 
Biodiversity 

Participation in CEMA Working Groups and involvement in 
research programs such as the Canadian Oil Sands Network 
for Research and Development (CONRAD) and the Alberta 
Biodiversity Monitoring Institute (ABMI).   

Potentially affected Aboriginal communities will be involved in 
determining end land uses for reclamation.   

People and places 
Traditional land use: 
Access management 

An access management plan (AMP) will be developed in 
consultation with ASRD, potentially affected Aboriginal 
communities and public stakeholders for the LSA.  The 
purpose of an AMP will be to control access in and through 
the LSA as much as possible while maintaining public safety.   

People and places 
Traditional land use: 
Reclamation 

Criteria will be established to determine reclamation success in 
consultation with potentially affected Aboriginal communities.   

Trails, burials, and spiritual sites might be considered historical 
resources and will be recorded when encountered during field 
studies to ensure adequate mitigation and consideration of 
Aboriginal community concerns in compliance with the 
Historical Resources Act and mitigated following direction 
from Alberta Culture and Community Spirit.   

Resource use  An Access Management Plan will be designed in consultation 
with Aboriginal groups. 

Hunting and bison An Access Management Plan will be designed in consultation with 
Aboriginal groups, which will control access and maintain public 
safety.   

Richardson caribou The Project is outside the Richardson caribou range, and therefore 
will have no effect.   

Reclamation and 
traditional land use 

A conceptual reclamation plan has been developed that includes 
the reclamation of habitat for key species.   

Socio-economics   
Policing and emergency 
services 
(IA, Vol. 1, Section 
16.7.10.2, Table 16.7-
11, p. 16-95) 

Maintain explicit and enforced lodge, workplace, and flight 
policies with regards to the use of alcohol, drugs, and illegal 
activities.   

Offer in-house security services to assist the RCMP within, and 
sometimes outside, the Project lease boundaries (e.g. 
securing accident scenes, assisting with highway closures).   

Develop and implement an emergency response plan which 
includes the required personnel, procedures, and equipment 
resources (e.g. vehicles, fire response, medical response, 
and rescue).   

Develop required mitigation measures for areas adjacent to the 



ACFN Knowledge and Use Report for Teck’s Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project 11/20/2013 
 

www.thefirelightgroup.com  
 

123 

Project area based on the FireSmart Wildfire Assessment 
System and implement in the emergency response plan.   

Enter into mutual aid agreements with the RMWB and other oil 
sands companies that include: 

o responding to motor vehicle accidents on Highway 63; 
o responding to forest fire threats to Fort McKay; and 
o responding to regional spills.   
Participate in the management of regional emergencies.   

Socio-economics   
Schools 
(IA, Vol. 1, Section 
16.7.10.2, Table 16.7-
11, p. 16-95) 

Assess and support school events and education initiatives 
identified by rural schools in the study area, as appropriate.   

Socio-economics 
Health services 
(IA, Vol. 1, Section 
16.7.10.2, Table 16.7-
11, p. 16-95) 
 

Consider financial and in-kind contributions to the Northern Lights 
Health Foundation, where appropriate, to support the efforts 
of Alberta Health Services to meet the needs of Wood Buffalo 
residents.  Recognizing some of the health concerns in the 
region (see Section 16.7.4.2), Teck is prepared to make 
health promotion and disease prevention initiatives a focus of 
their community investment policy.   

Provide helicopter or fixed-wing aircraft access via the on-site 
aerodrome for injured workers requiring rapid evacuation for 
off-site medical care.   

Discuss with other industrial proponents near the Project options 
for coordinating onsite health facilities and resources.   

Socio-economics 
Social services 
(IA, Vol. 1, Section 
16.7.10.2, Table 16.7-
11, p. 16-95) 

Provide employees with access to the company’s confidential 
employee assistance plan, which provides support for 
families and individuals who might experience difficulty 
dealing with personal, family, or work-life issues that can 
affect one’s health and well-being.   

Consider support for community level initiatives including social 
groups providing assistance to those in need. 

Socio-economics 
Recreation infrastructure 
and services 
(IA, Vol. 1, Section 
16.7.10.2, Table 16.7-
11, p. 16-95) 

Offer shift schedules that provide workers with sufficient time off 
to enjoy leisure activities in their home communities.   

Aboriginal community 
concern 
Poor housing and 
shortage of housing 
within Aboriginal 
communities   
(IA, Vol. 1, Section 
17.3.5, Table 17.3-3, p. 
17-42) 

Capacity funding and in-kind support has been provided to both the 
Fort McKay and Fort Chipewyan Métis (in partnership with the 
Government of Alberta) to undertake five year strategic plans.  
These plans address, in part, housing challenges faced by these 
communities.  Consultation with local communities will continue to 
provide an understanding of housing needs and challenges so that 
solutions can be developed.   
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Aboriginal community 
concern  
Pace of development 
and feeling of 
“helplessness”   
(IA, Vol. 1, Section 
17.3.5, Table 17.3-3, p. 
17-42) 

Potentially affected Aboriginal communities have been actively 
and meaningfully engaged to solicit input into Project 
planning and the environmental assessment at an early 
stage.  Additionally, capacity funding has been provided to 
Aboriginal communities to operate consultation offices and for 
communities to undertake Project specific traditional use 
studies.   

Capacity funding and in-kind support have been provided to both 
the Fort McKay and Fort Chipewyan Métis (in partnership 
with the Government of Alberta) to undertake five year 
strategic plans.  These plans have empowered these 
communities to leverage opportunities with industry and 
government, and identify goals to achieve community well-
being.   

Consultation with local communities will continue to gain an 
understanding of challenges, barriers and aspirations with the 
aim of reducing feelings of helplessness.   

Aboriginal community 
concern  
Cost of living   
(IA, Vol. 1, Section 
17.3.5, Table 17.3-3, p. 
17-42) 
 

The use of onsite construction and operation workforce 
accommodations will reduce the housing effect of the Project.   
 

Aboriginal community 
concern  
Community members 
must travel to Fort 
McMurray for 
employment 
(IA, Vol. 1, Section 
17.3.5, Table 17.3-3, p. 
17-42) 

A Fort Chipewyan workforce evaluation will be undertaken and a fly-
in/fly-out program will be operated to Fort Chipewyan.  A Fort 
Chipewyan fly-in/fly-out program will enable residents to remain in 
Fort Chipewyan without losing the opportunity to gain employment 
in the oil sands industry.   

Aboriginal community 
concern  
Mistrust of developers 
(IA, Vol. 1, Section 
17.3.5, Table 17.3-3, p. 
17-43) 

The Owners have and will continue to engage and consult with 
potentially affected Aboriginal communities in an open and 
transparent manner with the objective of building long-lasting and 
mutually beneficial relationships built on a foundation of trust.   

Aboriginal community 
concern  
Training opportunities 
(IA, Vol. 1, Section 
17.3.5, Table 17.3-3, p. 
17-43) 

Local communities and locally owned businesses will be provided 
training and employment opportunities.   
 

Aboriginal community 
concern  
Non-Aboriginal 

Aboriginal communities in the region will be provided with 
opportunities for Aboriginal employment and Aboriginal business 
contract procurement.  Specifically, local communities will be 
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contractors being 
preferentially hired over 
community members. 
Small contracts for First 
Nations are needed; 
smaller contracts help 
new Aboriginal 
businesses participate 
in the local economy. 
(IA, Vol. 1, Section 
17.3.5, Table 17.3-3, p. 
17-43) 

supported by maximizing opportunities for local businesses, hiring 
qualified Aboriginal people from the communities surrounding the 
Project and by supporting education, training and investment 
initiatives, where appropriate.  The Owners are committed to 
continuous monitoring of their local and Aboriginal employment and 
procurement policies and programs.  The results of this monitoring 
will be reported on as part of ongoing community consultation and 
will help inform future Project-related employment and procurement 
policies and programs.   

Aboriginal community 
concern  
Losing culture (language 
and traditional life) 
(IA, Vol. 1, Section 
17.3.5, Table 17.3-3, p. 
17-43) 

Projects (e.g. community strategic planning) have been supported 
that are geared toward preserving traditional life ways, among other 
things.  Communities will continue to be engaged to understand 
concerns related to loss of culture and language retention with the 
objective of supporting Project-specific, community driven and/or 
regional initiatives that support culture and language retention.   

Aboriginal Community 
Concern  
Lower standard of 
education on Reserve, 
difficulty transitioning to 
schools in Fort 
McMurray 
(IA, Vol. 1, Section 
17.3.5, Table 17.3-3, p. 
17-43) 

Support has been provided to the Athabasca Delta Community 
School and two literacy events in Fort Chipewyan and a community 
seminar has been held on oil sands geology.  School events and 
education initiatives identified by rural schools in the study area, will 
be assessed and supported as part of the Project’s community 
investment strategy, as appropriate.   

Aboriginal community 
concern  
Substance abuse within 
the community 
(IA, Vol. 1, Section 
17.3.5, Table 17.3-3, p. 
17-43) 

The remote camp-based construction and operation, combined with 
fly-in/out, will limit community visits by workers, reducing the 
Project’s potential to contribute to substance abuse within local 
communities.  Explicit and enforced lodge, workplace, and flight 
policies will be maintained for the use of alcohol, drugs and illegal 
activities.   

Aboriginal community 
concern  
Long term benefits to 
the community 
(IA, Vol. 1, Section 
17.3.5, Table 17.3-3, p. 
17-43) 

Education, training and investment initiatives will be supported 
within local Aboriginal communities, where appropriate.  Hiring 
employees from within the region with appropriate skill sets, as well 
as providing support for local suppliers and contractors such that 
they can competitively bid is a priority.   

Aboriginal community 
concern  
Vandalism/disrepect 
(IA, Vol. 1, Section 
17.3.5, Table 17.3-3, p. 

Cultural diversity awareness training will be provided to employees 
and contractors which will outline respect for traditional resource 
users, traplines, cabins, trails and equipment.   



ACFN Knowledge and Use Report for Teck’s Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project 11/20/2013 
 

www.thefirelightgroup.com  
 

126 

17-44) 
Aboriginal community 
concern  
High cost of heating fuel. 
The community is 
returning to wood 
burning, however,  
Elders cannot cut and 
haul wood. 
(IA, Vol. 1, Section 
17.3.5, Table 17.3-3, p. 
17-44) 

In response to concerns expressed about the high cost of living, and 
fuel specifically, a Firewood Program has been undertaken within 
the community of Fort Chipewyan whereby over 300 tonnes of 
firewood from the Project area for home heating was provided in the 
winters of 2008 and 2009.   

Aboriginal community 
concern  
Teck should circulate a 
list of what contracts are 
needed and a timeline 
outlining when these 
contracts are needed 
(IA, Vol. 1, Section 
17.3.5, Table 17.3-3, p. 
17-44) 

Locally owned Aboriginal businesses have been consulted during 
the contracting process of exploration and winter drilling work to 
ensure local business owners were aware of opportunities to bid.  
Work will continue with local Aboriginal businesses as well as with 
the Fort McMurray Chamber of Commerce, the Northeastern 
Alberta Aboriginal Business Association and others to maximize 
contracting and employment opportunities in the region.   

Appendix 4: ACFN Framework Methodology 

This appendix describes the rationale and methods for baseline data collection regarding 
ACFN knowledge and use for three proposed oil sands projects (Teck Frontier, Ivanhoe 
Tamarack, and Southern Pacific McKay), focused on five interconnected priority study 
themes:  

• migratory waterfowl and aquatic fur;  

• caribou, bison and moose;  

• access and loss of use;  

• water, wild foods and contaminants; and  

• intangible cultural resources. 
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Why a Framework Approach? 
In recent years, development within the ACFN’s traditional lands has progressed at an 
overwhelmingly rapid pace. In addition to the difficulties this creates for ACFN members 
to continue practicing their rights, it presents a logistical problem in terms of the capacity 
required to adequately consult on each project. ACFN elders have expressed frustration 
about the continued disturbance and erosion of their traditional land base, despite the 
considerable time they have spent describing traditional use throughout their lands. 
Many do not see any tangible results coming from interviews, nor do they see 
information returning to their Nation in a way that facilitates monitoring the impacts of 
ongoing development, identifying thresholds, and putting reasonable bounds on 
development to ensure rights have meaning and traditional livelihood and lifestyle can be 
practiced and passed on to future generations.  

To help address these issues, the Firelight Group worked with ACFN elders and the IRC 
to develop a framework approach for conducting traditional use studies. This approach 
allows for the collection of information that is both specific to proposed projects and 
comparable across ACFN’s traditional lands. 

The purpose of the framework is to: 

• Provide a consistent structure for assembling and organizing defensible information 
about the potential direct, indirect and cumulative impacts of development on ACFN 
and its Treaty and section 35 rights.  

• Create a ‘living research document’ that ACFN elders, leadership and community 
members can draw upon to defend and protect ACFN inherent rights to lands and 
resources, or to understand and negotiate acceptable arrangements for future 
developments.  

Identifying Themes 
ACFN elders identified five priority themes for reporting across the ACFN territory.58 Data 
gleaned from previous studies and collected during focus groups specific to this process 
has been compiled into thematic summaries, which describe the “state of the 
environment” across ACFN traditional lands relative to these five interconnected themes. 
A key objective in these summaries is to begin identifying “cultural thresholds” – i.e., 
thresholds pertaining to each of these themes that, once crossed, prevent ACFN 
members from practicing their rights. This is significant as it is these rights that are 
protected by Treaty 8 under the Canadian constitution of 1982, and that both the 
province and the federal government are legally required to maintain. 

The overall structure for the ACFN research and assessment framework is shown in 
Figure A4-1.  
                                                
58 The first four themes were originally identified in February 2012; the fifth theme (intangible cultural resources) was 
added later to document the impacts of development on transmission of ACFN traditional knowledge, language and 
culture. 
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Figure A4-1:  ACFN Research and Assessment Framework 

 
Existing Resources  
The following existing ACFN studies were used to inform project-specific assessment 
and analysis: 

• 2010 - As Long as the Rivers Flow (focus on use of the Athabasca River as an 
essential corridor for accessing lands, thresholds for water flows, hazards to 
navigation, and loss of use); 

• 2010-11 - Project-specific assessment reports (and interviews and GIS data) for 
Shell JPME and PRM, Redclay Lake and Total Joslyn north; 

• 2011 - Bison and Caribou TEK study (and interviews and GIS data); 
• 2002 - Tanner’s Traditional Land Use and Occupancy Study (interviews and reports). 
• Project-specific assessment report (and interviews) for the Synenco Northern Lights 

Project. 
• FMA Heritage (2004) Historical Resources Impact Assessment of Old Fort Reserve 
• Focus Groups interviews (2009) to inform ACFN Land Use Planning 
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Other existing information sources were also referenced, and results from a research-
sharing day, held on April 12, 2012 were integrated into the scoping of issues for the 
Framework. This research-sharing workshop provided an initial opportunity to confirm 
priorities and gaps identified by other researchers working with ACFN community 
members and included participants and research topics shown in Table A4-1.    

Table A4-1:  Names and Affiliations of Researchers working on ACFN Lands 

Name Organization Research Topic 
Craig Candler The Firelight Group Traditional Use Studies 
Alistair MacDonald The Firelight Group Socio-economic Studies 
Petr Komers MSES Restoration of lands and ecological resources 
Martin Carver Aqua Environmental 

Associates 
Water dynamics downstream of Fort McMurray, 
focused on the Athabasca. 

Bruce McLean Community-based Monitoring 
Program for ACFN and MCFN 

Community-based monitoring in Fort Chip, focused 
on water quality, water quantity, winter sampling, 
snow sampling. Research sites generated from 
community knowledge and Firelight. 

Pat McCormack Associate Professor, 
University of Alberta 

Community ethno-history, focused on Métis, Dené, 
Cree and Scottish. Ongoing research from northern 
Canada, with a focus on Fort Chip and its history, 
since 1969.  

Patt Larcombe Symbion Consultants Studying impacts of encroachment (all resource 
extraction and government regulations since 1880s) 
on traditional lands on culture, society, well-being. 

Stephan McLachlan Biomonitoring Project with 
ACFN and MCFN (Health 
Canada) 

Examining impacts of contaminants from the tar 
sands on community health. Phase I focused 
sampling on moose, ducks and muskrat, vegetation, 
and water. Phase II focus will shift into human 
health. 

Brenda Parlee University of Alberta, 
Community-based monitoring 

Avoidance of food; harvest, diet and risk perception. 

Nicole Nicolls IRC Traditional Land and Resource Use Land Use Plan: 
purpose is to provide information to understand the 
land and resources uses of the Nation, treaty rights, 
and how to bring these into provincial and federal 
decision-making in a way that adequately considers 
those rights and interests. 

Amy Cairns First Nations Technical 
Services Advisory Group 

Focuses on building capacity, training programs, 
youth engagement, linking young people to what is 
going on in their community. 

 

Focus Group Questions 

Results from focus groups were used to inform the selection of follow-up one-on-one 
interviews to fill identified gaps in knowledge related to each theme. 

Tables A4-2 – 5 show specific questions that were used to guide focus group discussion 
on each of the initial four themes: 

Table A4-2: Focus Group Questions Related to Migratory Waterfowl and Aquatic Fur  
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Focus Group Structure: Migratory Birds 

• Document Dené names and knowledge re. migratory birds – what do the Dené names mean?  
• How are the different kinds of birds used?  
• What kind of habitat do they prefer? any special cultural rules or knowledge (ducks, geese, cranes, swans, 

etc.)? 
• List and timeline changes in migratory waterfowl presence/abundance and migratory patterns (esp. pre and 

post 1968 and BC Hydro dams)  
• Are there any cultural/spiritual connections with birds? 
• Map or list (at a high level) main harvesting areas, in past (find threshold year) and today 
• Estimate how many waterfowl are harvested per ACFN hunter to meet food and cultural needs – including 

sharing. Average and maximum for key species in the fall hunt and the spring hunt. Has this changed over 
time? If so, why? 

• What do ACFN hunters look for when choosing a place to hunt birds? List criteria for hunting areas. How do 
humans influence bird movement patterns (smoke, noise, other factors?)? 

• Have you ever shot or prepared birds that you thought had problems? List indicators of quality of birds and 
timeline any changes in those indictors. 

• Trace or describe connections in the relationship between migratory waterfowl and the traditional ACFN 
way of life, treaty rights and well‐being of ACFN members. 

• If the migratory birds are changing, why? Use linkage diagram to trace impact pathways between industry 
and way of life, with birds in the centre. 

• Identify non-site specific threats of SAGD and Mining projects on migratory birds (smoke, pollution, etc.). 
• Based on a map of proposed projects, are there any site specific threats to migratory birds? 
• List recommendations on assessment and management of migratory waterfowl, especially in area of 

proposed projects.  
• What other questions do we need to ask, and who should we be asking?  

Other Questions for Migratory Waterfowl and Aquatic Fur w/ younger people, women 
• Is the bird hunt still important to younger users? If so, why? – get examples  
• What’s the role of youth and younger men in the bird hunt? What’s the role of women? Is the bird hunt 

important to women? If so, in what ways?  
• Is there any special knowledge for preparing (cooking) birds? Have women noticed any specific changes 

over time in preparing or eating wild bird meat? 
• What does it mean for the family when the bird hunt takes place? 
• If some families don’t have the option of getting birds, do they miss them? Why?  

 

Table A4-3: Focus Group Questions Related to Caribou, Bison and Moose 

Focus Group Structure: Caribou, Bison and Moose (moose were included due to cultural importance and 
likely interactions with woodland caribou) 

• Confirm Dené names and knowledge re. Caribou / Bison / Moose – what do the Dené names mean? What 
kind of habitat do they prefer? Any special cultural rules or knowledge? 

• Confirm timeline changes in bison, caribou, moose presence/abundance and migratory patterns. 
• Confirm main harvesting areas, in past (find threshold year) and today. 
• Are there any cultural/spiritual connections with bison? caribou? moose? 
• Confirm # required per ACFN hunter to meet food and cultural needs – including sharing. Annual average 

and maximum for key species. Has this changed over time? If so, why? 
Do the following concurrent with other themes:  

• Trace or describe connections in the relationship between changing moose / bison / caribou populations 
and the traditional ACFN way of life, treaty rights and well‐being of ACFN members. 

• If the moose / caribou / bison are changing, why? (use linkage diagram to trace impact pathways between 
industry and way of life, with animals in the centre); 

• Identify non-site specific threats of SAGD and Mining projects on animals (smoke, pollution, etc.); 
• Based on a map of proposed projects, are there any site specific effects anticipated? 
• Review or list recommendations on assessment and management of moose / caribou / bison, especially in 

area of proposed projects.  
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• What other questions do we need to ask, and who should we be asking? 
Other Questions for bison / caribou / moose for younger people, women 

• Is bison / caribou / moose hunting still important to younger users? If so, why? – get examples  
• What do ACFN hunters look for when choosing a place to hunt moose / caribou / bison? – list criteria for 

hunting areas. How do humans influence movement patterns (smoke, noise, other factors?)?  
• What’s the role of youth and younger men in the hunt? What’s the role of women?  
• Is the hunt important to women? If so, how come?  
• Is there any special knowledge for preparing (cooking) meat? 
• Have women noticed any specific changes over time in preparing or eating wild moose / bison / caribou 

meat? 
• What does it mean for the family when the hunt takes place? 
• If some families don’t have the option of getting wild meat, do they miss it? Why?  

 

Table A4-4: Focus Group Questions Related to Access and Loss of Use 

Focus Group Structure: Access and Loss of Use 

• Confirm Dené names and knowledge re. modes of transport (dog, horse, foot, different kinds of trails, 
truck, plane, boat, snowshoe, snowmobile) recorded in individual interviews – what do the Dené names 
mean? 

• confirm timeline in transportation changes 
• confirm main transportation corridors, in past (find threshold year) and today –using direct to digital 

mapping 
• Are there any special cultural or spiritual connections with different trails or kinds of transport (dog team, 

horse, boat, etc.)? What’s your preferred? How come? 
• Are there particular routes that you don’t travel anymore because of industrial impacts? List indicators of 

quality for access and use and timeline changes in those indicators. 
Do the following concurrent with other themes:  

• trace or describe connections in the relationship between changing transportation / access and the 
traditional ACFN way of life, treaty rights and well‐being of ACFN members 

• If access is changing, why? (use linkage diagram to trace impact pathways between industry and way of 
life, with transportation in the centre); 

• identify non-site specific threats of SAGD and Mining Projects on transportation routes (road closure 
locations, gates, broken trails, etc.); 

• based on a map of proposed projects, are there any site specific threats to access (key trails interrupted? 
Water issues?)? 

• What other questions do we need to ask, and who should we be asking? 
Other Questions for bison / caribou / moose for younger people, women 

• Is access to lands still important to younger users? If so, why? – get examples  

 

Table A4-5: Focus Group Questions Related to Water, Wild Foods and Contaminants 

Focus Group Structure: Water, Wild Foods and Contaminants 

• Confirm Dené names and knowledge re. contaminants – what is the Dené term for bad quality water? 
Pollution? Safety? Healthy food? – what do the Dené names mean? 

• Confirm timeline in changes in perceived risk re. water and wild foods. Are there particular foods or 
resources that you don’t eat anymore because of industrial impacts? List indicators of quality and timeline 
changes in those indicators. 

• Confirm main areas and kinds of food/ water that are of concern for community members – rank in order 
of perceived risk, using direct to digital mapping. 

• What do ACFN members consider the safest wild foods and medicines? The safest locations? 
• Does reclamation improve people’s confidence and trust in water and wild foods? If not, why not?  
• Do compensation lakes provide useful alternate resources for ACFN use? If not, why not?  
• What does the presence of risk do to the special cultural or spiritual connection to the land? 
• Review or list recommendations on assessment and management of safety and contaminants, especially 
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in area of proposed projects. 
Do the following concurrent with other themes:  

• Trace or describe connections in the relationship between changing risk and the traditional ACFN way of 
life, treaty rights and well‐being of ACFN members. 

• If perceived risk is changing, why? (use linkage diagram to trace impact pathways between industry and 
way of life, with transportation in the centre); 

• Identify non-site specific potential effects of SAGD and Mining projects on perception of risk (air quality, 
visible haze, effects on muskeg or ground water, etc.); 

• Based on a map of proposed projects, are there any site specific threats related to wild foods, water and 
contaminants? (key harvesting areas, water quality issues) 

• What other questions do we need to ask, and who should we be asking?  
Other Questions for water, wild food and contaminants for younger people, women 

• Is wild food still important to younger members? If so, why? – get examples  

 

Follow-up knowledge and use mapping interviews 

Following the focus groups, a total of fifteen semi-structured individual interviews were 
conducted with knowledge holders to: 

• update or add to previously mapped use in project areas (within 5km/25km of 
footprints), and/or  

• elaborate on, or confirm, information related to the key themes 
Follow-up participants were identified based on responses received in focus groups, and 
based on review of existing ACFN data in proximity to proposed projects. Mapping 
interviews were conducted using the “southern territories” methodology (Appendix 7). 

Community Review, Analysis and Confirmation: 

Review of Project specific reporting, and confirmation of analysis and findings, took 
place in September 2012 through a workshop with ACFN elders and land users.  

 

Ongoing Development of ACFN Research and Assessment Framework 

The ACFN’s Research and Assessment Framework is a living document that strives to 
build a ‘bigger’ knowledge picture that the Nation can use into the future.  

Where possible, the ACFN Research and Assessment Framework: 

• Takes guidance from the Elders’ Meeting held on February 15, 2012; 
• Focuses on opportunities for Nation capacity building (e.g.: training, data 

management, data storage and mapping); 
• Uses available research to create “aboriginal thresholds” for ACFN research themes; 
• Facilitates engagement and involvement of all ACFN community members, through 

development of plain language documents describing completed projects and 
important data sets; 

• Uses Indigenous Language (names for places, animals) in text. 
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Peer review of final reports has been and will continue to be conducted on behalf of the 
ACFN by reviewers selected by the IRC. 
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Appendix 5: Selected ACFN Interview Excerpts by Theme 

Caribou, bison and moose  

Participant Date Quote 
A01 Oct. 7, 

2010 
And there is still plenty of moose on … Poplar Point 
Reserve and the Point Brule Reserve. Plenty of feed, 
and I believe they are being chased up [by] industry ... 
Not all of them will adapt to what’s around them … the 
rest I think are just being pushed further north. 

A01 Oct. 7, 
2010 

I’ve tracked buffalo there on the other side of the 
[Firebag] River, on the south side of the river, right 
around Poplar Point area and all this area here. There is 
actually cut lines run on alongside the river there we hunt 
on. And there’s an old trail that runs back here and I 
think [personal name] has been back there somewhere. 
Those lakes there, for the bison there and Ronald Lake 
is one of the biggest lakes there. There is a lot of buffalo 
there too. That’ that heard of about 150 I told you … 
Within Ronald Lakes and this area here. They don’t all 
stick together. Those buffalo they, they kind of go off on 
their own in little bunches of whatever, 5-10. They’re not 
always together. The biggest herd I’ve seen is about, I’d 
guess about 70. 

A01 April 12, 
2013 

When you hunt the buffalo in that [Ronald Lake and Diana 
Lake] area, you’ve got to have a means of escape.  You 
know, you’ve got to be facing the other way, basically, with 
your sleds in case you wound them and they get angry.  
Nothing basically stops them.  They’ll do whatever they 
want.  And if you come into their territory, the big males 
will basically just charge you.  They don’t think twice. 
 

A01 April 12, 
2013 

I’ve tracked [buffalo] on the east side of the river, so their 
range is pretty big, you know, and if you’re going to get 
them, you’ve got to travel, but we usually just wait for 
them.  If we track them fresh, we’re going to wait. 
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A01 April 12, 
2013 

And we try not to disturb the land when we’re Ski-dooing 
back there [up to Poplar Point].  We kind of want to stick, 
you know, either to where we know the Ski-doo trail is 
going to be covered again, because the bison would come 
out and they won’t go out right into the openings.  They go 
along the side of the willows and where there’s a lot of 
grass, and that’s where they feed. 
 

A01 April 12, 
2013 

A lot of the older animals usually stick around in areas … 
the bigger herd … You’ll see 20, 15; like they’re separated 
all over.  They don’t all come together at once.  The only 
place that they’d probably all come together would be at 
Ronald Lakes and Diana Lakes and that’s when the ice is 
formed on the lakes.  Other than that, the areas that we do 
hunt, we’ll track five, four, right down to two at a time and 
nothing more. 
 

A06 July 31, 
2007 

…there’s even buffaloes up [near Diana Lakes], 
woodland buffaloes, like you, that you, that live up in the 
Birch Mountains … So you go into there, that’s where a 
lot of the buffaloes hang out and feed or whatever, that’s 
where they basically stay, right, how is that going to 
affect those animals there? Like they’re sacred those 
animals to the Natives, if the spiritual part of our culture 
is to respect those animals and we do our spiritual 
ceremonies, our spiritual prayers, we ask, we have 
respect for those animals. For me, you know, that’s the 
way I use the land, I respect it for what it is. So before I 
go in there and take an animal I always say a prayer and 
make an offering… 

A13 Aug. 6, 
2010 

There’s lots of buffalo around [Ronald Lake] too eh? The 
buffalo are really good around there. But you got these 
people that come inside, you know because of that ice 
bridge they made? Now we got these white people 
coming over, just like nothing and jumping off with their 
skidoo and going for a skidoo ride, slaughtering the 
buffalo over there. Taking a hind quarter. Not even 
opening them up. You will see it there, right along the 
ridges there. 

A15 April 15, 
2013 

there’s a strip on the back of the bison -- that’s like the 
delicacy meat that’s really tender and there’s also the 
hump of the bison -- the buffalo hump -- that’s supposed 
to be like a delicacy meat.  So, it’s really tender and rich 
or good … You usually give it to an elder or something 
like that. 
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A15 April 15, 
2013 

Bison is considered one of the top animals of high 
respect, along with the eagle, along with the bear, and 
along with the wolf.  The bison is definitely one of the 
animals that are very highly respected spiritually.   

A15 April 15, 
2013 

…every meeting I’ve had I’ve told them to leave the 
buffalo herd alone, leave the habitat alone.  Why do they 
have to keep telling us to go elsewhere?  We already do 
that, we already go elsewhere and our freezers are 
empty most of the time now.  Our freezers used to be full 
all the time.  Why should we be forced to eat the store 
bought food?  Why should our next generations be 
forced to do that as well?  So, that’s not fair, it’s not 
healthy. 

A31 Dec. 18, 
2010 

Caribou don’t even come this far, not anymore. Like, my 
grandma at Fort Chip used to tell these stories that the 
caribou used to actually migrate through Fort Chip at one 
time and they had this old wiry fence and caribou would 
get stuck in the fence. They wouldn’t even have to shoot 
them. She’d go out with her fish pan and her knife and 
kind of complain a little bit they had to go and get this 
caribou because it was stuck in the fence. I don’t know if 
I have time to do this today but the kids will take care of 
it. And now it’s like, because I know like my cousins hunt 
and they go all the way up … in Saskatchewan and 
those areas up in the barren lands and that’s where they 
go to get the caribou. And I know they are up like on the 
south shore up in the sand dune areas. 

A39 May 4, 
2012 

As soon as you open it, check his lungs. If his lungs are 
nice and red, no puss, nothing, no cysts or no patches of 
puss on it, then you know you’ve got a healthy moose 
when it’s all red. When you’ve got all those white spots 
and puss all over, you don’t even bother because you’re 
going to end up getting your whole family sick, you don’t 
know what from... 

A45 March 12, 
2013 

[Industry] is disregarding nature’s law right there … there’s 
no activity of caribou anymore, and there’s too much 
[industry] activity going on. 
 

A45 March 12, 
2013 

Even the [winter] road itself is a whole lot busier in the last 
two years than I’ve ever seen for the last 13 years that I’ve 
been there.  That’s summer campers and everybody.  So, 
when you’ve got that kind of activity going around, I don’t 
think caribous will want to be going through there.   
 

A45 March 12, Towards springtime when everything tapers off like that 
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2013 drilling moves out of [Poplar Point] and the hunters move 
out of there, then [the buffalo] will start banding together 
into large herds … but I know they’re there because 
hunters are hauling meat out.  They’re definitely still there. 
 

A47 April 5, 
2013 

I used to see [buffalo] tracks all over on the road.  Now 
you don’t even see them over the bank.  If you go over 
the bank you should probably see tracks all over the 
place.  You don’t see them now.  The only way you’ll see 
tracks is you go into the prairies.  That’s where you’ll see 
where their bedding is; where they’ve been eating, 
resting, walking around … That’s where they eat is all 
the prairies. 

A47 April 5, 
2013 

That’s right from where I tracked them [buffalo].  Right 
from here [west of the Firebag confluence] into Poplar 
Point. That’s where you usually start seeing lots of 
activity of buffalo.  You’ll see them tracks all over the 
place where they scrape the ground to eat.  And you just 
see them all over the place.   

A47 April 5, 
2013 

I used to go hunt [buffalo] before with my brother 
[personal name] and just go into the bush and [the 
buffalo] are just right there.  You never had to really hunt.  
… now it takes me three, four days - maybe a week - just 
to get one or two buffalos. 

A47 April 5, 
2013 

When you go farther from the road [to Poplar Point], you 
go back into the bush, you start seeing more and more 
buffalos hanging around closer together.  You’ll see 
maybe five, maybe six, maybe 15.  The most I’ve seen is 
about 15 … back in the bush over there [Ronald Lake], 
there’s so many beaver ponds … it’s very scary to go 
back there. Even for a buffalo it’s scary for them to go 
back there, because they can go through [the ice]. I 
found a buffalo that went through the ice; wolves ate the 
whole top of him. 

A47 April 5, 
2013 

For me, I’d rather go after a smaller group [of buffalo].  
You just follow that little small group - three or four – 
everyday. One day you’re going to run into them 
because they follow the same route all the time.  They’ll 
go where they ate, go back to the east side and make 
the same route.  You’ve just got to keep following them 
and try to keep the right time where you think what time 
they’ll cross.  That’s normally how I hunt them. 

A47 April 5, 
2013 

[Access roads have made it] easier access for the 
wolves, because they have a good clear advantage. If 
they see a buffalo on the road, well, there’s no way a 
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buffalo is going to jump over that bank and get away and 
then hit the prairie because the wolves are going to be 
right on him. 

A47 April 5, 
2013 

Because even when [buffalo] hear skidoos … they know 
we’re there, even though we stop our skidoo and we sit 
there, they know we’re there … they try to cut you off, 
you’ve got to try to beat them. They’ve got to try to beat 
you.  It’s pretty well just a game you’re playing.  It’s a fun 
game.   

A47 April 5, 
2013 

When I go hunting, I don’t leave nothing behind.  You can 
do a lot of stuff with that hide, the head, the meat, the 
bones; you can make all kinds of stuff out of it.  Even the 
buffalo horns … We can make those into cups. 
 

A47 April 5, 
2013 

When I went hunting buffalos, I had to pray first before I 
could actually get them.  I had to ask and kind of make a 
deal with the man upstairs and I just took it from there.  
And if I get what I ask for, well, I’ve got follow up with the 
promise that I made.  And the promise that I made, if I get 
a buffalo, I will feed Fort MacKay and I’ll keep so much for 
myself. So, that’s what I did … Thirty-five families I fed 
within MacKay and Fort Chip.  And, plus what I gave my 
brother, and plus, what I gave to my mother-in-law and 
plus, what I kept for myself…You could probably feed 
more, feed probably about 60 families from one buffalo 

A47 April 5, 
2013 

If a bull moose finds a cow on an island, that’s what the 
bulls go for.  They go on the islands, because they know 
that’s where the cows will be with their calves.  That’s 
safest place for a cow moose to be with a calf is on island. 
The bigger the island, the safer it will be. 

A47 April 5, 
2013 

When I skin [buffalo], I can tell right away if there’s 
something wrong.  If I see green or see spots, well, 
obviously there’s something wrong with them. If you don’t 
see nothing like that, it means they’re OK … if you ever 
eat buffalo meat and you’re cooking it and you see it 
turning brown instead of turning white, chuck it in the 
garbage. It’s no good … Usually you look in the stomach 
[of a buffalo] … when you open up the stomach, you’ll see 
green right away.  You’ll see green spots or you’ll see 
infections.  If you see any of that, there’s something wrong 
with the buffalo. 
 

A47 April 5, 
2013 

I’ve seen [infection] in moose.  a couple of years ago I 
killed this young bull … when I got it home to cut up my 
meat I noticed it had a big, big green cyst in its side.  So, I 
had no choice now to check all the meat that I had.  Had a 
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big cyst and it was right by his veins.  It went into his 
bloodstream … had to feed it all to dogs, I couldn’t eat it. I 
tried a piece, it’s like eating nothing; no taste.   
 

Men’s 
focus 
group, Fort 
McMurray 

March 25, 
2012 

It's hard with moose because I don't think anything this 
side [south of] of Kearl [Lake] is safe ... caribou, I don't 
know. The woodland caribou around Conklin is risky.  

 

Migratory Birds and Aquatic Fur 

Participant Date Quote 
A08 Aug. 1, 

2007 
The big migration of geese … the delta’s gone, so, much 
of the birds don’t even land there, they fly over, it’s dried 
out... So pretty soon we won’t be able to even eat our 
own food and we won’t be able to use some of the 
medicinal medicine that we get from so close to the river, 
this big Athabasca river system. … I won’t eat the fish 
from here. No way. 

A08 April 30, 
2012 

Its hard now -- no use to stay there anymore, because 
there's no more birds. Like one year, they'd maybe fly a 
little bit longer, probably about seven years ago. There 
was a lot of snow geese -- that’s what people want, eh? 
Snow geese and wavies? There’s lots, there’s millions 
coming through here. There’s like millions of them and 
people were just like -- one boat would come back with 
over 100...That was the last time I remember that many 
birds. Ever since there was like nothing...You’d be gone 
for a week and you were lucky if you came back with 10. 

A34 May 6, 
2012 

All the wavies. White wavies, gray wavies. ... Until today 
yet, they never come back [to a particular location on the 
south shore of Lake Athabasca] because they seen that 
guy shot himself ... They seen that blood. They left that 
place completely, never come back ... That’s over 50 
years. They never come back there. Never.  

A34 May 6, 
2012 

Everything’s changed now. Ever since the oil company 
opened the country... Holy men, they’ve lost all the 
muskrat. There’s no more muskrat alive around there 
ever since the oil company move in. So there must be 
that’s no good for them, whatever they let go out of that 
tailings pond. It must be really poison stuff. That oil 
company kill off all the muskrat. Even the frogs, they’ve 
all disappearing there now, ever since the oil company 
move in here. We’re getting no frogs. You kill off all the 
muskrat. There’s no more muskrat alive today. Used to 
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be, boy, talk about millions and millions of muskrat one 
time. Nineteen forties and 1950, ’60. After the oil 
company move in here, that’s it. 

A34 May 6, 
2012 

But you get rats over [in] this delta here. Boy, big son of a 
gun of a rats. Big ones. So they have -- they used to have 
healthy water and everything, I guess. But now, 
everything’s all polluted. So everything’s all changed. 
That’s what’s happening right now. So just sadness. The 
way things go right now. It’s not very good. You know, 
you think about all what’s happened in the past. I never 
seen anything like that before in my life. Now there’s no -- 
not even one live rat around... 

A47 April 5, 
2013 

I just let [the birds] fly right over me.  Do about three or 
four flocks, let them fly over. Only the fourth flock will be 
just low, they won’t think there’s anybody there and we 
shoot them … No matter which direction they go, I just 
call them and they just shift because geese are so easy 
to call. Same thing with ducks.  You get a couple of duck 
calls, they’ll come straight for you, but you’ve just got to 
stay still.   

A47 April 5, 
2013 

We usually go to Chip, we go to the reserve over there 
and over there you see thousands and thousands of 
birds.  But the only bad things about it over there, there’s 
so many hunters … When there’s nobody around, you 
have good chances of getting about 30, 40 or that. 

A47 April 5, 
2013 

Last year [the birds] were flying steady. But when they 
were going north, the routes they normally go on, they 
weren’t going on. They found another different route.  And 
usually, they always take the same route … birds 
normally fly by my house - like alongside the house - in 
between MacKay and they haven’t been flying that way 
last year.  I don’t know if they’re flying high or if they’re 
flying earlier or later.  Because I never heard nothing last 
fall when they were going south.   

A47 April 5, 
2013 

The ducks are a lot smaller.  More smaller ducks than 
there is big ducks. Even the male ducks are not big.   

A47 April 5, 
2013 

Last fall when I killed the first three geese, the first one I 
killed was skinny - he came from south - couldn’t have 
been eating all that good.  And the second one I killed was 
skinny and it had black spots all over his chest.  So, I just 
plucked it, took pictures, and I sent it out to fish and wildlife.  
And told them, “Well, why do I kill birds and they come out 
like this?” 
 

Men’s March 25, Another bird we don’t eat much but I value a lot is the 
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focus 
group, Fort 
McMurray 

2012 loons. We don’t eat them, but we love the calls. The 
population is going down, and we are going to be losing 
an essence of that nature we love so much. We don't eat 
them but we love how they make their calls ... [songbirds] 
makes the forest alive. That's all going to be affected by 
development ... Can you imagine going into a forest with 
no songbirds? It will be empty, will be a lifeless forest 

Men’s 
focus 
group, Fort 
Chipewyan 

March 28, 
2012 

Even the birds at springtime, they don't seem to stop no 
more. They go right through, and then coming back from 
the north they don't stop at all. They check the water, and 
the monitoring from the plants ... the birds are no more, 
and the birds ... Now they go right through. Lack of water 
or food, all the hunting grounds we have are just straight 
mud. There's no willows or grass growing. Used to be 
everyone go to one spot at a time, now you can't get to 
the island 

Women’s 
focus 
group, Fort 
McMurray 

March 24, 
2012 

I have a goose in my freezer and I'm afraid to cook it. 
Because of pollution. 

Women’s 
focus 
group, Fort 
McMurray 

March 24, 
2012 

Well where they [migratory birds] used to land, there’s no 
water there. So they have to find a new spot. Even at 
Moose Point they were sayin’ there was hardly any birds 
that went there last year. It used to be just full. You know, 
wildlife are smart. They are smarter than you and I, and 
they know where to go, where not to go. And they know 
what to eat and what not to eat 

 

Access and loss of use 

Participant Date Quote 
A01 May 17, 

2012 
The Firebag River...we won’t be able to get in there if 
there is no water. I guess we’ll have to use quads. We’ll 
get around. But that would definitely impact my traditional 
way of living. I feed my family and I feed my family off the 
land. And the river supplies a large quantity of my food 
intake. And that’s where the moose go. If they come and 
take that away and it makes it that much more difficult for 
me to get down there and do it... 

A01 April 12, 
2013 

During the summertime, it’s a little more difficult, because 
that area {near Ronald Lake} is basically a lot of marsh, so 
you can’t get in unless you have an Argo, which I don’t 
have.  In the wintertime, you’ve just got more access to 
everything else.  You can go as long as the Ski-doo can go 
there.  Some of those areas we covered -- we went seven 



ACFN Knowledge and Use Report for Teck’s Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project 11/20/2013 
 

www.thefirelightgroup.com  
 

142 

kilometers or eight kilometers in just to go and have a look.  
In the summertime it’s different, you know.  In some places 
if you can get up, like the Richardson River, you can go up 
for 20 kilometers and have a look up there.  The Poplar 
Point area -- the same thing.  If you know your terrain, and 
you know where to go 

A02 Dec 17, 
2010 

We can’t use the Athabasca River as we used to. It used 
to be a drinking source at one time. Not anymore...You 
think twice before you drink the water and all that 
stuff...That’s a big change...it looks totally different, 
especially south of Point Brule...It’s not the same country 
any more. You can’t access hunting for hunting reasons 
around the Firebag as easily as you used to. The 
abundance of furs, wildlife, is not there. Not like it used to 
be. 

A04 May 18, 
2010 

If we lose any more water I think we’re in deep trouble in 
terms of transportation and access to the different areas, 
even around Fort Chip and Fort McMurray, the 
Athabasca River. Can’t afford to have the water drop any 
further than it is now. I think we’re at the very max in 
terms of quantity… 

A04 May 18, 
2010 

We used it [the Athabasca River] … the quantity was a lot 
greater and certainly the quality was. We used to use that 
for drinking water, drinking source. Not anymore … you 
think twice about eating fish out of the river. Don’t do it as 
much as you used to. We used to catch a lot of fish for 
human consumption and dog food, not any more… 

A15 April 15, 
2013 

I haven’t been to ceremony there [near the Kearl site], but 
I did go berry picking there … and I saw it was damaged 
and I saw the sweat was kind of pushed in.  I don’t know 
if that was damage from snow or someone was sitting or 
standing on the arch of the sweat and it kind of caved in 

A15 April 15, 
2013 

And my granny … she would tell me the route that they 
traveled.  From Fond du Lac, they would go to Carswell 
Lake and 22, and come down the Clearwater River … 
they lived right at the point where the two rivers meet -- 
they have camps there.  Then, they would go to MacKay 
-- then from MacKay either they go back north to Chip or 
they go across right back to Poplar -- I mean N22.  So, 
there’s a huge big loop that they did and she said that 
they used canoe and they had their dogs with them … 
[My Uncle] actually lived that nomadic way of life … and 
he remembered how it changed with a flick of a switch -- 
his whole life changed -- because they started mining 
uranium up in the Fond du Lac area.   
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A15 April 15, 
2013 

[Industry] is telling us to go further away and you don’t 
have money to go further away.  We don’t have time to 
go further away.  It’s sending us to a land where we’re 
not familiar … you’d be crossing into [another] territory, 
which isn’t fair.  It’s not respectful. 

A21 December 
16, 2010 

I would say ... put a gate on the bridge across the Firebag 
because you get everybody in their quads tearing up 
there. ... I’ve had people trapping on my line. ... We 
caught a guy in there one time. I was lifting up his trap, a 
beaver trap. ... so I threw it in my sleigh. 

A39 
 

May 4, 
2012 

Out here [Fort Chip area] when you’re doing your stuff, 
you don’t have to worry about a siren in back of you or 
someone else coming in behind you, ask you what you’re 
doing down there, just like you had no rights there [Fort 
MacKay area] because of all the fence and gates around 
there. You don’t have any rights. All those zones, they 
say, all around the plant, I guess there’ll be a fence here 
and if you get on this side well, you’re in red tape... 

A45 March 12, 
2013 

No, I wouldn’t [hunt south of the Firebag] … the activity is 
ongoing, doesn’t matter whether they’re pretest drilling or 
whatever, because CNRL property’s right there now.  
That’s why this trapper moved out of there … he had 
been bought out 

A47 April 5, 
2013 

Even from where I killed the buffalo last time … I couldn’t 
even find that road.  After they plowed it, I couldn’t find 
that road.  I looked, I looked, I looked; I couldn’t find my 
road. I knew where the area was.  I knew there was a cut 
line on this side and not far that road goes in … It’s from 
them plowing it over, snow going farther, farther - just 
catch the skidoo road and snow just covers it right up.   

Men’s 
focus 
group, Fort 
McMurray 

March 25, 
2012 

We need water. We need this because I travel here by 
boat. If god wanted me to fly, he would have gave me 
wings, so the river is important to me because I have taken 
it over the past 20 years. I have seen it go from over 
flowing to barely there. 

 

Water, wild foods, and contaminants 

Participant Date Quote 
   
A13 Aug 6, 

2010 
You can’t fish the Athabasca. There is no use because I 
wouldn’t feed the fish to my dogs.  

A13 Aug 6, 
2010 

… I know down towards the MacKay area, their fur even 
looks ratty and you don’t want those moose over there. I 
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hear there are high contents of arsenic and [stuff] like that 
so why take the chance? 

A13 Aug. 6, 
2010 

I remember when we were kids and we used to live in 
Fort Mackay right along the river and [personal name] 
used to have a net there. And then this one summer, I 
mean this one spring they went to check the nets, and 
when they opened them up, there was grease inside the 
fish. There was oil inside the fish and we ate the fish and 
it was-shit that was a long time ago man. And then 
Suncor came over there and they took our blood and 
everything like that, we had high contents of mercury. All 
of us, the whole town of Fort Mackay, high contents of 
Mercury. We were told to only eat the fish once per 
month. 

A16 Aug. 5, 
2010 

You cannot take water with you; it’s too much to carry. 
There’s no way. All you needed was some dry food and 
then you could travel, wash your clothes. Only needed 
one change, but now there’s no way you can do that. You 
have to carry all your food, water, it’s impossible. I know 
how to live off the land and can go anywhere in the bush 
with a backpack and little bit of dry food, but now I’ll just 
get sick. 

A21 Dec. 16, 
2010 

Swamp, it sustains life. See your swamp is a muskeg, 
muskeg here and then you have your … water 
underneath. A lot of muskegs you can’t cross, you fall 
right through. And that’s where your water is...Well it 
holds the water. I mean it holds it so you have your river 
flowing. You might have an abundance of rain and it’s not 
going to let it all go at one time. So muskegs absorbs the 
water and then slowly drains. Like caribou moss. It rings 
itself. You don’t have to be a biologist to understand this. 

A21 December 
16, 2010 

We picked berries all over the place.  Sometimes we’d go 
up to my dad’s, my grandfather’s place [west of the 
Firebag River near Redclay Creek]. Used to go up there 
and pick berries.   This is a nice creek, nice water … I 
don’t know the name of the creek. But my dad used to 
trap up there.  This was my grandfather’s trap line. 

A31 Dec. 18, 
2010 

Right now it [Athabasca River] concerns me ... but it 
depends. I’ll still eat the fish. I just won’t eat them as often 
and if it’s looks good ... if it’s ugly and everything I 
definitely won’t, but of course I’m thinking about all the 
other stuff that could be in the fish while I’m eating it. 

A31 Dec. 18, 
2010 

I still eat fish from around Fort Chip and stuff like that, like 
in the creeks and stuff. But like I wouldn’t fish in the river. 

A45 March 12, [Ronald Lake] is all deep watershed country. It will destroy 
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2013 the plantation of any sort, whether it be fruit, seedlings, 
trees… that will be all destroyed if they push in and start 
drilling and moving stuff around. 

A45 March 12, 
2013 

Well think of the skidders … you think of the snow cats; the 
caterpillar itself that walks and the pounding of when 
they’re pounding the holes in with those pile drivers or 
whatever you call them, has got to have some kind of 
ground destruction, especially in a muskeg area like that.  
One pound like that and that tidal wave will be like a tidal 
wave reaction of the earth and everything else.  It’s got to 
do something to it.  Any living thing there, like you take an 
insect or a small little animal like birds or something, that’s 
another thing too that’s going to be caught in a cross fire 
like that. 

A45 March 12, 
2013 

[named medicinal plant] is a big one, gigantic root.  
Beavers dig that out.  Beavers eat that stuff.  Beavers 
leave it on the banks some places.  Even around the 
beaver lodges, after they eat all the core or whatever that’s 
edible to them, yet, supposedly man has said, it has been 
spoken about a lot of times by the elders, it is supposedly 
poison, yet that’s one of the hardest core medicines there 
is … I know I’ve picked some at Ronald Lake and I took it 
up north for my medicine man.   

A45 March 12, 
2013 

only the oil companies used plastic barrier fencing like 
that along the banks and I see a lot of that.  It’s garbage 
now.  On a river bank that’s getting buried by silt itself but 
still enough to show that that’s where it stopped and 
that’s where it’s going to stay now … the companies that 
used them, forgot to take them out or just left them there 

A47 April 5, 
2013 

The other thing I noticed too about when I went over [to 
Poplar Point] all winter … was a pack of wolves there, 
every other time that I went. [Now] they’re not around. 

A47 April 5, 
2013 

I killed a couple [deer], but that’s really close to MacKay 
… people usually ask for them for dog feed because there 
are just too many of them around MacKay and they’re all 
going to those tailings ponds and drinking that water and 
it’s just not worth it to kill them … Same thing with the 
bears, too … we don’t bother them because they go off to 
those ponds; and if you kill a deer you’ll leave it there - 
well, the bears can eat it - and the deer drinks that water. 
Whatever the deer has is going to go into the bear, so it’s 
no good. So, I’ve got to go all the way to Poplar Point just 
to get good meat. 

A47 April 5, 
2013 

From that island that I hunt [north of Fort MacKay], I went 
back onto the road and I found this little [slough], it’s got a 
little bit of water in there. And I went and checked it out, 



ACFN Knowledge and Use Report for Teck’s Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project 11/20/2013 
 

www.thefirelightgroup.com  
 

146 

there’s ducks in there. So I shot [them] and when I got to 
the water, [it was] this bluish, blackish color, like, just looks 
oily … I went to check like the waters, see if it’s oily. I put 
my hand in, I could feel it … I never took that meat, I just 
left it. 

Women’s 
focus 
group, Fort 
McMurray 

March 24, 
2012 

When they say reclamation, it’s not reclamation. They are 
just putting back together scenery of a desert forest with 
nothing able to survive in it.  

Women’s 
focus 
group, Fort 
McMurray 

March 24, 
2012 

Biggest thing I noticed, my mom told me not to eat the fish 
in the spring from Lake Athabasca. There was something 
wrong with them, and to this day I won’t eat the fish, over 
twenty years since my mom told me not to. The fish are 
deformed and have worms coming out of them. Always 
stuck in my mind, and to this day won't. Problems already 
started prior to that when Syncrude was just starting up. 
Suncor biggest factor, and going to Fort Chip by boat you 
could see it, all the crap coming up out of the plant into the 
lake. 

Women’s 
focus 
group, Fort 
McMurray 

March 24, 
2012 

We are losing our muskegs, being dumped away. Muskeg 
water is the foundation of our land, that should never have 
ever been destroyed. Now they are getting into ground 
water, and that is our storage. Once they get into ground 
water, what is there? There will be nothing left. 
 

Women's 
focus 
group, Fort 
Chipewyan 

March 27, 
2012 

Since my mother died back in '92, I will never eat any 
animal from around here [Fort Chipewyan] and I still don't 
... I'm sure it has something to do with water. I will never 
eat animal from around here. 

Women's 
focus 
group, Fort 
Chipewyan 

March 27, 
2012 

I won’t drink water from the lake [Athabasca]. In the 
summer I have to bring in enough water [to Fort 
Chipewyan] to last for a week then go back into town. 

Men’s 
focus 
group, Fort 
Chipewyan 

March 27, 
2012 

The two SAGD’s, that Frontier, and Total, and there’s 
Imperial; all these other sites start operating, just 
removing the water we have left … another 23 years this 
whole delta will be dry … will be nothing but a creek. 

 

Intangible cultural resources 

Participant Date Quote 
A01 April 12, 

2013 
It’s a way of life.  We’ve done it for thousands of years, 
and we’re just carrying on.  And we’re going to teach our 
children, and they’re going to carry it on.  And industry is 
not going to go there and disrupt our bison. 
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A01 April 12, 
2013 

Bison are a larger animal.  They feed more versus a 
deer, a caribou or a moose.  One bison will keep you fed 
for an extra month versus a moose.  So it’s important.  If 
we’re going to have a cold winter, then we need more 
meat in order to make it through the winter.  And it’s not 
only used for that.  The hide is used for -- you know -- 
making blankets, stuff like that.  The head is used for 
ceremonial purposes, so the bison is important.  Spiritual 
stuff that comes with that animal -- people don’t seem to 
understand that part of it, and they’re a sacred animal to 
us.  You know, we just don’t … go in there without 
acknowledging what the rituals are that we practice and 
follow, which I’m not going to get into today, you know.  
But there are certain things that we have to do before we 
can go out there and take that animal’s life. 

A04 July 27, 
2007 

…they’re polluting not just the earth and the animals and 
the air and the water, but the people too. And that’s 
sad…a lot of these kids growing up right now, they’ll think 
that all this is normal … and it’s not normal. I remember 
washing my hair in rain water, saving it in a barrel … and 
go jump in the lake, and you know, it wouldn’t smell like 
oil or gas, it would smell like water and it would be clear 
and you could see the bottom, and you could see fish 
swimming, you know, and was just nice … what scares 
me is that the kids think it’s normal … it’ll be another … 
world without traditional knowledge … it’s probably to 
them like a fairy tale now. 
 

A15 April 15, 
2013 

I’ve been to all kinds of ceremonies throughout the years, 
but I noticed that the buffalo skull was outside a lot of 
sweat ceremonies that I’ve been to - it was like an altar - 
it was like where you smudge before you go into the 
sweat. 

A15 April 15, 
2013 

I should be able to take my kid to go see a buffalo or a 
moose on the land and have that ability to teach them 
how to hunt them, as well.  It’s not fair that we have to 
learn from a zoo or learn from books or learn from 
videos.  They should have that ability like all of our 
ancestors have had and it should always be utmost 
protected, because when we signed the treaty we weren’t 
told that these things later on will be taken away from 
you. 

A15 April 15, 
2013 

You don’t want to be bringing your kids to learn from 
these from books or videos, you want to have these 
stories passed down to them and you should always 
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respect those animals out there, and the wolf, buffalo, the 
eagle, and a lot of the ones, the animals that we depend 
on.  Even if they are smaller animals, they are part of a 
larger circle of life. 

A15 April 15, 
2013 

There’s like a wild taste to the meat when you’re 
harvesting it from the land versus, I don’t know if the 
same nutrients are from the meat you buy at the store. 
It’s a very different kind of meat.   

A15 April 15, 
2013 

It just feels good when you go to knock on your aunt’s 
house and you open the door and you give them a whole 
bunch of meat, they are just so happy.  I mean, you don’t 
take your aunt to the store and go buy beef for her, it’s 
totally not the same. It doesn’t even mean anything. 

A15 April 15, 
2013 

When I shop, I notice I go past the meat aisle and I’ll just 
go buy the basics, like flour and rice and all that stuff.  
But, when it comes to the meat aisle, I usually just go 
right by it, because your priority is going out on the land 
and getting that meat, not the store. 

A31 Dec. 18, 
2010 

I remember I must have been 6 or 7 years old, we were 
sitting on the bank [of the Embarras River] watching the 
ice break up and I remember my dad saying, you know 
what my girl, one of these days this is going to be all 
yours. And I remember thinking, oh my god I’m just going 
to be so rich.  

A45 March 
12, 2013 

As a spiritual being, I don’t take my orders from a human.  
It is the elders, the people that were once in this part of the 
region, according to them years is what I’m going by, what 
I’m basing on. 
 

A45 March 
12, 2013 

There’s an old man alive right now, I just gave him a 
handful of rat root and, believe it or not, he’s taking care 
of two different cancers.  He was so sick last fall, I 
thought that was it -- he was done.  He was a fighter, I 
don’t know.  And today, now, he’s out there looking for a 
job 

A45 March 
12, 2013 

My biggest concern none other than the world that we, 
the people, live in.  The impact and none other than 
disruption and destruction of our world as a whole, the 
earth, space, water, in regards that nature along with 
grandfather time, time zone, who has the right to 
challenge nature’s law being grandfather time, time itself.  
No human being has the right to break that law in any 
shape or form.  Respect has been forgotten in that issue. 
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A45 March 
12, 2013 

I got nothing against human people to be anywhere.  I 
respect people as they are.  They have every right to go 
camping anywhere, but remember your garbage and 
everything else that comes with it, and a lot of times is not 
so good because too many people involved and one camp 
and whatever and too much alcohol and shit and stuff like 
that. 
 
 

A47 April 5, 
2013 

I just give [meat] away because it’s harder for other 
people, like elders. They can’t go hunting … they can’t 
get up and go hunting like they used to, right?  And then 
when they do see, “Oh, I wish I had this.”  Well, I see the 
look on their face and it kind of hurts me to see them that 
they want stuff, so I just tell them take it 



ACFN Knowledge and Use Report for Teck’s Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project 11/20/2013 
 

www.thefirelightgroup.com  
 

150 

Appendix 6: Informed Consent Documentation 
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Appendix 7: Southern Territories Use and Avoidance 
Methodology
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Appendix 8: Direct to Digital Capture Method 

The methods for spatial data capture (direct to digital mapping) for the study were 
developed by Dr. Craig Candler and Steven DeRoy of the Firelight Group and were 
designed to reliably document detailed ACFN community use, knowledge, and 
avoidance in relation to the Project. 

Interview Team and Materials 

Interviews were conducted with at least two team members present, plus the participant. 
One team member was primarily responsible for conducting the interview and taking 
hard copy notes. The second member was primarily responsible for managing the 
mapping software and recording data within the mapping software used, in this case 
Google Earth or Google Earth Pro. All interviews were mapped using Google Earth Pro 
version 6.0.2 running on a windows based laptop. A digital projector and laser pointer, 
digital video camera, and tripod were also used as part of the mapping kit.  

Study Area 

The study area was defined generally as an area south of Wood Buffalo National Park 
and north of Fort McMurray, with a focus on the area of the proposed projects. The study 
area and the ability to navigate in Google Earth were explained to each participant at the 
beginning of the interview through reference to maps projected on the wall. 

Base Maps 

Due to the size of the study area, and the need for both detail and flexibility, Google 
Earth imagery was chosen as the digital base map for mapping sites. Using a projector, 
the map image was projected onto a clear wall or screen. In order to improve readability 
and help the participant orient themselves, other geographic information system (GIS) 
shape files were overlaid on top of the Google Earth image. Where conversion from 
other formats was required, a licensed version of Google Earth Pro was used. 
Supplemental GIS data originated from the following Government of Canada online GIS 
data repositories or other sources, including the following. 

• National Framework – Hydrology, Drainage Network: 
ftp://ftp.geogratis.gc.ca/frameworkdata/hydrology/analytical/drainage_network/canad
a/ 
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• Atlas of Canada 1,000,000 National Frameworks Data, Canadian Place Names: 
http://www.geogratis.gc.ca/download/frameworkdata/popplace/ 

• National Framework Canada Lands Administrative Boundary (CLAB) Level 1 (First 
Nation reserves): 
http://www.geogratis.gc.ca/download/frameworkdata/Cda_Lands_Adm_L1/ 

• National Topographic System 1:50,000 reference grid: 
ftp://ftp2.cits.rncan.gc.ca/pub/index/ 

• Data regarding the footprint of the proposed Project, received by the ACFN from the 
proponent. 

Interview Process 

Prior to commencing the interview, informed consent to participate in the interview was 
documented through signing a consent form (see Appendix 6). The interview process 
itself involved the participant identifying sites on the map using a laser pointer, while the 
interview team documented the sites in a digital format, with audio and video recording 
(pointed at the map) capturing the entire process. All interviews followed a semi-
structured interview guide (see Appendix 7). 

Interviews were recorded using an external digital audio recorder. A digital video camera 
mounted on a tripod and pointing at the maps projected on the wall recorded the 
mapping of sites throughout each interview, and provided back up audio. Notes were 
written directly onto the guide or in the interviewer’s notebook.  

In Google Earth, a folder called “TEK” was created to store all new mapped data. Each 
participant was given a folder named by their participant code (e.g. M01). Within the 
participant’s folder, three folders were created to store newly mapped data. For example, 
participant “M01” had points stored in the M01_points folder, lines in the M01_lines 
folder, and areas in the M01_areas folder. Each participant’s mapped data (points, lines, 
and areas) were saved as a Keyhole Markup Language (KML) file. The entire database 
was stored as a KMZ file (KML files are often distributed as KMZ files, which are zipped 
KML files with a .kmz extension). 

We mapped new sites using Google Earth at a scale of 1:50,000 or better. That being 
said, most sites were mapped at a scale of 1:5,000 or better, increasing the accuracy of 
the location of sites identified. Where possible, we added timestamps to include month 
or season, and the year the activity occurred. In some cases, people were able to 
identify specific dates or the beginning, middle, or end of a month. 

At the end of the interview, audio files were saved in an audio folder and all video files in 
the video folder on the computer. Names for audio and digital files were saved in the 
following format: 

[Participant ID]_[Participant Name]_[Interview Date MMMDDYYYY]_[file#].[file type] 

For example, M01_JOHNDOE_FEB282011_1.mp3 
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Post-Interview Data Processing 

After the interviews were completed, the data was backed up onto a portable hard drive. 
All data was mapped using a standardized Universal Transverse Mercator, Zone 12 
projection. We downloaded a GIS conversion tool developed by the Department of 
Natural Resources for the State of Minnesota called DNR Garmin 
(http://www.dnr.state.mn.us/mis/gis/tools/arcview/extensions/DNRGarmin/DNRGarmin.ht
ml). DNR Garmin is a reliable tool to convert points, lines and areas collected in Google 
Earth KML format to ESRI Shape file format. KML files (e.g. M01_points.kml) from the 
“KML” folder were converted into Shape files (M01_points.shp) and stored in a folder 
called “Shape.” Each dataset was checked for consistency and accuracy before 
converting new data files. 

Once the data was converted into ESRI Shape Files, we applied a geomasking process 
to protect the confidentiality of the data. Points were randomized using Hawth’s 
“Generate Random Points” tool. This process involved buffering the original points by 
250 m, generating a new random point location within the 250 m buffered area, and then 
buffering the new randomized point by 1 km. Hawth’s tools were downloaded from 
ESRI’s support pages (www.support.esri.com). Lines and polygon feature types were not 
randomized, but were buffered by 1 km using ArcGIS to add an element of 
confidentiality. Once all features were buffered by 1 km, they were merged into one GIS 
shape file layer. 
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Appendix 9. CV – Craig Candler 

 
Education 
Ph.D. Cultural 
Anthropology, University 
of British Columbia, 
Vancouver, BC, 2008 
 
M.A. Anthropology, 
University of Alberta, 
Edmonton, AB, 1999  
 
B.A. (First Class Honors) 
Anthropology, University 
of Alberta, Edmonton, 
AB, 1996 
 
 
 
 

Craig Candler, Ph. D. (Anthropology) 
Director, Community Studies and First Nation Consultation 

 

Employment History       

The Firelight Group Research Cooperative-Victoria, BC  
Director/Community Studies and First Nations Consultation Specialist 
(2009 to present)  
Responsible, as a founding member and director, for helping 
establish The Firelight Group, a group of aboriginal and non-
aboriginal research professionals providing respectful and respected 
environmental and social science research, consulting, and support 
services in processes where aboriginal and non-aboriginal interests 
interact, and where good relationships and quality research tools are 
desired by all sides. Currently serving as the president of the 
Firelight Group, tasks include business and organizational 
development, as well as design, development, and delivery of 
technical services including community-based traditional knowledge 
research and documentation systems, environmental and socio-
cultural impact assessments and monitoring programs, indigenous 
land use mapping, archival research, community involvement 
processes, and First Nations consultation support services. 

 

Golder Associates Ltd. – Victoria, BC  
Senior Anthropologist/Traditional Studies and Community Consultation 
Specialist (2005 to 2009)  
As Senior Anthropologist, provided technical leadership to the cultural 
sciences division of Golder in the fields of traditional studies and First 
Nations consultation, particularly within the context of environmental 
impact assessment. Responsible for design, development, and oversight of 
community-based traditional knowledge research and documentation 
systems, capacity building initiatives, environmental and socio-cultural 
impact assessment and monitoring, indigenous land use mapping, public 
involvement processes, archival research, and First Nations consultation 
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support services. Tasks included leading baseline data collection, 
environmental assessment, and community involvement components 
related to community-based traditional use studies and First Nations 
consultation support, including projects with estimated capital costs in 
excess of one billion dollars. Projects included mines, wind and other 
energy developments, civil infrastructure, environmental remediation, and 
linear energy transmission projects. Key clients and partners included First 
Nations across BC and western Canada, private industry, and government 
agencies. 
 

University of British Columbia, PhD Researcher –  
Vancouver, BC  
Lead Researcher, Changing Land Use and Children's Health in Mae 
Chaem, Northern Thailand (2000 to 2008)  
Responsible for designing, grant writing, coordinating, and conducting 
anthropological research within a multi-method (qualitative and 
quantitative) and community-based research project on oral histories of 
land use and child health change in Northern Thailand since the 1950s.  
 
 
Third Stone Community Research – Edmonton, AB  
Anthropological Consultant (1995 to 2005)  
Founder and Principal of a private consulting company offering applied 
anthropological, community-based research and consultation services, 
specializing in First Nations land use documentation and mapping, and 
comprehensive socio-cultural and community impact assessment and 
mitigation. Projects included leading a large multi-year traditional use study 
for the Treaty 8 Tribal Association of BC, as well as smaller projects for 
communities and research agencies based in Alberta, BC, Manitoba, and 
the Northwest Territories.  
 
 
National Centre for Excellence in Sustainable Forest Management, 
University of Alberta – Edmonton, AB  
Research Coordinator (2000)  
Research and funding coordinator for socio-economic, community 
sustainability, and integrated and cumulative effects related projects 
supported through the NCE-SFM.  
 
 
Centre for the Cross-Cultural Study of Health and Healing, University 
of Alberta – Edmonton, AB  
Coordinator and Consultant Liaison (1995 to 1999)  
Coordinator of office activities including development of a consulting 
program for academic and contract research, project proposal development, 
grant applications, reporting, financial administration, marketing and 
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managing a publishing series, organizing public workshops and lectures, 
and coordinating volunteer involvement.  
 
 
 
 

Project Experience –  
Traditional Knowledge (TEK) and Traditional Use Studies (TUS) 
Mikisew Cree First 
Nation and Athabasca 
Chipewyan First Nation  
Northwest Alberta  

Primary Researcher and Project Manager for a TEK/TUS project involving 
documentation of community use and knowledge along the Athabasca 
River to inform decisions regarding water withdrawals and oil sands 
production. Jointly funded through two First Nations, the project involves 
documentation of First Nations use and interests through interviews and 
mapping, and understanding the effects water quality and water level 
change on the practice of aboriginal and treaty rights along a major river 
and within an ecologically sensitive delta and lake area.  
 

British Columbia 
Transmission 
Corporation  
Southwest British 
Columbia  

Component Lead for an overview-level TUS for planning of a linear 
transmission project involving archival review, field interviews, and 
coordinated research with more than forty First Nations with traditional 
territories in the Fraser Valley, Fraser Canyon, and in the area of Nicola 
Lake. Tasks included methodology development, interview protocols, First 
Nations liaison, supervising and participating in mapping interviews and 
archival review, and leading analysis and reporting.  
 

Kwoiek Creek 
Hydroelectric Project  
Southwest British 
Columbia  

Component Lead for community-based TUS conducted for environmental 
assessment of a run-of-river project, including transmission line, proposed 
by a First Nation joint venture. The project involved generation of energy 
and transmission through multiple First Nations territories. Tasks include 
methodology review, supporting First Nations interviewers to complete 
baseline, and leading community-based impact assessment and reporting.  
 

Western Canadian Coal  
Northeast British Columbia  

Project Manager for the completion of Socio-Economic and Aboriginal 
Interests and Use chapters for an Environmental Assessment (EA) 
application to the BC Environmental Assessment Office (BC EAO) 
regarding a proposed coal development in northeast BC. The project 
involved working with First Nations and Metis groups and included 
methodology review, First Nations and aboriginal liaison, and reporting.  
 

Peace River Coal  
Northeast British Columbia  

Component Lead for overview-level TUS and TEK work conducted for EA 
purposes for two coal mines and related developments. The project 
involved working with six First Nations and Metis groups. Tasks have 
included methodology development, First Nations liaison, archival review, 
community-based mapping, focus group interviews, and reporting.  
 

North Coast Wind 
Energy  
Northwest British 

Component Lead for overview and operational-level TUS proposed within 
a harmonized BC Environmental Assessment Act (BCEAA)-Canadian 
Environmental Assessment Act (CEAA) process on the north coast of BC. 
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Columbia  The project involved a large generation area and more than 100 km of 
linear transmission corridor involving the traditional territories of three 
First Nations. Tasks included methodology development, archival review, 
First Nations liaison, and preliminary coordination of overview-level TUS 
interviews.  
 

Aseniwuche Winewak 
Nation  
Grande Cache, AB 

 

Project Manager and lead researcher for a gap analysis of TUS data used 
for First Nations consultation purposes, providing specialist support for the 
optimization of an internal First Nations consultation and referral system, 
and providing research services in support of oral history interviews and 
document preparation related to a comprehensive claim.  
 

Treaty 8 Tribal 
Association  
Northeast British Columbia  

Project Coordinator for all aspects of a large multi-community, multi-year 
traditional use study (TUS) with a budget in excess of one million dollars, 
including mapping and TEK interview components, training, project 
management, site visits, GPS data collection, archival review, GIS and 
database design, digitization, indigenous toponomy, and oral history. 
Facilitated negotiation of community consultation and information 
protection protocols.  
 

Sawridge First Nation 
and Kapawe’no First 
Nation Traditional Use 
Study  
Central Alberta  
 

Methodology development, interview protocols, First Nations liaison, and 
proposal development.  

Bigstone Cree Nation 
TUS Gap Analysis  
Northwest Alberta  

Assisted with gap analysis, evaluating community goals and needs, and the 
potential of an existing TUS data set to meet those goals and needs. Review 
of digital data, methodologies, and community goals.  
 

Beaver First Nation 
Traditional Use Study  
Northwest Alberta  

Methodology development, First Nations liaison, training and capacity 
building workshops on community-based research, mapping strategies, 
GIS/GPS technology, and proposal writing.  
 

Dene Tha’ Consultation 
Pilot Project  
Northwest Alberta  
 

Methodology development and expert review of TUS data collection and 
mapping, digital data capture, and database design. Assisted negotiation of 
final information sharing and consultation protocols.  
 

Halfway River First 
Nation Traditional Use 
Study  
Northeast British Columbia  
 

Designed and delivered TUS methodology, field work, training, and 
capacity building in mapping and land use research.  

Dene Tsaa Tse K’nai 
(Prophet River) First 
Nation Traditional Use 
Study  
Northeast British Columbia  
 

Designed and delivered TUS methodology, field work, interviews, design 
of field recording and GPS strategies, coordination of field visits, training, 
reporting and capacity building.  
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Canadian Circumpolar 
Institute  
Edmonton, AB  

Literature review and critique of emerging GIS and GPS technologies in 
the context of traditional knowledge research in Canada’s north.  
 
 

Gwich’in Tribal Council 
and the Sustainable 
Forest Management 
Network  
Winnipeg, MN  
 

Archival research in the Hudson’s Bay Archives, archival documentation 
and report writing on historic environmental change and resource use along 
the Mackenzie Delta.  

Project Experience –  
Socio-Economic and Cultural Impact Assessment  
 
Western Canadian Coal  
Northeast British Columbia  

Project Manager for the completion of Socio-Economic and TUS chapters 
for an Environmental Assessment (EA) application to the BC 
Environmental Assessment Office (BC EAO) regarding a proposed coal 
development in northeast BC. The project has involved working with First 
Nations and Metis groups. Tasks have included methodology review, First 
Nations liaison, and reporting.  
 

Public Works and 
Government Services  
Victoria, BC  

Design and implementation of public and First Nations involvement, 
including social studies, related to a risk assessment of contaminants in a 
heavily used urban industrial waterway.  
 

Treaty 8 Tribal 
Association  
Northeast British Columbia  

Assisted with design and development, including fundraising, criteria and 
indicators, and determination of community-relevant VECs (Valued 
Ecosystem Components) for a community-based and First Nations-led 
centre for cumulative impact assessment, geared particularly towards the 
oil, gas, and forestry sectors, and utilizing both community- and science-
based knowledge.  
 

World Agroforestry 
Centre  
Chiang Mai, Thailand  

Design and delivery of a two-year study working within a multidisciplinary 
team to develop community-based methods for tracing environmental and 
community health changes over time, particularly with regards to pesticide 
use and early child health. Methodology development, training, field 
interviews, analysis, reporting.  
 

Treaty 8 Tribal 
Association  
Northeast British Columbia  

As-and-when needed technical support and recommendations to local 
governments towards the resolution of community concerns involving 
forestry, oil and gas, highways, and agriculture sectors.  
 

Sustainable Forest 
Management Network  
Edmonton, AB  

Worked as part of a multidisciplinary management team to support and 
manage socio-economic and cumulative effects related to boreal forest 
industries and communities. Team included industry, academic, and 
government representatives.  
 

Bigstone Cree First 
Nation  
Northern Alberta  

Extended field work and community-based research on the effects of 
northern industry, particularly pulp and paper development, upon social 
relations, community factionalism, and the practice of traditional medicine 
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in a Northern Cree community.  
 

 
 
 
Project Experience –  
First Nation Consultation and Negotiation 
 
BC Hydro Aboriginal 
Relations and 
Negotiations  
Northwest BC  

Assisted in leading a consultation team providing specialist First Nations 
consultation services in relation to the environmental permitting of a large 
transmission line project in northwestern BC. The project involved multiple 
First Nations in the area of Terrace, BC, as well as the Nisga'a Nation. 
Tasks included procedural consultation support, acting as point of contact 
for First Nation consultation, coordination and documentation of 
consultations within the environmental assessment process, supporting 
negotiations regarding memorandums of understanding and provision of 
capacity funding, as well as support, where appropriate, for negotiation of 
long-term impact and benefits agreements (IBAs) or other agreements 
related to project construction and operation. 
 

Mount Hays Wind Farm 
LP  
Northwest BC  

Component Lead for First Nations consultation services in relation to 
permitting of a proposed development through provincial and federal 
processes. The project involved three First Nations and traditional territory 
interests within an existing municipal boundary. Tasks included procedural 
consultation support, acting as point of contact for First Nation 
consultation, coordination and documentation of consultations, facilitation 
of negotiation regarding letters of understanding and development of 
accommodation packages including non-financial and financial 
accommodations, and support for negotiation of a long-term impact and 
benefits agreement (IBA).  
 

North Coast Wind 
Energy  
Northwest British 
Columbia  

Component Lead for First Nations consultation services in relation to a 
multi-billion dollar project being processed through a harmonized 
provincial-federal process. The project involved supporting consultation 
and accommodation discussions involving three First Nations and related 
traditional territory interests south of Prince Rupert, BC. Tasks included 
procedural consultation advice, acting as point of contact for First Nation 
consultation, coordination and documentation of consultations, facilitation 
of negotiation regarding letters of understanding and development of 
accommodation packages including non-financial and financial 
accommodations, and negotiation of long-term impact and benefits 
agreement (IBA).  
 

Catalyst Paper Corp.  
Vancouver Island, BC  

Project Manager for provision of Public and First Nations consultation 
support, including analysis of First Nations consultation requirements  
and strategic advice. Tasks included delivery of consultation tools including 
letters, contact matrices, project website development, and open house 
coordination.  
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Public Works and 
Government Services  
Victoria, BC  

Project Manager for provision of expert consultation support, including 
analysis of First Nations consultation requirements under federal policy and 
recent court decisions. Tasks included project and document review and 
reporting.  
 

Aseniwuche Winewak 
Nation  
Grande Cache, AB  

Project Manager for conducting a gap analysis of TUS data used for 
consultation purposes, and providing expert support for the optomization of 
an internal First Nations consultation and referral system.  
 

Treaty 8 Tribal 
Association  
Northeast British Columbia  

Assisted with the design and development of a TUS data system designed 
for referral and consultation purposes. Tasks included design and 
implementation of GIS and databases, and negotiation of information 
sharing protocols.  
 

Dene Tha’ Consultation 
Pilot Project  
Northwest Alberta  
 

Methodology development and expert review of TUS data collection and 
mapping, digital data capture, and database design. Assisted negotiation of 
final information sharing and consultation protocols.  
 

Project Experience –  
Training and Capacity Building 
 
North Coast Wind 
Energy  
Northwest British 
Columbia  

Designed and delivered a week-long training workshop to three north coast 
First Nations on community-based TUS/TEK research, including traditional 
use mapping, for environmental assessment purposes. Training included 
classroom and field components and was taught in collaboration with four 
community Elder instructors.  
 

Treaty 8 Tribal 
Association  
Northeast British Columbia  

Design and development (including fundraising) for a community-based 
and First Nations-led centre for cumulative impact assessment utilizing 
both traditional and scientific knowledge and criteria for evaluating and 
monitoring environmental, socio-economic, and health changes.  
 

University of British 
Columbia  
Vancouver, BC  

Design and delivery of a senior university-level course on the ethnography 
of Southeast Asia.  
 

University of Alberta  
Edmonton, AB  

Design and delivery of senior university-level courses in the School of 
Comparative and Religious Studies, and Department of Anthropology.  
 

Northern Lights College  
Inuvik, NT  
 
 

Design and delivery of a college-level course on anthropology, community 
research, and natural resource management for post-secondary Gwich’in 
and Inuvialuit students.  
 

Professional Affiliations  
 
Canadian Anthropological Society (CASCA) – Member of the CASCA Executive, effective June 2010, 
representing applied and practicing anthropologists in Canada at the national level.  
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Canadian Asian Studies Association – Canadian Council for Southeast Asian Studies (CASA-CCSEAS)  
 
American Anthropological Association (AAA)  
 
Society for Applied Anthropology (SfAA) 
 
Selected Publications  
 
Peer Reviewed 
Publications, Journal 
Articles, and Proceedings  
 

Craig, Candler, Rachel Olson, Steven Deroy and Kieran Broderick. 
Participatory GIS as a Sustained (and Sustainable?) Practice: The Case of 
Treaty 8 BC. Participatory Learning and Action, 54 (2006), p. 325-356.  
 

 Young, David and Craig Candler. 1997. “The Paradoxes of Northern 
Development in Canada: An Anthropological Perspective,” in The 
Proceedings of the 11th International Abashiri Symposium on Peoples and 
Cultures of the North, Abashiri, Japan.  
 

 Candler, Craig, David Young, Cliff Pompana and Denise Spitzer. A 
Hermeneutic Exposition of a Plains Healer’s Concept of “The 
Grandfathers”. Anthropos, 92 (1996), 115-128.  
 

Books and Theses  
 

Candler, Craig. 2008. Changing Land Use and Children’s Health in Mae 
Chaem, Northern Thailand. Ph.D. thesis, University of British Columbia.  
 

 Candler, Craig. 1999. Healing and Cultural Formation in a Bush Cree 
Community. M.A. thesis, University of Alberta.  
 

Scholarly Conference 
Presentations  
 

Invited Roundtable member for: Anthropological Connections: Networking 
Practising Anthropologists in Canada, Canadian Anthropological Society 
(CAS-SCA), Montreal, Canada (2010).  
 

 The Good, the Bad and the Glossy: Anthropology, Land Use Mapping and 
‘Adequate’ First Nations Consultation and Accommodation. Presented at 
the annual meetings of the Society for Applied Anthropology, Vancouver, 
Canada (2006).  
 

 Incorporating TEK and Aquatic Toxicity Science. Interactive Workshop 
Presentation for the Aquatic Toxicity Workshop, Jasper, Canada (2006).  
 

 Transcendent Life (and) Science: Medicine, Ecology, and Flexible 
Biotechnical Citizenship in a Northern Thai Valley. Presented at the  
32nd Congress of the Canadian Anthropological Society (CAS-SCA), 
Merida, Mexico (2005).  
 

 Globalization in a Pill: Opium, Yaa Baa, and Addictive Modernity in 
Northern Thailand. Presented at the joint meetings of the Canadian Council 
for Southeast Asian Studies (CCSEAS) and the Canadian Asian Studies 
Association East Asian Council (CASA-EAC), Université de Montréal, 
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Canada (2003).  
 

 Maps, Dreams, and GIS: Telling Stories with New Technology. Presented 
at the 27th Congress of the Canadian Anthropological Society (CAS-SCA), 
University of Calgary, Canada (2000).  
 

 The Concept of Significance in Cultural Resource Management: Protecting 
What Past for Whose Future? Presented at the 1999 Chacmool Conference 
on Indigenous Peoples and Archaeology, University of Calgary, Canada 
(1999).  
 

 Paper, Pipes and the Pentecost: Healing and Change in a Northern Cree 
Community. Presented at the 25th Congress of the Canadian 
Anthropological Society (CAS-SCA), Toronto, Canada (1998).  
 

Reviews and Other  
 

Craig Candler has provided external and/or internal peer review on 
specialist technical reports, academic articles, and book length works, 
including peer review of chapters and contributions to Terry Tobias' (2010) 
landmark work, Living Proof: the Essential Data-Collection Guide for 
Indigenous Use-and-Occupancy Map Surveys.  
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Appendix 10. CV – Steven Deroy 

Education  
MSc Geographic 
Information Science, 
University College 
London, London, United 
Kingdom, 2012  
GIS/Cartographic 
Technology, Sir Sandford 
Fleming College, 
Lindsay, ON, 1998 

Supplementary 
Training 
Indigenous Mapping Network - 
Google Tribal Geo Tech 
Workshop, Google Inc., 
Mountain View, California, 
2010. 

Introduction to ArcGIS Server 
(certificate), Environmental 
Systems Research Institute 
(ESRI) Canada, Toronto, ON, 
2009. 

Ecosystem Mapping 
(workshop), University of 
Northern British Columbia, 
Prince George, BC, 2005. 

Introduction to ArcGIS 1 and 2 
(certificate), Environmental 
Systems Research Institute 
(ESRI) Canada, Vancouver, 
BC, 2001 and 2005. 

GIS Project Management 
(certificate), Urban and 
Regional Information Systems 
Association (URISA), 
Vancouver, BC, 2002. 

Introduction to GeoDatabases 
(certificate), British Columbia 
Institute of Technology, 
Burnaby, BC, 2001. 

 

Steven DeRoy 
President and Director 
Employment History  

6.5 The Firelight Group – North Vancouver, BC 
6.5.1 Director (2009 to present)  

Responsible, as co-founder and director, for helping establish The 
Firelight Group, a firm of aboriginal and non-aboriginal professionals 
specialized in providing respectful and respected environmental and 
social science research, consulting, and support services in processes 
where aboriginal and non-aboriginal interests interact, and where good 
relationships are desired by all sides. Tasks include business 
development, as well as design, development, and delivery of technical 
services including community-based traditional knowledge research and 
documentation systems, environmental and socio-cultural impact 
assessments and monitoring programs, indigenous land use mapping, 
GIS technical support and training, research, community involvement 
processes, and First Nations consultation support services.  

6.6 Centre for Indigenous Environmental Resources – 
Winnipeg, MB  

6.6.1 Research Associate/GIS Specialist (2007 to 2010)  
As a Research Associate/GIS Specialist, my primary role was to build a 
mapping and GIS service at CIER that would support both internal staff 
and external clients with technical, advisory and professional support on 
a range of projects. Responsible for design, development, and oversight 
of an Ontario-wide risk assessment inventory of fuel systems and waste 
site inventory project; managed, researched and documented good 
practices for setting up GIS offices in Aboriginal communities across 
Canada (this resulted in publication of “Good Practices Guide: Setting up 
and keeping an Aboriginal Mapping Program.”); conducted an 
assessment of land use planning issues for First Nations in Ontario; 
coordinated an indigenous place names mapping initiative for the Little 
Grand Rapids First Nation; GIS data manager for the Pimachiowin Aki 
world heritage site nomination; development of environmental monitoring 
tools for the Mikisew Cree First Nation; species at risk tool development 
using CyberTracker software; delivery of comprehensive community 
planning services; advisory support to Clean Energy and Community 
Adaptation Program; and internal IT liaison. Clients included First 
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Nations, Ivey Foundation, RBC Blue Water Foundation, INAC, Parks 
Canada, and GeoConnections/ Natural Resources Canada. 

6.7 Treaty 8 Tribal Association – Fort St. John, BC  
6.7.1 GIS Advisor (2005 to 2006)  

Provided mapping and GIS advisory support to six member First Nation 
communities (Fort Nelson, Prophet River, Halfway River, Doig River, 
Saulteau, and the West Moberly First Nations), chiefs and councils, 
internal staff, and to the Treaty 8 negotiations team. Aided in the storing 
and mapping of traditional use information and maintained a 
comprehensive digital data library containing numerous datasets from 
diverse government agencies, conservationists & industry; expedited the 
consultation referral and permitting process through ongoing training and 
technical support for Treaty 8 land use offices; researched, wrote 
proposals and secured funding for an online mapping application; 
participated in joint planning and management activities involving 
government agencies, industry and Treaty 8 First Nations; and acted as 
Information Technology manager for 25 client users. 

6.8 Red Road HIV/AIDS Network – West Vancouver, BC  
6.8.1 GIS Technician/Consultant (2004 to 2007)  

Managed the web-based mapping system, utilizing ESRI’s ArcIMS 
software, to map out the locations of HIV and AIDS service 
organizations throughout the province of British Columbia. Also 
designed and developed 30,000 map guides highlighting HIV/AIDS and 
health services for both the city of Vancouver and northern British 
Columbia; represented the Red Road interactive mapping project at 
various conferences, workshops and meetings; and coordinated the 
redesign and maintainance of www.red-road.org.  

6.9 Ecotrust Canada – Vancouver, BC 
6.9.1 Aboriginal Mapping Network Coordinator and GIS Mapping Analyst 

(2002-2004) 
Manager for the Aboriginal Mapping Network, with responsibilities 
including management of program initiatives, presentation of the 
program to funders, members, and organizations at various conferences 
and workshops, and co-facilitatation of two workshops with national and 
international participation addressing issues of concern to aboriginal 
mappers. Supported identification of funding sources relating to land use 
and occupancy research (this resulted in publication of "A New Trail: 
Fundraising for Cultural Research and Land Use and Occupancy 
Studies - A Reference Guide For Securing Funds."), provided mapping 
and GIS training and technical support to First Nation communities 
involved with developing land use plans and bioregional atlases, and 
maintained the Ecotrust Canada and Aboriginal Mapping Network 
websites (www.nativemaps.org). 

DrakeGIS & Mapping Ltd. – Kelowna, BC 
Marketing Manager (2000 to 2002)  
Assisted in the development of the company in response to the 
increasing need for mapping and GIS services in BC. Cultivated 
strategic affiliations and joint ventures with small consulting companies 
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and First Nation bands; researched, identified and wrote proposals for 
contract opportunities; project leader for a traditional use study for the 
Nazko Band Government; responsible for the completion of all mapping 
phases for fish & fish habitat inventory mapping projects and watershed 
assessment maps for various clients as well as administrative duties. 

Urban Systems Ltd. – Kelowna, BC  
GIS/Cartographic Technologist (1999)  
Performed tasks for the Digital Information Management and Resource 
Systems (DIMARS) project including editing watermain, sanitary sewer 
and storm sewer drawings using AutoCAD 14; setting up databases for 
each drawing in ArcView; and linking data to scanned drawings in PDF. 

6.10  
Computer Master – Mississauga, ON  
MicroStation Operator (1999)  
Acted as a consultant for the Regional Municipality Of Peel by adding, 
updating and editing watermain plans and files using MicroStation SE. 
Involved recording and updating changes made to waterplans into 
graphic conversion databases using Excel. 

 

Toronto Hydro Electric Commission – Scarborough, ON 
CAD Operator (1999)  
Produced and created small site plans, single line diagrams, and 
updated and revised landbase files, strip maps and subdivision maps 
using IRAS/B within MicroStation SE. Also assisted in training 
MicroStation SE to co-op students. 

 
Project Experience – Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) and Traditional 
Use Studies (TUS)  

Athabasca Chipewyan 
First Nation and 

Mikisew Cree First 
Nation 

Northern Alberta 

Project Manager, Researcher, GIS Manager and Author for the 
ACFN/MCFN Desktop Knowledge and Use Study for BC Hydro’s 
Proposed ‘Site C’ Dam project. The project involved methodology 
development, document review, GIS analysis, and final reporting. 

  

Mathias Colomb Cree 
Nation 

Northern Manitoba 

Researcher, Technical support and GIS Manager for the Mathias 
Colomb Cree Nation Initial Knowledge and Use Scoping and Mapping 
Study for three properties belonging to Hudbay Minerals. The project 
involved methodology development, GIS post-processing, analysis and 
final reporting. 

  

Saulteau First Nation 
Northeast British 

Columbia 

Technical support and GIS Manager for the Saulteau First Nation 
Knowledge and Use Study of the proposed ZED Wind Farm. The project 
involved GIS post-processing, data analysis and final map production. 
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Doig River First Nation 

Northeastern British 
Columbia 

Technical support and GIS Manager for the Doig River First Nation 
Gordondale Pipeline traditional use study. The project involved 
methodology development, GIS post-processing, analysis and final 
reporting. 

  

Tlicho Government 

Northwest Territories 

Technical support and GIS Manager for the Tlicho Government 
indigenous knowledge study for the Fortune Minerals NICO project. The 
project involved methodology development, on-going technical support, 
GIS post-processing, analysis and final reporting. 

  

Mikisew Cree First 
Nation 

Northern Alberta 

Project Manager, Researcher and GIS Manager for the Mikisew Cree 
First Nation coordinated Indigenous Knowledge (IK) study for the 
Athabasca oil sands region. The project involved work planning, project 
scoping, budgeting, methodology development, facilitation of training, 
lead field interviews using direct-to-digital mapping, data analysis, and 
coordination of seven final project-specific reports. 

  

Athabasca Chipewyan 
First Nation 

Northern Alberta 

Technical support and GIS Manager for the Athabasca Chipewyan First 
Nation coordinated indigenous knowledge (IK) study for the Athabasca 
oil sands region. The project involved methodology development, 
facilitation of training, data analysis and final map production. 

  

Saulteau First Nation 
Northeast British 

Columbia 

Technical support and GIS Manager for the Saulteau First Nation 
Knowledge and Use Study of the proposed Wildmare Wind Farm. The 
project involved methodology development, facilitate training in Google 
Earth, supporting field interviewers using direct-to-digital mapping, data 
analysis and final map production. 

  

Treaty 8 Tribal 
Association  

Northeast British 
Columbia 

Researcher and GIS Manager for a Traditional Knowledge, Use and 

Occupancy Study for the Proposed ‘Site C’ Area along the Peace River. 
The project involved work planning, gap analysis, methodology 
development, leading field interviews using direct-to-digital mapping, 
conducting training in Google Earth, data analysis, final map production 
and reporting. 

  

Fort Nelson First 
Nation 

Northeast British 
Columbia 

Technical support and training for the Fort Nelson First Nation 
Traditional Use Study program (2011-2012). The project involved 
providing high-level technical expertise on an on-going basis, 
methodology development, development of a training guide, leading a 
direct-to-digital mapping training session and an on-territory map training 
session with lands staff. 
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Mikisew Cree First 
Nation 

Northern Alberta 

Co-researcher and GIS Manager for an Indigenous Knowledge study for 
assessing Shell-specific oil sands development projects near Fort 
McKay. The project involved work planning, gap analysis, methodology 
development, leading and participating in field interviews using direct-to-
digital mapping, and First Nations liaison. 

  

Tsleil-Waututh Nation 
Southern British 

Columbia 

Technical support and training for the Tsleil-Waututh Nation Knowledge 
and Use Project (Marine and Foreshore). The project involved 
methodology development, development of a training guide, and leading 
a direct-to-digital mapping training session with key staff and youth. 

  

Athabasca Chipewyan 
First Nation 

Northern Alberta 

GIS Manager for a TEK community-based monitoring of Woodland 
Caribou and Wood Bison herds, funded in part by the Aboriginal Funds 
for Species at Risk Program (AFSAR). The project involved GIS data 
management, analysis, and final map production. 

  

Athabasca Chipewyan 
First Nation 

Northern Alberta 

Co-researcher and GIS Manager for a use and interests assessment for 
Shell’s Jackpine Mine Expansion project and Pierre River Mine project. 
Key tasks include methodology development, participating in field 
interviews using direct-to-digital mapping, data management, GIS 
analysis, map production, and reporting. 

  

Athabasca Chipewyan 
First Nation 

Northern Alberta 

Co-researcher and GIS Manager for a TEK/TUS project involving 
documentation of community use and interests assessment for the Total 
Jocelyn Oil Sands Mining project near Fort McKay. The project involved 
methodology development, participating in interviews using direct-to-
digital mapping, data management, GIS analysis, map production, and 
reporting. 

  

Athabasca Chipewyan 
First Nation and the 

Mikisew Cree First 
Nation 

Northern Alberta 

GIS Manager for the development of relevant base maps and digitization 
of Traditional Ecological Knowledge data for the Athabasca River Use 
and Traditional Ecological Knowledge Study. The project involved 
working with researchers, establishing methodologies, GIS pre- and 
post-processing, final mapping and reporting. 

  

Ktunaxa Nation Council 

Southern British 
Columbia 

GIS Manager and researcher for a TEK/TUS component of an 
environmental impact assessment for Teck Coal`s proposed mining 
project. The project involved working with First Nation researchers and 
included direct-to-digital mapping interviews, GIS pre- and post-
processing, and reporting. 
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God’s Lake First Nation  

Eastern Manitoba  

GIS Manager for the digitization of all Traditional Use Study data 
collected for the Historical Resources Branch of Manitoba. The project 
involved working with First Nation researchers and included 
methodology review, GIS pre- and post-processing, and reporting. 

 

Manto Sipi Cree Nation  

Eastern Manitoba  

GIS Manager for the digitization of all Traditional Use Study data 
collected for the Historical Resources Branch of Manitoba. The project 
involved working with First Nation researchers and included 
methodology review, GIS pre- and post-processing, and reporting. 

  

Wabanong Nakaygum 
Okimawin  

Eastern Manitoba  

GIS Manager for 13 First Nations involved in the collection of Traditional 
Use Study data for the Wabanong Nakaygum Okimawin East Side 
Planning Authority. The project involved working with First Nation 
researchers and included methodology review, GIS pre- and post-
processing, and reporting. 

  

Little Grand Rapids 
First Nation  

Eastern Manitoba 

Project leader for the development of a Saulteaux/Syllabics place names 
map for the Little Grand Rapids First Nation. The project involved 
working with two First Nation researchers to document and verify 
toponyms. Tasks have included methodology development, First Nations 
liaison, training, community-based mapping, GIS pre- and post-
processing, and reporting. 

  

Mikisew Cree Nation 

Northeast Alberta 

Facilitated the development of a community-based, environmental 
monitoring program using Indigenous Knowledge and Western Science, 
to record changes in the environment, and to create tools to assist in 
environmental monitoring. Tasks included conducting community-based 
research to develop traditional knowledge indicators of environmental 
health, customization of CyberTracker software to enable the Mikisew 
Cree First Nation to collect TEK observations in the field, and reporting. 

  

Keeseekoowenin 
Ojibway First Nation 

Southern Manitoba 

Conducted community-based research for the development of an 
environmental monitoring program using Indigenous Knowledge and 
scientific monitoring techniques. Tasks included methodology 
development, First Nation liaison support, training, customization of 
CyberTracker software, GIS pre- and post-processing, and reporting. 

  

Coalition of First 
Nations with Interest in 

Riding Mountain 
National Park 

Southern Manitoba 

Completed a needs assessment for completing an Anishnabe 
Knowledge Study. The report outlined two potential approaches for the 
Anishnabe Knowledge Study, which differed primarily in the technical 
skills required for data collection and in the nature of the products that 
would be developed from the study. Tasks included interviews, literature 
reviews, methodology development, technical writing, and reporting. 

  

Saulteau First Nation  Conducted a cultural values assessment by integrating land use and 
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and the West Moberly 
First Nations  

Northeast British 
Columbia  

occupancy research findings from past studies into the Peace Moberly 
Tract Land Use Plan. The planning committee consisted of 
representatives from the BC provincial government, industry and First 
Nations. Tasks included methodology development, gathered data from 
numerous research studies from both SFN and WMFN, developed maps 
that showed the distribution of cultural heritage, and created buffered 
zones for areas of cultural sensitivity. Also facilitated training workshops 
for land use personnel from the WMFN to create the maps to be used in 
the land use plan. 

  

Prophet River First 
Nation  

Northeast British 
Columbia  

Provided technical expertise for the development of maps to be used in 
a land use planning initiative for a 5 square kilometre area around the 
PRFN's reserve lands. Created a series of maps that integrated scientific 
and cultural heritage data for a planning initiative between the Oil and 
Gas Commission (OGC) and the PRFN. The maps were produced for 
community input on issues affecting hunting, fishing, and other activities. 

  

Doig River First Nation  
Northeast British 

Columbia 

Provided technical expertise for integrating land use and occupancy 
research findings from past studies into the communities Treaty Land 
Entitlement process. Tasks included facilitating training workshops to 
land use personnel from DRFN to create maps of cultural heritage, and 
provide technical support during the community consultation process for 
identifying potential land parcels that would be added to the DRFN 
reserve lands. 

  

Fort Nelson First 
Nation  

Northeast British 
Columbia  

Provided technical and training expertise for the development of a 
community atlas and mapping of traditional use study research findings. 
Tasks included facilitating training workshops for a community GIS 
Trainee, and the development of a community atlas that integrated 
scientific and cultural data, and digitize traditional use study research 
findings to create deliverables to the OGC on behalf of the community. 

  

Halfway River First 
Nation 

Northeast British 
Columbia 

Provided technical expertise to land use personnel to identify a RCMP 
historic trail route. Involved researching and identifying maps of historic 
data highlighting the trail, along with a field reconnaissance with land 
use personnel from HRFN to GPS the exact location of the trail. 

  

Bigstone Cree Nation 
TUS Gap Analysis  

Northwest Alberta  

Assisted with gap analysis, evaluating community goals and needs, and 
the potential of an existing TUS data set to meet those goals and needs. 
Assessed community land use and occupancy study (CLUOS) data and 
provided GIS training to staff members. 

  

Aboriginal Mapping 
Network  

Vancouver, British 

Interviewed practitioners and researched funding sources that would 
support Traditional Use Study research activities in First Nation 
communities that resulted in the development of "A New Trail: 
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Columbia  Fundraising for Cultural Research and Land Use and Occupancy 
Studies - A Reference Guide For Securing Funds." 

  

Nazko Band 
Government Traditional 

Use Study  

Central British Columbia  

Initiated a Traditional Use Study in accordance with the BC Traditional 
Use Study guidelines. Project leader for the development of a Traditional 
Use Study for the Nazko Band Government, coordinating literature 
reviews, and managing budgets and personnel. 

   

Project Experience – Land Use Planning, Atlases and Bioregional Mapping  
reaty Relations 
Commission of 

Manitoba 

Manitoba 

Produced and redesigned the Historical Atlas of First Nations in 
Manitoba 2013 Portfolio. Involved collaborating with academic 
researchers and writers, conducting archival and historical research, 
graphic design and layout, GIS analysis and cartography. 

  

Fort Nelson First 
Nation 

Northern British 
Columbia 

Provided technical and advisory support for the Fort Nelson First Nation 
Strategic Land Use Plan, entitled “Respect for the Land”. Key tasks 
included background research, mentorship for map production, and 
document review. 

  

Treaty Relations 
Commission of 

Manitoba 

Manitoba 

Updated and re-designed a poster entitled “We are all Treaty people” for 
the Treaty Relations Commission. Involved spatial conversions, 
cartography, graphic design and layout. 

  

Sambaa K’e First 
Nation  

Northwest Territories 

Technical support for the Sambaa K’e First Nation to support on-going 
land claim negotiations with government. Key tasks include analysis of 
spatial data, data management, and produced a series of maps. 

  

Navajo Nation / 
Bioneers  

Sante Fe, New Mexico 

Co-facilitated a one-day Google Earth training workshop with Google 
Earth Outreach. Key tasks included work planning, development of 
training materials, and presenting and facilitating the workshop with 
youth and membership. 

Athabasca Chipewyan 
First Nation 

Northern Alberta 

Technical support for the ACFN’s Industry Relations Corporation to 
support on-going consultation with government and industry. Key tasks 
include digital mapping, data management, and GIS analysis. 

  

Athabasca Chipewyan 
First Nation 

Northern Alberta 

Technical support for the ACFN’s Lower Athabasca Region Plan, editing 
maps and conducting GIS analysis to consider ACFN’s interests and 
vision for planning. 
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Fisher River Cree 
Nation 

Manitoba 

Facilitated workshops for the development of a community vision for 
watershed planning. Involved methodology development, community 
consultations, coordination with First Nation Liaisons, mapping, and 
synthesizing responses for inclusion into a community vision. 

  

Ivey Foundation  

Northern Ontario  

Conducted an assessment of Ontario-based First Nation land use issues 
to gain a deeper understanding of community-driven, participatory land-
use planning priorities. Involved working with First Nations by traveling to 
and interviewing practitioners, synthesizing data and reporting. 

  

Treaty Relations 
Commission of 

Manitoba 

Manitoba 

Produced and designed a 24-page portfolio for the Historical Atlas of 
First Nations in Manitoba, 2009 Map Portfolio. Involved collaborating 
with academic researchers and writers, conducting archival and 
historical research, graphic design and layout, GIS analysis and 
cartography. 

  

Little Black Bear First 
Nation  

Southern Saskatchewan  

Provided advisory, technical and training support to the Little Black Bear 
First Nation for the development of a comprehensive community plan. 
Involved designing implementation strategies for First Nations 
involvement, including workshop facilitation, mapping, and synthesizing 
responses for inclusion into a community vision. 

  

Parks Canada  

Northwest Territories  

In support of the public participation program for the expansion of 
Nahanni National Park Reserve, develop a 22-layer atlas showing 
conservation and other values of the area. Prepared relevant data and 
edited maps for the final production of the Greater Nahanni Ecosystem 
Atlas. Also prepared satellite imagery suitable for draping on a 3D 
model. 

  

Whitesand First Nation  

Northwest Ontario  

Collaborated with the Aboriginal Strategy Group to work with the 
Whitesand First Nation to develop a land use plan vision in Armstrong, 
Ontario. Involved workshop facilitation and synthesizing responses for 
inclusion into a community vision document. 

  

Doig River First Nation 

Northeast British 
Columbia 

Collaborated with Herb Hammond to identify forestry resources within 
DRFN's territory to give the community options for economic 
independence. Involved the creation of a series of maps that highlighted 
forest data (age, species, site class, etc.) that could be analyzed for the 
visioning process. 

  

Tahltan First Nation  

Northwest British 

Provided technical expertise for the production of maps for the Tahltan 
First Nation's territory. Involved the creation of a series of maps to 
support the community's interest in identifying potential economic 
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Columbia  opportunities and protection from industrial development activities. 

  

Heiltsuk Nation  

Central Coast of British 
Columbia  

Provided technical and training expertise for the production of the 
Heiltsuk Nation’s land use plan. Tasks included obtaining, filtering and 
managing all relevant information (scientific and cultural data), resulting 
in the production of indicator data, spreadsheets and maps. It also 
involved facilitating training workshops to the land use personnel to 
identify and filter cultural data from past TUS research for inclusion into 
the land use plan. 

Sencot’en Alliance  
Southern British 

Columbia  

Provided technical and training expertise for the development of a 
bioregional atlas for 5 communities of the Sencot'en Alliance. Involved 
researching and gathering information and digital data for inclusion into 
the bioregional atlas. It also involved facilitating training workshops to 
support land use staff from 5 communities to create maps for the atlas. 

  

Tsleil Waututh Nation  

Southern British 
Columbia 

Provided technical and training expertise for the development of a park 
atlas for Say Nuth Khaw Yum (Indian Arm Provincial Park). Researched 
and gathered information and digital data for inclusion into the park 
atlas, resulting in over 45 map layers. It also involved facilitating training 
workshops with the community GIS technician to create maps for the 
park atlas. 

  

Hupacasath First 
Nation  

Southern British 
Columbia 

Provided technical and training expertise for the development of the 
Hupacasath First Nation’s land use plan. Obtained, filtered and 
managed all relevant information (scientific and cultural data), resulting 
in the production of indicator data, spreadsheets and maps. Also 
facilitated training workshops with land use personnel to create maps 
that would be included in the land use plan. 

  

Nazko Band 
Government 

Central British Columbia 

Produced a land interest document that provided an overview of the 
Ndazkoht'en people and their long-term goals and vision. Involved 
community-based research, interviews and synthesizing results into a 
comprehensive report. 

  

 Project Experience – Capital Infrastructure  
Indian and Northern 

Affairs Canada (INAC) – 
Ontario region  

Ontario 

Development of a risk assessment inventory database tool for fuel tank 
systems and wastes disposal sites on Indian reserves throughout 
Ontario for Indian and Northern Affairs Canada (awarded the ESRI 
Canada 2009 Award of Excellence). Involved developing a 
comprehensive implementation plan detailing methodology, managing 
GIS consultants, provided training and technical support to data 
collectors, conducted quality assurance, developed training manuals 
and final reporting. 
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Swan Lake First Nation 

Southern Manitoba 

Provided technical expertise for the development of a 5-megawatt wind 
farm on the Swan Lake First Nation. Involved the production of mapping 
products. 

Treaty 8 Tribal 
Association 

Northeast British 
Columbia 

Provided technical expertise for the development of a wind farm tenure 
application in Treaty 8 territory. Involved laying out the site location using 
3D modelling and developing mapping products. 

  

DIMARS - Summerland  

Central British Columbia  

Conducted GIS data entry and analysis for the Digital Information 
Management And Resource Systems (DIMARS) project. Involved editing 
watermain, sanitary sewer and storm sewer drawings and setting up 
databases that linked to scanned drawings. 

  

Regional Municipality 
of Peel  

Southern Ontario  

Conducted GIS data entry and analysis for the adding, updating, and 
editing of water main plans and files for the entire Regional Municipality 
of Peel. 

  

Toronto Hydro 

Southern Ontario 

Conducted GIS data entry and analysis for small site plans and single 
line diagrams, and updated and revised land base files, strip maps and 
subdivision maps.  

   
6.10.1.1 Project Experience – Health and Social  

 

Midwives Association 
of Manitoba 

Manitoba 

Cartographic production for the Midwives Association of Manitoba 
(MAM) “Midwifery Evaluation Project 2012” final report. 

  

National Aboriginal 
Health Organization  

Canada-wide  

Technical lead for the production of numerous mapping products 
designed for use in highlighting Aboriginal midwifery in Canada. Involved 
methodology development, pre- and post-GIS analysis, quality 
assurance, map development and reporting. 

  

Red Road HIV/AIDS 
Network  

British Columbia  

Technical Lead for the development of a comprehensive listing of 
HIV/AIDS and health services available to First Nations for the province 
of British Columbia. Involved methodology development, pre- and post-
GIS analysis, quality assurance, map development and reporting. 

  

Red Road HIV/AIDS 
Network  

Northern British 

Technical Lead for the development of 10,000 pocket book guides 
highlighting HIV/AIDS and health services available to First Nations for 
the northern region of British Columbia. Involved methodology 
development, pre- and post-GIS analysis, quality assurance, map 
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Columbia  development, managing graphic design consultants, coordination with 
print shop, and reporting. 

  

Red Road HIV/AIDS 
Network  

Southern British 
Columbia  

Technical Lead for the development of 20,000 pocket book guides 
highlighting HIV/AIDS and health services available to First Nations for 
the city of Vancouver. Involved conceptualizing and planning, 
methodology development, pre- and post-GIS analysis, quality 
assurance, map development, managing graphic design consultants, 
coordination with print shop, and reporting. 

 

6.10.1.2 Conferences/Workshops  
• Presenter, Google Trainers Network Workshop and Geo For Good Conference, 

September 24-28, 2012 in Mountain View, California; 
• Presenter, Central Boreal Learning Network, November 4-6, 2009 in Montreal, Quebec; 
• Presenter, Working Forum on the Duty to Consult: Now What?, October 22-23, 2009 in 

Edmonton, Alberta; 
• Presenter, Indigenous Mapping Network Conference, June 14, 2009 in Green Bay, 

Wisconsin; 
• Presenter, Keepers of the Water III, August 13-17, 2008 in Fort Chipewyan, Alberta; 
• Presenter, Wabanong Nakaygum Okimawin Traditional Area Land Use Plans, 

June 24-25, 2008 in Winnipeg, Manitoba; 
• Presenter, Northern British Columbia GIS Conference 2006, May 30-31, 2006 in Prince 

George, British Columbia; 
• Presenter, Mapping for Change, September 7 – 11, 2005 in Nairobi, Kenya, Africa; 
• Presenter, Indigenous Communities Mapping Initiative Conference, March 10 – 15, 2004 

in Vancouver, British Columbia; 
• Presenter, Geotec Event “A Spirit of Collaboration”, May 16-19, 2003, in Vancouver, 

British Columbia; 
• Presenter, Natural Resources Information Management Forum: Putting Knowledge to 

Work, 2003 in Richmond, British Columbia; 
• Presenter, Intertribal GIS Council Conference 2003, in Coeur D’Alene, Idaho; 
• Presenter, Sto:lo Environment Conference, April 16, 2003 in Chilliwack, British Columbia; 
• Presenter, UBCIC Land Claims Research Conference, 2003 in Vancouver, British 

Columbia; 
• Presenter, Northern British Columbia GIS Conference 2002, May 2002 in Prince George, 

British Columbia.  
   

6.10.1.3 Selected Publications  
Reports Craig Candler, Steve DeRoy and the Firelight Group Research 

Cooperative with the Mikisew Cree First Nation (MCFN) and the 
Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation (ACFN). MCFN and ACFN Desktop 
Knowledge and Use Report for BC Hydro’s Proposed ‘Site C’ Dam 
Project. Mikisew Cree First Nation Government and Industry Relations 
and Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation Industry Relations Corporation 
(2012). 

 Craig Candler and the Firelight Group Research Cooperative. Integrated 
Knowledge and Land Use Report and Assessment for Shell Canada's 
Proposed Jackpine Mine Expansion and Pierre River Mine. Athabasca 
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Chipewyan First Nation Industry Relations Corporation (2011). 

  

 Craig Candler and the Firelight Group Research Cooperative. Mikisew 
Cree First Nation Indigenous Knowledge and Use Report and Assessment 
for Shell Canada’s Proposed Jackpine Mine Expansion, Pierre River Mine, 
and Redclay Compensation Lake. Mikisew Cree First Nation Government 
and Industry Relations. (2011). 

  

 The Firelight Group Research Cooperative. Chapter C, Line Creek 
Operations Phase II, Ktunaxa Nation Rights and Interests Assessment. 
Ktunaxa Nation and Teck Coal Limited. (2011). 

  

 Craig Candler, Rachel Olson, Steven DeRoy and the Firelight Group 
Research Cooperative, with the Athabasca Chipewyan 

First Nation (ACFN) and the Mikisew Cree First Nation (MCFN). As Long 
as the Rivers Flow: Athabasca River Knowledge, Use and Change. 
Parkland Institute, University of Alberta. (2010). 

  

Thesis DeRoy, Steven. 2012. Using geospatial and network analysis to assess 
accessibility to core homeland areas of the Athabasca Chipewyan First 
Nation in the context of increasing oil sands development. MSc thesis. 
University College London. 

  

Journal Articles Craig Candler, Rachel Olson, Steven DeRoy and Kieran Broderick. 
Participatory GIS as a Sustained (and Sustainable?) Practice: The Case 
of Treaty 8 BC. Participatory Learning and Action, 54 (2006), 325-356.  

  

Other publications “Direct-To-Digital Mapping Methodology Using Google Earth” guidebook 
produced by the Firelight Group for the Tsleil-Waututh Nation (2011). 

  

 “Good Practices Guide: Setting up and keeping an Aboriginal Mapping 
Program” guidebook produced by CIER for GeoConnections and Natural 
Resources Canada (2010). 

  

 Rachel Eni, Gladys Rowe, and Steven DeRoy. Assessing the Social, 
Cultural, Health Impacts of Hydro-electric Construction in Fox Lake. 
Poster presentation at the 10th annual Health Impact Assessment 
Conference in Rotterdam, Netherlands.  

 

6.10.1.4  Employment Equity  
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• Registered with Indian Status through the Ebb & Flow First Nation (Manitoba), Registry 
Number: 280 00936 01 
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Limitations and Terms of Use

This Executive Summary of the forthcoming, Fort Chipewyan Métis Local 125 Métis Land Use
and Ecological Knowledge Study (FCML 125 MLU/EK Study) report, is intended in the interim
to aid Teck Resources Ltd., and its affiliated agents or consultants, in its inclusion of project-
specific and cumulative impacts on, and concerns of, the Fort Chipewyan Métis for Teck’s
Frontier Mine Project Update submission to regulators. Further, recommendations for further
discussion on accommodation or mitigation solutions are suggested by the Métis. In addition to
Teck’s own use for their Update submission, this summary is expected to be included in its
entirety as a reference for regulators until the completed forthcoming report can be submitted.
Fort Chipewyan Métis Local 125 strongly encourages regulators to refer to the completed report
upon its submission for a fulsome and culturally mindful understanding of the direct and
potential impacts from Teck Resources Ltd.’s Frontier Mine Project to the Fort Chipewyan Métis
community’s traditional land use, harvesting practices, and site-specific knowledge. The
information used in this summary is drawn from primary interviews with a limited number of
available Fort Chipewyan Métis community members, as well as primary sources, and secondary
academic literature. Other than published sources and the publicly-available information cited,
the land use data, maps and references to Métis ecological knowledge of the Athabasca River
region referenced herein remain the intellectual property of the Fort Chipewyan Métis Local 125
and its members. Research results contained herein are specific to the Frontier Project and are
not intended for use by any other parties or for any other purposes. This report is not suitable or
intended to be used in assessment of any other projects or in the assessment of any other existing
or future developments in Fort Chipewyan Métis homelands. Any use, reliance, or decisions
made by unrelated third parties on the basis of this report are not condoned by the report author
and are the sole responsibility of such third parties. The Executive Summary and forthcoming
report will serve as a guide for ongoing consultation between the proponent and the FCML 125
in good faith.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This summary discusses Fort Chipewyan Métis community traditional land use,

occupancy, and site-specific knowledge of Teck Resources Ltd.’s proposed

Frontier Mine project. Study areas were chosen of relevance to Fort Chipewyan

Métis in order to identify and assess direct and potential impacts to land use, the

environment, and to protect the Aboriginal rights and interests of the Fort

Chipewyan Métis community. Comments and recommendations will be made to

address concerns and the impacts to Fort Chipewyan Métis traditional lands. For

expanded and additional information, please refer to the corresponding section

within the forthcoming Fort Chipewyan Métis Land Use and Ecological

Knowledge Study report.

1.0 Introduction

1.1 Filling the Gap – The Need for a Fort Chipewyan Métis Land Use Study

The need for a Fort Chipewyan Métis Land Use Study regarding the Teck

Resources Ltd. Frontier Mine project became apparent when Federal regulators

were not satisfied Teck’s Environmental Impact Assessment, and Round 1 and 2

responses to Supplemental Information Requests, provided adequate information

regarding Fort Chipewyan Métis traditional land use and environmental

knowledge. The assessment of project impacts on Métis land use, culture and

socioeconomic status were also considered to be inadequate by the Fort Chipewyan

Métis Local 125. In response, funds were requested from the proponent by the

Métis Local to conduct their own community-driven project-specific land use

study. This would share accurate Métis land use information, direct and potential

impacts to land use, and potential mitigation suggestions with the proponent and

regulators.

1.2 The Fort Chipewyan Métis Community & Local 125 Profile

The Fort Chipewyan Métis community is located in Fort Chipewyan, in northeast

Alberta, on the northwest side of Lake Athabasca. Fort Chipewyan Métis have

occupied this oldest historical settlement in Alberta since before its establishment
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in 1788.1 The Government of Alberta acknowledges the Fort Chipewyan Métis as

‘both a historic and contemporary community’, and applies constitutionally

protected harvesting rights to demonstrated Métis harvesters.2 The Fort Chipewyan

Métis Local 125 (FCML 125) is the non-profit Métis organization, affiliated with

the Métis Nation of Alberta, who represents the interests of the Fort Chipewyan

Métis community in relations with industrial project-proponents, government, civil

society organizations and business partners. FCML 125 works for the preservation

of Métis lifestyles and culture and to provide services for the Métis people of Fort

Chipewyan.3

The Fort Chipewyan Métis community is concerned about the environmental

health and sustainability of their homelands as they witness environmental impacts

of industrial development on the land, air, water and wildlife.4 These impacts affect

the quality, availability of, and access to, their cultural resources. Not only does

this interfere with and infringe upon their Aboriginal and harvesting rights, but the

pace of development over a short span of time, and the impacts seen from it, have

raised serious alarm regarding the sustainability of the land and Métis culture, and

the value of future rights of practice.

1.3 Teck Frontier Mine Project

The Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project (the Project) proposed by Teck Resources

Ltd. is located approximately 109 km southwest of Fort Chipewyan, and 110 km

north of Fort McMurray, in the Athabasca oil sands region of northeastern Alberta

(Fig. 10). For community context, the proposed mining footprint area of the

Frontier Project is almost a quarter the size of Lake Claire. It is approximately 20

kilometers northwest of the Fort Hills Project and is bordered to the south and east

by Shell Canada Inc. leases on which Shell has applied for regulatory approval of

their proposed Pierre River Mine (PRM).

1 McCormack, P. 2010. Fort Chipewyan and the Shaping of Canadian History, 1788-1920s: We Like to be Free in
this Country. UBC Press.
2 Government of Alberta, 2010, Metis Harvesting Policy. Available at http://esrd.alberta.ca/fish-wildlife/fishing-
hunting-trapping/documents/MetisHarvestingAlberta-Jun2010.pdf Accessed January 2015.
3 Fort Chipewyan Métis Local 125. Available at http://fortchipewyanmetis.net Accessed January 2015.
4 Fort Chipewyan Métis Local 125, 2010. Quality of Life in Remote Aboriginal Communities South of 60 Project.
Fort Chipewyan Métis Newsletter.
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The Frontier Mine includes the construction, operation and reclamation of an oil

sands surface mine with a total production capacity of approximately three billion

barrels of partially deasphalted bitumen over life of mine. This is estimated to be

277,000 barrels per day. The project would be a truck and shovel mine including

two open pits, an ore preparation plant, a bitumen processing plant, tailings

facilities, cogeneration facilities, support utilities, disposal and storage areas, river

water intake, fish habitat compensation lake, roads, an airfield, and camp facilities.

Start-up of Phase 1 would occur in 20215 The Project would have a total

disturbance area of 29,217 hectares. If the Project is approved, first oil is planned

for the end of 2025. End-of-mine life would occur in 2066.6

2.0 Background

2.1 Fort Chipewyan Métis Cultural & Historical Setting

The Fort Chipewyan Métis community emerged from intermarriages between Cree

and Chipewyan families, with Scottish, French, Irish, English, and Métis fur

traders through several waves of fur trade-related migration into the area.7 “From

the maternal background, the Métis acquired a broad knowledge of traditional

Indian ways, from the fathers they learned the competitive nature. Métis people

learned to adapt both the Indian and European ways of life, using what was

appropriate to their needs”.8 The distinct lifestyle, culture and history of the Fort

Chipewyan Métis community reflect its role in the mixed (Euro-mercantilist and

Aboriginal) economy of the 18th and 19th centuries. This historic process of

integration and cultural reproduction through a fur-trade based economy continued

throughout the 20th century and is still going on. From this legacy, distinctive

Aboriginal harvesting practices and mobility endure today among the Métis and

5 Teck Resources Limited, 2011. Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project Integrated Application. Available at
http://www.ceaa-acee.gc.ca/050/document-eng.cfm?document=54021 Accessed March 24, 2014.
6 Teck Resources Limited, 2014. AER Responses. Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project Integrated Application,
Supplemental Information Requests, Round 3. Available at http://www.ceaa-
acee.gc.ca/050/documents/p65505/100369E.pdf Accessed November, 2014.
7 McCormack, P. 1984. How the (North) West Was Won: Development and Underdevelopment in the Fort
Chipewyan Region. Doctoral Thesis, Department of Anthropology, University of Alberta, P.79.
8 Fort Chipewyan Métis Local 125. History & Culture. Available at, http://fortchipewyanmetis.net/history-culture/
Accessed January 2015.
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include subsistence hunting, fishing, plant collection, commercial trapping and

fishing and Athabasca River travel.9

Efforts to control distinctive Métis lifeways and identity through government

policies have continued to confound equitable treatment and meaningful cross-

cultural understandings. In Alberta, these struggles continue through conflicting

modes of production and their regulation in the contested terrain of resource

development. Inherent challenges in the regulatory process and impact assessment

methods can reduce and undermine the real effects of impacts to Aboriginal

communities, particularly the Métis.

2.2 Information Review

Information in the public sphere on Métis land use in the northeast Alberta region

from project-specific studies is minimal. Information specifically about Fort

Chipewyan Métis land use is more so. Aside from public sources of information on

Métis land use found in statements of concern submitted to regulators about

specific projects, only two primary resources of note provide texture and detail

about established land use patterns in the area. Barb Hermansen: Her Story, The

Last Woman to Raise Children on the Athabasca River, is specifically relevant to

Fort Chipewyan Métis historic and contemporary land use in the proposed Frontier

project area.10 The Fort McMurray Métis Local 1935 historical and contemporary

atlas entitled, Mark of the Métis: Traditional Knowledge and Stories of the Métis

People of Northeastern Alberta is the only definitive work to date on general,

territory-wide Métis land-use information of northeastern Alberta.11 Historical

background is from Patricia McCormack’s two authoritative works: How the

(North) West Was Won: Development and Underdevelopment in the Fort

9 McCormack, P. 1984. How the (North) West Was Won: Development and Underdevelopment in the Fort
Chipewyan Region. Doctoral Thesis, Department of Anthropology, University of Alberta, P.79.
10 Labour, S. and Hermansen, B. 2011. Barb Hermansen: Her Story, The Last Woman to Raise Children on the
Athabasca River. Available at, http://www.ceaa-acee.gc.ca/050/documents/p65505/96034E.pdf
11 Fort McMurray Métis Local 1935. 2012. Mark of the Métis: Traditional Knowledge and Stories
of the Métis People of Northeastern Alberta. Fort McMurray: Friesens Canada.
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Chipewyan Region, and, Fort Chipewyan and the Shaping of Canadian History,

1788-1920s: We Like to be Free in this Country.12

Other non-public primary resources utilized by FCML 125 are their TransCanada

Projects Study, the Fort Chipewyan Métis Historic Use & Occupancy Thematic

Maps, the FCML 125 Review of Teck Frontier EIA Traditional Land Use and

Consultation Sections, and the Review of Joint Review Panel Report for the

Proposed Shell Jackpine Mine Expansion Project.13

Additionally, regarding baseline and cumulative effects resources, the, Fort

Chipewyan Way of Life Study: An Assessment of Impacts of the WAC Bennett Dam

on the People of Fort Chipewyan and the Peace-Athabasca Delta & Suggestions

for Action report; the CEAA Peace-Athabasca Delta Assessment report; The

Peace-Athabasca Delta: Portrait of a Dynamic Ecosystem; As Long as the Rivers

Flow: Athabasca River Knowledge, Use and Change report; the Northern River

Basins Study; and, Legacy of a Half Century of Athabasca Oil Sands Development

Recorded by Lake Ecosystems report, among others provide ample context.14

12 McCormack, P. 1984. How the (North) West Was Won: Development and Underdevelopment in the Fort
Chipewyan Region. Doctoral Thesis, Department of Anthropology, University of Alberta; McCormack, P. 2010.
Fort Chipewyan and the Shaping of Canadian History, 1788-1920s: We Like to be Free in this Country. UBC Press.
13 Labour, S. 2014. TransCanada Projects Study. Fort Chipewyan Métis Local 125.; Labour, S., 2012. Fort
Chipewyan Métis Historic Use & Occupancy Thematic Maps; Labour, S., Whitehead, M. 2013. Review of Teck
Frontier EIA Traditional Land Use and Consultation Sections. Fort Chipewyan Métis Local 125; Labour, S. 2013.
Review of Joint Review Panel Report for the Proposed Shell Jackpine Mine Expansion Project. Fort Chipewyan
Métis Local 125.
14 Adams, S. & Associates, 1998. Fort Chipewyan Way of Life Study: An Assessment of Impacts of the WAC
Bennett Dam on the People of Fort Chipewyan and the Peace-Athabasca Delta & Suggestions for Action. A Report
to Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation, Métis Association of Fort Chipewyan, Mikisew Cree First Nation and BC
Hydro. June 1998. Vancouver, BC; Golder, 2012. CEAA Peace-Athabasca-Delta Assessment Appendix 3.4.
Available at, http://ceaa.gc.ca/050/documents_staticpost/59540/56367/A34-Peace-

Athabasca_Delta_Assessment.pdf. Accessed October 2014; Timoney, K. 2013. The Peace-Athabasca Delta:

Portrait of a Dynamic Ecosystem. Treeline Ecological Research Ltd.; Candler, C., DeRoy, S., Olson, R. 2010. As
long as the River Flow: Athabasca River Knowledge, Use and Change. The Firelight Group Research Cooperative
with Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation, and Mikisew Cree First Nation; Kurek, et al. 2013. Legacy of a Half
Century of Athabasca Oil Sands Development Recorded by Lake Ecosystems. In, Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences (Published online before print: Jan. 7, 2013;
http://www.pnas.org/cgi/doi/10.1073/pnas.1217675110) / by Joshua Kurek, et al. Accessed October 2014.
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3.0 Traditional Land Use & Research Methods

3.1 Objectives

The overall goal of the FCML 125 Métis Traditional Land Use and Ecological

Knowledge (MTLU/EK) study was to assess direct and potential impacts to Fort

Chipewyan Métis land use and rights in relation to the Teck Resources Ltd.

Frontier Mine project. The further aim was to determine potential sites of

environmental sensitivity, cultural importance and/or historical significance to the

Fort Chipewyan Métis Community in an effort to preserve these areas.

3.2 Method & Methodology

In order to ensure a community-driven study, a community-based and directed

research methodology was employed, guided by a community steering committee.

Verification opportunities and validation meetings were held throughout the study.

The primary data collection phase consisted of 16 primary land use interviews with

available harvesters identified by community members as knowledgeable and

experienced with the FCML 125 Local Study Area (LSA) and Regional Study

Area (RSA) study areas. This represents roughly 10% of the membership of the

Fort Chipewyan Métis community. A series of open-ended questions about land

use and traditional harvesting activities was asked of study participants and map-

biographies were created during interviews. 15 In order to collect accurate

MTLU/EK information, mapped boundaries for the Fort Chipewyan Métis TLU

LSA and RSA were presented during land use interviews and focus groups to

identify land use patterns and local ecological knowledge of the project areas.

Some sites in the LSA and RSA were prioritized by the study participants for

further verification. Some sites were verified using GPS during a ground-truthing

field trip in the LSA and RSA. Information collected from interviews were ordered

into seven Traditional Use Value (TU Value) categories of meaning to the

community (Fig. 2) as well as related concerns, in order to effectively discuss the

importance of land use sites. This helps the community articulate what their ‘land

use’ means, why it is important, and direct and potential impacts to it.

15 Map biography methodology followed Terry N. Tobias, 2009, Living Proof: The Essential Data-Collection Guide
for Indigenous Use-and-Occupancy Map Surveys. BC Union of Indian Chiefs, Ecotrust Canada: Vancouver.
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3.3 Fort Chipewyan Métis Study Areas

The Fort Chipewyan Métis community does not agree Teck Resources Ltd. local

study areas (LSA), or regional study area (RSA), in their Environmental Impact

Assessment encompass the entirety of the potential project-specific or cumulative

impacts from the Project on Fort Chipewyan Métis land use.16 For this reason, the

Fort Chipewyan Métis community defined their own LSA and RSA for assessing

the potential impacts of the Project on Métis land use and harvesting practices. The

supporting rationale hinges on Métis knowledge and experience on the land and

with existing industrial development.

The Fort Chipewyan Métis LSA is comprised of the Project footprint plus a 10km

buffer on all sides (Fig 1). This was chosen as a moderate buffer of the Project

development area based on setback distances required to experience no or limited

noise, odours and visual disturbance. These factors influence avoidance of areas in

proximity to land disturbance and related activities. This is in keeping with the

cultural and spiritual protocols some Métis practice while harvesting specific

resources, hence the LSA comprises the potential loss of 1683.43 km2 of land use

capability.

The RSA encompasses what the downstream and potential cumulative impacts are

of the Project on homelands of the Fort Chipewyan Métis. While Fort Chipewyan

Métis view their rightful harvesting areas differently than the Alberta June 2010,

Métis Harvesting Policy, ‘deemed traditional territory’ of 160 km around Métis

Settlements, the Fort Chipewyan Métis felt both these areas in their entirety might

prove impractical for the purposes of this study. Instead, they chose to focus their

RSA on the Peace-Athabasca Delta (PAD), modified to include adjacent Métis

traplines on Lake Athabasca and the Athabasca River, and adjacent waters flowing

north from the Project along Buckton Creek and McIvor River into Lake Claire

(Fig 10).17 This RSA comprises 13,837.16 km2 of land.

16 Teck Resources Limited, 2011. Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project Integrated Application. Available at
http://www.ceaa-acee.gc.ca/050/document-eng.cfm?document=54021 Accessed March 24, 2014.
17 Golder, 2012. CEAA Peace-Athabasca-Delta Assessment Appendix 3.4. Available at,
http://ceaa.gc.ca/050/documents_staticpost/59540/56367/A34-Peace-Athabasca_Delta_Assessment.pdf. Accessed
October 2014
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4.0 Baseline & Current Conditions

Throughout the study, one timeframe emerged as the fracture point between pre

and post development conditions on the Fort Chipewyan Métis land base. The

1960s brought first development to the oil sands with the Great Canadian Oil

Sands plant in 1964. Since this time, Fort Chipewyan Métis have witnessed 50

years of development and changes to the land, including a shrinking land base. The

elder Métis generation still have a living memory of what life and the land was like

before this time, and the changes seen and felt since. Every traditional use study

produced by an Aboriginal community in northeast Alberta has discussed these

changes and their impacts. In addition, the Northern River Basins Study provided a

summary of impacts to and concerns of Aboriginal peoples as well as overviews of

environmental profiles.18

For Aboriginal communities in the oilsands, this pre and post development

baseline is fixed as a time when rapid and large-scale anthropogenic-induced

change on the surrounding environment began, increasing since. However, for

industry, environmental ‘baseline’ conditions are always moving because it starts

at the time of their current environmental impact study. Changes to size or state of

the environment effected from prior impacts are not part of those baseline studies,

hence when proponents discuss project specific or cumulative effects, the potential

impacts to the environment in its current state seem ‘negligible’. In effect, what has

been lost and affected previously becomes the new baseline. Effects from project

impacts are minimized from this point compared with a pre-development baseline.

While comprehensive pre-development baseline studies have yet to emerge, some

environmental disciplinary studies exist that look at the changes over a large time

span, while a few examine changes within the development period. Of note is

recent literature on hydrology and lake sedimentation of the PAD.19 These help

bring into focus contentious discussions of late that seem to pit climate change

against resource development as the source for changes. This deflective debate

puts into perspective the more relevant, timely and effective question that should

18 Alberta Environment, 1996. Northern River Basins Study. Alberta, Canada, North West Territories.
http://environment.gov.ab.ca/info/library/8701.pdf Accessed January 2015.
19 Timoney, K. 2013. The Peace-Athabasca Delta: Portrait of a Dynamic Ecosystem. Treeline Ecological Research
Ltd
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be asked. Instead of debating the source of the fire, perhaps we should be asking if

it is a good idea to keep adding fuel? Exacerbating the effects is just as culpable.

5.0 MTLU/EK Site-Specific Study Results – Local Study Area (LSA)

Study results from the LSA and RSA combined yielded 1260 sites regarding land

use patterns, plants and animals harvested, types of activities and cultural, spiritual

and historical places. In order to effectively discuss the importance of these sites to

land use, they were categorized into traditional use values (TU Values) of meaning

to the community (Fig. 2). This helps the community articulate what their ‘land

use’ means, why it is important, and direct and potential impacts to it. In the LSA

alone, 230 sites of direct and potential impact were revealed, 67 of these are in the

Project footprint. These findings are briefly reproduced here.

5.1 Summary of Site-Specific Impacts

Impacts to Critical Wildlife/Ecological Values

 The LSA, including footprint areas, shows critical wildlife habitat for large

animals and small fur-bearers (Fig. 3). In the LSA, 46 sites representing

habitat areas revealed direct and potential impact. Of these, 15 were within

the proposed project footprint.

 Study participants discussed moose, deer, bear, bison, small fur-bearers such

as lynx, fisher, beaver, squirrel, mink, fox, coyote, otter, muskrat, wolf and

rabbit; ducks, grouse, spruce hen, swan, Sandhill Crane, suckerfish, many

different berries, hazelnuts, and several medicinal plants on land and lakes

within the footprint and LSA; and freshwater clams, jackfish, whitefish,

mariah, and goldeye in the river in the LSA. For a complete species list, see

the Table list in the forthcoming report.

 A Moose migration pattern within the footprint and LSA area demonstrates

moose movement and habitat preferences at certain times of the year. Moose

occupy areas adjacent to and along the Athabasca River banks for much of

the year, moving to the base of the Birch Mountains after the rutting season,

during the early winter months.
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 Bison habitat and range extends further south from Ronald Lake area, into

the northeast portion of the footprint and LSA, south along Keyano River Rd

main cutline areas along the northeast portion of the LSA, east portion of the

footprint, down to the southeast portion of the LSA. This corroborates the

most southerly range exhibited in the Government of Alberta Environment

and Sustainable Resource Development report (2013). Participants

associated with RFMA 1275 have observed the bison frequenting this area

number around 20 and note they seem to stay in the southern range area, not

joining the northerly herd around the Ronald Lake area.

 A few participants noted that the Ronald Lake bison have already been

disturbed from the Project-related winter drilling activities and cleared

habitat areas, including grazing patches.

“Last winter they were stuck around Dianna Lake area, just north of

the Teck winter drilling area. They wouldn’t cross. They wouldn’t go

that far south. There’s prairies and jack pine ridges and food that the

buffalo eat like blueberry tops. That’s their winter feeding area, and

they weren’t able to go there last year; only a couple of them, the big

herds stayed [around Dianna Lake] all year.”

 The Project footprint would destroy a large portion of habitat area, and

displace wildlife. Remaining habitat areas in the LSA would be fragmented

by roads and footprint infrastructure. Other impacts from Project activities

effecting remaining habitats include: dust and airborne particulates from

traffic, truck fleets, heavy equipment, and exposed soil on vegetation;

airborne and site surface water particulates entering water bodies; noise;

odour; light pollution; increased traffic and recreational land users accessing

the area.

 Deforestation and boreal forest fragmentation degrades wetlands. Métis

ecological knowledge suggests that the retention of water in muskegs

depends on tree cover. Fragmentation of forests and deforestation in

wetlands leads to increased drainage and eventual loss of muskeg. This has

extensive impacts to species as diverse as beavers and berries both of which

are essential to Métis harvesting. Physical removal of the footprint and
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clearance of bordering areas will impact the surrounding wetland vegetation

and wildlife habitat.

Impacts to Indigenous Landscape Values

 In the LSA, 26 place names used by Fort Chipewyan Métis were revealed to

be of direct and potential impact; 7 of these are in the footprint (Fig.4). For

the list of local place names, see the Table list in the forthcoming report.

 Local place names come from or are known because of a commonly known

story or person attached to that place, or from a geographic feature, or

wildlife or plant habitats. They are used for orientation as well as marking

areas of land use activities and cultural and ecological knowledge

transmission, such as a story, or a land use lesson. More than one name may

exist from regular use by multiple individuals/families and names may be in

Cree or English, provided or adopted by Métis. They demonstrate Métis

presence, knowledge, use and travel on the land, all part of a sense of place

and belonging.

 Place names do not exist in isolation but rather are part of the larger cultural

geography of the site. Place names are important indicators of shared local

knowledge and experiential interaction with that place. They are local

history. “…persons and whole communities render their places meaningful

and endow them with social importance,” (Basso, 1996: xiv).

 Sense of place is what makes up familiar surroundings-sights, sounds,

smells, wildlife and natural vegetative environment that fills that space.

Human experiences are tied to those familiar surroundings. When changes

occur to that familiar place, and a loss of connection to these elements is felt,

it becomes unfamiliar and dislocation can set in. Only then can attachment to

places be understood as nothing less than profound (Basso, 1996: xiii).

 Loss of geographical and cultural landscape sites impacts Métis history and

identity.

Impacts to Cultural/Historical & Spiritual Values

 Cultural/historical and spiritual references revealed 10 sites of potential

impact in the LSA (Fig 5); 3 are near the footprint.
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 The 10 sites include a cemetery with three burials on the west bank; graves

on the east bank; a Hermansen land user’s envisioned burial site; an old fur

trade store; a place where tar was collected for use to paint boats; a

groundwater spring location; four common places on the river several

participants stop at, or visit tied to historical and cultural use.

 Potential physical and spiritual impact to the three closest sites to the Project

footprint would likely come from increased access to the area enabled by

road infrastructure, and river intake construction. Spiritual impact occurs

when a site’s sanctity and intended use is disturbed or desecrated by secular

or profane activities. Two of the sites could be impacted in this way.

 The Athabasca River is of significant cultural and historical importance for

regional Métis communities including Fort Chipewyan. Historically, many

peoples, Fort Chipewyan and other Métis, Cree, Dene and white, lived along

both sides of the river in the project area. These included the Pratts,

Desjarlais, Oakleys, Hermansens, Ducharmes, Castors, McDonalds,

Faichneys, Grants, L’Hommecourts, and Trippe DeRoche. Métis families

from Fort Chipewyan and those also living along the river, knew, visited and

stayed with these river residents. Living in close contact with the river and

its people since the fur trade has resulted in a rich Métis oral historical

heritage.

 Visiting with others, or just stopping along the river has been a long-

standing cultural practice tied to familiar locations on the land. The area’s

resources are utilized while there. The cultural landscape indicates a history

of Métis presence, knowledge, and use of the land. Study participants shared

the peaceful enjoyment and spiritual renewal they feel while on the

Athabasca River with family, friends, or alone. Project impacts to these

would be sensory disturbance. Odour, noise, and visual disturbance are

stressors and reminders of external pressures on the land interrupting related

cultural practices.

 The Castors owned a store along the east bank in the 1940s that sold

supplies to local trappers. The Klausen family lived in a cabin in the 1940s

and 50s on the west bank before it became a Landing.

 The importance of cultural, historical and spiritual sites is that not only are

those special locations fixed and immovable, their meaning and value are
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tied to that specific place, as is the knowledge and its transmission about

them. Métis history, identity, respect and reverence are learned in that space.

Impacts to Habitation Values

 Historic and current cabins and campsites demonstrate continuing use of the

LSA by Métis families working, living and visiting along the Athabasca

River since the fur trade.20 Occupation of the LSA is at least since the early

1900s, by the Desjarlais, the Petersons, the Pratts, the Oakleys, and the

Hermansens (Labour and Hermansen, 2011).

 Of the historic and contemporary habitation sites used for

seasonal/temporary and permanent habitation, 28 were revealed to be of

direct and potential impact in the LSA, 8 of these are in the footprint (Fig.

6). Of the 28 participants spoke of, 20 are cabin sites and 8 are campsites. Of

the 20 cabin sites, 6 are current and 15 are historic sites. One historic

location has been continuously used since and so was counted twice, once

for historic and once for current use.

 In the LSA: the Crooked Lake cabin is on the lake off Eymundson Creek

near the Birch Mountains. Alec Oakley built the cabin that is still there and

used currently by the Hermansens when trapping in the area; Moose cabin,

built by Oakley, is located just north of the Crooked Lake Cabin, beside Big

Creek. Oakley had hayfields he tended (Labour and Hermansen, 2011). The

Hermansens would stop at this cabin when travelling between Crooked Lake

and Big Lake. Squirrel cabin site, built by Oakley, is located west of Oakley

(Big) Lake. Two of the Hermansen cabins and one of Oakley’s are located

between Oakley and Sandy Lakes. The main Hermansen cabin and an old

one of Oakley’s are located on the west bank of the Athabasca River, near

the tip of Bird Island. Also on the west bank are Bob Grant’s old, and son

Jame’s newer cabins at Mile 87; also Grant’s newer cabin on Redclay Creek,

the old L’Hommecourt cabin at Lobstick Point; and a historic cabin site at

Klausen’s Landing. On the east bank are Fred McDonald’s cabin, Boniface

Trippe DeRoche historic cabin site near Coffey Creek; Barb Hermansen’s

parents, the Ducharme’s two historic sites at Mile 64 and just north; the old

20 McCormack, P. 2010. Fort Chipewyan and the Shaping of Canadian History, 1788-1920s: We Like to be Free in
this Country. UBC Press.
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Castor’s cabin/store; and the Desjarlais historic cabin site just south of

cemetery.

 Some respondents discussed the use of many temporary seasonal campsites

throughout the footprint and LSA, but identifying each would have been a

time-consuming task, more than was available in the interview schedule.

Focus was paid to the repeatedly used campsites. Some campsites in the

LSA were along the east and west banks of the Athabasca River; around the

mouth of the Firebag River, Eymundson Creek, and Klausen’s Landing.

Others were in the footprint at Big Creek, and along or near River Road and

Todd Road.

 Camps and cabins are used as staging areas for subsistence activities and

processing harvested resources over a large area without having to return to

one location.

 Project footprint disturbance would directly impact 8 habitation sites.

Potential impacts to those remaining in the LSA on the east bank are

vandalism from increased traffic and recreational land users to the area.

Impacts to Subsistence Values

 Traditional harvesting practices that form the backbone of Métis lifeways

include subsistence snaring and trapping; subsistence hunting of big game

(moose, bison, bear, deer) and birds; subsistence fishing; and subsistence

harvesting of berry and medicinal plants. In addition, if on the land for

extended periods of time, drinking water from trusted sources will be

collected from specific locations.

 Subsistence areas and sites referenced revealed 78 direct and potential

impacts in the LSA, 13 within the footprint (Fig 7).

 All study participants discussed hunting along the Athabasca River at some

time while traveling downstream from Fort McMurray or Fort McKay to

Fort Chipewyan. Several participants have done this repeatedly along the

riverbanks within the LSA, some routinely at particular places, others in

places where opportunities arose.

 Moose, bison, bear and deer are hunted regularly by a few participants and

their family members during the late summer and early fall, all through the

footprint and LSA.
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 Subsistence trapping and snaring for meat and hide, such as beaver, muskrat,

and rabbit occur in both the footprint and LSA. Rabbits are snared largely in

the LSA just south of the footprint, also near the main cabin, and on the

adjacent island in the Athabasca River.

 Duck, geese, and swan are largely hunted in spring and fall by three

Hermansen family participants around the lakes in the footprint, and nearby

the main cabin and river islands in the LSA. Grouse and spruce hen are

known to be found along every cutline and trail within the LSA and

footprint.

 Fish are still harvested in the Athabasca River in the LSA by a few

participants. Net fishing is conducted for a couple of weeks in the fall

around certain eddies along the riverbanks that provide rest areas for fish.

Most common varieties include whitefish, jackfish, mariah, goldeye, and

sucker. A few participant discussed hook fishing in a snye just below

Firebag River for jackfish, whitefish, goldeye, sucker, and some mariah.

They also set a net here for winter fishing.

 Freshwater clams were also harvested outside of winter freeze up months in

a couple of places along the river in the LSA.

 Food and medicinal plant harvesting is associated with fixed familiar places

on the land. Knowledge of these plants and harvesting areas is gained

through familial knowledge transfer while in this specific place. Hazelnuts

and poplar sap are harvested in singular locations in the southern portion of

the LSA. Medicinal plants are only harvested in five places within the LSA,

one near and one within the footprint. While some types of medicinal plants

may be available in multiple areas some species are not as prolific. Physical

disturbance will mean less availability of that specific plant not only in the

LSA but in general. In addition, land users may not be familiar with other

locations of rare plants.

 Berries are collected in summer and early fall in five areas, two large areas

are in the footprint. Varieties include raspberries, blueberries, strawberries,

cranberries, low and high bush cranberry, and fewer saskatoons, pin and

chokecherries. Cranberries can also be harvested in early spring. Berry areas

in the Project footprint will be destroyed. Dust from exposed soil, vehicular

traffic, and other air particulates from industry related activities known by
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land users to effect the health, size and taste of plant foods, will potentially

impact remaining berry areas in the LSA.

 Drinking water is largely collected from specific creeks, some spring-fed,

and some tributary rivers within the LSA. These sources are said to be cold

and cleaner than water from the Athabasca River, which is sometimes silty

and muddy. Project impacts that are airborne or transported over the ground

by surface water may impact the nearby water sources in the LSA. The

majority of participants were not confident in the quality of the Athabasca

River as an alternative drinking water source.

 Project footprint disturbance would severely interfere with, if not stop all

together, hunting and snaring in the LSA. Wildlife would be dispersed and

remaining areas in the LSA would be fragmented by roads and footprint

infrastructure.

 An important aspect of harvesting for land users is the quality of their food.

Resources encountered near or within proximity to large-scale physical

disturbance or suspected pollutant sources will not be a preferred choice for

harvesting. Potential impacts from Project activities effecting subsistence

harvesting areas include: dust and airborne particulates on vegetation;

airborne and site surface water particulates entering water bodies; noise;

odour; and increased traffic and recreational land users accessing the area.

Further, some Métis follow specific cultural and spiritual protocols and will

not harvest foods, and particularly medicines, anywhere near an area

experiencing sensory as well as physical disturbance. This avoidance

behaviour is a common reaction to land use areas being taken up by

industrial development and is a factor in decision-making about where to

confidently harvest country foods along the Athabasca River. Avoidance

behaviour is evidence of changes in land use patterns. The Project footprint

will bring Métis resource quality concerns and avoidance behaviour of

surrounding areas approximately 44 km closer than the nearest existing

project development (Fort Hills), or 50 km closer than the nearest operating

project (CNRL). Therefore avoidance behaviour is a measurable project-

specific impact and it equals immediate changes to land use patterns in those

areas. All of the study participants expressed this behaviour when discussing

subsistence practices.
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Impacts to Transportation Values

 The mobility of the Métis is an integral aspect to their history, culture, and

subsistence practices and the foundation of their mixed economy.

Transportation over land and water means vital access to harvesting and

spiritual locations, and continuance of cultural practices such as knowledge

transmission around that place-based activity.

 Transportation routes, including trails, on land and over water that were

identified revealed 33 direct and potential impacts in the LSA, 20 of these

are in the footprint (Fig. 8).

 All the participants traveled the Athabasca River between Fort Chipewyan

and Fort McMurray. The river is a corridor that provides access to the land

base for the Fort Chipewyan Métis to conduct harvesting practices; it

provides access to friends and relatives; more affordable access to and

transportation of consumer goods; and supports commercial business such as

barging.

 Historically, access was with canoe, scow or dog-sled. Current access

methods along the river are by motorboats, canoes (downstream), and

commercial barges. Over the last couple of decades, these can only be used

up till the early fall as the water level drops significantly. In winter, land

users would use skidoo on the river to access certain areas.

 Another transportation and access route is along the Fort Chipewyan Winter

Road by vehicle or skidoo. In addition to being a popular winter route

between Fort Chipewyan and Fort McMurray, it also provides some access

to hunting and trapping areas, as well as being a hunting area itself. The

southern portion, north of Bitumont, falls in the LSA and closely parallels

the Athabasca River. This area of the road has been hunted by a few

participants.

 On the west bank of the LSA are 100 kilometres of main harvesting trails

continuously used by the RFMA 1275 holder and his Métis family, since

obtaining the trapline. This complex network of a dozen major trails falls

within and adjacent to the Project footprint in the LSA. Two other main

trails are on the east bank in the LSA. The trails in the LSA provide access

to some of the more intensely utilized areas on the trapline for subsistence
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and commercial trapping purposes. Some trails are used year round, others

only during winter freeze up.

 In addition, another study participant utilizes two main trails through the

north and east portion of the footprint and LSA to hunt and camp, sometimes

with family members.

 Trails have dualistic functions in that they provide access to subsistence

harvesting and trapping areas, and they in themselves are also harvesting

locations.

 Not only would the Project footprint physically destroy trails, those trails

that lie along or cross the footprint, such as access roads and river intake

routes, would be directly impacted as well. The integrity of the remaining

fragments of trails would be lost and so would the value and viable use of

the area for subsistence practices.

Impacts to Trapping Values

 The Hermansen family have trapped RFMA 1275 extensively.

 Trapping activities in RFMA 1275 revealed 9 major trapping and snaring

areas within an intensively used area on the trapline, indicating direct and

potential impacts; 4 of these are in the footprint. These encompass the areas

around the main cabin and Kelly Lake; the main cabin to Big (Oakley) and

Small Sandy Lakes; around these lakes; between these lakes and Crooked

Lake; Crooked Lake to the main cabin; Crooked Lake down to Asphalt

Creek to the Keyano River Rd to the cabin (Labour, Hermansen, 2011).

Rabbit snaring occurs near Crooked Lake, near the main cabin, and adjacent

island in the river.

 Animals trapped include lynx, fisher, beaver, squirrel, mink, fox, coyote,

otter, muskrat, and wolf. Rabbits are snared year round except summer.

 Project-related deforestation, exploration activities and the disturbance of

animal habitat and space for trapping currently impede trapping activities in

areas on RFMA 1275. Currently trapping can only occur up until December

because of the disruptive winter drilling activity on the trapline. When

activities cease in the spring then beaver can be trapped.

 The four trapping areas within the footprint would be destroyed if the

Project commences, and the remaining adjacent trapping areas would not be
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viable because of habitat fragmentation and proximity to Project activity

disturbance.

 Loss of the trapline impacts the economic income of the family from

commercial trapping activities.

 Commercial trapping is a long established activity for the Métis since the fur

trade. Knowledge of wildlife habitat, locations, seasonality, and techniques

are passed down. It is an activity that requires place-based knowledge

transmission. Next generations grow up learning this knowledge. It is the in-

situ physical connection to the landscape that enables knowledge of how to

conduct this cultural practice. Three generations of the Hermansen family

identify with conducting trapping activities in the landscape they grew up

with. The transmission of this knowledge of the LSA area to the fourth and

following generations will cease if the Project commences.

 This area is part of the larger land base that is culturally, historically and

ecologically important to the community, for harvesting and cultural

retention. This suggests a profound project-related impact to the Fort

Chipewyan Métis community as a whole, of which the Hermansen family is

an important component.

 The loss of trapping habitat due to industrialization undermines the

economic foundation of the traditional mixed economy.

5.2 Summary of Site-Specific Concerns

 The Project footprint will physically destroy 29,217 hectares or 292.17 km2

of land use area. Including the surrounding area that will potentially be

impacted, and at the very least potentially avoided, approximately 1683.43

km2 of valuable traditional resources will be alienated from Métis current

and future use, history, and cultural and ecological knowledge transmission.

 RFMA 1275 related trappers are concerned about the shortened trapping

season due to Project-related site exploration and habitat fragmentation.

 Access to the land is one of the most important elements of land use. Each

new project not only disturbs existing access routes, but can restrict access

routes to other areas that pass through or by project and lease areas. Study

participants say access restrictions through lease areas are onerous, time-
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consuming, and unpredictable, furthering feelings of alienation from the land

and altering land use patterns by influencing harvesting decision-making.

 Study participants know that roads open up access to other people. More

people are going hunting in the winter. This creates competition for

resources.

 More people into the area such as camp employees and recreational land

users brings an increase in trash, theft, and vandalism of cabins, and

property, and even the start of fires.

 Water quality and quantity are paramount to Fort Chipewyan Métis.

Pollutants potentially entering waterways flowing north into Buckton Creek

and McIvor River into Lake Claire, or directly into the Athabasca River are

of grave concern, as is potential spills resulting in environmental damage.

Additionally, water being taken for the Project from the Athabasca River is

seen as another contribution to already low water levels.

 Participants were concerned that stripping the land exposes elements like

mercury, which could seep out of the mine and tailings and leech into the

Athabasca River, which could then enter the food chain, impacting the

quality of game and the health of the Métis harvesters who consume wild

meat.

 Noise from Project-related activities is particularly heard in fall and winter

when the trees are bare and sound barriers are reduced. Noise will also be

heard from the River Intake structure.

 Many participants reference areas on the land they see as affected by

development as being ‘dead’, devoid of a healthy balanced ecology. Several

participants felt that once the Project goes in there will be nothing left there.

 Several participants said the Project will effect the Woodland caribou.

 Project-related impacts to the ecological and cultural landscape impedes

intergenerational knowledge transfer about traditional harvesting practices in

those places, contributing to cultural erosion and language loss. Children of

the Hermansen grandson will not be able to see or learn from it as he did.

One of the participants described the alienation from the land, “it feels like

loosing your spirit”.
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 Reclamation success is uncertain and takes a few generations. Plant habitat
will be different and so will animal habitat. It will not be the same and its
use for Aboriginal people is not certain.

6.0 MTLU/EK Downstream & Cumulative Study Results—Regional Study

Area (RSA)

Of the combined 1260 sites of direct and potential impact in the study areas, 1,030

of these are from the rest of the RSA (Fig 10). All the study sites were categorized

by TU Values, however, for the RSA size and large number of categorized sites, it

made sense here to discuss potential downstream and cumulative effects to RSA

land use patterns, plants and animals harvested, types of activities and places of

cultural and spiritual importance, by how they are impacted by effects on air, land,

water, and biodiversity. These findings are briefly reproduced here.

6.1 Summary of Downstream & Cumulative Impacts

 The project will add to the shrinking land base Fort Chipewyan Métis have

access to (Fig. 10).

 The river intake pump and structure will be heard downstream. It will be the

first pump to be heard and seen coming upstream, contributing to sensory

disturbance upstream on the Athabasca River, and it will be the last pump

heard when leaving the industrialized, alienated area of the Athabasca River.

 The Project will create airborne particulates, and will add to air pollution and

its effects on adjacent and down-wind areas. Participants can smell the

plants when they get close. More sensitive people noted physical effects

from the odours such as vomiting and headaches.

 Immediately observable effects in some areas from airborne particulates

never seen before on plants reduce harvesting opportunities. Blueberries

leaves were coated with brown particulates that were not dust. When stepped

on, brown puffs of particulate were sent into the air. Layers of greyish snow

have been observed between the snowfalls. This will then get on the plants

when the snow melts. Shortened growth of plants is also observed. One

example is downstream of existing operations,
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“One indicator of air pollution is the length of ‘Old Man’s Beard’ or ‘Witches’

Hair’, a type of lichen that grows on trees. It grows longer in areas where the air

is clean, but its growth is shortened by air pollution,” (Labour; Hermansen, 2011:

25).

 Another effect linked directly to air pollution by land users is the change

observed in bird migration routes and rest areas. In the past, vast flocks of

geese migrated along northern routes, stopping largely around Lake Claire

and Mamawi Lake in the spring before continuing to the Arctic to lay eggs.

They would return for a few weeks in the fall. The flock size, route, stopover

time, and some rest locations observed have changed dramatically in the last

25 years. The current route taken seems to have shifted. Flocks are not seen

flying straight up the river valley. It is thought the flocks are flying around

development instead of overhead. New flock leaders have learned this

changed route instead of the old one. They are often in different locations

than previous ones. Flocks are not staying as long as they used to and the

numbers are much less. Geese and duck used to be a plentiful and regular

food for participants. Now they are eaten more on special occasions in the

year because there are fewer around to hunt. Participants noted the

infrequency now of hunting birds.

 The Project will contribute to water withdrawals on the Athabasca River and

concerns for low levels and related effects. Low water levels impact the

quality of the river and downstream water bodies in the PAD; reduces access

to wildlife habitats once accessible by boat; and blocks or impedes river

transportation. Low water from the Athabasca affects the quality of surface

water in the PAD, like perched basins, which used to get replenished from

reverse flow flooding of normal water levels. Channels in the Delta are

plugged from lack of water. Resources are tough to access. The commercial

barging season is shorter because of low water and shifting sand bars.

Participants discussed that the dredging that was once done in the river is

irrelevant, as long ago when the water was high enough, one didn't have to

worry too much about the sandbars.

 Confidence in food quality is also a cumulative effect the Project will

contribute to. The Government of Alberta has issued consumption advisories
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for certain foods in the PAD.21 These advisories recognize toxins such as

methylmercury, dioxin, furan in fish, seagull and tern eggs found in and

around water bodies like the Athabasca River, Lake Athabasca, and Lake

Mamawi. While the advisory states it is not clearly known if toxins can be

attributed to oil sands, it does state that while mercury is naturally occurring,

only most of the levels found in fish and eggs, can be attributed naturally.

This means the ‘negligible effect’ all specific projects claim is having some

cumulative effect. Some participants spoke of collecting duck and seagull

eggs, and some folks said they would not likely collect and eat them again.

Moose bones from southern lake areas are darker after boiling than northern

lake areas. Some people won’t eat intestines anymore because moose drink

water that is questionable from the southern lake and rivers. Instead they

feed to the dogs.

 A few Fort Chipewyan Métis study participants who fish in the Athabasca

River adjacent to the LSA are concerned pollution from the Project will

leech into the river and impact fish species, water quality and human health,

which could have an effect on Lake Athabasca, impacting Métis practice and

harvesting around these areas.

 Blueberries and saskatoons in some areas are drier. They dry before they are

ripe.

 Medicinal potency and protocol has already been affected and disturbed
because of air pollution and water quality. So it is already less than pristine.

6.2 Summary of Downstream & Cumulative Concerns

“…everything comes downstream to Lake Athabasca.”

In addition to potential downstream impacts of the Project and the cumulative

effects of development on the PAD, the following concerns demonstrate what

21 Alberta Environment and Sustainable Resource Development, 2014. Q&A: Gull and Tern Egg Consumption
Advisory. Available at, http://mywildalberta.com/Hunting/SafetyProcedures/documents/QA-Gull-Tern-
EggAdvisory-May16-2014.pdf Accessed June 2014; Alberta Health, 2014. Fish Consumption Advisory. Available at
http://mywildalberta.com/fishing/SafetyProcedures/FishConsumptionAdvisory.aspx Accessed June, 2014.
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changes are being seen to the land and waters and the environmental and health

uncertainty study participants feel they are living with:

 Water taken from the Athabasca River leaves brown in the cup.

 On the beach you can see 'foam'. It can be lit like gas. it burns. It is a

yellowish, white colour. Looks like soap.

 Animal habits have changed. Rabbits have not really come back since the

80s. This affects other animals. There never used to be much martin but now

there are lots.

 The health of animals has changed. Organs of moose don't look like they

used to. They have bumps or discolouration. The taste of moose is

completely different now than from childhood. Is almost tasteless.

 Fish don’t look healthy from the river. There are fish deformities in Lake

Athabasca.

 “During spring breakup ice would be pushed up the high banks and end up

melting there under the trees…willows growing along the sandbars and

banks of the river would be cleared away by the ice and flooding. Now the

willows never go away; they just keep spreading. Places like Sled Island and

Bear Island were called islands because they were surrounded by water.

People could get around them in boats. Now a person can walk across to

them from shore” (Labour; Hermansen, 2011: 25).

 We need that water to live. Need everything for future generations.

7.0 TLU Assessment & Mitigation

Only 16 participants were interviewed, yet 1260 land use sites and concerns in the

study areas were recorded. Land, air, water, and biodiversity, part of a holistic,

interwoven ecological system, its balance is what is required to keep the land and

people that live from it culturally, socially, economically, and physically healthy

and sustained. For the Fort Chipewyan Métis, this has not been the case for some

time. What is more, proponents and regulators seek to compartmentalize the

determination of significance of impacts and use mitigation as a strategy to offset

impacts to the land and lifeway, as if an equitable trade-off. Further discussion and
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Fort Chipewyan Métis’ assessment of the project impacts and concerns is provided

in the forthcoming report based on the above results in Sections 5.0 and 6.0.

However, the conclusion for a determination of significance of the Project’s

specific and cumulative impacts cannot ignore the foundational aspects to land use

that cannot be mitigated. The uncertainty of reclamation and end land use or

compensation lakes is not mitigation. The unmitigable factors are alienation from

the land through physical disturbance, restricted access to the land base, induced

avoidance, loss of place-based cultural knowledge transference, erasure of Métis

local history and identity, and increasing anxiety and pressure from a sustainably

questionable shrinking land base. These erode the cultural core, more than just an

infringement on Aboriginal rights.

7.1 Some Recommendations

In recognition of the direct and potential project-related impacts to Fort Chipewyan

Métis harvesters’ historical and current demonstrated land use patterns in the LSA,

the regional effects on Métis harvesters, and specifically to the Métis family

associated with the trapline in the Project area, the following recommendations are

suggested to support ongoing consultation to help address, avoid, mitigate and/or

compensate for project-specific, downstream and cumulative impacts.

R1. Compensatory and mitigative discussions with the trapline holder family
will be conducted separately;

R2. Access management planning must be designed to enhance Métis
community member access to areas on the west side of the Athabasca River, while
restricting workers’ access to the LSA, discouraging recreational land use in the
LSA. Access corridors through the LSA and development areas should be
maintained where safety permits;

R3. Detailed plans to reduce the risk of water contamination from tailings ponds
and replacement reservoirs must be communicated with members of FCML 125 in
plain language and either at open and accessible public meetings in the community
or with a community advisory group;

R4. Existing Athabasca River watershed monitoring and ongoing river water
quality testing must be rigorous and the results must be shared with the Fort
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Chipewyan Métis Local 125 and community advisory group. Opportunities and
support should be provided for Fort Chipewyan Métis participation in regional
monitoring initiatives;

R5. Teck should participate in regional environmental monitoring initiatives and
regional multi-stakeholder advisory groups alongside Aboriginal communities in
recognition of their rights and interests, including the right to a clean and safe
environment, an affordable local economy, and healthy land base for sustainable
traditional harvesting;

R6. Collaborative project-specific environmental impact monitoring planning
with Fort Chipewyan Métis harvesters regarding, but not limited to, caribou habitat
range delineation, Ronald Lake Bison Herd range delineation and population
management, and moose migration monitoring;

R7. The locations of places of spiritual, historic and cultural importance,
particularly those identified by Métis members of the Hermansen family, ought to
be recognized, marked and avoided by project construction where possible. Where
not possible, removal plan options should be discussed with the Hermansen family
as per R1, secondarily with FCML 125, in the event structures or objects wish to
be salvaged, or ceremonially respected;

R8. Recognition of Métis history, use and place names in the area should be
formally preserved in Project employee buildings and company related social
programs/initiatives as a way to inform employees and the public of what was in
the Project area before.

Some Mitigation Recommendations for Application in Fort Chipewyan:

R9. Loss of Wildlife/Vegetation Habitat:
 FCM Monitoring Programs in the PAD
 Restoration Project

R10. Water Quality:
 FCM Water Monitoring Program-Lake Claire; Athabasca River; Athabasca Lake

 FCM Aquatic Species Monitoring Program

 Water Delivery Method Program-Filtered Tap; Treated Water Delivery-Elder,
infirm*

R11. Reduced Land Base-Subsistence Loss Replacement:
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 Subsidized Hunting Program-every Métis house to receive wild meat

 Subsidized food freight costs- Fresh produce once a week at cost and cover

freight

 Bulk Food-Case lot Business Venture*

 Soup Kitchen Program
 Grocery/Meal Delivery Service-Elders, infirm*
 Youth greenhouse garden program

R12. Removal of mixed economy opportunities replaced with economic
opportunities

 Fort Chipewyan Métis community workers, businesses and students must be

provided with preferential opportunities for employment, procurement and

training in order to maximize project benefits for the community*

R13. Increased Competitive Access / Land & Recreational; Cultural Practices &
Knowledge Transmission:

 Cabins and campsite areas built for Métis culture camps/family use*

R14. Cultural/Spiritual-heritage, health & wellness, spiritual maintenance
 Centre for community cultural gatherings, cultural programs*
 Health Care Program Subsidy

R15. Alternative Energy Pilot Project/Study
 Study & Pilot Project for wind/solar/geothermal energy and what levels of

capacity could be generated for a given size/amount of collectors and storage

needs. Could be done in tandem with youth program*

* FCM business or employment/training potential
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Limitations and Terms of Use 

This report discusses Fort McMurray Métis Local 1935 Land Use and Occupancy (MLUO) in 

relation to Teck’s Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project. The traditional land use data and traditional 

knowledge detailed in this report remain the intellectual property of Fort McMurray Métis Local 

1935 (ML 1935). There are several caveats associated with the information in this report: not 

every community member with experience and knowledge of the proposed project site was 

consulted; study participants were asked to provide land-use information and/or knowledge 

regarding sites within proximity to two industrial projects during the same interview; and only 

some of the information provided in interviews was verified through site visits. The main sources 

of information used in this report were primary interviews conducted for this project at which 

project maps were shown. Additional sources of information cited in this report include: 

interviews previously conducted for project-specific land use studies archived in the Fort 

McMurray Métis Local 1935 Land Use Database; interviews conducted as part of the Mark of 

the Métis Historical Project; and files containing Historic Trap Line Maps from the Provincial 

Archives of Alberta. More information on sources and on project research methodology is 

included in this report. The results and recommendations included in this report are intended for 

use by Teck Resources Ltd and its affiliated consultants or agents to inform Environmental 

Impact Assessment and mitigation for the Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project. The results and 

recommendations outlined in this report are thus specific to the Teck Resources Ltd Frontier 

Mine Project and are not intended for use by any other parties or for any other purposes. The 

report is not intended for use in any assessment of other existing or future industrial projects in 

the Traditional Territory of the Fort McMurray Métis Community. Any use, reliance or decision 

made by third parties on the basis of information contained in this report is not condoned by the 

authors and remains the sole responsibility of such third parties. This report was composed in 

order to protect the Aboriginal rights and interests of the Métis community.   
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Executive Summary 

 

Métis people in the Athabasca River Basin continue to practice traditional 

harvesting alongside commercial and subsistence trapping as they have for 

centuries. While occupancy patterns on the land have shifted in the last forty years 

as Métis families have become increasingly urbanized, traditional land use 

continues. Subsistence harvesting practices still nourish the minds, bodies and 

spirits of families even as Métis workers and entrepreneurs have become 

increasingly integrated with the region’s extractive resource economy.  

In order to protect the community’s unique way of life, economic interests and 

cultural integrity, the Métis of Northeastern Alberta have built a thriving social 

movement represented by Local organizations that operate under the umbrella of 

the Métis Nation of Alberta (MNA). Fort McMurray Métis Local 1935 (ML 1935) 

is the largest Metis Local in the region and represents the Métis People of Fort 

McMurray and area. 

Since the inception of its Mark of the Metis Oral History Project in 2007, ML 1935 

has been engaged in ongoing efforts to collect members’ oral histories, document 

and map traditional land use patterns and practices, identify the impacts of local 

industrialization on the Metis community, and collect archival and historical 

information about the Metis in Northeastern Alberta. Much of the information 

collected through this process has been digitized, indexed and archived using GIS 

and web-based software. The primary interviews conducted with community 

members in regards to the Frontier Mine Project were coded and added to this 

database for use in the writing of this report. The Land Use and Occupancy Data 

presented in this report is the intellectual property of the Fort McMurray Métis 

Local 1935. 

In March 2012, the Energy Resources Conservation Board released a notice of 

application for the Teck Resources Ltd (Teck) Frontier Mine Project (Frontier 

Project). The application described plans to construct, operate, and reclaim a new 

oil sands mine and processing plant, located approximately 110km north of Fort 

McMurray, Alberta. The Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project would include mine pits 

and associated earth structures, ore preparation plants, bitumen extraction plants, a 

bitumen froth treatment plant, tailings preparation and management facilities, 

cogeneration and heat integration facilities, steam and hot water generation 

facilities, support utilities, off-sites and infrastructure, and environmental 

management facilities. Teck’s leases for the Frontier Project main development 

area (MDA) would be located in Townships 100, 101, and 102, Range 11, West of 
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the 4th Meridian, and the south development area (SDA) would be located in 

Township 98, Range 11, West of the 4th Meridian.  The Frontier Project would 

have a disturbance area of 29,335 hectares, resulting from four development 

phases. Start-up of Phase 1 would occur in 2021 and by 2030 all four phases would 

be operational, producing about 44,100 cubic metres of partially de-asphalted 

bitumen per calendar day. End-of-mine life would occur in 2054 for the MDA and 

2057 for the SDA. 

Considering the extent of its members’ traditional land use in the Fort McMurray 

area and the Athabasca River basin, ML 1935 requested that the proponent fund a 

Project-Specific Traditional Land Use (TLU) Study. Nine primary interviews with 

community members were conducted over the summer of 2014. At each interview, 

participants were shown maps of the Teck Frontier Project Footprint and were 

asked a series of open ended questions about land use, harvesting and site-specific 

environmental knowledge.  

Based on the results of this study, ML 1935 was able to identify some concerns 

about potential impacts of the project on its members’ rights to hunt, fish, trap, and 

harvest plants. Cross-referencing existing ML 1935 land use data with existing 

TLU data belonging to ML 1935 members, as well as the results of the Project-

Specific TLU Study, revealed that the project development area intersected directly 

or indirectly with 80 land use values.  These potential conflicts with Aboriginal 

land use include impacts to wildlife, traditional trails, cabins and cultural/spiritual 

sites, hunting and trapping, fishing and berry harvesting. Interview and archived 

data also revealed project-specific concerns about environmental, socioeconomic, 

cultural, and consultation process-related issues.  

In addition to the primary interviews with community members, harvesters, 

trappers and elders conducted specifically for this Frontier Project, additional 

sources of land use and occupancy data and traditional environmental knowledge 

cited in this report include: interviews archived in the Fort McMurray Métis Local 

1935 Land Use Database (Community Knowledge Keeper); interviews conducted 

as part of the Mark of the Métis Historical Project; and files containing Historic 

Trap Line Maps from the Provincial Archives of Alberta. Land use and historical 

map data relevant to the Teck site is discussed in greater detail in the body of the 

report; however, the key findings and concerns are summarized here in the 

executive summary. 
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Teck Resources Frontier Project-Specific Concerns – Local Study Area 

The first set of concerns relate to impacts on wildlife within the Traditional Land 

Use Study Area Delimited by Teck in its 2011 Environmental Impact Assessment:
1
 

The Teck Frontier Project leases are in an area known by Métis harvesters to be 

habitat for large animals, including moose, bison, caribou, deer, elk and black bear 

(TECTLU2014-HLA16-23; TECTLU2014-HLA27-24; MLU2013-23 HLA15; 

MLU2013-02 HLA26; MLU2013-26 HLA18). 

The Frontier Project Leases are known by Métis harvesters as habitat for fur-

bearers, including beavers, wolf, muskrat, squirrels and rabbit (MLU2013-02 

HFB28; NRBS03 HLA13-208). 

The Athabasca River is adjacent to the Frontier Project Development Area and is 

said by study participants to be important habitat for Arctic Grayling, Walleye, 

Northern Pike, Cod (lingcod or burbot) and White Sucker which are all fished by 

ML 1935 members for subsistence purposes (MLU2013-05 F19; MotM; Fishing 

Areas Map File) 

The Frontier Project is adjacent to the known Red Earth Caribou Range on the 

west side of the project area and Richardson Caribou Range on the east side of the 

project area. The project puts this threatened species at risk of habitat destruction, 

predation, and disruption of connectivity between the two populations on either 

side of the Athabasca River.  

ML 1935 is concerned that the Frontier Project would adversely impact heritage 

food species such as moose, bison and fur-bearers upon which Métis community 

members rely for subsistence.  

The second set of LSA concerns relates to Métis community trapping on RFMA 

1275 within the LSA; and RFMAs 1743, 2331, 1661, 2939 within the RSA; along 

with RFMAs 2890, 2908 and 2901 to which access would be disrupted by project 

construction (although they are outside the project LSA they are sites to which 

access through the LSA will be disrupted). 

                                                           
1
 Teck Resources Ltd, 2011, Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project Integrated Application, Volume 8 People and Places, 

Figure 6-1, Traditional Land Use LSA and RFMAs.  
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Historic Trap Lines in the project area belonged to Métis families. Considering the 

historic and current connections of the Métis community to these important 

harvesting areas, they are thus considered to be places of cultural importance as 

they are critical sites for inter-generational knowledge transfer about harvesting, 

subsistence living, trapping and hunting.  

Metis community members currently hold RFMAs 2901 and1743. These traplines 

encompass areas that are important for the practice of Aboriginal rights and 

historic continuity with the fur trade and are therefore of central importance to 

Metis identity and culture. While some of these sites may not directly intersect 

with the project, access to these RFMAs may be impeded by project construction.  

The RFMAs in and around the project face an uncertain future if the Frontier Mine 

construction is approved since trapping and related Métis cultural practices in the 

surrounding areas could become unviable in a short time.  Project-related habitat 

destruction and disruption of fur-bearing populations will drive out animals. ML 

1935 leadership will fully support Métis community members and trappers who are 

impacted by development of this project and expect that appropriate compensation 

and mitigation measures will be discussed with the participation of the RFMA 

holders, legal counsel, Métis community representatives, family and junior 

partners. 

Additional traffic from project personnel, utility corridors for power lines, water 

supply pipes from the Athabasca River and plant infrastructure into the Frontier 

Project site will enable greater ease of access for recreational trail users which 

could lead to competition and potential conflicts with Métis land users.  

A third set of concerns about the project LSA relates to Metis community 

occupancy and historic sites: 

Metis families have historically lived within the Frontier mine project area and 

several cabin remains attest to this. Fort McMurray Metis Local members continue 

to hunt, fish and camp along the Athabasca River in and around the Frontier Mine 

Leases.  

Considering the concentration of traditional trapping and subsistence harvesting 

activities and frequency of use by community members, the connection of the 

Métis community to these areas and the presence of Métis habitation sites, the 
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Frontier Project threatens to infringe upon the Aboriginal rights of the Métis 

community.  

The fourth set of concerns about the Frontier LSA relates to Environment and 

Biodiversity: 

The Frontier Project will require additional site access-roads, utility corridors for 

power lines, water supply pipes from Athabasca River and plant infrastructure. 

This site infrastructure will destroy and/or fragment wildlife habitats in and around 

the project site.  

Métis Environmental Knowledge (MEK) suggests that the retention of water in 

muskegs depends on tree cover. Fragmentation of forests and deforestation in 

wetlands leads to increased drainage and eventual loss of muskeg.  

Experience working with oil companies has led some community members to 

conclude that in the past environmental contamination and spills often went 

unreported, although this is changing now that there is more public attention on the 

environmental impacts of oil sands projects.  

A strong commitment to reclamation planning prior to construction will ensure 

more effective long-term reclamation practices. This may involve more intensive 

efforts to document and preserve native plant species, hydrology and forest/tree 

cover. Local land-users are willing to provide input into this process if invited. One 

example of how Métis land users can assist is in the cataloguing of rare and 

medicinal plant species.  

Fragmentation of boreal forest habitat favoured by caribou that feed only on lichen 

and moss put this threatened species at further risk of predation from wolves, 

which take advantage of the longer sight lines and deeper snow in open clearings. 

Habitat fragmentation requires remedy and measures must be taken in cooperation 

with Métis knowledge holders to dissuade predation of caribou and anthropogenic 

disturbance around the Frontier Project areas. 

The fifth set of project-specific LSA refers to Socioeconomic and Cultural Impacts: 

The Project Development Area represents loss of hunting terrain which impedes 

youth from getting out on the land and hampers intergenerational knowledge 

transfer and cultural learning.  

As each mining project has a camp for personnel, Frontier Project’s camp facilities 

will mean more people in the area, additional camp infrastructure, traffic and 

waste. 
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Frontier-project workers could benefit from programs to raise awareness about 

local Métis history, culture and the requirements of subsistence land users.  

Local workers, particularly Aboriginal workers, are not provided the same 

employment incentives and salary benefits such as living allowances and travel 

expenses that outside or migrant workers are offered.  

Population increases in Fort McMurray and the prevalence of temporary workers 

have created security risks to the persons and property of land users. Trucks left 

near roads while hunters are in the bush are often vandalized or targeted by thieves. 

Trap Line cabins have been vandalized and property stolen. 

 

The sixth set of LSA concerns relates to the Consultation Process: 

 

Teck’s stakeholder and Aboriginal community consultation efforts raised several 

concerns. There is a need for additional plain language and verbal explanations for 

site-related technical concepts, particularly in relation to the source of water 

intakes and tailings pond locations and risk of project-impacts to surface water 

including the Athabasca River. 

In regards to Trapper Relations, a stronger relationship between trappers and 

company representatives would be encouraged by regular meetings and face-to-

face interaction rather than through impersonal written notifications using legal 

and technical jargon.  

Furthermore, arranging for regular meetings, which would include trappers, 

harvesters and company representatives, would contribute additional insight and 

possibilities for impact mitigation.  

Métis trappers are both commercial entrepreneurs and Aboriginal subsistence 

harvesters. Existing trapper compensation guidelines based on individual 

recompense are therefore inadequate to compensate the Métis individuals and 

community for infringement of Aboriginal harvesting practices and disruption of 

sites of individual and community importance.  
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The Frontier Project and Regional Environmental, Socioeconomic and Policy 

Considerations  

The first set of project concerns at the regional level refers to the project’s impacts 

on the Environment and Biodiversity in the Fort McMurray Region: 

Métis study participants note that the Frontier Project will contribute additional 

sulphur and carbon emissions as well as vehicle and machinery exhaust, dust and 

H2S gas. 

Study participants signal that with the present pace of development in Alberta, 

commitment to reclamation is often neglected and Alberta Environment and 

Sustainable Resource Development (AESRD) is not providing sufficient oversight 

of oil companies, which sometimes take advantage and practice limited 

reclamation. The Métis community encourages Teck to commit to reclamation 

planning as part and parcel of the industrial cycle of mining activity. Effective 

reclamation begins before construction. 

Métis environmental knowledge holders continue to observe caribou population 

decline in once-viable habitats as the pace of industrialization accelerates and 

habitat fragmentation deepens. Existing caribou habitat protection guidelines and 

Alberta Government standards for habitat protection have been inadequate in 

halting caribou population decline. Métis community members are looking for 

industry partners who will commit to a comprehensive, sustainable and effective 

caribou protection strategy. 

The second set of regional concerns involves Socioeconomic and Cultural Impacts: 

While Métis community members are not opposed to industrialization and indeed 

many have benefitted from employment in the oil and gas industry, the pace of 

development is itself a concern. Industrial development reduces the amount of 

viable wilderness space available for harvesting and creates time constraints on 

harvesters, reducing opportunities for intergenerational transfer of knowledge 

about traditional lifestyles and subsistence harvesting practices. Community 

members encourage proponents to pursue environmentally and socially responsible 

development in consideration of the needs and circumstances of the local Métis 

population, workforce and business community. 

The Frontier Project will bring in additional workers to the area from outside the 

region, requiring camp accommodation and/or placing additional stress on the local 

real-estate and rental markets and on public infrastructure including hospitals, 

roads and recreational facilities.  
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The Frontier Project will contribute to regional and cumulative impacts to traffic 

and air pollution creating dangers to local land users. 

In sum, Industrialization creates opportunities for youth employment but it also 

entails a loss of space and time to devote to traditional harvesting, which disrupts 

the transfer of cultural knowledge, wilderness survival and environmental 

knowledge. This contributes to the cumulative and temporal erosion of Métis land 

use and cultural knowledge transfer.  

 

The third set of RSA concerns is in regards to Consultation and Norms of 

Community Engagement: 

Métis community members have stated in interviews that proponents often ask the 

public and community members to raise concerns, but are not committed to 

responding to issues that are raised. 

Some community members have expressed resignation that no matter what 

concerns they raise, the proponent will ignore them since companies are 

determined to do what they want no matter what, making consultation insincere. 

Two ways that the proponent can demonstrate respect and commitment to dialogue 

with the community are to work to ensure access to project areas for local land 

users where safety considerations permit and involve community members in 

reclamation planning.  

 

The Frontier Project and the Contribution to Cumulative Impacts – Cultural, 

Environmental, Socio-Economic  

The following observations refer to the potential contribution of the Frontier 

Project to cumulative environmental and socioeconomic impacts of a long-term 

nature: 

Air and water quality, human health, wildlife habitat quality, biodiversity and fish 

habitat quality require ongoing monitoring and multi-stakeholder and multi-

sectorial cooperation. This extends to reclamation of abandoned sites. Industry, 

government, environmental groups and community organizations need to 

cooperate to provide oversight and hold proponents accountable for environmental 

quality and impact mitigation prior to commencement, during operations and after 

the project’s productive lifespan ends. 
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Socioeconomic and cultural impacts and benefits suggest uneven development 

across generational and cultural divides. While industrial development creates jobs 

and injects money into the region, it also impacts traditional land use by 

diminishing crown land available to harvesters and driving people out of areas they 

once hunted, fished and trapped. Industrialization favours the young, educated and 

mobile while imposing costs on the elderly and retired population, particularly 

through housing and rental prices.  

Regulation and consultation in the long-term requires transparent, arms-length and 

multi-sector monitoring. Transparency and the public interest demand that 

monitoring bodies are at an arms-length from industry.  Members of the general 

public, academics, environmental groups, scientists and Aboriginal groups must 

have equal opportunities to engage with government and industry to monitor and 

mitigate the impacts of industrialization.  

In order to balance the potentially conflicting interests of Aboriginal harvesters, 

recreational land users and industrial land users, ML 1935 insists on ongoing 

communication, consultation and cooperation between multiple land-use interests. 

This raises the importance of ongoing consultation. 

ML 1935 intends to use the information provided in this report as a basis from 

which to negotiate project impact mitigation measures with Teck on clear, 

evidence-based and mutually agreeable terms.  
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1. Introduction and Rationale 
 

The Métis emerged as a distinct people following contact between Europeans and Indigenous 

North Americans in the westward expansion of the fur trade.
2
 Traditional fishing, hunting and 

plant harvesting have sustained Métis families across many generations. Subsistence harvesting 

has seen the Métis through changing patterns of employment in a variety of industries from the 

fur trade, to agriculture, to the modern industrial economy. Faced with historic pressures from 

the westward advance of settlers on the plains to the south by the mid-nineteenth century, Métis 

communities moved further westward and northward. The sustenance of Métis families, 

settlements and villages came to rely increasingly on connections to the boreal forest ecosystem 

with its furs, lumber, food plants and big game. Traditional harvesting is more than a form of 

economic subsistence; picking berries, hunting, fishing and being on the land are integral to 

Métis culture and identity. Just as many Métis trappers continue to ply their centuries-old trade 

despite increased government regulation, conflicting and competing land uses, and declining 

economic viability, Métis hunters, fishermen and berry-pickers persist in their efforts to harvest 

in the traditional way. Today the traditional geographic relationship between Métis civilization 

and the boreal forest ecosystem is being transformed as the industrial landscape of the Athabasca 

Oil Sands expands. This transformation impedes the ability of Métis people to practice 

traditional harvesting and by doing so threatens the foundations of Métis culture and identity. 

 

Fort McMurray Métis Local 1935 (ML 1935) is the community-based, not-for-profit 

organization, which represents the interests of Métis people living in Fort McMurray. ML 1935 

is affiliated with the Métis Nation of Alberta (MNA). As active users of the land, Métis people 

have intimate knowledge of the local ecosystem - rivers, water-bodies and wildlife populations - 

and are eager to contribute this knowledge to address and prevent environmental impacts of 

industrial projects. Furthermore, the pace of industrialization has altered the local landscape and 

broader ecosystem upon which the practice of Aboriginal harvesting rights depends. ML 1935 

members are engaged in a process to document their knowledge and traditional use of land 

within specific project sites in order to protect the community’s heritage, territory, culture, 

traditional resources and historic resources. 

 

In March 2012, the Energy Resources Conservation Board released a notice of application for 

the Teck Resources Ltd (Teck) Frontier Mine Project (Frontier Project).
3
 The application 

described plans to construct, operate, and reclaim a new oil sands mine and processing plant, 

located approximately 110km north of Fort McMurray, Alberta. The Frontier Oil Sands Mine 

Project (Frontier Project) would include mine pits and associated earth structures, ore preparation 

plants, bitumen extraction plants, a bitumen froth treatment plant, tailings preparation and 

management facilities, cogeneration and heat integration facilities, steam and hot water 

generation facilities, support utilities, off-sites and infrastructure, and environmental 

management facilities, river water intake, a fish habitat compensation lake, roads, airfield and 

                                                           
2
 Patrick C.Douaud. 2007. “Genesis” in Patrick C. Douaud, ed., The Western Métis – Profile of a People, University 

of Regina, Great Plains Research Centre.  
3
 Teck Resources Ltd. 2012. Notice of Application - Frontier Oil Sand Mine Project, Athabasca Oil Sands Area. 

http://www.aer.ca/applications-and-notices/notices/application-1709793. Accessed August 10, 2014. 
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camp. Teck’s leases for the Frontier Project main development area (MDA) would be located in 

Townships 100, 101, and 102, Range 11, West of the 4th Meridian, and the south development 

area (SDA) would be located in Township 98, Range 11, West of the 4th Meridian.  The Frontier 

Project would have a disturbance area of 29,335 hectares, resulting from four development 

phases. Start-up of Phase 1 would occur in 2021 and by 2030 all four phases would be 

operational. Start-up of Phase 1 would occur in 2021 and by 2030 all four phases would be 

operational, producing about 44,100 cubic metres of partially de-asphalted bitumen per calendar 

day. End-of-mine life would occur in 2054 for the MDA and 2057 for the SDA.  

 

Considering the extent of its traditional land use in the Fort McMurray area, ML 1935 is 

concerned about the impacts of the Teck Frontier project on its members’ Aboriginal rights. The 

Local was interested in identifying the patterns of members’ land use and occupancy in relation 

to the Teck Frontier Project Development Area.  

The Teck Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project Specific Métis Land Use and Occupancy Study was 

guided by the following questions: what are the general patterns of land use and occupancy in the 

proposed project area? What are the potential impacts of this project on Métis land use and 

occupancy and on the Métis community’s heritage more generally? How will this project 

contribute to cumulative environmental and cultural impacts?  

 

Primary interviews with community members provide the main source of information for this 

study. In addition to these nine project-specific interviews with ML 1935 members, the sources 

of land use and occupancy data and traditional environmental knowledge include: interviews 

from past-project specific land use studies archived in the Fort McMurray Métis Local 1935 

Land Use Database (Community Knowledge Keeper); interviews conducted as part of the Mark 

of the Métis Historical Project; and files containing Historic Trap Line Maps from the Provincial 

Archives of Alberta. The inherent paradox in project-specific land-use studies is that they 

document sites of Métis land use at which harvesting and intergenerational knowledge transfer 

will be disrupted as industrial projects proceed. Thus project-specific environmental impact 

assessments provide only a fragmented view of Métis land use. More general and regional Métis 

land use and occupancy information is also reviewed briefly in this report as a summary of the 

Mark of the Métis study, which was released in 2012 and features information from 105 

contributors
4
. The layout of the remainder of this report is as follows. It begins with a brief 

review of the Consultation and Traditional Land Use sections of the Teck Frontier 

Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) report. Following this brief review, the details of the 

ML 1935 land use and occupancy study are presented with information on research methodology 

and data sources. The results of the study are discussed by category of land use including 

wildlife, hunting and trapping (subsistence harvesting/snaring and commercial trapping), 

traditional trails, cabins and cultural/spiritual sites, fishing, and medicinal plant and berry 

harvesting. Site-specific and non-site specific concerns are discussed as well as contributions of 

the project to regional and cultural cumulative impacts. Specific mitigation measures are 

documented here; however, it is understood that the information in this report will serve as a 

basis for ongoing negotiation on potential project impact mitigation between Teck and Métis 

Local representatives. 

                                                           
4
 Fort McMurray Métis Local #1935. 2012. Mark of the Métis: Traditional Knowledge and Stories  

of the Métis People of Northeastern Alberta. Fort McMurray: Friesens Canada.  
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2. Review of Teck’s EIA Report: Traditional Land Use & Consultation 
 

Teck submitted its EIA report to the regulator (then ERCB, now AER) dated September 2011. 

Volume 2, Section 13 discusses the baseline Traditional Land Use. Most of the information used 

for the TLU baseline assessment comes from a literature review of publicly available 

information. Volume 8, Section 6 discusses traditional land use for Aboriginal communities 

within the Frontier LSA and RSA and potential impacts to this land use.  

 

Prior to submitting the EIA report, Teck did not provide funding to ML 1935 to conduct a project 

specific Traditional Land Use study. The only communities from which Teck gathered TLU 

information were Fort McKay First Nation, Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation, Mikisew Cree 

First Nation, Fort McKay Métis Local and Fort Chipewyan Métis Local.
5
 While the Fort McKay 

Metis Community and the Fort Chipewyan Metis Local were engaged for consultation over 

project specific impacts to traditional land use by Teck prior to submission of the EIA, including 

provision of funds for TLU studies, ML 1935 was not provided with the same opportunities or 

level of engagement.
6
 When Teck did make reference to ML 1935 land use in the Baseline 

Studies of Traditional Land Use it referred to interviews from the Mark of the Métis project.
7
 

However, this was prior to the release of the Mark of the Métis Historical Atlas that was 

published in 2012. The information on Fort McMurray Metis land use included in the EIA and 

TLU baseline report is therefore incomplete and without project specific information on ML 

1935 land use in the project area, the assessment of the project’s impact on Aboriginal rights and 

Metis land use must be considered invalid. Furthermore, Teck inadequately consulted ML 1935 

over its land use in the project area prior to submission of the EIA, despite its engagement with 

other Métis Locals.
8
  

 

The omission of Fort McMurray Metis land use information in the EIA and the lack of adequate 

consultation with the ML 1935 prior to submission of the EIA create risks of invalid or erroneous 

impact assessment. For example, in the Teck Frontier EIA report, it states that: “Fishing areas 

were not specifically identified in the Project area (see Volume 5, Section 5). Therefore, 

traditional fishing is not expected to be affected by the Project.”
9
 Considering that in this quote 

the proponent does not specify whether it refers to the project LSA or RSA, nor whether this 

includes the Athabasca River; the statement is highly dubious. Had Teck done a project-specific 

TLU study with ML 1935 prior to the EIA, and had this information been included among the 

baseline TLU studies, it would be clear that fishing along the Athabasca in proximity to the LSA 

                                                           
5
 Teck Resources Limited. 2011. Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project, Integrated Application. Volume 8: People and 

Places; Section 6.5.1.1: Traditional Land Use – Data Sources, Page 6-16 
6
 Teck Resources Limited. 2011. Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project, Integrated Application. Volume 8: People and 

Places; Section 6.5.1.1: Traditional Land Use – Data Sources, Page 6-15. 
7
 Teck Resources Limited. 2011. Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project, Integrated Application. Volume 2: Baseline 

Studies; Section 13.3.2.5: Traditional Land Use – Métis Communities of Fort Chipewyan, Fort McKay and Fort 

McMurray, Page 13-32 
8
 Teck Resources Limited. 2011. Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project, Integrated Application. Volume 1: Project 

Description; Section 17.3: Aboriginal and Public Stakeholder Consultation - Aboriginal Consultation, Page 17-4. 
9
 Teck Resources Limited. 2011. Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project, Integrated Application. Volume 8: People and 

Places; Section 6.5.4.3: Traditional Land Use – Effects Analysis – Maximum Build-out Snapshot (2057) - Fishing, 

Page 6-21 
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constitutes fishing within the Project Study area, as does fishing around the Athabasca water 

intake. Metis harvesters, as this study reveals, fish all along the Athabasca River for a variety of 

species (see section on Fishing below). This is one example of how the omission of Metis 

traditional use of the project areas may invalidate the EIA report’s conclusions about project 

impacts to Aboriginal and traditional land uses.  

 

Another example of how the omission of Metis land use data reduces the validity of the impact 

assessment also relates to fishing. Teck failed to mention how the construction of the regional 

road access to the Frontier Development Area could potentially impact fish and fish habitat. 

Option 4 would be crossing numerous rivers from the Horizon project to the Frontier Project.
 10

 

Option 5 and 6 would cross the Athabasca River to the Frontier Project Development Area; thus, 

potentially affecting fish and fish habitat that the Métis use for subsistence purposes.  

 

Teck’s assessment of potential impacts to traditional land use within the RSA only focused on 

how the Frontier Project would affect the First Nations but did not consider impacts to Fort 

McMurray Metis harvesters.
11

 However, as the following sections of this report will demonstrate 

and as the results of the ML 1935 Teck Frontier Project-Specific TLU Study clearly reveal, 

members of ML 1935 are heavy land users within the LSA and RSA. ML 1935 land use in the 

project areas includes hunting, trapping (especially on RFMAs 1743, 1275 and access routes to 

2901), fishing and berry picking. This information was not included in the EIA report.  

Nevertheless, as project assessment is now in the Supplemental Information Request and Review 

Stage, there is still time for information on Metis land use to be incorporated in project impact 

assessment. The identification of Metis land use in the project areas can still inform project 

planning, impact avoidance, mitigation and benefit agreements through the SIR and hearing 

processes.  

 

3. Métis Land Use and Occupancy Data and Study Methodology 
 

Following the submission of its application to the regulator and during the period of public 

review, Teck agreed to provide funding to ML 1935 to conduct a project-specific land use and 

occupancy study. In the spring and summer of 2014, nine interviews were conducted with 

community members. These members were identified for participation by ML 1935 leadership 

and staff based on patterns of land use, knowledge of the project site, ancestral connections to the 

project leases, habitation or dwelling location and/or the exercise of licensed trapping or 

harvesting in the project areas. Information from these interviews is cited in this report as 

TECTLU2014-(filename). 

In addition to the project-specific interviews, a variety of additional land use data sources were 

consulted. Since the inception of its Mark of the Metis Oral History Project in 2007, ML 1935 

has been engaged in ongoing efforts to collect members’ oral histories, document and map 

traditional land use patterns and practices, identify the impacts of local industrialization on the 

Métis community and collect archival and historical information about the Métis in Northeastern 

                                                           
10

 Teck Resources Limited. 2011. Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project, Integrated Application. Volume 1: Project 

Description; Section 2.2.3.4: Options Analysis – Regional Road Access, Page 2-13. 
11

 Teck Resources Limited. 2011. Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project, Integrated Application. Volume 8: People and 

Places; Section 6.6.1: Traditional Land Use – Traditional Land Uses and the RSA - Methods, Page 6-24 



Fort McMurray Métis Local 1935 Land Use and Occupancy                       Teck Frontier Oil Sands Mine    18 

 
          

Alberta. Fort McMurray Métis Local 1935 has indexed and stored much of its Land Use and 

Occupancy data in a database known as Community Knowledge Keeper.
12

 For each land use 

interview conducted with members, the full transcript, audio recording, map and coded set of 

notes can be uploaded, indexed, stored and searched. This dynamic, full-text, searchable and 

interactive land use database ensures that land use information is stored in a safe, accessible and 

organized manner. At present, ML 1935’s Community Knowledge Keeper contains interviews 

conducted for past Project-Specific Land Use Studies in the Fort McMurray Métis Local 1935 

Community Knowledge Keeper Database, interviews conducted as part of the Mark of the Métis 

Historical Project, files containing maps of Historic Trap Lines circa 1957 from the Provincial 

Archives of Alberta,
13

 and interviews from the 1994 Northern River Basin Study.  Major land 

use studies included in the Database are: 

 The Mark of the Métis study consisted of interviews with 105 members of the Métis 

Local 1935, which were held between 2007 and 2011. Information from this source is 

cited as follows: “MotM (filename)” for the Mark of the Métis Study; 

 

 A Project Specific Metis Land Use and Occupancy Study pertaining to five industrial 

projects proposed by the same proponent involving interviews with 28 community 

members was performed in the Summer of 2013.  Information from this study is cited as 

“MLU2013-(filename)”; 

 

 A traditional land use study commissioned by five separate industrial-project proponents 

was conducted in the Fall of 2013. In all, 19 people including elders, trappers, hunters, 

commercial fishermen and food and medicinal plant harvesters were interviewed about 

their land use and knowledge of several in situ operation sites between September and 

December 2013. This project specific study is cited as JMLU2013-(filename). 

 

 Archival information consists primarily of digitized maps from “Historic Trap Line Map 

File No, GR1990.0377 PAA” obtained from the Provincial Archives of Alberta.  

 

 Two industrial Project-Specific Métis Land Use and Occupancy studies were conducted 

in Summer 2014, involving interviews with 15 community members to date. Again, the 

Teck Frontier Project was not shown during these interviews. Information cited from 

these project specific studies are cited as AOCTLU2014-(filename) and VCITLU2014-

(filename). 

 

 A traditional knowledge and traditional land use study which consisted of 57 interviews 

was conducted in 1994 for the Northern River Basin Study. Information from this study 

is cited as “NRBS-(filename).  

 

In order to collect, document and archive its traditional land use information, ML 1935 has taken 

the following steps. Once project proponents agree to participate in a traditional land use study, 

consultants familiar with Traditional Land Use Study Methodology are hired to support the 

                                                           
12

 Kwusen Research and Media, 2014, Services, The Community Knowledge Keeper, 

http://www.kwusen.com/services-1  accessed  January 31, 2014. 
13

 Provincial Archives of Alberta, Historic Trap Line Maps, File No. GR1990.0377 

http://www.kwusen.com/services-1
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community process. Study participants are typically identified by ML 1935 board members and 

staff members who then contact participants and arrange interviews.  

 

At each interview, participants are informed of the purpose of the interview and the end to which 

the information will be used, including receiving information on the addition of the information 

to a land use database. Once informed consent is provided by the participant the interview 

commences. One researcher asks the majority of the questions while a second researcher codes 

land use on Google Earth and keeps detailed notes about each coded item. Each interview is 

audio recorded and ranges from 60 to 120 minutes in length. The audio-recording of each 

interview is always transcribed. In order to organize the Métis LUOS information provided by 

the study participants, the project team employs a set of map codes for various land-use 

categories, including various types of hunting, plant harvesting, site-specific occupations or 

activities, trails, transport routes and animal habitats. A complete map code list is provided in the 

appendix.  

 

As information is given throughout the interview by the participants, interviewers record a 

chronological series of numbers alongside each coded item in order to match points on Google 

Earth maps to the written notes taken by the project team and to the audio-transcript.
14

 For 

example, F01, B02, F03, H04 would refer to a discussion around fishing, berry picking, fishing 

at another location, hunting respectively and so on. Each note can be easily identified with the 

map point to which it refers or its time within the interview transcript by the code and the 

numerical sequence. Map entries could be points, lines or polygons of various sizes. If the 

interview is conducted in the context of a project-specific land use study, shapefiles and/or maps 

for the industrial project are presented to interview participants. Participants are invited to 

provide site-specific input or environmental concerns after each individual’s general pattern of 

land use and occupancy and site-specific land use values had been collected.  

 

Following the interviews, all audio recordings are transcribed and the text is returned to the 

participants for verification. In addition, each interview generates a map biography in Google 

Earth KML format, which is provided to each participant on a DVD with instructions on how to 

view the map. Geographic coordinates, transcripts and interview notes are compiled in 

spreadsheets and are used to provide additional detail and accuracy of map biography points in 

Google Earth. Each map point, identified in the interview and coded according to the above 

guidelines, is tied to the text transcript of the interview. Once project data entry and digitization 

is completed, project land-use data is uploaded to the Community Knowledge Keeper.  

 

The use of GIS and web-based land use software ensures that past land use interviews can be 

easily accessed to provide additional data and information for project-specific studies as the need 

arises with ongoing industrial development. Digitizing land use information and map biographies 

ensures that the information collected in the past continues to serve the ongoing efforts of the 

Métis organization to protect community land use values. As many land use and occupancy 

study participants are elders, receiving informed consent to archive map biographies and land-

use interviews has become an important part of protecting the collective memory and knowledge 

                                                           
14 Terry N. 2009. Living Proof: The Essential Data-Collection Guide for Indigenous Use- 

 and-Occupancy Map Surveys. Vancouver: Ecotrust Canada, Union of British Columbia Indian Chiefs. 
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of a community’s land users. Should knowledgeable land users pass away, the storage of land 

use interview data and map biographies ensures that a digital trace remains of the footprint these 

respected members left on the land.  

 

For the Frontier Mine TLU study, nine primary interviews were conducted with community 

members, coded and uploaded to the Community Knowledge Keeper database. Along with the 

existing interviews archived in the online database, the authors were able to draw on land use 

data from more than 200 interviews to produce this report.  

4. Métis Land Use and Occupancy Study Results – The Frontier Project 

 

Teck is proposing to develop its Frontier Project on its leases located approximately 110km north 

of Fort McMurray, Alberta. Teck’s leases for the Frontier Project main development area (MDA) 

would be located in Townships 100, 101, and 102, Range 11, West of the 4th Meridian, and the 

south development area (SDA) would be located in Township 98, Range 11, West of the 4th 

Meridian shown in Figure 1. Potential conflicts arise when recorded land use value data 

coincides with the geographic footprint of the project. Conflicts can be defined as irreconcilable 

differences between the land use values and the project site, whereby the traditional land use 

value or critical wildlife value in question would be severely compromised or destroyed should 

the project go ahead as planned. Potential conflicts require ongoing discussion and further 

consultation while recognized conflicts usually require impact mitigation.  The Frontier Project 

was cross-referenced with existing ML 1935 Land Use and Occupancy Data stored in 

Community Knowledge Keeper.  

Cross-referencing existing ML 1935 land use data with the Teck Frontier Project TLU Local 

Study Area (as defined in the 2011 EIA report)
15

 revealed 80 potential land use value conflicts.  

These ML 1935 land use values which overlap with the Teck TLU LSA include wildlife habitats 

(9), traditional trails, cabins and cultural/spiritual sites (40), hunting and trapping (23), fishing 

(2) and berry harvesting (3). Based on study participants’ environmental knowledge of the site 

and of mining-related concerns, a series of site-specific environmental, socioeconomic, cultural, 

and consultation process-related concerns were also raised. Each of these categories and 

concerns is discussed in detail below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
15

 Teck Resources Ltd, 2011, Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project Integrated Application, Volume 8 People and Places, 

Figure 6-1, Traditional Land Use LSA and RFMAs. 
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Figure 1. The Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project Conceptual Development Area and TLU LSA 

 

 
   

Legend  Scale as shown  
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5.1 Wildlife  

Land Use and Occupancy data for the Frontier Mine Project revealed potential land use conflicts 

with wildlife habitats. Figure 2 depicts the critical wildlife values which intersect with the 

Frontier project. Light blue polygons depict wildlife habitats described by interview participants 

while the green polygons delineate caribou population ranges available from Alberta 

Environment and Sustainable Resource Development.  

 

According to land use interviews with active trappers and hunters, the project area is habitat for 

large animals, including caribou, moose and bison (TECTLU2014-HLA16-23; TECTLU2014-

HLA27-24). Metis hunters are well aware of a distinct bison herd around Ronald and Diana 

Lakes and north of the Frontier Project Development Area.  Other study participants have 

identified moose, deer, elk and black bear habitats in and around the Frontier Project 

Development Area (MLU2013-23 HLA15; MLU2013-02 HLA 26; MLU2013-26 HLA18). In 

addition, the Frontier Project area is habitat for fur-bearers including beavers, wolf, muskrat, 

squirrels and rabbit (MLU2013-02 HFB28; NRBS03 HLA13-208). Frontier project-related 

infrastructure, including roads, utility corridors, power line right of ways, and water supply pipes 

fragment the boreal forest ecosystem upon which these animals depend. Industrial disturbance 

drives animals out of the area. Disruption of wildlife and wildlife habitat will interfere with 

Aboriginal harvesting activities.  

 

The Athabasca River, which flows adjacent to the Frontier project area, is habitat for Arctic 

Grayling, Walleye, Northern Pike, Cod (ling cod or burbot) and White Sucker (MotM, Fishing 

Areas Map File). Pollution, groundwater contamination and watershed disturbances could 

adversely impact water-flow and quality in the Athabasca river watershed, putting aquatic 

resources and fish habitat at risk of contamination and creating risks to fish and people who feed 

on Athabasca fish.  

 

The Teck Frontier Project is adjacent to the known Red Earth Caribou Range on the west side of 

the project area and Richardson Caribou Range on the east side of the project area. The Frontier 

project will fragment the habitat of this threatened species, putting the population at risk of 

predation, mortality and creating barriers between the two populations on either side of the 

Athabasca River.
16

  

 

Considering the concentration of fur-bearers, large animals and fish species in the project area 

and the year-round presence of wildlife, the Frontier Project Development Area is an important 

wildlife habitat for a variety of species upon which Aboriginal harvesters depend for subsistence 

purposes.  Project development will therefore impact wildlife and the practice of aboriginal 

harvesting rights which depend upon the wildlife.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
16

 Alberta Environment and Sustainable Resource Development, 2013, Caribou Range Maps – Caribou Ranges 

within the Province of Alberta,  http://esrd.alberta.ca/fish-wildlife/wildlife-management/caribou-

management/caribou-action-range-planning/caribou-range-maps.aspx  accessed January 30 2014. 

http://esrd.alberta.ca/fish-wildlife/wildlife-management/caribou-management/caribou-action-range-planning/caribou-range-maps.aspx
http://esrd.alberta.ca/fish-wildlife/wildlife-management/caribou-management/caribou-action-range-planning/caribou-range-maps.aspx
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Figure 2. Wildlife in the Frontier Oil Sands TLU LSA and RSA 

 

 
   

Legend  Scale as shown 
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Despite the location of the project between the Red Earth and Richardson Caribou ranges, the 

Teck EIA report indicated that woodland caribou was not assessed because the ranges were 

outside the Local Study Area (LSA).
17

 However Métis land users have observed caribou 

movement regularly within the Frontier Project Development Area. The Woodland Caribou is a 

flagship species for boreal forest health and biodiversity since caribou require an extensive range 

of undisturbed territory to be viable. The presence of caribou is therefore an indicator of a viable 

forest. When the caribou population is threatened by habitat destruction, it is a warning sign of 

the overall danger to the boreal forest ecosystem.  

 

Community members and study participants familiar with caribou and mining projects noted that 

any disturbances in the boreal forest habitat favoured by caribou which feed only on lichen and 

moss put the threatened species at further risk of predation from wolves who take advantage of 

the longer sight lines and deeper snow in open clearings. Habitat fragmentation requires remedy 

and measures must be taken in cooperation with Métis knowledge holders to dissuade wolf 

predation of caribou at the Frontier Project site and in surrounding areas including access roads 

and related right of ways (JMLU2013-09 OC80 4:37).  

 

Métis environmental knowledge holders continue to observe caribou population decline in once-

viable habitats as the pace of industrialization accelerates and habitat fragmentation deepens. 

They point out that existing caribou habitat protection guidelines and Alberta Government 

standards for habitat protection are not adequate. A more active and aggressive Caribou habitat 

protection plan, which includes Caribou population recovery efforts, needs to be adopted 

immediately in order to stave off local caribou extirpation. Métis land users and environmental 

stewards are eager to participate with project proponents and their environmental teams by 

sharing local knowledge of caribou habitat to promote landscape level habitat protection and 

ethical/caribou-sustainable project development (JMLU2013-09 OC79 3:00). This may involve a 

range of cooperative measures including individual land-users meeting with proponents’ 

environmental planning teams, groups of land-users meeting with stakeholders, or Métis Local 

representatives meeting with multi-stakeholder groups. Such interactions will foster industry-

community cooperation between proponents, grass-roots community members and governmental 

bodies (JMLU2013-09 OC85 10:30). 

 

In sum, ML 1935 is concerned that the Teck Frontier Project will adversely impact heritage food 

species such as moose, bison and fur-bearers upon which Métis community members rely for 

subsistence. In addition, disturbance to fur-bearer habitat in and around the project area would 

disrupt community trapping and harvesting activities. As a symbol of boreal forest vitality, ML 

1935 is gravely concerned about the impact of the Frontier Project on the Red Earth and 

Richardson Caribou Populations, which are increasingly at risk of habitat fragmentation from the 

advance of industrial activity. Caribou habitat protection and local population recovery ought 

therefore to be the priority of wildlife protection plans adopted by project proponents. Study 

participants lament that the current plans in place in Alberta favour industrial development to the 

detriment of caribou.  
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 Teck Resources Limited. 2011. Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project, Integrated Application. Volume 6: Land; Section 

4.3.4.1: Wildlife – Species Indicators – Species at Risk, Page 4-19. 
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Figure 3. Trails and Transit Routes in the Frontier Oil Sands TLU LSA 

 

 
   

Legend  Scale as shown 

                                     Trails and Transit Routes  Base Map from Google Earth 

Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project   
  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Fort McMurray Métis Local 1935 Land Use and Occupancy                       Teck Frontier Oil Sands Mine    26 

 
          

5.2 Traditional Trails, Cabins and Cultural/Spiritual Sites  

 

This section presents traditional land use values indicating the historic and current presence of 

Métis people on the land, as illustrated by the location of trails, cabins and sites of cultural 

importance.  
 

5.2.1 Trails 

Assessment of the Frontier Project site-related Land Use and Occupancy data revealed at least 26 

potential land use value conflicts with trails used by community members (Figure 3).   Prior to 

the late 1960s, when the use of snowmobiles was widely adopted by trappers, dog-team and sled 

was the primary mode of transportation through the bush, along the Trap Line, and between Trap 

Line cabins and trading posts. Regional trails and wagon roads would connect outlying Trap 

Lines to trading posts and residential communities closer to the Athabasca. These trails were 

often cut by hand and maintenance of trails was a summer occupation for many trappers who had 

to constantly clear trees and undergrowth to maintain clean trails for winter (JMLU2013-07 T18 

19:00). With the adoption of the snowmobile and ATV, these trails continued to be important. As 

the Fort McMurray area has become more populated and industrial development has intensified, 

the routes of existing Métis wagon and dog-sled trails were often adopted by the logging industry 

or foresters. Trails became roads and the maintenance of some of these routes was taken over by 

provincial or municipal authorities.   

 

Several ML 1935 community members state that they continue to use the existing skidoo trail 

and cutlines from Bitumount and Klassen’s Landing to the bison habitat area near Ronald and 

Diana Lakes (TECTLU2014-01 T15-23; TECTLU2014-03 T09-24). Some of these trails pass 

through the Frontier Project Development Area. Community members and the senior trapper on 

RFMA 2901 use trails from the Athabasca River through the Teck TLU LSA to gain access to 

their harvesting area and cabins (TECTLU2014-03 T08; TECTLU2014-01 T14). These 

community members also use the existing trails through the lease area from the trapline to the 

harvesting areas around Ronald, Diana, Legend, Lynn, and Namur Lakes to hunt for moose, 

bison and deer, mainly during the fall and winter, both historically and currently.    

 

Teck Frontier Project Development area is adjacent to the Athabasca River, which is commonly 

used by Métis community members for water transportation for various reasons. Historically, the 

river was used for commercial fishing (e.g. McInnis Fisheries [TECTLU2014-06 WT08-10; 

MLU2013-10 WT-08]) and freight transportation (e.g. Northern Transportation [TECTLU2014-

05 WT03-18; TECTLU2014-04 WT10-13; MLU2013-13 WT-05]) between Fort McMurray and 

Fort Chipewyan. The river was historically a vital transportation link between trapping families 

living in Métis settled areas along the river and commercial hubs at Fort McMurray and Fort 

Chipewyan.  

 

Today the Fort McMurray Métis community continue to use the Athabasca River as a means to 

access harvesting areas, traplines, cabins and culturally important sites along the River including 

sites within the Teck TLU LSA. Study participants mapped places that they boat on Athabasca 

River and described regular trips they take from Fort McMurray to Firebag River, Big Point or 

Fort Chipewyan to pursue activities such as fishing and camping (TECTLU2014-04 WT03-13; 
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MLU2013-14 WT-44). Community members also use the river as an access route for hunting 

and trapping (TECTLU2014-08 WT10-21; TLUTEC2014-03 T09-24; MLU2013-04 WT-09).  

Maintaining open access to the harvesting area is a key concern of the Métis community. Roads 

used as access routes to would-be industrial sites, particularly in remote areas, are often blocked 

with gates or concrete barriers when surveying and before early construction activity begins on 

leases. The presence of security cordons around leases and proposed mining sites is well-known 

to Métis harvesters. These barriers impede access to harvesting areas and potentially infringe 

upon aboriginal harvesting rights. Any restrictions on access to harvesting areas from blocked 

trails within the Teck leases would be detrimental to the rights of the Métis community.  

 

 

5.2.2 Cabins 

Assessment of the Frontier Project site-related Land Use and Occupancy data revealed several 

potential land use value conflicts with cabin sites (Figure 4).   

 

Historically the Athabasca Riverbanks within the Teck Frontier Project LSA as well as on the 

east side of the river were inhabited by several extended Métis families including Oakley, 

Ducharme, McDonald, Bouchier and Grant. Details of this Athabasca River community are 

provided by Barb Hermanson in her book about her life on RFMA 1275.
18

 Métis trapping 

families lived in cabins close to the Athabasca River where they could be in closer contact with 

one another and with the barges but trapping took place over much larger areas extending inland 

from the river for several miles in all directions. The river then, particularly in what is now the 

Teck TLU LSA, served as a vital link for this community.  

 

Today these cabin sites are still used by trappers, residents and Métis harvesters. Some of these 

sites are within the Teck TLU LSA and could be at risk of disruption as a result of project 

development. One of the Trap Line cabin complexes associated with RFMA 1275 is the closest 

habitation site to the Teck Frontier Project mapped by TLU study participants. The cabin is 

beside the Athabasca River at Mile 72 at 57°36'33.94"N; 111°30'5.97"W (MotM-MT102-X22-

117)). Another cabin whose owner is often visited by community members is found at Mile 64 of 

the Athabasca River at 57°29'39.78"N; 111°32'48.79"W (MotM-MT102-X03-117). This cabin is 

located approximately 1.5 km from Teck’s water intake pipe. 

Study participants mapped important camping sites at the mouth of the Firebag River 

(57°45'1.10"N; 111°20'54.91"W), which is approximately 7.5 km east of the Frontier Project 

area (TECTLU2014-04 X04-13). To get access to the campground, community members travel 

by boat from Waterways/McMurray. An importat stopping place on this trip is another 

community member’s cabin at 57°48'44.88"N; 111°21'22.09". The owner of this cabin is a senior 

licensee of RFMA 1743.  

Another cabin was mapped at 57°41'54.89"N 111°24'20.04"W (MLU2013-02 X-43). This would 

be approximately 5.5 km east of the project site. Additional cabins mapped by study participants 

are located at 57°40'7.15"N; 111°24'48.37"W (TECTLU2014-03 X12-24), 

                                                           
18

 Barb Hermanson and Sherri Labour, 2011, Barb Hermanson: Her Story. The Last Woman to Raise Children on 

the Athabasca River, Fort Chipewyan Métis Local.  
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57°37'30.69"N;111°31'5.17"W (TECTLU2014-06 X12-10) and 57°35'11.90"N; 111°30'33.51"W 

(TECTLU-05 X06-18). All of these cabins are located within the RSA of the Teck Frontier 

Project area and the project would have environmental impacts to the inhabitants including air, 

noise, water and traffic-related impacts.  

These cabins have provided the community with launching points from which to practice 

traditional lifeways further north. Considering that they are between Fort McMurray and the 

Teck Frontier Project site, transportation corridors for equipment and personnel, or use of access 

roads to the site could cause security concerns for the cabin owners, safety concerns for 

community members who use the cabins and surrounding land, and disruption to wildlife during 

construction and operation of the Teck Frontier Project site. Thus the impact of the Teck Frontier 

Project on these sites is significant and therefore constitutes a major concern for ML 1935. 
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Figure 4. Cabin sites in the Frontier Oil Sands Study Area 
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 Scale as shown 
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Figure 5. Cabin Site Along the River within Teck Frontier RSA 

 

 

 
 
Photo Credit: Tara Joly, August 2014 
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Figure 6. Cultural/Spiritual Values in the Frontier Oil Sands Study Area 

 

 

   

Legend  Scale = 1:125,000 
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5.2.3 Cultural/Spiritual sites 

Frontier Project site-related Land Use and Occupancy data revealed potential land use conflicts 

with cultural and spiritual sites as shown in Figure 6.  Two burial sites have been identified 

within the Teck Frontier Project Development Area. One burial site was located half a mile north 

of Mile 72 (57°37'1.69"N; 111°29'28.63"W) where three Métis children were buried around 

1925 (MotM-MT102-BU25-117). The second burial site was mapped at 57°38'37.30"N and 

111°34'41.38"W (TECTLU2014-08-BU17-21). At the time of writing, the exact location of the 

latter burial site had not been verified but it is believed to be within the Teck TLU LSA. Other 

burial sites are to be found along the Athabasca River within the Teck RSA but just outside the 

TLU LSA boundaries such as the one pictured in Figure 7. Sled Island on Athabasca River is a 

significant place for one community member as he was born there in 1928 (NRBS02-BP04-

50,51). In addition, his family has a history of hunting and trapping around Sled Island on either 

side of Athabasca River. Beyond its functional importance for transportation and for fishing, the 

Athabasca River also has cultural importance to the Métis people. In one interview, the study 

participant told how his grandfather guided explorer Ernest Thompson Seton on a 2000-mile 

canoe trip to the Arctic via the Athabasca River in the early 20
th

 century.
19

 The expedition passed 

by hunting camps and lodges along the river in what is now the Frontier Project Development 

Area (JTMLU2013-18 TS59-207). 

 

 

Figure 7. Burial Site along the Athabasca in the Teck Frontier RSA 

 

         

 Photo Credit: Tara Joly, August 2014 
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 Ernest Thompson Seton, 1911, The Arctic Prairies: A Canoe Journey of 2,000 miles in Search of the Caribou, 

Toronto, Williamm Briggs. E-viewer available at https://archive.org/details/arcticprairiesca00setouoft  

https://archive.org/details/arcticprairiesca00setouoft
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Figure 8. Subsistence Harvesting and Snaring in the Frontier Oil Sands Study Area 

 

 
   

Legend  Scale as shown 
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5.3 Hunting and Trapping 
 

Métis harvesters based in Fort McMurray travel extensively throughout the Athabasca River 

system to hunt and fish for subsistence purposes and to trap commercially. Frontier project site-

related Land Use and Occupancy data revealed potential land use value conflicts with hunting 

and trapping.    
 

5.3.1 Subsistence Harvesting/Snaring 
 

Two main categories of subsistence harvesting within the Teck Frontier Project’s LSA and RSA 

were identified by study participants. These can be characterized as big game hunting for moose, 

deer and bison, and trapping beavers. Figure 8 depicts areas used for subsistence harvesting and 

snaring game for food.  

 

5.3.1.1 Subsistence trapping 

 

One community member trapped beavers just northwest of the Frontier Project and into RFMA 

1743 (MLU2013-02 H29). While trapping is considered primarily a commercial activity, Métis 

harvesters snare game for subsistence purposes alongside commercial activities. Beavers and 

other fur bearing animals are primarily snared for food although the fur can also be sold or used 

to make traditional clothing. The participant noted the presence of large numbers of beavers, 

which were snared and consumed. His father would hunt beavers on the line and would always 

take the two biggest beavers per lodge. 

 

5.3.1.2 Subsistence Hunting 

 

Metis hunters note moose, deer and bison habitat within and around the Teck Frontier Project 

site and around Ronald Lake, Diana Lake, Sand Lake, Gardiner Lake and Namur Lake 

(MLU2013-02 H-29; MLU2013-24 H09; MotM-MT102 H09-117; TECTLU2014-01 H13-23, 

TECTLU2014-01 H08-23; TECTLU2014-01 H10-23). Some community members use the 

existing trails that pass through the Frontier TLU LSA to gain access to the wildlife habitat in 

order to practice their subsistence hunting activities. In the EIA Teck stated that “traditional trails 

overlapped by the Project Assessment Area (PAA) will be unavailable to traditional users”.
20

 

This is a key concern of Métis community members who will face disruptions and access 

barriers to important hunting sites within the community’s traditional land. Moose hunting is an 

important part of Métis culture and moose meat is often shared with elders and those who can no 

longer hunt. In an interview for the Mark of the Métis project, one community member recalled: 

“When we were younger, like, there was—you never really had a Safeway or anything to go to 

either … We always just depended on—to go hunting and bag a deer or a moose and that’s what 

we lived on.  We never went to Safeway or IGA, there was no such thing.” While big game 

hunting has long been the main source of protein for Métis families, the community member 

lamented that the combination of hunting regulations and restrictions on Métis harvesting, 

                                                           
20

 Teck Resources Limited. 2011. Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project, Integrated Application. Volume 8: People and 

Places; Section 6: Traditional Land Use; Section 6.5.4.3: Traditional Trails, Cabins and Sacred Sites, Page 6-21. 
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coupled with industrialization of the landscape has made it more difficult to rely solely on wild 

meat for food. Nevertheless, Métis harvesters continue to find ways to practice their aboriginal 

rights to hunt and continue to travel further afield of Fort McMurray to find game, making the 

area around the Teck Frontier site all the more important for the community’s traditional big 

game hunting practices.  

 

 

5.3.2 Commercial Hunting and Trapping 
 

The boreal forest provides abundant resources to the traditional Métis economy. Beyond 

harvesting forest products for subsistence purposes, Métis people also rely on traditional 

resources for commercial activities, primarily trapping and outfitting.  

 

5.3.2.1 Commercial Trapping 

 

In the fur trade which dominated the Athabasca River Basin’s economy from the late 18
th

 

century to the early 20
th

 century, a predominantly Métis society emerged. The trading posts at 

Fort Chipewyan, Fort McKay, McMurray/Waterways and Athabasca were connected by a series 

of smaller outposts, portage routes and Métis villages. The traces of these can still be found at 

sites such as Pelican Settlement, Grand Rapids/Grand Island, Poplar Point and Embarrass 

Portage. These sites provided provisions to those working in the fur trade in the surrounding 

woods and were stocked with dry goods and fuel via the river. Wherever trapping was lucrative 

and transportation routes accessible, Métis families trapped in the cold months and harvested 

wild game, picked berries and stockpiled food during the warmer months. While the Catholic 

Church and the Hudson’s Bay Company shaped Métis culture and civilization at the trading post, 

governance in the outposts and out on the land was managed in extended family and kin-based 

networks of harvesters, Elders and community leaders. Wildlife management, usufruct rights to 

territory and the provision of welfare was decided by “the People who Own Themselves”
21

 

according to local customs. One feature of this system was Trap Line management.  

 

Prior to the 1940s, Métis families recognized their own system of allocation of territory and 

wildlife management. Intergenerational hunting bands would look after their own areas and 

coordinate wildlife supply management with neighbouring parties. These territories were large 

and relatively fluid and families would move seasonally to other territories to camp and harvest 

plants and food animals when times were plenty and the weather favourable, gathering in larger 

groups. Traditional or customary Trap Lines were essentially kin-based collective harvesting 

areas recognized by tradition. As the Alberta Government began to assert jurisdiction over 

wildlife and natural resource management in the 1940s and 1950s, trappers had to be licensed. 

Over time the Trap Line system was formalized based on a commercial concept and individual 

rights. Many Métis families successfully navigated the new system by registering Trap Lines and 

passing them on to their children over several generations.  

 

                                                           
21

 Heather Devine, 2004, The People Who Own Themselves: Aboriginal Ethnogenesis in a  

Canadian Family, 1660-1900, Calgary: University of Calgary Press. 
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In some cases sons and daughters took over Trap Lines adjacent to the family area after a period 

of apprenticeship. Families would often have two or three adjacent lines held between 

generations in neighbouring townships. Thus the Trap Line, or Registered Fur Management Area 

(RFMA) as it came to be called, remained a collective concept: Métis families used the Trap 

Line as they had customary territories in the past, trapping in winter and using cabin 

infrastructure in various parts of the Trap Lines (if they were accessible in summer) for hunting, 

gathering berries and plants and passing on cultural traditions.  While trapping is an integral part 

of the fur trade and it was commercial activity related to the fur industry which played a role in 

the genesis and propagation of the proto-Métis hunting bands into the modern Métis Nation, 

trapping was and remains an important part of the subsistence economy. Trapping areas are 

geographical spaces of economic activity, cultural practices and socialization of youth. While 

trapping happens primarily in winter when fur coats are thick, animals are hungry and lakes and 

ponds are frozen and easier for the trapper to navigate; in the summer Trap Lines are used for 

fishing, berry picking, camping, gathering and hunting. Furthermore, before natural resource 

legislation and fish and game laws prohibiting permanent Trap Line habitations and gardens, 

trappers often lived on the line, had gardens, root cellars and even livestock. As children were 

required to attend school, many trappers moved seasonally into town and the permanent nature 

of Trap Line settlements declined. Trap Line habitation sites were maintained as seasonal homes 

and shelters while working in the winter or gathering in the summer. Ancestral trapping areas are 

vital to the social geography of Métis culture, which includes trapping, subsistence harvesting 

and living off the land. Despite government regulations intended to reform trapping as a cultural 

practice and transform it into a purely economic pursuit, shifting trapping areas from customary 

or usufruct territories to leases through decrees, policy and law, Métis families have maintained 

their connections to ancestral Trap Lines, often by becoming the licensed Trap Line holder.  

 

Within 5 km of the Frontier Project TLU LSA there are five historic and current RFMAs 

connected to Fort McMurray Métis community members that potentially will be affected by 

Teck’s Frontier mine. These are RFMAs 1743, 1275, 1661, 2331 and 2939 shown in Figure 9. In 

addition, there are three more RFMAs (2809, 2908 and 2901) currently held by Métis 

community members which the Frontier Project may indirectly impact due to access disruptions. 

As discussed in Section 5.2.1, the senior and junior holders of RFMA 2901 use trails from the 

Athabasca River just south of Teck’s leases to access their trapline and cabins (TECTLU-03 

$TR01-24). This demonstrates continuity of the deep historic connection of the Métis 

community to the trapping area within and around the Frontier Project. Considering the historic 

and actual connections of the Métis community to the identified RFMAs, it is thus considered to 

be a place of cultural importance as it is the site of inter-generational knowledge transfer about 

harvesting, subsistence living, trapping and hunting. According to trappers who have worked the 

area, species include wolverine, beavers, wolf, marten, mink, lynx, squirrels, rabbit and muskrat 

(JMLU2013-10 $TR42; MLU2013-02 $TR06; MotM-MT05 $TR07-34; TECTLU-03 $TR01-

24).  Trapping and related Métis cultural practices in that area could become unviable in a short 

time as habitat destruction and disruption of fur-bearing populations drive animals out. ML 1935 

leadership will fully support Métis community members and trappers who are impacted by 

development of this project and expect that appropriate compensation and mitigation measures 

will be discussed with the full participation of the community representatives and the RFMA 

holders, family and junior partners.  
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Figure 9. Commercial Trapping in the Frontier Oil Sands Study Area 

 

 
   

Legend  Scale as shown 

       Commercial Trapping  Base Map from Google Earth 
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Figure 10. Historic Métis Trapping in the Frontier Oil Sands Study Area Circa 1960 

 

 
   

Legend  Scale as shown 
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5.3.2.2 Commercial Hunting 

 

Teck Frontier Project site-related Land Use and Occupancy data revealed 3 potential land use 

value conflicts with commercial hunting (Figure 8).  

 

In addition to trapping for commercial purposes, some community members work as hunting 

guides and outfitters for people looking to hunt moose and bison in and just north of the Teck 

Frontier Project Development Area and along the Athabasca River within the Teck TLU LSA 

(TECTLU2014-02 $H08; TECTLU2014-02-$H10; TECTLU2014-05 $H04). The junior holder 

of RFMA 2901 was a moose hunting guide at the Birch Mountain Outfitter for over a decade. He 

guided tourists from Europe and the United States on moose hunts around Namur and Legend 

Lakes and in the general area around Birch Mountains (MLU2013-23 H18). Today, the outfitter 

still operates hunting in the area. According to the interviewee, when tourists shoot a moose, the 

meat is donated to the Métis community. This represents consistency with traditional Métis 

practices of sharing meat with community members, particularly the elderly or those who can no 

longer hunt. Hunting and related Métis cultural practices such as sharing meat with elders will no 

longer be possible within the Teck TLU LSA once project construction commences.  
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Figure 11. Commercial Outfitting in the Frontier Oil Sands Study Area 

 

 
   

Legend  Scale = 1:1,250,000 

       Commercial Hunting  Base Map from Google Earth 

Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project   
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5.4 Fishing 

 

Bush meat is not the only source of protein in the Métis community’s diet. The Athabasca River 

is an important site for subsistence fishing activities as outlined by participants in this Teck 

project-specific TLU study. While the Athabasca River is not included within Teck’s TLU LSA 

(the borders of the LSA stop at the river’s edge), the project could prevent access to the west side 

of the river for fishing activities along the shore. Sites close to the Frontier Project were 

identified as habitat for grayling, walleye, pike and jackfish (MotM, Fishing Areas Map File). 

These fish are caught by Métis people to eat, to use as bait for snares, and/or to feed dogs. With 

the extent of open pit mining along the Athabasca River, community members fear pollution and 

contamination of the river will make Athabasca River fish unsafe to eat and will have health and 

safety implications for the community. The proximity of Teck Frontier mine to the Athabasca 

River compounds these fears about project-related contamination of the Athabasca river system.  

 

 

5.5 Berry Harvesting 

Study participants identified berry-picking patches around the Teck Frontier Project 

Development Area (Figure 9). Along the winter road from Bitumount to Firebag River is a great 

place to pick berries (JMLU2013-18 B28). Likewise, the Athabasca Riverbanks are resplendent 

with many abundant berry patches (TECTLU2014-15 B08-18). One interviewee used to pick 

berries behind the cabin, located at 57°36'35.45"N; 111°30'8.69"W which is still occupied by an 

individual with strong connections to the Fort McMurray Métis community. The Frontier TLU 

LSA is known as a good place to harvest blueberries, raspberries, Saskatoon berries, hazelnuts, 

strawberries and rosehips (TECTLU2014B08-18). 
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6.  ML 1935 Teck Frontier Project Concerns  

 

Thus far the discussion has centred on the Frontier Project site-specific findings of potential land 

use value conflicts. As land-users familiar with the project sites, TLU study participants were 

invited to raise project-specific concerns. Métis community members’ traditional knowledge of 

past mining projects as well as the knowledge of Teck Frontier’s project development area result 

in a series of identifiable environmental, socioeconomic, cultural, and consultation process-

related concerns. 

6.1 Summary of Concerns – Local Study Area 

 

The following observations are Frontier Project-specific concerns based on Métis environmental 

knowledge of the project TLU Local Study Area as illustrated in the maps above and as defined 

in the 2011 EIA.
22

 These observations have been made based on Métis Environmental 

Knowledge as presented in the land-use interviews.   

6.1.1 Land Use 

Threats to Subsistence Harvesting and commercial trapping in the Frontier Project Local Study 

Area: there are several key sites for Métis fishing, trapping and hunting which will be severely 

threatened by the project. These include fish habitat in the Athabasca River and adjacent creeks; 

furbearer habitat in RFMAs 1743, 1275, 1661, 2331 and 2939; moose, bison and bison habitat 

around the Frontier project development areas, including Ronald and Diana Lakes and Birch 

Mountain.  

6.1.2 Environment and Biodiversity 

Frontier Project Site Infrastructure and Wildlife Habitat Fragmentation: the Frontier Project 

will require additional site access roads, utility corridors for power lines, water supply pipes from 

Athabasca River and plant infrastructure, including airfield and camp. This site infrastructure and 

access lines connecting to regional infrastructure will destroy and/or fragment wildlife habitats in 

and around the project site. The noise from plant operation and transmission lines will drive out 

animals (TECTLU2014-02 HLA25; JMLU2013-15 OC42 1:04:30; JMLU2013-02 OC70 

1:10:00; JMLU2013-17 OC107 1:19:00).  

Deforestation and Boreal Forest Fragmentation Degrades Wetlands: Métis environmental 

knowledge suggests that the retention of water in muskegs depends on tree cover. Fragmentation 

of forests and deforestation in wetlands leads to increased drainage and eventual loss of muskeg. 

This has extensive impacts to fur bearing species as well as fish and fish habitat, which are 

essential to Métis harvesting and the exercise of Aboriginal rights (TECTLU2014-04 HF09; 

JMLU2013-05 Other24 23:00; JMLU2013-04 OC89 1:27:20). 

                                                           
22

 Teck Resources Ltd, 2011, Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project Integrated Application, Volume 8 People and Places, 

Figure 6-1, Traditional Land Use LSA and RFMAs. 
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Spills and Environmental Damage often goes Unreported: Some of the participants have cited 

that in the past environmental contamination and spills often went unreported, (JMLU2013-16 

OC62 1:09:30). This raise concerns of contaminating fish and fish habitat in Athabasca River.  

Reclamation Efforts Need to Start Prior to Construction: More intensive efforts are required to 

document and preserve native plant species, hydrology and forest/tree type. Local land-users are 

willing to provide input into this process if invited (JMLU2013-09 OC82 8:00). One example of 

how Métis land users can assist is in the cataloguing of rare and medicinal plant species 

(JMLU2013-09 OC83 9:45).  

Caribou Habitat Fragmentation: Fragmentation of the boreal forest habitat that is favoured by 

caribou, which feed only on lichen and moss, put the threatened species at further risk of 

predation from wolves that take advantage of the longer sight lines and deeper snow in open 

clearings. Habitat fragmentation requires remedy and measures must be taken in cooperation 

with Métis knowledge holders to dissuade wolf predation of caribou in the Project Development 

and surrounding areas (JMLU2013-09 OC80 4:37). 

Impact of Additional Traffic on Wildlife population and Caribou Morbidity: The Frontier Project 

will add to traffic volume on the proposed road from either Canada Natural Resources Ltd’s 

(CNRL) Horizon project or across the Athabasca River to the Frontier Main Development 

Area.
23

 This will further put at risk wildlife including caribou, moose, deer and bison for road-

accident related mortality (JMLU2013-19 OC67 1:05:20). 

Noise and Activity of Construction and Operation Disturb Animals: Noise from traffic and heavy 

machinery during construction disturbs animals while plant operation creates noise which drives 

animals away from the site, particularly in fall and winter when the trees are bare and sound 

barriers are reduced (JMLU2013-11 OC92 53:30; JMLU2013-09 OC78 2:00). 

6.1.3 Socioeconomic and Cultural Impacts 

Project Development Area represents Loss of Hunting Terrain: Restrictions on site access force 

trappers and hunters to go to different areas for commercial and subsistence land use purposes 

(TECTLU2014-03 T31). This loss of harvesting terrain impedes youth from getting out on the 

land and hampers intergenerational knowledge transfer and cultural learning (JMLU2013-17 

OC106 1:18:00; JMLU2013-15 OC43 1:07:00; JMLU2013-11 OC95 55:50; JMLU2013-04 

OC94 1:31:00; JMLU2013-03 OC72 52:10; JMLU2013-03 OC77 01:10; JMLU2013-02 OC59 

53:50; JMLU2013-01 OC72 1:22:00). 

Camp Infrastructure, Traffic and Waste: As each mining project has a camp for personnel, 

Frontier’s camp facilities will mean more people will be frequenting the area. The camp will 

require water and sewer service. There will be more traffic on local roads and access routes. 

                                                           
23

 Teck Resources Ltd (2011). Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project Integrated Application. Option Analysis- Major 

Location Decisions - Regional Road Access. Volume 1, Page 2-3, Section 2.2.3.4. http://www.ceaa-

acee.gc.ca/050/documents_staticpost/65505/54021/volume1_part1.pdf [Access date August 13, 2014] 

http://www.ceaa-acee.gc.ca/050/documents_staticpost/65505/54021/volume1_part1.pdf
http://www.ceaa-acee.gc.ca/050/documents_staticpost/65505/54021/volume1_part1.pdf
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Camps produce sewage and domestic garbage, which will require disposal (JMLU2013-17 

OC108 1:19:30).  

Site Workers’ Awareness of Local Aboriginal Culture and Respect for Current Land Use: the 

Frontier Project site workers could benefit from programs to raise awareness about local Métis 

history, culture and the requirements of subsistence land users. This would create awareness and 

respect for Aboriginal land use among workers through more positive interaction based on 

communication (JMLU2013-13 OC79 1:05:30, JMLU2013-08 OC77 1:30:00).  

Inequality of Opportunity and Income for Local Workers: Local workers, particularly Aboriginal 

workers, are not provided the same employment incentives and salary benefits such as living 

allowances and travel expenses that outside or migrant workers are offered. This results in 

inequality of outcome for local Aboriginal people who still face the same inflated costs of 

housing and consumer goods as migrant workers (JMLU2013-13 OC82 1:11:00).  

Security of Property in Harvesting Areas: Population increase in Fort McMurray and the 

prevalence of temporary workers has created security risks to the persons and property of land 

users. Trucks left near roads while hunters are in the bush are often vandalized or targeted by 

thieves (JMLU2013-08 OC72 1:24:50). Trap Line cabins have been vandalized and property 

stolen (JMLU2013-05 OC49 43:00). 

 

6.1.4 Consultation 

Use of Plain-Language Documents and Verbal Explanations for Technical Concepts: Métis 

interviewees have identified a need for industrial project proponents to communicate technical 

information and scientific concepts including potential environmental, biodiversity and health-

related impacts of projects in plain language. It is not reasonable to expect that community 

members who are not scientifically trained will read Environmental Assessment reports and 

discuss these with proponents. Representatives of the proponent are asked to communicate 

technical information about the impacts of its mining project on the environment and watershed, 

wildlife and humans to elders and younger community members in plain language documents or 

verbally through presentations (JMLU2013-12 OC66 1:44:00).  

Need for Clear Explanation of the Source of Water Draws: It is of the utmost importance that 

Teck communicates to the public its process for sourcing water used at the site. It must be 

explained clearly in plain language any potential risks this might create for the Athabasca River 

as this is a source of some concern for study participants (MLU2013-02 OC37; JMLU2013-12 

OC64 1:40:00; JMLU2013-10 OC62 1:17:50; JMLU2013-09 OC77 1:00 JMLU2013-03 OC75 

59:45; JMLU2013-02 OC65 1:01:40).  
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6.2 Summary of Concerns – Regional Study Area 

The following concerns relate to Teck Frontier’s impact to land use, the environment and 

socioeconomic conditions within the Regional Study Area.  

6.2.1 Land Use in the Regional Study Area 

Restrictions on Access to Métis Community-used Habitation Sites within RSA: Trap Line cabin 

sites (historic and current) within RFMAs 1275, 1661, 2331 and 2939 could be disrupted by the 

construction of access roads and project-related infrastructure. ML 1935 requests that efforts are 

made to avoid disruption to these sites and keep access open to community members.   

6.2.2 Environment and Biodiversity 

Air pollution at Site and in Region: The Frontier Project will contribute additional sulphur and 

carbon emissions as well as vehicle and machinery exhaust, dust and H2S gas (JMLU2013-08 

OC81 1:34:00). 

With Rapid Pace of Development, Sites are not being Reclaimed but Abandoned: Some of the 

study participants have observed that with the present pace of development being, commitment 

to reclamation is neglected (JMLU2013-04 OC91 1:29:00; JMLU2013-04 OC96 1:35:10; 

JMLU2013-02 OC64 1:01:15).  

Inadequacy of Existing Caribou Protection Efforts and Need for Active Habitat Protection and 

Population Recovery Efforts: The study participants and Métis environmental knowledge holders 

continue to observe caribou population decline in once viable habitats as the pace of 

industrialization accelerates and habitat fragmentation deepens. Clearly existing caribou habitat 

protection guidelines and Alberta Government standards for habitat protection are not adequate. 

A more active and aggressive Caribou habitat protection plan, which includes Caribou 

population recovery efforts needs to be adopted immediately in order to stave off local caribou 

extirpation. Métis land users and environmental stewards are eager to participate by sharing local 

knowledge of caribou habitat to promote landscape level habitat protection and ethical and 

caribou-sustainable project development for the Frontier Project (JMLU2013-09 OC79 3:00). 

This may require multi-stakeholder industry-community cooperation between proponents, 

community members and government (JMLU2013-09 OC85 10:30). 

 

6.2.3 Socioeconomic and Cultural Impacts 

Pace of Development: The pace of development is in itself a concern and study participants 

encourage proponents to pursue environmentally and socially responsible development in 

consideration of the needs and circumstances of the local Aboriginal population, workforce and 

business community (JMLU2013-12 OC09 17:00). 
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Strain on Fort McMurray and Area Public Infrastructure from Temporary Workforce: The 

Frontier Project will bring in additional workers to the area from outside the region, requiring 

camp accommodation (JMLU2013-13 OC82 1:11:00). Additional workers in camp put pressure 

on public services including hospitals, roads and water supplies.  

Increased Traffic and Pollution on Local Roads: The Frontier Project will contribute to regional 

and cumulative impacts to traffic and air pollution creating dangers to motorists and local land 

users, particularly along the proposed road (JMLU2013-08 OC61 1:09:00). 

Loss of Traditional Knowledge and Disruption of Inter-generational Knowledge Transfer: 

Industrialization creates opportunities for youth employment but it also entails a loss of space 

and time to devote to traditional harvesting which disrupts the transfer of cultural knowledge, 

wilderness survival and environmental knowledge. Some people feel they are literally being 

pushed off the land by development (JMLU2013-08 OC78 1:32:00). The main source of this 

disruption is the collapse of the fur trade and the declining viability of trapping as an occupation 

as local inflation has occurred and multiple and conflicting land uses for industry reduce space 

available for trapping (JMLU2013-08 OC76 1:29:00). 

6.2.3 Consultation 

Sincerity of Commitment to Address Community Concerns: Past study participants note that 

proponents ask the public and community members to raise concerns. However some of the 

participants observed that in some cases proponents fail to deal with concerns (JMLU2013-04 

OC93 1:30:00). One way that the proponent can demonstrate respect and commitment to 

dialogue with the community is to work to mitigate project disruptions on access for local 

harvesters where safety considerations permit (JMLU2013-14 OC125 1:37:00). 

 

6.3 Contribution to Cumulative Impacts – Cultural, Environmental, Socio-Economic  

 

The following concerns were raised in regards to the contribution of the Frontier Project to 

cumulative environmental impacts in the region, temporal or long-term environmental impacts 

and the effect of industrial development on Métis harvesting practices and traditional cultural 

sustainability.  

6.3.1 Environment and Biodiversity  

Commitment to Regional and Cumulative Effects Monitoring: Air and water quality, human 

health, wildlife habitat quality, biodiversity and fish habitat quality require ongoing monitoring 

and multi-stakeholder and multi-sectorial cooperation. This extends to reclamation of abandoned 

sites. Industry, government, environmental groups and community organizations need to 

cooperate to provide oversight and hold proponents accountable for environmental quality and 

impact mitigation prior to commencement, during operations and after project productive 

lifespan ends (JMLU2013-04 OC97 1:35:10) 
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6.3.2 Socioeconomic and Cultural 

Uneven benefits of Development: While industrial development creates jobs and injects money 

into the region, it also impacts traditional land use by diminishing crown land available to 

harvesters and driving people out of areas they once hunted, fished and trapped (JMLU2013-15 

OC49 1:14:00). Industrialization favours the young, educated and mobile while imposing costs 

on the elderly and retired population, particularly through housing and rental costs.  

6.3.3 Consultation  

The Need for Transparent, Arms-Length and Multi-Sector Monitoring: Multi-stakeholder groups 

require capacity for members of the general public, academics, environmental groups, scientists 

and Aboriginal groups to have equal opportunities to engage with government and industry in 

monitoring programs as well as policy bodies (JMLU2013-18 OC109 1:25:00).  

 

6.4 Recommendations  

 

The concerns identified in the previous section relate to project-specific impacts to Métis 

harvesting, land use, socioeconomic conditions, and the environment. Some of these impacts 

require redress at the regional level in cooperation with multiple stakeholders from civil society 

and government. However, some of these concerns can be addressed through the direct action of 

the proponent in cooperation with ML1935. The suggested recommendations outlined below are 

designed to provide a framework or starting point for further negotiation and impact avoidance, 

mitigation or compensation and will be modified with ongoing consultation and dialogue. These 

recommendations are consistent with Teck’s project impact mitigation measures (though not 

identical) as outlined in Section 6.5.4.1 of the Project Integrated Application.
24

 Teck’s mitigation 

measures refer to Aboriginal community engagement and participation in water quality and 

fisheries resources management, wildlife habitat monitoring and reclamation, vegetation 

reclamation and harvesting prior to disturbance, trapping compensation, biodiversity 

management including participation in CEMA, community participation in end land use 

reclamation, access management planning, criteria for reclamation success and recording and 

avoiding trails, burial sites, spiritual sites and historical resources.
25

  

 

1. Concern: impact to large animal, fur bearer animal and fish harvesting areas within and 

around the Frontier Project. 

Recommendation:  

a. Provide a forum for ongoing consultation with trappers and harvesters including 

open house discussions, information sessions, impact avoidance brainstorming, 

and potential site visits with community members. 

 

                                                           
24

 Teck Resources Ltd. 2011, Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project Integrated Application, Volume 8: People and Places, 

Section 6: Traditional Land Use, p. 6-18. 
25

 Ibid, p.6-18 to 6-20 
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2. Concern: Proposed road construction (either from CNRL’s Horizon project or across the 

Athabasca River to the Teck Frontier Main Development Area). 

Recommendation:  

a. Plans for proposed road must be communicated to community members of 

ML1935 prior to construction.  

b. Develop local study area access management plan for Métis harvesters.  

 

 

3. Concern: Air and water pollution at site. 

Recommendation:  

a. Monitor air and water quality and minimize impact on wildlife. 

b. Participate in regional and multi-stakeholder monitoring programs.  

c. Support Métis community involvement in organizations such as CEMA, JOSM, 

etc..  

 

4. Concern: Lack of commitment for reclamation and reforestation after completion of 

Frontier Project. 

Recommendation 

a. Involve Métis community members in native plant identification and cataloguing 

prior to commencement; 

b. Fund Teck Frontier project-specific Métis Environmental Knowledge Assessment 

to determine pre-development baseline for terrain suitability for subsistence 

harvesting of fish, large animals, and fur-bearers.  

 

5. Concern: Inadequate Caribou Protection Plan 

Recommendation: 

a. Consultation with community members to identify and delineate critical caribou 

range and habitat.  

b. Cooperation with Alberta Caribou Protection planning and implementation.  

 

6. Concern: Increased traffic on local roads to Frontier Project creates Safety and Security 

Concerns 

Recommendation 

a) Limit construction traffic to weekdays and regular working hours; 

b) Identify and promote best practices and routes for safe access to harvesting 

areas. 

c) Restrict recreational use and hunting/fishing activities among camp staff and 

employees with the exception of Métis community members/employees.  
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7. Concern: Protecting burial sites and the exact location of the burial site at the South 

Development Area of the Teck Frontier is unknown. 

Recommendation:  

a) Consult with community members to identify the exact location of the burial 

sites and perform field verification to ensure the integrity of these sites are 

protected. 

 

8. Concern: Contribution to regional and cumulative impacts of development including 

environmental degradation, cultural change, economic transformation, and impacts to 

traditional subsistence harvesting. 

Recommendation:  

a) Develop work plan with ML 1935 for ongoing consultation and project impact 

mitigation. 

b) Provide opportunities for employment for Métis workers. 

c) Offer contracts to Métis community-owned businesses.  

d) Fund Métis community development initiatives including elder care, cultural 

centre, and Métis scholarship and youth programming.  

 

9. Concern: Impacts to commercial outfitting and guiding activities that employ Métis 

guides, hunters, and trappers. 

Recommendation: 

a) Inform ML1935 of potential land use conflicts between Frontier Project and 

licensed commercial outfitters and hunters within project-related Wildlife 

Management Units. 

 

7. Conclusions and Limitations of the Study  

 

Information from a total of 224 land use and traditional knowledge interviews were included for 

assessment by cross-referencing them with the Teck Frontier Project Development Area. In 

addition nine interviews were conducted specifically for this project in which the project 

development area maps were shown to the participants and project-specific questions were 

asked. 80 potential land use conflicts were identified in the project footprint with additional sites 

identified around the project.  Specific issues identified in the project footprint include:  

 Potential impacts to wildlife habitats including moose, caribou, deer, bison, and fur-

bearer and fish habitats. 

 Burial site within proximity the project TLU LSA (unidentified) and sites along the river 

within the project RSA (identified). 

 Impacts to habitation sites including permanent cabins/lodges in the LSA and RSA. 
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 Subsistence land use in the project local study area in reference to hunting for moose, 

bison, elk, and subsistence fishing.  

 Potential disruption to traditional trails and transit routes.  

 Potential conflict between Métis land use and the project site on RFMAs 1743, 1275, 

1661, 2331, 2939, 2809, 2908 and 2901. This potential conflict is of high importance due 

to the centrality of this Trap Line to historic and actual Métis community 

intergenerational and cultural knowledge transfer.  

 Potential conflict with commercial outfitting activities.  

 

Study participants’ knowledge of the Frontier Project site suggests impacts to trapping and 

hunting activities through fur-bearer and large animal habitat fragmentation and site-access 

restrictions. Potential land use conflicts involve restrictions of access to areas for hunting and 

loss of effective terrain for hunting due to animal habitat fragmentation. In addition to land use 

value conflict, study participants raised a series of project-specific concerns about land use, the 

environment and biodiversity, particularly caribou habitat destruction and population decline, 

socioeconomic and cultural impacts of industrialization on the Métis community and specific 

concerns over the consultation process.  

There are several caveats associated with this report. While a great deal of information was 

presented, interviews referenced in this assessment were performed with only a sample of the 

membership of Fort McMurray Métis Local 1935. There may be great deal more information on 

Métis Land Use and Occupancy in the project areas and regional study areas yet to be 

discovered. Not every community member with experience and knowledge of the proposed 

project sites was consulted during the course of the study and the conclusions.  This summary, 

while accurate in broad terms, may not accurately describe the individual experience of each 

member of the community. Furthermore, interviews were conducted within a short timeframe, 

interviewees were asked to provide information about sites covering a large geographic area and 

the information provided in interviews was not verified through field visits.  Comprehensive 

collection and verification of land use information generally requires a lengthy process lasting 

many months and even years, whereas this assessment was completed in a short time in order to 

meet regulatory timelines. Despite the limitations and caveats, the results demonstrate the Métis 

harvesting continues to be important to the Métis community in an area that is undergoing rapid 

change as a result of industrial expansion. Industrial development has and will likely continue to 

impact subsistence harvesting. The benefits of industry are distributed unequally in some cases, 

favouring the young, educated and mobile while older community members are left to deal with 

reduced access to affordable housing, healthcare services and rising food, gas and commodity 

prices.  With the information provided in this report, Métis Local 1935 has clear empirical 

evidence of its members’ land use patterns in the project areas and can use the report to engage 

in ongoing consultation and negotiation with Teck Resources Ltd. In order to address project 

impacts and negotiate impact mitigation measures.  
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9. Appendix 

 

9.1 Species Referenced 

 

Fish Fur Bearers  Large Mammals 

Arctic Grayling  Beaver Bear (Black) 

Cod Muskrat Bison 

Northern Pike  Squirrels Caribou  

Pickerel  Rabbit  Deer 

Sucker  Wolf  Elk 

Walleye   Moose 
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9.2 Land Use Values/Codes 

 

B Berries PN  Place Name 

BP Berry Patch T Trail 

FP Food Plants BM Boundary Marker 

MP Medicinal Plants GP Gathering Place 

H Hunting TS Traditional Stories 

HLA Habitat Large Animal CP Ceremonial Places 

ML Mineral Licks SP Spiritual Place 

PS Processing Site/Tanning Hides BU Burial Site 

DM Drying Meat TP Tree Product 

TR Trapping/Snaring  FR Forestry 

$TR Commercial Trapping $Oth Commercial Other 

HFB Habitat Fur Bearing Animal NIS Non Identifiable Site 

BH Bird Harvesting NSS Non Site-Specific 

HB Habitat Bird OC Other Concern 

EG Eggs Other Other 

F Fish   

$F Commercial Fishing   

HF Habitat Fish   

DF Drying Fish    

X Habitation Sites (Cabin, House, 

etc) 
  

FA Farm/Homestead   

G Garden   

WT Water Transportation   
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Executive Summary

The relationship between the Mikisew Cree First Nation (MCFN) and sakâw mostos (wood 

bison, wood buffalo, or Bison bison athabascae) has existed since time immemorial. 

While wood bison are now rare and hard to find within MCFN lands, MCFN members 

maintain a rich set of social, cultural, and knowledge-based practices that rely largely 

on the presence of a single remaining wood bison herd within preferred and historically 

known hunting areas. 

This report is the result of work conducted by MCFN with support from The Firelight 

Group Research Cooperative (Firelight), to document MCFN indigenous knowledge of 

bison, especially in the area of Ronald Lake, south of Lake Claire and Wood Buffalo 

National Park. The work included review of existing MCFN information, focus groups 

and follow-up interviews with MCFN knowledge holders in Fort McMurray and Fort 

Chipewyan, and a one-day helicopter based field visit to three bison habitat locations. 

All fieldwork was conducted in June 2014.

The information included here is based on the indigenous knowledge of MCFN members 

who live and hunt around Fort McMurray, Fort MacKay, and Fort Chipewyan. Mikisew 

indigenous knowledge indicates that the area south of Lake Claire, and west of the 

Athabasca River, including the foothills of the Birch Mountains, and mixed muskeg, 

grass, and forest habitat closer to the Athabasca River, provides the core range of the 

last remaining herd of wood bison that MCFN members can freely harvest within their 

traditional lands. The herd ranges west of the Athabasca River and east of the Birch 

Mountains, and is regularly hunted by MCFN members in the area of Ronald and Diana 

Lakes, as well as areas immediately north and south. Throughout this report, the herd 

is referred to as the Ronald Lake herd, or the Ronald Lake and West Athabasca herd. 

The report includes information on the distribution of bison and Mikisew bison hunting 

within MCFN lands, the unique importance of bison to Mikisew members, seasonal 

habitat and preferred hunting areas, and conditions or requirements for the Mikisew 

bison hunt. The report also describes a set of positive and negative Mikisew parameters 

that may be useful in developing models for seasonal bison habitat.

While wood bison are 

now rare and hard 

to find within MCFN 

lands, MCFN members 

maintain a rich set of 

social, cultural, and 

knowledge-based 

practices that rely 

largely on the presence 

of a single remaining 

wood bison herd 

within preferred and 

historically known 

hunting areas.
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While bison generally is a preferred MCFN food, and is integral to ongoing Mikisew Cree ways of life, 

the Ronald Lake and West Athabasca herd, in particular, is preferred by MCFN members because:

• The herd is widely considered to be sakâw mostos, or wood bison, which are preferred over 

the historically unfamiliar paskwâw mostos introduced to the Park in the 1920s.

• Despite its small size, MCFN hunters understand the herd to be healthy and able to sustain 

careful Mikisew hunting. MCFN hunters who participated in the study indicate that, based on 

MCFN knowledge, the Ronald Lake herd is free of contagious and visible disease, including 

diseases that are dangerous to animals and humans, that are observed in many bison in 

WBNP and further north.

• The Ronald Lake and West Athabasca areas are historically familiar to MCFN members. 

Hunting of bison in the Ronald Lake area and along the west shore of the Athabasca River 

has a long history and provides for an intergenerational continuity of practice, and sense 

of place, that reinforces Mikisew members’ connection to lands and identity, especially for 

Mikisew families connected to the area.

• It is the only herd of harvestable bison available to MCFN members. MCFN members are free 

to hunt bison and practice rights openly in the area of Ronald Lake and west of the Athabasca 

River in ways that are not possible within WBNP for fear of retribution from government or 

Park officials.

• The unique combination of lakes, ridges, and open areas with patches of undisturbed forest 

around and south of Ronald Lake is preferred bison habitat where groups of bison are reliably 

present in winter, and can be reliably accessed by snow machine from the Athabasca River.

• There are nearby camps and cabins that MCFN members know and regularly use as a base 

for hunting. There is also a range of other nearby values, including preferred cultural areas, 

moose hunting areas, and fishing areas, that allow for flexibility of practice while on the land.

• MCFN hunters are familiar with the trails and landscape in the area, and despite dangers, 

are confident in their ability to travel the area in the winter, and successfully harvest bison. 

Until recently, the area has been accessible to knowledgeable MCFN members, but relatively 

inaccessible to outside hunters.

• Because of distance, MCFN members generally consider the Ronald Lake and West 

Athabasca herd to be ‘clean’ and safe from industrial contamination from existing oil sands 

operations. Until recently, the Ronald Lake and West Athabasca areas were relatively free 

from industrial disturbance, including noise, traffic, light, and presence of people unfamiliar 

with the MCFN, so Mikisew members have been able to hunt, harvest, and practice rights in 

the area freely, with success, and according to traditional protocols of respect.
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Based on Mikisew knowledge, the Ronald Lake and West Athabasca herd is healthy, but recent industrial 

development, increased road access (especially in winter), and uncontrolled hunting pressure is threatening 

it. Hunting by MCFN members is ongoing, mostly in winter, but MCFN hunters report that important 

changes in the herd are occurring, as they are increasingly harassed and disturbed by industry activity 

and disruptive Crown monitoring efforts, and targeted for recreational hunting by non-local guides and 

outfitters using new industry winter roads for access.

When MCFN members hunt the Ronald Lake bison, traditional Cree protocols of respect help manage 

the sustainability of the harvest and encourage distribution of bison meat and hides to a wider Mikisew 

community. The knowledge documented through this study suggests that immediate protection of this 

herd and its associated habitat may be the only option for protecting MCFN rights to harvest wood bison 

and to transmit important aspects of Mikisew knowledge, practice, culture, and way of life that are place 

and bison-specific to future generations.
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SECTION 1

Introduction

The relationship between the Mikisew Cree First Nation (MCFN) and sakâw mostos (wood bison, wood 

buffalo, or Bison bison athabascae)1 has existed since time immemorial. This report provides an initial 

species-specific MCFN indigenous knowledge baseline regarding bison and MCFN use of bison within 

Mikisew lands, including areas within, south, and immediately north of Wood Buffalo National Park (WBNP).

This report is the primary deliverable resulting from work conducted by the MCFN and The Firelight 

Group Research Cooperative (Firelight), to document and recognize MCFN indigenous knowledge of 

bison, especially in areas south of Lake Claire and Wood Buffalo National Park. Work included review of 

existing MCFN information, focus groups and follow-up interviews with MCFN knowledge holders in Fort 

McMurray and Fort Chipewyan, and a one-day helicopter based field visit to three bison habitat locations. 

All fieldwork was conducted in June 2014.

The information included here is based on the indigenous knowledge of MCFN members who live and hunt 

around Fort McMurray, Fort MacKay, and Fort Chipewyan. Mikisew indigenous knowledge suggests that the 

area south of Lake Claire, and west of the Athabasca River, including the foothills of the Birch Mountains, 

and mixed muskeg and forested habitat closer to the Athabasca River, provides the core range of the last 

remaining herd of wood bison that MCFN members can freely harvest within their traditional lands. Industrial 

development and uncontrolled hunting pressure currently threaten the herd. The knowledge documented 

through this study suggests that immediate protection of this herd and its associated habitat may be the 

only option for protecting MCFN rights to harvest wood bison and to transmit important aspects of Mikisew 

knowledge, practice, culture, and way of life to future generations.

1 The terms buffalo and bison are used interchangeably in this report. Bison is the more common, and biologically correct, 
term, but the term buffalo is commonly used in quotes from MCFN community members and in reference to Wood 
Buffalo National Park.
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1.1 Goals of the Study

Based on the work plan approved by MCFN, goals for this report include:

• A brief discussion of strengths and limitations of indigenous knowledge or TEK baselines alongside 

other forms of knowledge, especially where other forms of knowledge are limited;

• Provision of baseline TEK on how MCFN knowledge holders understand different bison groups 

within the territory, including Cree terms and associated habitat;

• MCFN knowledge of bison range and distribution within and south of Wood Buffalo National Park, 

habitat preference and needs, calving areas, winter grazing areas, and other key environmental 

features, seasonal movement patterns and behaviour, health, relationship with people, and 

response to disturbance, as well as how these have changed over time;

• MCFN oral history based pre-development baseline and qualitative trends related to bison for the 

period prior and up to signing of Treaty 8, through the period marked by the creation of Wood 

Buffalo National Park, and more recently;

• Identification of interactions between different bison groups, including Ronald Lake herd and 

bison in the Park, and requirements for MCFN bison harvest and use, including season, access, 

quantity and quality of animals, and any current trends and influences or concerns;

• Discussion of MCFN goals and concerns for future management of bison within the territory, and 

predictions of what will happen to the Ronald Lake bison herd if the Teck Frontier mine project 

goes through as planned; and 

• A description of methods used in the study.

1.2 Language: Sakâw Mostos  
and the Ronald Lake Bison Herd

Mostos is a general Cree term that refers to both plains and wood bison or buffalo. Sakâw mostos is a 

more specific term that translates literally as ‘bush’ or ‘woods’ bison and specifies the sakâw, or bush, 

woods, and forested ecosystems where the bison lives. Sakâw nehiyawak is another commonly heard 

term, translated generally as Bush Cree People, used by many Mikisew members to identify themselves 

and their cultural identity within the larger community of Cree speaking peoples. Sakâw is the boreal forest 

ecosystem shared by humans and bison. It defines, and supports, Mikisew identity and way of life as well 

as wood bison populations in northeastern Alberta.

This study documents an MCFN indigenous knowledge baseline for mostos and the relationship between 

mostos and Mikisew Cree within the MCFN traditional territory, from pre-treaty to the present day. It traces 

the continuity of Mikisew knowledge and practice from oral histories that predate the establishment of Wood 
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Buffalo National Park, through restrictive Park enforcement that forced MCFN members to conceal buffalo 

hunting practices, and onward to the present day and MCFN members’ continued efforts to hunt bison 

in their traditional territory. Despite federal efforts to discourage MCFN hunting of bison on federal lands, 

and the threats to wood bison from the lack of provincial protection within Alberta, the MCFN relationship 

with mostos, and sakâw mostos in particular, has been maintained and continues to thrive today. This 

report focuses especially on MCFN cultural relationships with wood bison south of Wood Buffalo National 

Park, including Mikisew knowledge of increasing industrial impacts and threats to the last remaining herd 

of healthy wood bison freely available to MCFN members within MCFN territory.

In English, this herd is often referred to as the Ronald Lake bison herd. MCFN knowledge holders indicate 

that the sakâw mostos in the Ronald Lake area are actually made up of several different subgroups that 

use different portions of their range throughout the seasons. The subgroups range north to border with 

WBNP, east to the Athabasca River, and west to the Birch Mountains. Mikisew knowledge indicates that 

the herd used to range further south, but that industrial development has pushed the southern boundary 

of the herd to approximately the south end of the proposed Teck Frontier mine project.

Several Mikisew knowledge holders were concerned that the term “Ronald Lake bison herd” suggests 

that the herd is somehow restricted to the Ronald Lake area. For continuity of terminology, this report 

refers to the bison south of WBNP as both the Ronald Lake bison herd, and the Ronald Lake and West 

Athabasca bison herd, with the understanding that these terms refer to a herd that relies upon a larger 

seasonal area that includes Ronald and Diana Lakes.

While MCFN knowledge holders report that mixing of plains and wood bison, and sick or underweight 

animals are common in the Park, those familiar with the Ronald Lake herd described them as noticeably 

and substantially healthier than Park bison, and as having characteristics that marked them as ‘more wood 

bison’ than Park populations, including being larger, hairier, and “more wild” or sensitive to disturbance 

and noise. There is no evidence from MCFN traditional knowledge that the Ronald Lake bison interact 

with bison herds in WBNP.

Observed differences between the Ronald Lake bison herd and other herds in MCFN territory, and reasons 

for MCFN preferences for the Ronald herd, are discussed further in Sections 3 and 4 of this report.

1.3 Limitations and Use of Information

This report is based on MCFN indigenous knowledge collected within constraints of scope, budget, and 

time and is focused on bison movement and habitat south of Lake Claire within Wood Buffalo National 

Park, and further south in the area of the Birch Mountains and the Athabasca River outside of WBNP. The 

report is based on focus groups, individual interviews that included a small portion of the population of 

knowledgeable MCFN members, and a single day of helicopter-based fieldwork. This report is based on 

the understandings of the authors at the time of writing and is not intended to be a full reflection of the 

dynamic and living system of use and knowledge maintained by MCFN elders and members. Information 

contained herein should not be construed to define, limit, or otherwise constrain the treaty or Aboriginal 

rights of MCFN or other First Nations or Aboriginal peoples.
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The report and all data included are the property of the MCFN and may not be used or reproduced without 

written consent from MCFN Government Industry Relations.

1.4 Report Content and Structure

MCFN community members participated in focus groups, interviews and a field tour to three key habitat 

areas for bison. Members provided knowledge regarding why areas around Ronald and Diana Lakes are 

ideal for wood bison, what has happened in recent years to make formerly good habitat at the south Lake 

Claire in WBNP unsuitable for bison, and current pressures on the herd resulting from the initial stages 

of industrial development in the footprint of the proposed Teck Frontier mine project, including Mikisew 

expectations of what will happen to the herd if the Teck Frontier project goes ahead.

The report is structured as follows:

• Section 1 provides an introduction and overview of the report, including limitations.

• Section 2 describes the cultural and historic context of the work, and a summary of methods 

used, including a brief discussion of strengths and limitations of indigenous knowledge.

• Section 3 describes Mikisew indigenous knowledge regarding bison and Mikisew relationships 

to bison from focus groups, interviews, and document review. It gives an overview of Mikisew 

ecological knowledge of bison, including differences between paskwâw mostos and sakâw 

mostos (plains and wood bison), and the kinds of site-specific and landscape level resources that 

bison need to thrive, including maps of the range of bison south of the Park based on Mikisew 

knowledge. It describes the importance of Mikisew use of bison, and describes constraints on 

Mikisew hunting of bison inside and outside Wood Buffalo National Park, including disease status 

and the ongoing implications of generations of Park restrictions of MCFN bison hunting. It provides 

an overview of the characteristics of Mikisew preferred hunting areas, and why the Ronald Lake 

herd is critically important as a preferred bison hunting area for Mikisew members. This section 

also provides an estimate of the number of bison required annually by MCFN families for the full 

practice of Mikisew rights.

• Section 4 provides the results of field visits to three bison habitat locations conducted with key 

MCFN knowledge holders in June 2014, including documentation of habitat change within WBNP 

south of Lake Claire, identification of habitat characteristics preferred by wood bison south of the 

Park, and rapidly advancing impacts from oil sands development currently proposed within core 

wood bison range. It provides key ecological information about where the Ronald Lake bison 

herd is living, what plants are most important to them, and what aspects of the landscape are 

critical to their survival. This section of the report explores and quickly dispels the notion that 

wood bison currently living south of WBNP can move to other suitable habitat. Key knowledge 

obtained from MCFN knowledge holders is compared with the latest provincial data on the Ronald 

Lake bison herd.
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• Section 5 provides an overview of current policy related to wood bison outside WBNP, and reviews 

the limitations of Crown science, based on Mikisew indigenous knowledge.

• Section 6 provides a summary of available Mikisew indigenous knowledge, especially as it relates 

to the kinds of habitats preferred and sought out by bison, potential future impacts to bison from 

development, and perspectives that may be useful to modeling of bison habitat suitability.
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SECTION 2

Context and Methods

2.1 Historic and Geographic Context

In 1899, the Mikisew Cree signed Treaty 8 with the federal Crown. Despite severe population declines of 

game in the late 1800s (Ferguson 1993), hunting of wood buffalo, as well as moose and other animals, 

remained an important component of the Mikisew way of life protected under the treaty. The Mikisew 

relationship with bison was shaken with the creation of Wood Buffalo National Park (the Park, or WBNP), 

established in 1922 and expanded south of the Peace River in 1926. Regulations restricting hunting of 

bison within WBNP, combined with introduction of thousands of plains bison and accompanying diseases, 

changed how MCFN members hunt buffalo and restricted MCFN relationships to the animals. Hunting of 

buffalo within Park boundaries was severely punished, but in many cases continued secretly.

Due to restrictions on hunting buffalo within WBNP, low numbers of bison in some portions of the Park, 

and concerns with the consumption of diseased animals, remaining healthy wood bison populations 

outside of the Park are critically important to MCFN members. The Ronald Lake bison herd can be freely 

hunted by MCFN members. The herd is critically important to sustain the free practice of MCFN rights, 

and maintain the transmission of Mikisew knowledge of bison and bison hunting to younger generations.

Bison are of unique ceremonial and cultural importance to Cree peoples, and — despite the restrictions 

on hunting bison in WBNP — remain important as a source of livelihood, including meat and hides, and 

ceremonial items. MCFN participants are concerned about their ability to continue bison hunting. As 

indicated by one MCFN member in interviews conducted in 2012:

All of Wood Buffalo National Park was designed to protect the [bison], but where the proposed 

site … Teck, the most northerly one, there’s a herd of free-roaming bison that have been there 

and the locals go up there and hunt them as well, in the winter months. That’s …their proposed 

site, the mine site, so that’s why I’m kind of curious, what do they do with those bison, those 

free-roaming bison? (M72, 2012)
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As noted in the quote above, this free-roaming herd of bison is now threatened by increased road access, 

pressure from recreational hunters, traffic and other disturbance associated with industrial development, 

including, but not limited to, Teck’s proposed Frontier mine project.

Figure 1 provides a sense of the geographic context in which the Ronald Lake bison herd lives. Based on 

MCFN knowledge, this herd ranges on the west side of the Athabasca River and into the eastern Birch 

Mountains. The area of Ronald and Diana Lakes is an important feature within their seasonal movements, 

especially for winter grazing, and overlaps with an area that is generally accessible to MCFN hunters, 

especially in winter. The herd’s range extends north to a set of hills and ridges south of Lake Claire and 

within WBNP, and south along the foothills of the Birch Mountains as far as Ells River and to a point just 

west of a set of cabins on the Athabasca River near Bird Island, a location just south of the proposed 

Teck Frontier mine project.

Most, if not all, of the herd’s range is covered by oil and gas leases. Teck is currently proposing to build the 

Frontier mine, including a large open-pit oil sands mine and processing facilities, which will overlap core 

habitat for this herd. Prior to Teck’s construction of roads, access to the area for non-aboriginal hunters 

was extremely limited. Based on field visits by MCFN knowledge holders in June 2014 as part of this study, 

discussed further in Section 4, it is clear that in the winter of 2013/2014, in addition to road building and 

drilling activity, large portions of the boreal forest depended on by the herd, and within the Teck lease area, 

were clearcut. MCFN members have been raising concerns about the impacts of Teck’s exploratory work 

on MCFN traditional lands and resources since 2006; many of these concerns were also raised during 

hearings related to Teck’s application for winter corehole drilling, held by the Alberta Energy Regulator in 

August of 2013.2 Hunting pressure on the Ronald Lake bison herd from non-aboriginal hunters continues 

to increase, intensified by new access roads and clearing by industry. Without protection for the herd and 

its habitat, MCFN knowledge holders expect it to be either extirpated or displaced to less suitable habitat, 

which will potentially be incapable of supporting the herd, and which is likely to be less accessible for 

MCFN bison hunting, and less desirable for harvesting from the MCFN perspective.

2.2 Sakâw Pimâcihiwin: MCFN Indigenous Knowledge

MCFN’s past, present, and future use of lands and waters is guided by the concept of sakâw pimâcihiwin,3 

a Mikisew Cree term which literally means ‘bush way of life’ or ‘bush way of living well,’ with connotations 

of economic well-being, health, balance, happiness, and a good life. Mikisew elders use the term sakâw 

pimâcihiwin as a translation of the English phrase ‘traditional knowledge,’4 suggesting that, from a Mikisew 

perspective, knowledge and way of life are not separate. Sakâw pimâcihiwin is maintained and transmitted 

between generations, from elders to youth, with Mikisew knowledge and Mikisew land use forming linked 

and interdependent categories of ongoing practice. Reliable and unimpeded access to preferred areas and 

resources that are historically known, traditionally used, and personally familiar is integral to the transmission 

2 The Alberta Energy Regulator’s decision on Teck’s application for oil stands evaluation well licenses is available at  
www.aer.ca/documents/decisions/2013/2013-ABAER-017.pdf

3 Also Pimatsiwin.

4 This concept is discussed more fully in the unpublished work of Matthew Whitehead.

http://www.aer.ca/documents/decisions/2013/2013-ABAER-017.pdf
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Figure 1:  Context area within Mikisew traditional territory and Treaty 8
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and current and future practice of sakâw pimâcihiwin. A central component of sakâw pimâcihiwin is the 

harvest of particular resources, including animals, plants, medicines, and other resources of key cultural 

and economic importance.

In English, indigenous knowledge (IK), traditional ecological knowledge (TEK), and Aboriginal traditional 

knowledge (ATK) are all similar terms that have to do with the knowledge systems of indigenous communities, 

and what Mikisew elders call sakâw pimâcihiwin. TEK is more common in the academic literature, ATK is 

the term used in policy related to the Canadian Environmental Assessment Act, and IK is most common at 

the international level. Practitioner guidance from the Canadian Environmental Assessment Agency states:

ATK is a body of knowledge built up by a group of people through generations of living in close 

contact with nature. ATK is cumulative and dynamic. It builds upon the historic experiences 

of a people and adapts to social, economic, environmental, spiritual and political change… 

While those involved in environmental assessment will likely be most interested in traditional 

knowledge about the environment (or, traditional ecological knowledge), it must be understood 

to form a part of a larger body of knowledge which encompasses knowledge about cultural, 

environmental, economic, political and spiritual inter-relationships (p. 2).

For this report, MCFN has chosen to emphasize the term indigenous knowledge (IK) because it better 

recognizes the active and dynamic side of ATK that is able to respond and contribute insight regarding 

rapidly changing and possible future environments and reclamation based on observation, experience, 

and indigenous analysis.

2.3 Why a Mikisew Indigenous  
Knowledge Baseline is Important

Indigenous knowledge systems provide an alternate framework of information, hypothesis, understanding, 

social rules, and relationship that produce critical insight into ecological and cultural relationships, including 

the distribution of resources, environmental, social and cultural conditions, and trends over time. The 

information and perspectives available through a well-conducted indigenous knowledge baseline are 

targeted toward specific areas and concerns, and built on a different foundation of experience than is 

available to physical science based researchers. Because of this, IK baselines may be the most detailed 

and relevant source of data in situations where biophysical data are more limited or poor quality. Even where 

biophysical data are rich, IK baselines are based on alternative perspectives that can be used to develop 

hypothesis, identify gaps, and challenge or cross-check other data sources such as ecosystem models, 

or transects that may be internally sound, but based on problematic assumptions. Information from an 

IK baseline provides a powerful corrective that improves the quality of environmental understanding, and 

increases the level of trust and confidence in environmental decisions. The academic literature is extensive 

on the important role that indigenous knowledge can play in deepening our understanding of ecological 

relationships, particularly with respect to environmental assessment, climate change, and species at risk 

recovery (e.g., Johnson 1992; Stevenson 1996; Usher 2000; Turner 2003; Manseau et al. 2005; Parlee 

et al. 2014).
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The importance of indigenous knowledge in the evaluation of project impacts on a First Nations culture, 

values, and way of life cannot be overstated. In a letter requesting that the Joint Review Panel for the 

Teck Frontier project explicitly incorporate IK into their terms of reference, MCFN Director Melody Lepine 

expressed it clearly and succinctly:

Traditional knowledge is very different from scientific knowledge. It is not acquired through 

experiments on the land or in a laboratory. It is gained from personal experience from harvesting 

on the land and observing changes to the land, waters and overall environmental conditions. It 

is also learned from sitting with our elders and harvesters following Cree protocols. However, 

it would be wrong to think of traditional knowledge as only relating to knowledge about the 

past. Our traditional knowledge about the environment is both traditional and contemporary, 

and it is contextual, dynamic and continually updated and revised. As a result, it has significant 

application to present issues…First Nations need to have a meaningful influence on the scope 

of the environmental assessment and their perspective and traditional knowledge must be 

meaningfully incorporated into that assessment. (M. Lepine, excerpted from letter to CEAA 

re: TOR for Proposed Frontier Mine, April 16, 2014)

As discussed further in Section 5, Crown data and formal scientific understanding of bison ecology south 

of Lake Claire is improving, but still relies on problematic assumptions, information of variable quality, and 

data collected within short time frames. Mikisew indigenous knowledge of bison health, distribution, and 

ecology is likely more extensive than what is available through formal scientific testing. Mikisew knowledge 

relies on a much longer time period of regular observation and a larger comparative sample of animals 

over a larger area.

Mikisew testing and monitoring of the Ronald Lake bison health is ongoing and is further described in 

Section 5.

2.4 Summary of Methods

Methods used in this work included existing document review, focus groups, follow-up individual interviews, 

and on-territory field visits.

EXISTING DOCUMENT REVIEW: While emphasis was placed on MCFN oral history and knowledge, a 

brief review of existing MCFN map data, submissions, and testimony related to bison and bison hunting, 

and archival and ethnographic material related to MCFN relationships with bison was conducted. MCFN 

testimony provided at the Alberta Energy Regulator’s 2013 hearings on proposed winter work within Teck’s 

lease area is also used as an information source on the importance of the Ronald Lake herd to Mikisew 

members (AER 2013).

BISON FOCUS GROUPS: Two initial full-day focus groups (one in Fort Chipewyan, one in Fort McMurray) 

were designed to develop a broad sense of how Mikisew knowledge holders understand different bison 

groups, including Cree terms and associated habitat, bison distribution, habitat preference, behaviour, and 

relationship to people, as well as how these have changed over time. Focus groups also provided initial 
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identification of MCFN oral histories regarding bison, and requirements for MCFN bison harvest and use, 

including season, access, quantity and quality of animals, and current trends and influences of concern. 

MCFN goals and concerns for future management of bison were also discussed.

The first focus group was held in Fort McMurray at the MCFN Government Industry Relations (GIR) 

boardroom on June 9, 2014. Five Mikisew knowledge holders (two men, three women) from the Fort 

McMurray area attended. The second focus group was held in Fort Chipewyan in the boardroom of the 

municipal building on June 10, 2014. Eleven Mikisew knowledge holders (three women, eight men) from 

the Fort Chipewyan area attended. Focus groups were facilitated with results recorded using flip charts 

visible to all participants, digital audio recording, and near verbatim notes taken by a second researcher. 

No mapping was conducted in the focus groups. Facilitation followed a semi-structured approach based 

on an interview guide (see Appendix 1). Selection of focus group participants was based on MCFN GIR 

review of previous data, and identification of MCFN members with key knowledge and experience related 

to bison. Documentation of informed consent was provided by all participants (see Appendix 2).

FOLLOW-UP INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEWS: Following the focus groups, three days of follow-up one-

on-one or very small group interviews were conducted in Fort Chipewyan (four interviews including six 

participants) and Fort McMurray (four interviews involving four participants). These interviews were designed 

to elaborate on bison related issues or themes raised in the focus groups, and to include key knowledge 

holders identified in, but not attending, focus groups. Follow-up interviews were semi-structured and 

based on a standardized interview guide (see Appendix 1) and followed standards of free, prior, informed 

consent (see Appendix 2). Where mapping of bison related features was possible, it followed a standard 

direct-to-digital process using Google Earth imagery using a mapping scale of 1:50,000 or finer. Interviews 

were documented in notes and using a digital audio recorder.

ON-TERRITORY FIELD VISITS: Based on information provided through interviews, a one-day field 

visit, including stops at three bison habitat locations, was conducted by helicopter on June 14, 2004. 

One helicopter was used to ferry eight participants, including one MCFN GIR staff member, two Firelight 

researchers, one youth participant, and four MCFN knowledge holders. The locations of the field visits were 

discussed and chosen by MCFN knowledge holders during the focus groups. Field visits were designed 

to confirm MCFN defined habitat types, document detailed in situ MCFN environmental knowledge 

regarding bison, and facilitate MCFN consideration of current conditions in the Teck Frontier mine project 

area. MCFN field knowledge of bison and bison habitat was documented using notes, photographs, and 

video. Vegetation plots were documented, including approximate cover by species, at each of the three 

locations. Further information on the field visits is provided in Section 4.
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SECTION 3

MCFN Indigenous 
Knowledge Baseline

3.1 Section Overview

This section provides an MCFN indigenous knowledge baseline for bison and bison habitat within MCFN 

traditional territory based on the results of document review, group interviews, and follow-up interviews. 

This baseline includes:

• Bison traditional knowledge baseline regarding different subspecies of bison and herd distributions, 

including Cree terms;

• Importance of bison for MCFN culture, traditions, and way of life — past and present use;

• Bison seasonal habitat use and ecology, the role of bison in the MCFN seasonal round, and how 

these have changed over time;

• Documentation of observed core habitat and known bison range, as well as preferred hunting 

areas and changes over time; and

• Requirements for MCFN harvest of bison.
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3.2 Bison: Kinds and Distribution

MCFN participants clearly distinguish between two primary kinds of bison: paskwâw mostos and sakâw 

mostos. Based on MCFN oral history, sakâw mostos have always been present in MCFN territory, with 

some MCFN elders recalling stories of Mikisew bison hunting practices prior to signing Treaty 8. One MCFN 

elder in the Fort Chipewyan Bison focus group on June 10, 2014 reported “I’ve been with the buffalo ever 

since I remember.” In contrast, paskwâw mostos were brought into MCFN territory by government in the 

1920s with the establishment of Wood Buffalo National Park. These plains bison quickly interbred with 

the original wood bison that were present before the Park was established. The resulting herds in WBNP 

are a mix of plains and wood bison.

MCFN Cree terms related to wood bison and plains bison reported in focus groups and follow-up 

interviews are documented in Table 1. While Cree and English are the dominant languages spoken by 

MCFN members, many MCFN families speak Chipewyan as well, and both Cree and Chipewyan terms 

were recorded where possible. 

Table 1:  Cree and English terms for bison

Cree terms English terms

Paskwâw mostos Prairie buffalo; plains bison

Sakâw mostos Bush buffalo; wood bison

Opanaskima Yearling calf

Nicanow Dry cow

Nosis Cow with calf

Yapin Bull

Oskayis Calf

Mostos Maskanow Buffalo road

Table 2 documents additional MCFN knowledge regarding differences between plains and wood bison, 

and Mikisew indigenous knowledge regarding their preference for different habitat.
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Table 2:  MCFN knowledge of sakâw mostos and paskwâw mostos: 
appearance, habitat use, behaviour, and distribution

Key aspects
Sakâw mostos

also called bush buffalo or wood buffalo

Paskwâw mostos

also called Prairie buffalo

Appearance 
and taste

Wood buffalo are:

• darker; and

• larger.

Wood buffalo have yellow fat 
because of eating wild foods.

Plains buffalo are:

• not as big;

• not as hairy; and

• not as majestic.

Domestic or grain fed have white 
fat (like Syncrude bison).

Like the herd at Syncrude, “nobody 
wants to eat their meat” (Fort McMurray 
bison focus group June 9, 2014).

Habitat use

Like paskwâw mostos, eats sedge, goose 
grass, or joint grass (Hanskaw Askwa), 
and sweetgrass, winter and summer.

Also eats moss, willows, muskeg grass.

“Caribou” willow eaten in winter.

Some indicate buffalo eats 
jackpine in cold winters.

Lives in spruce.

Calving in upland areas in spring; come 
down to lowlands in the winter for grazing.

Avoids thistles like those invading 
Lake Claire — when thistle comes 
in, they leave the area.

Eats goose grass or joint grass, as 
well as sedge and sweetgrass.

Less seasonal movement 
between habitat types.

Behaviour
More stubborn, aggressive and 
sensitive to disturbance.

Not as aggressive or as afraid 
of people or noise.

Distribution

Able to travel places Prairie buffalo won’t.

Found on the north side of Birch River 
inside the WBNP and south of WBNP 
near Ronald and Diana Lakes. 

Mostly inside the Park, have 
been moving north.

Health 

Wood bison south of the Park are 
considered more healthy. “I’ve never 
even heard of anyone shooting a sick 
buffalo [in the Ronald Lake area]” 
(M46 Interview June 11, 2014). 

Disease is regularly seen; they 
tend to be smaller, skinnier and 
in worse condition than the bison 
south of the Park. Bison north of 
the Park in the area of Fort Smith 
are considered to be less healthy.
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According to many of the interview participants, the subspecies are distinct, but wood buffalo are preferred 

for food and other purposes:

There’s two kinds of buffalos in the Parks. Woodland and Prairie. I’d rather eat the woodland 

buffalo because it eats willow just like a moose. The other prairie ones with straight grass [for 

food], which I wouldn’t trust them. I’d rather eat those woodland buffalos. (M29, Fort Chipewyan 

bison focus group, June 10, 2014)

Many MCFN members also recognized buffalo that are being raised by Syncrude on its land to be domestic 

paskwâw mostos (Fort McMurray bison focus group, June 9, 2014). These “Syncrude” bison are regarded 

with a great deal of concern because they are fed and treated “like cows” and live so close to industrial 

areas. One young MCFN knowledge holder who lives in Fort MacKay near Syncrude operations reported:

Those Syncrude bison don’t taste good. Syncrude gives us one a year. The wild ones eat natural 

food from the ground. Syncrude ones eat man-made food. It’s not natural, not from the earth. 

It also tastes like s**t because it’s living right beside a smoke stack…They give you a live one, 

they shoot it in a pen and distribute the meat. What’s the point of having guns if they just give 

us meat? They may as well just tell us to move away. (M80, June 13, 2014)

While all MCFN knowledge holders recognized the two primary kinds of bison, there was considerable 

discussion regarding which bison are more “wood” and which are more “plains.” MCFN knowledge 

holders recognized that most of the bison they see show at least some of the wood bison traits. Others 

considered all bison in the Park around the north end of Lake Claire (Sweetgrass) and the Peace River 

to be plains bison, or mixed, with only a few groups south of the Park, and in the Birch River area, being 

full wood bison. Some participants also described the bison living in the north end of the Park, near Fort 

Smith, as more like paskwâw mostos in reference to the plains bison that were transferred into the Park 

in the 1920s (smaller, less sensitive to noise disturbance). MCFN members who have hunted in the area 

were very clear that the bison living south of the Park are sakâw mostos and quite different from those in 

the Park (Fort McMurray Bison focus group, June 9, 2014; Fort Chipewyan focus group, June 10, 2014):

These buffalo, after the white people came and killed all the buffalo, this herd [Ronald Lake] 

was always there. My grandpa [name removed] said …they have always been there. The ones 

they brought to the Park are different… (M01, Fort McMurray focus group, June 9, 2014)

3.3 Importance of Bison (past and present use)

Based on the interviews and focus groups, it is clear that MCFN members have relied on bison, both 

culturally and for sustenance purposes, for generations. They continue to rely on them today. Many 

aspects of MCFN’s relationship with, and use of, bison have remained continuous over time, but other 

aspects, such as the manner of hunting, have changed because of Park regulation and reduced access, 

as described in Section 3.4 below.
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MCFN members describe bison as a delicacy — a preferred meat. Some MCFN members described their 

preference for bison over other wild foods. In addition to preferred quality and taste, bison provide a large 

quantity of meat, especially in winter when it is often most needed, allowing for extensive sharing to occur 

between families and within communities. Bison meat was and continues to be a preferred protein source 

for keeping dog teams — once a critical mode of transportation, and still an important Mikisew sport and 

focus of cultural pride. From a cultural perspective, bison skulls continue to be important in ceremonies 

including matot’san or sweat lodge. Hides were used in sleeping areas, as sleigh linings, and in ceremonies, 

and continue to be used and displayed in Mikisew homes today, often as an important cultural symbol. 

Horns are used as cups and storage containers, for pouring water in sweat lodge ceremonies, and as 

decoration and regalia. Bison bones and sinew also had important uses because of their strength, and 

are used today for particular traditional crafts and art products.

I use them for hunting a lot, meat purposes. I give lots of the meat to family members. I use 

it — I have a buffalo hide5 at home. I sleep with it; it’s my blanket. But it’s an important food 

source. It’s our way of life. It’s what we know. It’s just part of who I am, where I go, what I do, 

everything that — everything that I grew up with is — buffalo is all part of it. So it’s very important 

to me and my family that we keep that … (Ryan Martin, MCFN Community Panel at Teck Winter 

Work hearing, August 22, 2013)

The importance of bison as a source of fresh meat in the winter months was brought up repeatedly by 

MCFN knowledge holders during interviews and focus group discussions. During the late winter months, 

moose are often in poor condition because of ticks, while caribou, which historically would have been a 

source of protein in the late winter, are no longer available for hunting within MCFN territory.

MCFN participants reported that bison meat is considered extremely nutritious and healthy, and that bison 

meat is perceived to have less risk of industrial contamination than some other foods, such as moose or 

fish, harvested south of Wood Buffalo National Park. Bison provide a large amount of meat that is shared 

and processed in large groups, providing unique opportunities for cultural sharing between generations 

and strengthening of family and cultural bonds. Bison is still so important for MCFN users that hunters have 

maintained harvesting and sharing of bison despite the risk of injury from a charging animal, prosecution 

or penalty.6

It’s like a delicacy. It’s like when you go to the restaurant and buy a prime rib steak. It’s our 

prime rib steak for a month. Feeds a lot of people. People who are taking the risk are taking 

the risk for his whole family. You give your cousin some while he gives his buddy some. (M01, 

Fort McMurray focus group, June 9, 2014)

Table 3 on the following page summarizes focus group responses regarding use of bison at the time of 

Treaty 8, and compares use today.

The bison hunt and the practices and customs that accompany the hunt are also important opportunities 

for transmission of culture and knowledge from elders to younger land users. The role of the bison hunt in 

the transmission of culture and knowledge is described more fully in Section 3.4, below.

5 Quote reflects transcript correction provided in errata. 

6 See Section 3.4 for more information. 
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Table 3: Estimates of bison use pre and post treaty

Time of Treaty and Before Now

Where are 
they hunted 
by MCFN?

Probably everywhere in MCFN 
territory, including throughout 
what is now WBNP and areas 
outside. There were a lot of 
families that accessed the lands 
in different parts of the territory. 

South of the Park is the only harvestable and healthy 
population of bison. Bison exist within WBNP, but 
MCFN members are not permitted to hunt bison 
within the Park bounds (see Section 3.4). Some 
MCFN members hunt bison north of WBNP, but 
rates of disease are reported to be very high.

Use and 
importance

Lots of meat, especially in winter, 
for sharing among family members 
and community members.

Delicacy — preferred meat: tongue, 
kidneys, loins, soup — whole 
animal used. Young buffalo 
is especially tender.

Feeds a lot of people — able to share 
to all — everyone in the community.

Feeding dogs — rich meat; fattens 
and makes them strong; especially 
important for dog teams in winter.

Hide: sleeping and sleigh lining 
and ceremonies (on sweat).

Skull: ceremonies.

Horns: cups and storage 
and decoration and pouring 
water in sweats. Regalia.

Trading buffalo meat to other groups.

Fleshing bones (depends on what 
you have) — buffalo bone is stronger.

Used to be used for needles.

Shoulder bone used for 
calling moose.

Sinew.

Bison hunting continues to provide an important winter 
food. The bison hunt is important to continue family 
traditions through processing meat, making dry meat, 
and maintaining cultural and social connections to bison.

Sharing of bison meat among family members and 
the community remains extremely important.

Sharing of buffalo meat to other communities 
as gift or in trade continues when possible.

Bison remains a delicacy and is a favourite food for 
many elders and young people: “it is our prime rib.”

Buffalo hide or robes continue to be used in some 
MCFN homes as blanket and cultural symbol.

Where MCFN members are afraid of being caught by 
wildlife or Park officials, hunting is done quickly so you 
don’t get caught, bury the remains in deep snow, hunt 
is done at night or near the bushes to avoid detection.

Dog teams are now rarely used except in sport and 
competition; MCFN members still consider bison meat 
to be an ideal food for strengthening dogs in the winter.

Ceremonial use of bison skulls, horns and hides 
remains a central component of some MCFN sweat 
lodges and other ceremonies. Bison skull is used as a 
kind of ‘altar’ in many ceremonies and households.

Bison sinew, hide, skull, horns are used in 
traditional crafts and art products.

Estimate: how 
many needed 
per year? 
Assumes 
MCFN family 
of 5, food and 
cultural use. 

Five (or more) buffalo were required 
per family of five each year 
(depending on moose, ducks, fish, 
all other resources), usually taken in 
early winter, for food for people and 
dogs. More would be needed for 
trading with people from other areas.

Bison meat has become a rare delicacy with most MCFN 
families getting no bison. Some families still harvest up to 
two per year. This might be higher in Fort Chip — up to five.

Many families don’t have access to bison, don’t have 
hunters, or don’t have gear and equipment to allow for 
hunting — or knowledge has been lost in the family — or 
are discouraged by Park threats, health risks, or 
the extremely limited number of bison available.

Note:  Contents of this table are near verbatim statements, as recorded from MCFN members on flipcharts during focus groups on 
June 9 and 10, 2014.
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3.4 Bison Seasonal Habitat Use and MCFN Hunting

Wood Bison Seasonal Habitat Use

According to MCFN knowledge, sakâw mostos move through the landscape according to the seasons, 

typically using lowland muskeg habitat during the winter freeze, and moving to higher ground when the 

spring melt occurs, calving on ridges and high ground (bison focus groups in Fort McMurray and Fort 

Chipewyan June 2014). Examples of wood bison habitat are described in Section 5 as part of the summary 

of the field visits done in June 2014.

Some elders mentioned that their parents used the movement of the bison to predict when spring melt 

was going to occur: as soon as the bison moved to higher ground, the ice would typically break up and 

the delta would flood. One MCFN knowledge holder said:

Buffalo is a smart animal. They know where it’s going to flood. My dad used to say, when you 

see buffalo going to higher ground, means it’s going to flood soon. They know it. (M35, Fort 

Chipewyan bison focus group, June 10, 2014)

Figure 1 illustrates MCFN’s knowledge of sakâw mostos seasonal habitat use and movements, describing 

when and where calving occurs, when rutting occurs, and when the bison move between habitat types. 

It also shows how the MCFN bison hunting period, from late November to February, intersects with the 

movement of bison so that MCFN hunting occurs at a time when bison graze in low lying and easier to 

access areas.

MCFN Bison Hunt

Timing of the Bison Hunt

The MCFN annual round involves movement through the traditional territory to access different resources 

in different seasons. The bison hunt plays a key role in the winter harvest. According to MCFN knowledge 

holders, the best time to hunt bison south of WBNP is after freeze up, in early winter, both because access 

is easier once the ice is thick enough to cross Buckton Creek,7 and because the bison are in prime condition 

at this time of year. In addition, cold weather keeps the meat from spoiling. Hunting such a large animal 

after the ground has frozen is also important so that meat can be easily transported and preserved.

7 Buckton Creek drains from Ronald Lake north to Lake Claire.
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Sustainability, Sharing and Cultural Transmission of Knowledge

Bison are typically hunted in small groups, providing ample opportunity for knowledge holders to teach 

young Mikisew members hunting techniques and cultural practices around the hunt, particularly regarding 

hunting respectfully, processing or using all parts of the animal, and ensuring that only appropriate animals 

within the herd are taken. Knowledge holders talked about ‘herd leaders’ — large males that lead the 

herd between suitable habitat patches for feeding — and emphasized that it is important to avoid hunting 

these animals. Other practices that are used to ensure sustainability of bison herds were also discussed 

in interviews. The intimate knowledge that comes from being regularly out on the land, observing bison 

signs and movement patterns, provides Mikisew members with substantial knowledge about the condition 

of the herd and how much hunting can be sustained. An overarching message in interviews with Mikisew 

knowledge holders was that the bison hunt is conducted respectfully — respecting the animal, the 

environment, and the conditions that are needed to keep the hunt sustainable.

Figure 2:  Sakâw mostos habitat use and MCFN hunting

WINTER
Grazing on 

frozen muskeg.

Winter food: 
needs willows, 

grasses.

In winter, herd 
stays near thick 

bush and openings 
in spruce.

SUMMER
July/August: Rutting; 

bulls more aggressive.

FALL

SPRING

Early fall:  
Use buffalo 
roads for 

travel; follow 
high ground.

November  
(freeze-up): Move 
down to muskeg.

March/April:  
Calving on ridges 
and high ground; 
stay away from 

rivers due to 
flood risk.

May/June: Stay 
near firm, high 
ground where 
there is lots 

of grass.

November to February: 
Mikisew bison hunting
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Elder Alice Martin describes the importance of the bison hunt to the Mikisew members as follows:

The hunting [of bison] itself is — encompasses a lot of teachings. It’s about how the families 

get together, how the families plan for the hunt, how the families respect all the different roles 

within the hunting party. When they go out there, how the hunting party plans on where the 

herd is going to be located, how they’re going to go about locating the herd, what’s going to 

happen at that point.

The environment, the herd itself is all considered, and the people themselves are all considered. 

So there’s a lot of teachings that go on, even with just the hunting party. Then when — when 

hunting is completed, then the hunters go back to the community. The method of sharing as 

well is another teaching that we pass on to our younger generation. It’s — like I alluded to this 

morning, how we learn is through experience.

We experience an oral tradition and that’s the kind of practice that we have since time 

immemorial, and that’s what we still do today. It’s just something that we do when we are out 

on the land. It’s not through training and any kind of institution; it’s our way of life. It’s very, very 

important and that’s what I wanted to say. Also the other aspect of the spiritual component 

that comes with that. (Alice Martin, MCFN Community Panel at Teck Winter Work hearing, 

August 22, 2013)

A wood bison provides food for an entire family and provides an opportunity for cultural connection and 

sharing with extended kin groups. While not all Mikisew members are bison hunters, many of the MCFN 

members we talked to consumed bison regularly. This is partly because one bison can provide food for a 

large number of people within the community. One young knowledge holder stated:

We ended up getting one and I fed my family with it. I spread it out throughout my family. It 

was awesome because I brought it back to my family, it was an amazing feeling, you can’t 

beat it. I brought wild meat to my mother and to my wife’s grandfather and to her mom and 

her dad. For them to tell me that I am a man now, a respectable hunter because I brought 

them my first kill. I want my son to feel that. Every person in my family has felt that way. I want 

to continue hunting back there, that is where I have family buried (up in the Birch Mountains). 

(M80, June 13, 2014)

At the AER hearings for Teck’s winter work in 2013, another knowledge holder expressed the importance 

of sharing and sustainable hunting as follows:

Out there, that’s our Safeway. We look at the herd out there. You don’t see the whole First 

Nations going out there and killing them all. The only people that are within the area that uses 

them, that’s what you look at the young people like Ryan and a few others that go out there 

to hunt, is for the families. We know they’re there. It’s easy for us to access, to get there, but 

we don’t go there because of... We have to protect those herd. We have to make sure they 

be there for years, thousands of years to come. (Councilor Courtoreille, MCFN Community 

Panel at Teck Winter Work hearing, August 22, 2013)
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How the MCFN Bison Hunt has Changed

One of the recurring themes that came out during MCFN focus groups and interviews centred on how 

the bison hunt has changed since MCFN members were first fined and jailed for hunting in Wood Buffalo 

National Park.8 Because of these regulations, and fears of prosecution throughout MCFN territory — even 

if they were hunting outside WBNP — MCFN hunters typically waited for a big snowfall or chose times 

when the ice was still thin, so that the bison bones, skins, and remains could be hidden under snow or ice. 

While all of the meat was taken, the head and the hide were often left behind and buried under the snow 

because processing them was too conspicuous (Fort Chipewyan bison focus group, June 10, 2014). Up 

until at least the 1980s, bison meat was transported back to Fort Chipewyan and shared out at night to 

avoid being caught.

As one knowledge holder described:

When I lived out on the land, we killed buffalo whenever we needed meat. We used to kill 

one buffalo just for our dog food…When I was trapping with my dad, he used to have to hide 

everything…Later, with my brother, we didn’t hide — we didn’t care… (M5, June 11, 2014)

Several MCFN members remembered eating buffalo as children, but being told by their parents that they 

were eating moose (focus group, Fort McMurray, June 9, 2014). Although the hunt was necessarily altered 

due to fears of being caught hunting by WBNP enforcement officers, MCFN members were clear that the 

bison hunt and its cultural importance continued after WBNP Park was established, and continues today. 

As one MCFN land user said, “Whenever I want a buffalo, I go and get one” (M78, Interview June 11, 2014).

3.5 Core Habitat and Preferred Hunting Areas  
for Sakâw Mostos Within and South of WBNP

MCFN knowledge holders who participated in this study identified key characteristics of preferred MCFN 

hunting areas for wood bison. With the complex regulatory history around WBNP, issues with disease and 

genetic mixing of bison herds, concerns about habitat changes in the Park, and concerns with industrial 

impacts around MCFN traditional territory, the preference for hunting in areas free of restrictions, free of 

industrial development, and free of disease was clearly expressed. The sections below summarize some 

of the themes that arose from discussion with MCFN bison hunters about the hunt.

Figure 3 shows reported bison values, including bison kill sites, outside of WBNP, as reported by MCFN 

members. Important bison habitat areas as identified by MCFN knowledge holders are delineated as 

environmental features. The data show a large cluster of bison kill sites south of WBNP, extending into 

the proposed Teck Frontier footprint, corresponding with the core habitat area for the Ronald Lake Bison 

herd. As Figure 3 notes, hunting of bison by MCFN members is not legally permitted within WBNP.

8 See Section 3.5 for a summary of restrictions around hunting bison in WBNP
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Figure 3:  Bison Values Mapped by MCFN members outside WBNP
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Restriction of MCFN Bison Hunting in WBNP

The area that is now WBNP contains a long history of MCFN use, which continues today despite years of 

regulation by Federal Park employees. Prior to contact and the near decimation of both wood and plains 

bison in North America, the range for wood bison extended well south of the current WBNP boundary 

(COSEWIC 2013, 12, Figure 4). According to MCFN knowledge holders, Mikisew hunting of these animals 

would have occurred throughout their traditional territory, including within what is now WBNP.

Today, most Mikisew members expressed concerns about hunting bison within WBNP. These concerns are 

complex, and include legal issues with respect to accessing bison in the Park, concerns about contracting 

disease from these animals, and habitat changes that have forced the bison out of some of their historically 

preferred habitat areas near the south end of Lake Claire. These concerns underscore the importance 

of MCFN bison hunting in the core habitat area for the Ronald Lake bison herd: there is no other legally 

accessibly and healthy source of wood bison elsewhere in MCFN traditional territory.

The complicated and repressive history of bison regulation within Wood Buffalo National Park resulted in 

important changes in Mikisew practice within WBNP and outside. The federal government established the 

Park in 1922 to protect the last remaining wild herds of wood bison in northern Canada. In 1926, the Park 

boundaries were expanded south of the Peace River. MCFN members understand this expansion of the Park 

south of the Peace as a borrowing of Mikisew land. Oral history suggests the Federal Government made 

a promise to Chief Justin Martin that the land was being borrowed for the bison and would be returned to 

MCFN. MCFN elders said that, when the land was borrowed, the promise was made to Chief Martin that 

“anytime you get hungry, you can kill one buffalo” (Fort Chipewyan bison focus group, June 10, 2014).

After the Park was established, the Crown’s focus was on the protection of bison rather than Mikisew 

hunting rights.

Protection of animals took precedence over the protection of the Indian or his hunting rights. 

The Government sent more rangers, game wardens and veterinarians to the Wood Buffalo 

Park after 1923 than there were Indian agents or doctors in the entire Northwest Territories. 

(Fumoleau 2004, 300).

While MCFN knowledge holders remember that the promise was made that the Cree would be allowed 

to hunt bison in the Park if they were hungry, about two years after the Park was established, two Cree 

hunters were arrested. MCFN members were no longer allowed to hunt mostos in WBNP. According to 

the understanding of MCFN participants, MCFN hunters caught hunting buffalo in the Park can be fined 

up to $10,000 and their guns taken away. In the past, MCFN members were jailed, and banned from the 

Park, losing access to their traplines, their livelihood, and their connections to land.

Table 4 lists some MCFN members who have been arrested for hunting buffalo, as recalled by MCFN 

elders, some of whom were themselves arrested and charged for hunting bison in WBNP (summarized 

from Fort Chipewyan bison focus group, June 10, 2014).

Fear created by persecution of bison hunting within WBNP still influences Mikisew bison hunting practice. 

As one MCFN member put it: “The Park changed so many things that affected our lives. We are always 

looking over our shoulder to make sure that we’re not doing something wrong” (M78, June 11, 2014).
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Table 4:  Partial list of MCFN members arrested or charged for hunting bison in WBNP

Pierre and “Dufeld” Gibot 
(father and son)

Hunted buffalo in 1930s or 40s.

Fined and went to jail.

Removed from WBNP, lost their rights and never came back.

Had to move to NWT.

Wandering Spirit

-Several family members 
were caught: “Old Man” 
and the “Spirit boys”

Hunted buffalo in 1930s or 40s.

Whole family removed from Park.

Had to move to Alberta and NWT.

Larry Marten
Hunted buffalo in mid 1970s. Caught with 
buffalo meat; it was confiscated.

Archie Antoine and 
Harvey Gibot

Hunted buffalo in Park; last problem was in the late 1970s.

Went to court three times.

$300 fine in late 1970s.

Got off twice for killing buffalo in WBNP.

Threatened with losing work with Parks.

Note:  Contents of this table are near verbatim statements, as recorded from MCFN members on flipcharts during 
focus groups on June 9 and 10, 2014.

Concerns About Disease in WBNP Herds

In the 1920s, government officials translocated 6,673 plains bison into WBNP to augment the existing 

population of wood bison. The translocation of plains bison led to the introduction of exotic cattle diseases 

into the WBNP bison herd, including bovine brucellosis (Brucella abortus) and tuberculosis (Mycobacterium 

bovis). Some studies have estimated the prevalence of these diseases at 49% and 31% respectively in the 

WBNP meta-population (Joly and Messier 2004). The occurrence of these diseases in what is by far the 

largest population of wood bison has created a difficult management situation for re-establishing wood 

bison throughout its range in northwestern Canada (COSEWIC 2013).

From a human health perspective, tuberculosis carries a real risk of spread to humans. MCFN members 

understand this risk and frequently avoid hunting bison that appear to be diseased. As a result, even if 

the ban on hunting of bison in the Park were lifted, harvesting and use of bison from the Park would likely 

be severely constrained.

MCFN knowledge holders reported that wood bison are found increasingly outside of the north end of the 

Park, near Fort Smith. Unfortunately, MCFN hunters familiar with harvesting in the Fort Smith area indicate 

that bison in that area are even more diseased that populations in the Park:

Up north, I’ve hunted lots. Shot 14 up there one spring time. They are all sick. Their bones stick 

out. They don’t move. Don’t run away. Look sick. Pus leaks out when you cut them open…
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There’s a 50/50 chance that there’s problems. We leave the meat if there are. If they are healthy, 

we take the whole thing. (M46 MCFN interview, June 12, 2014)9

Habitat Changes South of Lake Claire

In focus groups, MCFN knowledge holders identified key changes to bison habitat and bison populations 

in southern WBNP over time. Several MCFN participants indicated that the main herds of bison in the 

Park are moving north. Knowledge holders connected this to a decrease in suitability of habitat south of 

Lake Claire because of invasive ‘cactus like’ thistles caused by lower water levels and the lack of seasonal 

flooding in the Athabasca Delta and especially around the south end of Lake Claire (bison focus group in 

Fort McMurray and Fort Chipewyan June 2014; bison field visit June 12, 2014). As documented in Candler 

et al. 2010 and subsequent work related to the Peace River and the proposed Site C dam, reduced water 

levels in areas such as Lake Claire are likely due to a combination of factors, including changing climate 

and industrial development, and especially regulation of the Peace River by BC Hydro.

Bison will not eat the thistle species that have invaded the grasslands near the south end of Lake Claire. 

Many of the MCFN members involved in the study felt that much of the open grassland area immediately 

south of Lake Claire is no longer good habitat for sakâw mostos.

In winter I do a little trapping and run the dogs. I eat bison, I enjoy bison meat, and I feed it to my 

dogs whenever I can…After the mines came in, there’s quite a bit of changes on the land…Our 

country is drying up. In some places it flooded this spring. There are different plants associated 

with the drying. The Sow thistle and the Canada thistle are the ones that are taking over and 

invading into the Sweetgrass. (MCFN bison focus group, Fort Chipewyan, June 10, 2014)

Another Land User noted:

Hunted buffalo in my younger days for my dogs and for my kids…buffalos are not around here 

now. That’s because there’s no water. They can’t eat dried grass. They eat green grass…They 

are lost in Hay Camp. They won’t come back over here, because there’s nothing to eat…things 

growing around Lake Claire, like needles…you can’t eat those. They were not there before…

maybe that’s how come they move out of there….Everything has started drying up around 

Lake Claire. Maybe that’s how come they move out of there… (MCFN bison focus group, Fort 

Chipewyan, June 10, 2014)

Table 5 provides a timeline of changes in bison habitat and conditions in WBNP over time, as reported in 

focus groups.

9 The Fort Smith hunting area was not a focus of 2014 interviews and no mapping of kill sites was attempted as it was 
so far north of the main focus of the study. 



33The Firelight Group with Mikisew Cree First Nation

Table 5: Change in WBNP bison habitat and conditions — pre-1920s to present

Time Description

Pre-1920s

One MCFN elder reported hearing stories of MCFN using a buffalo 
jump near Peace Point, similar to those used in the south.

Not as many buffalo before the Park; that’s why they brought in plains buffalo. 

1922
North side of Park established. In 4-5 years, they were all over 
Sweet Grass (at the northwest end of Lake Claire). 

1926

Park “borrows” land around Lake Claire to protect 
Bison and brings in buffalo from Wainwright.

MCFN members are afraid of wardens and don’t want 
to get caught; will get kicked out of Park.

1950s
Indian Agent used to give a small chuck of buffalo meat 
to people in Fort Chipewyan each week.

1960s

Bison trails seen at south boundary of Park.

Lots of buffalo in the Park. Commercial slaughters: MCFN members 
are asked to skin the bison but are not allowed to shoot them.

Regulations in the Park; MCFN members are “made to look like 
crooks.” Forced searches of clothes by Park wardens.

1974 Many buffalo drown, mostly in Lake Claire.

+/- 2000 Started seeing Canada and sow thistle around cabins at Birch River.

2014
According to the Park survey, there are only 1,236 bison in 
the south end of the Park, primarily north of Lake Claire and 
south of the Peace River in the Sweetgrass area.

Note: Contents of this table are near verbatim statements, as recorded from MCFN members on flipcharts during 
focus groups on June 9 and 10, 2014.

Core Sakâw Mostos Habitat and Preferred Hunting Near Ronald Lake

Through interviews, focus groups and field visits, MCFN knowledge holders identified core habitat areas 

for the Ronald Lake and West Athabasca bison herd south of WBNP. MCFN hunters provided detailed 

information about the movement of sakâw mostos sub-herds or groups south of the Park. These sub-

herds were reported to include one that ranges further north, sometimes across the border with WBNP; 

one that stays around the Ronald Lake area; another that ranges further west and sometimes into the 

Birch Mountains; and a fourth that ranges south of Ronald Lake. During particular times of the year, the 

subgroups may rely on different upland areas, but in the winter they come together in the area of Ronald 

Lake. These herds comprise what knowledge holders understand to be the “Ronald Lake bison herd” 

(Fort McMurray bison focus group, June 9, 2014 and field visit June 14, 2014). Though this information 

is preliminary, it was supported by many members in individual interviews (M80, M46, M22, M01) who 

currently hunt bison south of WBNP. 
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As one knowledge holder put it:

I trapped in wood buffalo Park for about 30 years. We used to trap in the southern part, close 

to the Birch Mountains. There were trails leading out of the Park there, going back and forth. 

The buffalo were travelling there. One time I seen a herd there, about 6 or 7, of buffalo, and 

they looked really healthy compared to the ones in the Park. So there’s movement in and out 

of the Park there. I have hunted buffalo in Alberta [outside federal park lands], the ones that 

got out, that anyone could go and hunt them. I killed a few there. (M07, Fort Chipewyan bison 

focus group, June 10, 2014)

Figure 4 shows MCFN mapped bison values outside WBNP, including estimations of observed core 

habitat and the Ronald Lake herd based on reported MCFN knowledge. Observed core habitat is based 

on areas where multiple MCFN knowledge holders reported exceptional bison habitat, or observed bison 

or bison sign, including places where bison have been harvested by MCFN members. MCFN members 

report that the Ronald Lake bison also range into the Birch Mountains, especially in summer, and that the 

range extended further south to approximately Ells River in the past, but is now constrained by expanding 

industrial development north of Ft. McKay. Figure 4 shows kill sites identified in previous MCFN knowledge 

and use studies, as well as environmental features (exceptional bison habitat) identified in this study by 

different knowledge holders. As the map shows, the Teck footprint is largely within observed core bison 

habitat for the Ronald Lake herd.

Though the range of the Ronald Lake bison herd crosses into WBNP, MCFN members familiar with both 

Park bison and Ronald Lake bison indicate that they are visibly distinct  — there are no reported issues with 

disease in the Ronald Lake heard, and MCFN members describe these bison as being more healthy, and 

having more characteristics of wood bison — larger, hairier, and more skittish and sensitive to disturbance.

MCFN members interviewed for this study emphasized that they are able to hunt Ronald Lake bison freely, 

without concerns about prosecution or retribution from government agents. The good health of the herd 

in this area, distance from existing oil sands impacts, known MCFN access routes in winter, and freedom 

from Crown surveillance and regulation within the Park mean that the area south of WBNP is a preferred 

area for ongoing harvest of bison.

That’s one of the last and only herds left in all of Alberta, for one. Two, that’s the only buffalo 

that we can hunt legally. If it’s gone, we will have to turn into poachers, I guess, and poach in 

Wood Buffalo National Park. But like [Councillor Courteroille] said earlier, people go to jail for 

that, so I don’t really want to go to jail. (Ryan Martin, MCFN Community Panel at Teck Winter 

Work hearing, August 22, 2013).

Although MCFN members are free to hunt the Ronald Lake bison, the hunt has carried on quietly, in part 

to protect the resource from outside hunters. Melody Lepine explained this perspective on protecting the 

Ronald Lake bison herd at the AER hearings for the proposed Teck winter work:

But it’s not a herd that we brag about and get the information out there because it’s highly 

protected [by MCFN members]. We want to keep the herd as protected, and it’s a very sacred 

herd in that regard. So it’s not something that’s advertised a lot by Mikisew because of how 

important of a resource it is. (Melody Lepine, MCFN Community Panel at Teck Winter Work 

hearing. August 22, 2013).
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Figure 4: Mapped MCFN bison values showing Ronald Lake herd core range
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Stressors on the Ronald Lake Herd

While there is no evidence of disease within the Ronald Lake bison herd, MCFN knowledge holders report 

that industrial impacts, including increased hunting by non-local hunters as a result of industry access 

roads, and disturbance from exploration and industrial activity, are increasing. Increased access into the 

area and increased interest in the area by government scientists — including lethal testing — has reportedly 

increased the stress on the Ronald Lake herd. MCFN knowledge holders indicated that in addition to 

industrial disturbance, new access roads and increased awareness of the Ronald Lake herd is bringing 

more outfitters and sports hunters into the area. One MCFN participant reported that, according to a Teck 

employee or contractor, approximately 30 bison were killed and taken out of the Teck footprint by outfitters 

from southern Alberta in winter of 2014 when Teck’s roads were open.

MCFN members identified the following specific stresses on the Ronald Lake bison herd:

• Stress from mark-recapture survey methods (shooting with paint balls);

• Stress of flights and motorized transport associated with industry and monitoring;

• Changes or constraints to the bison’s range as a result of changing climate, invasive species and 

recent forest fires;

• Increasing exposure to air and water-borne industrial contaminants affecting the Birch Mountains;

• Habitat destruction and noise disturbance from clearing, road building, and drill testing;

• Increased non-aboriginal hunting pressure, particularly with increased road access;

• Risk of drowning as the bison will follow roads and skidoo trails through muskeg and may go 

through ice and die as a result; and

• Increased predation success by wolves due to increased density of access roads and linear 

features.

[It’s] not so much noise, it’s the lack of land. They are flying around in choppers. Using McMurray 

aviation to find them during the week, then go hunt them. Bison used to go all the way to 

Pierre River. Now they don’t come that far. Mile 73 on the Athabasca River. That’s how far they 

come south now. Now they’ve got that Shell plant and the CNRL and all that noise and they 

are taking it away from them. Drilling projects in the winter. That’s when most of the damage 

is being done, in the beginning stages when they are doing the cutlines, that’s when the land 

is pure. (M01, Fort McMurray focus group, June 9 2014)

MCFN’s concerns about current impacts to the Ronald Lake herd are included in the transcript of the 

winter work hearings for Teck’s proposed activity within their lease area, as heard by the Alberta Energy 

Regulator in August 2013. As MCFN Councillor Terry Marten expressed in these hearings:

I am sure many of you are wondering what is Mikisew Cree asking for? We are simply asking 

for certainty, certainty and evidence that the Ronald Lake bison herd be protected for Mikisew 

Cree use, that our rights be protected as they were promised to us in 1899 as we signed 
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Treaty number 8 with the Crown. (Counsellor Terry Marten, AER Teck Winter Work Hearings, 

August 22, 2013)

As documented in the winter work hearings and in focus groups, MCFN members currently limit their 

hunting of the Ronald Lake herd because of reduced numbers, and are very concerned regarding the lack 

of regulations for hunting of bison in this area by outfitters and non-aboriginal hunters.

As development increases, many MCFN knowledge holders expect that the Ronald Lake herd is likely 

to either move north into WBNP, where they will be at risk of disease and forced into habitat that is now 

marginal because of invasive thistle, or will move into the Birch Mountains where winter grazing habitat is 

scarce and where MCFN members cannot access them. One land user stated:

If the Teck footprint goes in there, it will change everything. I won’t be able to hunt there no 

more. The animals will be chased up to the Park. …Drilling is loud — way louder than a skidoo. 

(M80, June 13, 2014)

Another stated:

If they put a plant in there, the buffalo would move. Too much noise, pollution…going in there…

If they put the plant there, it will affect the buffalo 100 per cent. (M46, June 12, 2014)

3.6 Requirements for the Practice of MCFN Bison Hunting

Section 3.5 describes some of the issues that were raised during interviews with MCFN knowledge holders 

with regards to their current ability to hunt bison within MCFN traditional territory. This section summarizes 

the kinds of conditions MCFN members report needing for the practice of bison hunting, and the kinds of 

conditions that are avoided. These may be used in conjunction with the positive and negative conditions 

identified for bison habitat suitability summarized in Section 6 below.

POSITIVE CONDITIONS

• MCFN members need to be able to hunt without fear of arrest or interference such as fines, 

prosecution, punishment.

• MCFN members need to have confidence in quality: Free of disease, including tuberculosis and 

brucellosis, or contamination.

• MCFN members need to be able to hunt preferred species (wood bison) in preferred and historically 

known areas (such as Ronald Lake and areas north and south) where they know the trails, terrain 

and behaviour of animals, and according to preferred means (in winter, by sled, dog team, or 

snow machine). 

• MCFN members need to have confidence in quantity: reliable presence of harvestable herds of 

wood bison that support success and sustainability of hunt.
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• MCFN members need to be able to hunt bison in contexts where there is continuity of practice 

between generations – where a hunter can hunt the same species in the same area that he or 

she was taught to hunt by previous generations, and can pass the same knowledge, in situ, 

down to future generations.

• MCFN members need to hunt bison in places where there is a diversity of historically known and 

familiar habitation and subsistence options — including camps and cabins, and alternate habitat 

for other preferred animals such as moose — in order to support flexibility and reliability in hunting 

depending on weather or other conditions.

NEGATIVE CONDITIONS

• MCFN members are unlikely to hunt bison where there is surveillance and regulatory restriction 

on hunting, even if MCFN members recognize that their right to hunt bison may supersede these 

restrictions.

• MCFN members are unlikely to hunt bison where bison are diseased, because of fears regarding 

contagious disease, poor quality of animals and meat, and risk of needing to leave meat from 

sick animals on the land.

Table 6:  Requirements for the practice of MCFN right to hunt bison and current conditions

Description of Requirements Current trends and influences

Quality or health 
of bison

Animals must be perceived 
to be healthy, with MCFN 
members able to eat 
them with confidence. 

Bison in the Park and near Fort Smith are 
perceived to be unhealthy. Bison south of Park 
are visibly more healthy, no evidence of disease. 

Quantity or 
abundance 
of bison

Sufficient to make harvest 
effort worthwhile. Full practice 
of MCFN right would require 
at least 1 accessible bison / 
MCFN member / year within 
MCFN traditional territory.

There are currently almost 3,000 MCFN 
members. Full practice of MCFN right would 
require approximately 3,000 harvestable bison 
per year within MCFN traditional territory. Under 
current conditions, only a very small fraction 
of MCFN members can practice their right.

Present and 
accessible in 
preferred hunting 
locations

Bison need to be available 
and accessible in known 
and preferred locations. 

Known and preferred locations within the Park 
are subject to Park ban on hunting. Bison 
populations within the Park and north of the 
Park are subject to high levels of disease and 
potential health risks. Only those south of Park 
and near Ronald Lake or along the Athabcsca 
River are accessible to MCFN in winter and 
considered reliably healthy and abundant. 

Preferred means 
of harvest, 
including timing 
and seasonality

Bison must be harvestable 
and accessible in winter.

Bison south of Park are currently 
accessible, but disturbance in winter is 
high because of industrial activity. 
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• MCFN members are unlikely to hunt bison where the bison are part of domesticated herds,which 

are fed grass and commercial feed (taste different).

• MCFN members are unlikely to hunt bison near industrial disturbance, and especially mine 

operations, because of increased risk of contamination through water, air or other vectors.

• MCFN members are unlikely to hunt bison where populations are low, where success in hunting 

is unlikely, or where there is concern about sustainability of the population.

Table 6 illustrates some of the conditions that need to be present in order for MCFN bison hunting to be 

sustained, and the current status of those conditions based on Mikisew knowledge.

3.7 Conclusion

Interviews and focus groups conducted in June 2014 with MCFN knowledge holders clearly show that bison 

have been and continue to be a preferred species for food and cultural use by Mikisew Cree members. 

Though MCFN members have had to alter how they hunt bison over the last 100 years, the species is still 

harvested regularly by some MCFN members. Bison remains a preferred meat and important for cultural 

and ceremonial uses.

While bison generally is a preferred MCFN food, and is integral to ongoing Mikisew Cree ways of life, the 

Ronald Lake and West Athabasca herd, in particular, is preferred by MCFN members because: 

• The herd is widely considered to be more like sakâw mostos, or wood bison, which are preferred 

over the historically unfamiliar paskwâw mostos introduced to the Park in the 1920s.

• Despite it’s small size, MCFN hunters understand the herd to be comparatively healthy and able 

to sustain careful Mikisew hunting. 

• MCFN hunters who participated in the study indicate that, based on MCFN knowledge, the 

Ronald Lake herd is free of the kinds of contagious and visible disease, including diseases that are 

dangerous to animals and humans, that are observed in many bison in WBNP and further north. 

• The Ronald Lake and West Athabasca areas are historically familiar to MCFN members. Hunting 

of bison in the Ronald Lake area and along west shore of the Athabasca River provides for an 

intergenerational continuity of practice, and sense of place, that reinforces Mikisew member’s 

connection to lands and identity. 

• It is the only herd of harvestable bison available to MCFN members. MCFN members are free to 

hunt bison and practice rights openly in the area of Ronald Lake and west of the Athabasca River 

in ways that are not possible within WBNP for fear of retribution from government or Park officials.

• The unique combination of lakes, ridges, and open areas with patches of undisturbed forest 

supports groups of bison are reliably present in the area in winter, and can be reliably accessed 

in winter by snow machine from the Athabasca River.
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• There are nearby camps and cabins that MCFN members know and regularly use as a base for 

hunting. There’s also a range of other nearby values, including preferred cultural areas, moose 

hunting areas, and fishing areas, that allow for flexibility of practice while on the land.

• MCFN hunters are familiar with the trails and landscape in the area, and are confident in their 

ability to travel the area in the winter, and successfully find harvest bison in the area. Until recently, 

the area has been accessible to knowledgeable MCFN members, but relatively inaccessible to 

outside hunters.

• Because of distance, MCFN members generally consider the Ronald Lake and West Athabasca 

herd to be ‘clean’ and safe from industrial contamination from existing oil sands operations.

• Until recently, the Ronald Lake and West Athabasca areas were relatively free from industrial 

disturbance, including noise, traffic, light, and presence of people unfamiliar with the MCFN, so 

Mikisew members have been able to hunt, harvest, and practice rights in the area freely, with 

success, and according to traditional protocols of respect. 

MCFN members are deeply concerned about the implications of Teck’s proposed development of the 

Frontier mine, which straddles areas that MCFN knowledge holders consider to be core bison habitat 

for the Ronald Lake herd. MCFN members have been deliberately quiet about the existence of this herd 

in the past. Increased access into the area because of Teck’s exploration work in their lease has created 

a situation in which MCFN knowledge holders feel that the herd is being hunted unsustainably by guide 

outfitters and other non-aboriginal hunters. The herd is also being impacted by government surveillance 

efforts. MCFN members have clearly stated that protection measures are needed in order to maintain 

the existence of the herd within its preferred location and at levels that support the practice of Mikisew 

harvesting rights. MCFN knowledge holders’ perspectives on the four possible outcomes to the Ronald 

Lake Herd that could result if the Teck Frontier project goes ahead are summarized in Section 6.

The Ronald Lake herd’s core habitat is widely regarded by MCFN members as the last area in which they 

can freely practice their right to hunt bison. MCFN knowledge holders expect that further development in 

the area will impact the herd and has the potential to extinguish MCFN members’ ability to hunt bison freely. 

MCFN members consider protection measures, including access management, limits on non-aboriginal 

hunting, and limits on industrial development to be critical for the future viability of the Ronald Lake herd 

and the practice of MCFN’s treaty right to hunt bison in preferred areas and using preferred means.

.
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SECTION 4

Field Visits

4.1 Introduction

As noted above, on June 14, 2014, four key MCFN knowledge holders, a youth representative, and MCFN 

Government Industry Relations (GIR) and Firelight staff conducted a series of three field visits to important 

sakâw mostos habitats, including two areas associated with the Ronald Lake bison herd, and southern 

Lake Claire. The goal was to better understand and characterize these habitats and their current condition. 

Based on Mikisew knowledge, the team selected three field sites to visit via helicopter:

Location Purpose

Prairies at the south 
end of Lake Claire

To characterize habitat that was once suitable for sakâw 
mostos but is now not suitable, due to lower water levels 
in the Athabasca Delta and the invasion of thistle

Ridge at the south end 
of Ronald Lake

To characterize habitat that MCFN knowledge holders consider 
ideal for sakâw mostos and identify key site specific and 
landscape level habitat features that make this area preferred.

Bison habitat within Teck footprint
To characterize habitat that MCFN knowledge 
holders consider ideal for sakâw mostos, but where 
industrial impacts are beginning to occur. 

Figure 5 shows each of the three landing spots in relation to recorded MCFN bison values and wood 

buffalo core habitat. Red circles indicate the touch down locations. A photograph showing each location 

is provided for reference.



42 Sakâw Mostos (Wood Bison) Mikisew Cree First Nation Indigenous Knowledge Study

Figure 5: Field sites for Ronald Lake sakâw mostos habitat site visits

Site 1: South Lake Claire

Site 2: South Diana Lake

Site 3: Teck Frontier Lease
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4.2 Results from Ronald Lake  
Sakâw Mostos Habitat Site Visits

Field Site 1: South End of Lake Claire

About the Habitat

The site chosen was a low lying wet grassland area with some drier areas located on the southeastern 

shore of Lake Claire. On a landscape level, the site was essentially flat with willow covering approximately 

1-2% of the area. Within the vegetation plot we established, common plants included the invasive thistle, 

which formed a thick blanket covering more than 50% of the ground in some places and underlying the 

grasses (see Figure 7), reed grass, and small quantities of various herbs including yarrow, stinging nettle, 

raspberry, dandelion and mint. We characterized the site as a graminoid rich fen occurring within the boreal 

mixedwood ecological unit.

Figure 6: Open grassland habitat at the south end of Lake Claire
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Based on Mikisew knowledge, the south end of Lake Claire was preferred winter grazing habitat for bison 

from the Park up until the mid-2000s. Mikisew elders described that area as “prairie grass” that used 

to be flooded much more regularly, but years of dryness have changed the habitat and led to spread of 

invasive thistle, which bison do not eat. Mikisew elders used to regularly see and hunt bison in the area, 

but no longer see, or are able to hunt them there.

How Mostos Use the Habitat

Historically this area was preferred winter range because of rich grasses, though with minimal cover or 

escape terrain. This site is now largely abandoned by bison due to presence of invasive thistle. Seasonal 

use of habitat seems to generally follow the rule that bison avoid flooded muskeg except in winter. Visually 

and ecologically, habitat is very different from the Ronald Lake area.

How the Habitat has Changed

Access is by boat only, but reduced water levels and reduced flood cycles have led to drying of the habitat. 

Without flooding, the invasive thistles are flourishing (Figure 7). Mikisew knowledge holders anticipate that 

continued drying of the delta is likely to increase the spread of invasive thistles and further restrict ability 

of MCFN members to access the preferred areas by boat.

Figure 7: Blanket of thistle underlying the grassland in this site
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Field Site 2: South End of Ronald Lake

About the Habitat

The second site visited was a predominately jackpine/spruce forest with low lying muskeg and higher, 

sandy ridges, located immediately south of Ronald Lake. The site had a western aspect, and descended 

quickly to a low lying muskeg area. Within the vegetation plot we established, common plants included 

a wide diversity of herbs, dominated by kinnickinnick (bearberry) and including reindeer lichen as well as 

several grass species. Small jackpine dotted the slope. We characterized the site as a poor to medium 

boreal mixedwood pine/bearberry/lichen dominated site.

MCFN traditional knowledge indicates that this is ideal bison habitat. The low lying muskeg, dominated 

by sedges and grasses, provides ideal forage during the winter months, when the muskeg is frozen. The 

long, sandy ridges provide travel corridors to feeding areas, and good locations for bison calving. Sandy 

soils make ideal sites for bison wallows, which were readily visible along the ridge. We saw recent evidence 

of bison use, including scat and footprints on the ridge and in the lower, moist sites adjacent to the ridge.

How Mostos Use the Habitat

Site 2 included a diverse habitat complex including muskeg areas, timber, and sand ridges supports winter 

grazing habitat, escape terrain, snow shelter, and calving areas all in close proximity.

Figure 8:  Bison habitat near Ronald Lake: sandy ridges surrounding low lying muskeg
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• Grazing occurs along sides of sandy ridges during 

summer, when it is available. Bison are known to 

be in muskeg areas over winter. Participants noted 

the importance of tree covered, sandy ridges, travel 

corridors and low-lying muskeg for making this ideal 

wood bison habitat. Participants noted joint grass 

(Equisetum species) and sedges that are important 

to bison, as well as other plants that bison will eat.

• Participants noted that bison are unlikely to travel 

too far into the Park at this edge, since habitat is 

not as suitable there for wood bison. They may get 

chased just into the southern border of the Park by 

wolves or hunters.

• Many participants noted that wolves seemed less 

prevalent here than in areas further south or north 

inside the Park, which may increase the value of the 

habitat for the bison.

• Ecologically very different from Lake Claire; it is a diverse and mature wooded area with muskeg 

swamps and sandy ridges. As observed during our flight, this habitat seems to extend just into 

WBNP where heavy muskeg may create a natural barrier to mix with WBNP herds.

How the Habitat has Changed

Access into the area is difficult because of 2011 fires adjacent to the Athabasca River. No visible disturbance 

at the time of visit. No road access, though clearing and roads for the Teck Frontier project to the south 

may change this. Teck Frontier impacts to water will flow into Diana and Ronald Lakes and north into Lake 

Claire, potentially resulting in concerns and loss of MCFN use related to industrial contaminants.

Figure 9: MCFN elder holding 
one type of sedge from wet 
marsh areas preferred by 
wood bison for grazing

Figure 10: Bison road on sandy ridge encompassing part of sakâw mostos habitat near Ronald Lake
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Field Site 3: Teck Footprint

About the Habitat

At the southern end of reported core bison habitat, this site is a spruce dominated forest with some poplar 

and birch, dotted with wet potholes of muskeg. The site had been recently harvested (winter 2014) and 

MCFN members expressed concern about the extent of impact within the area, as the site has been heavily 

disturbed before the proposed oil sands mine has been approved. Cutlines and new roads were readily 

visible from the air, and the site itself is a large clearcut surrounded by intact, old growth forest. On a site 

level, the vegetation plot we established had a well-developed shrub and herb layer, with a predominance 

of equisetum species and grasses. We characterized the site as a rich, wet boreal mixed wood old growth 

forest dominated by low bush cranberry and horsetail.

Knowledge holders described this area as high quality bison habitat prior to impact, providing a combination 

of open muskeg and heavy timber. Undisturbed patches were still visible at the time of our visit.

Figure 11:  Rich, forested site in bison habitat, Teck lease site
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How Mostos Use the Habitat

This area, which has recently been cleared by either Teck or a forestry company, was noted as a regularly 

used bison travel area that is now severely impacted. Bison would not necessarily spend a lot of time 

browsing in this type of habitat (spruce dominated old growth) but it is important as cover and as a corridor 

between wet, muskeg areas nearby. Old bison trails and travel routes were visible in undisturbed patches.

How the Habitat has Changed

Site 3 has been heavily impacted by clearing, road access, and drill pads, opening the area to increased 

access for wolves and hunters, as well as potentially high levels of industrial disturbance, especially in winter. 

Remaining patches of forest may provide cover and grazing habitat. Ecologically, the remnant patches are 

similar to the mature habitat around Ronald and Diana Lake, though with denser forest cover and fewer 

prominent ridge or wet areas. Should the Teck Frontier mine project proceed, this landscape would be 

entirely industrialized and lost to MCFN use for multiple generations. MCFN knowledge holders expect that 

it is unlikely that an ecosystem with similar function with regards to MCFN use could be re-established.

Figure 12: Large clear cut disturbance 
in the Teck lease at Site 3

Figure 13: Two sakâw mostos wallowing 
along a road, near well pad within Teck lease
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SECTION 5

Crown Policy and Science 
on Bison Outside WBNP

This section provides a summary of publicly available documents regarding Alberta and Federal policy and 

existing science regarding wood bison outside WBNP. It also provides a consideration of this science and 

its limitations based on Mikisew indigenous knowledge. Additional information, including preliminary radio 

collar tracking data, has been reviewed by MCFN staff, but was not available for inclusion or consideration 

in this section.

5.1 Federal and Provincial Species at Risk Status

Because their numbers are still low, wood bison are currently protected by Canada’s Species at Risk Act 

(SARA) as a threatened species. However, in Alberta, protective measures for wood bison under the Wildlife 

Act are complex, and vary from one location to another depending on government’s understanding of the 

disease status — perceived or real — of individual herds.

According to the Canadian Species at Risk Public Registry, wood bison are listed under the Species at 

Risk Act as a Schedule 1, Threatened. The Registry states, “In 2000, the species was re-examined using 

new criteria and reaffirmed as threatened.” In 1978, the Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife 

in Canada (COSEWIC) assessed Wood Bison as Endangered. The status was re-examined and designed 

Threatened in April 1988 and May 2000. Most recently, the status was re-examined and designated 

Special Concern in November 2013. This new designation will be considered in the fall of 2014 for a 

possible down-listing in conservation status for this species from Threatened to Special Concern under 

the Species at Risk Act. 

Wood bison are listed as Endangered under Alberta’s Wildlife Act, as assessed by the Endangered Species 

Conservation Committee (ESCC) and its Scientific Subcommittee (SSC).
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Ronald Lake Bison Assumed Diseased and Not Protected

According to the Alberta Fish and Wildlife website: “Only free-roaming wood bison found in northwestern 

Alberta’s Bison Management Area are considered to be wildlife, and receive protection under the Wildlife 

Act.” The website goes on to say, “Free-roaming wood bison in and around Wood Buffalo National Park 

carry tuberculosis and brucellosis (introduced livestock diseases). To protect the Hay-Zama herd, and 

domestic livestock in northern Alberta, bison outside of the Bison Management Area receive no protection.” 

Bovine diseases (brucellosis and tuberculosis) were introduced to the wood bison population in WBNP 

when plains bison were introduced to WBNP from Buffalo Park near Wainwright, Alberta in the mid to late 

1920s. The Ronald Lake or Ronald Lake wood bison herd was added to the Albert disease management 

program in 2012–2013 as “the status of all herds is required for any long-term solution to eliminating 

disease sources” (Alberta Government 2013, 14).

The June 2013 Progress Report, Managing Disease Risk in Northern Alberta Wood Bison – Outside of 

Wood Buffalo National Park states that “Bison east of Highway 35 are presumed to be diseased and are 

classified as non-wildlife under the Wildlife Act. As a result, they are not protected and can be hunted 

year-round except in the Caribou Mountains Wildland Provincial Park.” 

No Evidence of Disease

Government sampling programs and laboratory testing have found no evidence of disease in the Ronald 

Lake, or Ronald Lake, herd. Eleven Ronald Lake bison were killed and sampled for disease in 2012 and 

all samples were negative. Other sampling results have not yet been reported (samples taken in 2013).

Gates suggests that where habitat appears to be abundant, the presence of disease may limit growth 

of the bison population (Gates et al. 2001). Anecdotal information suggests that the Ronald Lake herd 

is increasing in size, and this is supported by sampling trend data. A government mark-recapture survey 

in 2010 estimated between 74 and 159 bison. In December 2012 and March 2013, additional scouting 

flights were conducted and 169 and 186 bison were observed, respectively (Alberta Government 2013, 8).

Distribution

Alberta Environment and Sustainable Resource Development (ESRD) assumes that the Ronald Lake wood 

bison are migrants from Wood Buffalo National Park (Alberta Government 2013, 14). The Progress Report 

also states that the Ronald Lake bison herd “does not pose any risk to domestic animals nor disease-free 

bison herds” (Alberta Government 2013, 15).

Radio collar tracking data is being collected by Alberta. Preliminary results have been reviewed by MCFN 

staff but were not available for inclusion in this report. Results indicate that the collared bison south of the 

park follow a seasonal pattern of movement that crosses into WBNP, but remains south of Lake Claire, 

extends west into the Birch Mountains, east to areas near the Athabasca River, and South into the area 

of the proposed Teck Frontier mine project.
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5.2 MCFN Indigenous Knowledge  
and Current Scientific Limitations

Disease Status

Based on Mikisew knowledge and recent surveys conducted by the Crown, earlier assumptions that the 

Ronald Lake herd is “diseased” are incorrect. Mikisew understanding is that the Ronald Lake herd is healthier 

than bison populations in the Park, and as such is preferred for subsistence hunting to diseased Park bison, or 

bison north of the Park in the Fort Smith area which also have high rates of disease. Recent testing of disease 

status appears to support the Mikisew understandings regarding the unique health of the Ronald Lake herd.

In group interviews, MCFN knowledge holders expressed great concern that up to eleven bison from the 

Ronald Lake herd had been killed by the Province in 2012 to test for disease, and that the meat was likely 

wasted. As noted previously, MCFN knowledge holders judge the health of the herd, and individual animals, 

based on a number of factors including visible condition of animals, number of young, behavior, inspection 

of organs and joints once harvested, and the quality of meat and organs noted during culturally appropriate 

processing, sharing, and cooking of meals.

While less formal, Mikisew indigenous knowledge of the general health of individual bison and the herd overall 

is likely more extensive than what is available through formal scientific testing. Mikisew knowledge relies on a 

longer time period of regular observation and a larger comparative sample of animals over a larger area within 

WBNP and outside it. As we have described previously in this report, Mikisew ‘testing’ and ‘monitoring’ of 

the Ronald Lake bison health is ongoing and continues to be based on Mikisew protocols for observation, 

hunting, respecting, sharing, and sampling bison tissue, including testing based on observation, smell, taste, 

and texture of raw and heated (cooked) tissue. Improved collaboration between Mikisew knowledge holders 

and Crown scientists would likely improve the validity of evidence, and the level of confidence that Mikisew 

decision makers have regarding ongoing science being conducted. Involvement of Mikisew and other local 

First Nation harvesters and knowledge holders would also likely reduce the cost of bison health sampling 

efforts, and result in other benefits to both MCFN and the Crown.

Range and Distribution

Based on Mikisew knowledge, the Ronald Lake bison are actually composed of several groups that follow 

similar movement patterns between grazing areas, generally following established routes, trails, or ‘buffalo 

roads’, and sometimes crossing into WBNP, but not extending far into the Park. Based on MCFN IK, the 

subgroups comprising the Ronald Lake bison herd rely on somewhat different upland areas of the core 

habitat, but in the winter they congregate in the area of Ronald Lake. While preliminary, provincial radio collar 

tracking data appears to show similar movement patterns as those reported by MCFN knowledge holders, 

though with less clarity regarding distinct group movements.

A major limitation of the provincial radio collar data is the very limited depth of time that it provides regarding 

Ronald Lake bison movement and preferred areas. MCFN knowledge holders indicated that this is especially 

important in the southern portion of the range where a number of recent influences on Ronald Lake bison 
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habitat and movement are likely to influence the bison movements being tracked by the provincial radio 

collars. These include:

• Forest fires, including large areas in the Ronald Lake herd’s range that burnt in 2011. This fire 

affected much of the area north of existing oil sands mining and south of the Peace Athabasca Delta.

• Increased road construction and winter access, including industrial clearing (see images of clear 

cuts on Teck lease below), drilling, and other ‘winter work’ throughout much of the southern 

portion of the Ronald Lake herd’s core range, especially since 2013.

• Increased hunting by sport hunters and outfitters resulting in possibly large increases in the 

number of Ronald Lake bison killed by non-local and non-aboriginal hunters. One MCFN member 

reported his understanding that in the winter of 2013/2014, hunters from southern Alberta used 

Teck built and maintained access roads to hunt and kill at least thirty Ronald Lake bison. It was 

this member’s understanding that industrial operations, including Teck, may have more accurate 

numbers regarding the number of bison being killed on, or transported through, industry properties.

• Disturbance from scientific research efforts, including lethal sampling of at eleven bison in 2012, 

and disturbance of herds as a result of Crown counting efforts that MCFN members report include 

annual shooting of bison with paint gun pellets from the air. MCFN knowledge holders indicate 

that this counting and ‘marking’ strategy is changing how the bison respond to noise, making 

them more difficult to hunt, and likely reducing the effectiveness of provincial counting efforts.

Based on MCFN indigenous knowledge, current monitoring efforts by the Province are likely to result in:

• Low or skewed population estimates as a result of recent increases in hunting and sampling 

mortality (especially of older and more mature animals), creation of linear access likely to result 

in predator success, as well as high impact counting and ‘marking’ strategies resulting in the 

Ronald Lake herd being more ‘wild,’ and having an increased stress response and tendency 

to hide in heavy timber and other cover as a result of repeated and ongoing helicopter based 

tracking and shooting of animals with paint ball rifles. This is likely to result in a learned increase 

in stress responses and flight from other aircraft noise, or similar loud noise from industry. It is 

also reported to be adversely influencing the success ski-do based MCFN winter hunting efforts.

• Underestimation of bison movement, especially at the southern extent of the core range because 

radio collars are monitoring an already impacted context. MCFN members report that bison 

are already avoiding, or are less frequently seen, in core portions of their range that have been 

impacted by recent fires, by recent clearcuts and industrial disturbance, and by increases in 

industry related access and hunting.

Mikisew indigenous knowledge of Ronald Lake bison herd range and distribution is based on a longer time 

period of regular observation than is available to recent provincial monitoring attempts. Mikisew knowledge 

includes knowledge of regular bison movement and use of habitat well before recent industrial and other 

impacts, and draws on a larger understanding of how the Ronald Lake herd interacts with other herds in 

WBNP in different seasons. Involvement of Mikisew and other local First Nation harvesters and knowledge 

holders would likely improve future monitoring and hypothesis generation related to range, distribution, 

and seasonal habitat use, and result in other benefits to MCFN and the Crown.
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SECTION 6

Mikisew Knowledge 
and Inputs to Modeling

Mikisew indigenous knowledge provides important insights into past trends and current issues related 

to bison, and can provide important input into likely future scenarios for predictive modelling purposes. 

Understanding bison habitat suitability and developing accurate predictive models will be necessary 

for confirming if the Ronald Lake herd has alternate suitable habitat available to it. Based on Mikisew 

knowledge shared through interviews, focus groups and the field visits, a number of positive and negative 

habitat attributes for bison were identified. These may be useful for future modeling efforts at site-specific 

or landscape scales, and may be used in conjunction with the positive and negative conditions for MCFN 

bison hunting summarized in Section 3.6.

Positive Attributes

• Presence of rich grazing habitat, including particular kinds of preferred grasses (maskôsiya or 

grassy sedges, and especially hanskaw askwa: goose grass or joint grass).

• Good cover or escape habitat in mature timber or bush in close proximity to browse.

• Diversity of topography and vegetation (“good water, good feed”) including mature forest and 

low lying wet or muskeg areas with higher ridges in close proximity used for calving and through 

summer.

• Presence of past bison modifications, including bison roads providing connectivity between 

habitat areas, and wallows. 
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Negative Attributes

• Presence of invasive thistle (Canada or sow thistle) mixed with bison grasses and sedges.

• Presence of road access or linear development for wolves or hunters.

• Industrial disturbance and noise; may be especially problematic in winter.

In order for Mikisew members’ ability to hunt bison to be maintained, suitable bison habitat must correspond 

with preferred and accessible locations for the practice of Mikisew bison hunting. 

As illustrated in the quotes from MCFN members, MCFN knowledge holders do not expect the Ronald 

Lake herd, especially the more southern groups, to tolerate further impacts from industrial change within 

its core range. In focus groups and individual interviews, participants predicted several potential outcomes 

for the Ronald Lake herd if development of the Teck Project or other projects in the herd’s habitat continue:

• EXTIRPATION OR NEAR EXTIRPATION: Through a combination of stress, habitat loss, 

predation pressure, and increased hunting access by non-aboriginal sport hunters and outfitters, 

the herd is reduced in numbers to the point that MCFN members no longer feel that they could 

or should hunt them. Without conservation measures, complete extirpation of the herd is a very 

real possibility.

• CONTAMINATION: The herd remains in habitat near large scale industrial development and 

survives through legal protection or other measures, but is considered less suitable, or unsuitable 

for harvest because of MCFN concerns of contamination due to proximity of industrial development.

• DISPLACEMENT (TO WBNP) AND DISEASE: The herd, or portions of the herd, leaves its 

current range because of disturbance and moves north into WBNP. MCFN members lose the 

ability to hunt them because of Park restrictions, the bison are forced into now marginal habitat at 

the south end of Lake Claire, and the herd comes into regular contact with Park bison populations 

and the contagious diseases they carry.

• DISPLACEMENT (TO BIRCH MOUNTAINS) AND INACCESSIBILITY: The herd, or portions 

of the herd, leaves its current range and moves further west into the Birch Mountains. MCFN 

members lose the ability to hunt them because of limited access and because the herd’s movement 

patterns, with winter range near the Athabasca River, no longer correspond with MCFN winter 

bison hunting periods and preferred hunting areas.
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SECTION 7

Conclusion

Mikisew indigenous knowledge of bison and bison ecology within Mikisew lands is extensive and 

provides a unique baseline of environmental understanding rooted in the experience of Mikisew 

knowledge holders. This report, limited by budget, scope and time, provides an important baseline 

of MCFN information about the bison living south of WBNP and west of the Athabasca River, and 

the Mikisew relationship to these herds, for consideration in decision-making by Mikisew leadership, 

as well as the Crown and third parties. Further work with Mikisew knowledge holders may focus on 

further evaluating and improving Crown understandings, as well as possible mitigations and actions, 

and identifying a Mikisew plan for bison including strategies to protect the Ronald Lake bison herd, 

and Mikisew members’ ability to hunt and rely on them based on the positive and negative conditions 

and factors identified in Sections 3.6 and 6.

Based on available Mikisew knowledge, it is clear that the Ronald Lake herd is the only remaining 

healthy and freely harvestable herd of wood bison within MCFN territory. Both the herd, and the Mikisew 

knowledge, culture and practices that rely on it, appear to be at risk as a result of current developments 

within the herd’s core range, and lack of protection for the bison, or their habitat, south of WBNP. Given 

the importance of the herd to Mikisew practice, the herd’s unique health, and distinct wood bison traits 

reported by MCFN knowledge holders, alternate forms of protection that respect MCFN harvesting 

and stewardship rights, should be urgently identified.
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7.1 Closure

Should there be questions or clarification required regarding this report and assessment,  

please email requests to craig.candler@thefirelightgroup.com.

Signed April 10, 2015

Craig Candler, Ph.D. (Cultural Anthropology) Director, Community Studies

The Firelight Group Research Cooperative
Vancouver office: 401 – 318 Homer St., Vancouver B.C. V6B 2V2
t: 604.563.2245 e: info@thefirelightgroup.com
www.thefirelightgroup.com

mailto:craig.candler%40thefirelightgroup.com?subject=
mailto:info%40thefirelightgroup.com?subject=
http://www.thefirelightgroup.com
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APPENDIX 1

Interview Guide
 

The Firelight Group Page 1 of 6 

DRAFT Follow-up Interview Guide 
MCFN Bison IK Project 

Interview Introduction 
 
(read with RECORDER ON before every 
session) 
Today is   , 2014. We are sitting 
here interviewing    for the MCFN 
Bison IK project. Thank you for coming.  

My name is    and my co-researchers 
are    . We’re here at the   building 
in [Ft. McMurray or Ft. Chipewyan].  ______ 
has read and signed the consent forms and we 
have assigned Interview ID #  . We are 
going to be recording this interview on a digital 
video recorder, digital voice recorder, and with 
notes [on this questionnaire / in this note book]. 
We will be mapping digitally using google earth 
images projected on the wall. Mapping will take 
place at a scale of 1:50,000 or less. _________ 
will be doing the mapping using points, lines or 
polygons, and will be entering the site codes 
and other data as we go. The study area 
covers MCFN knowledge of Bison throughout 
MCFN territory, including WBNP and Ronald 
and Diana Lakes.   

Building on information collected in past 
projects, the MCFN is working to document 
detailed MCFN knowledge of bison, including 
habitat and change over time. The information 
is needed so that the MCFN can better inform  
protection of bison.  

The interview will take about 3 hours to 
complete and we’ll take a break about half way 
through. There are 4 main sections or types of 
questions: 

PRE-INTERVIEW CHECK LIST 

❑ ALWAYS Test your recorders and 
microphones by listening through 
headphones. 

a. Audio recorder 
b. Video recorder 

❑ Make sure you have enough note 
books, pens, and other supplies for 
the interview. 

❑ Make sure you have all of the maps 
you need laid out, or prepared in the 
GIS with tables ready for data entry. 

❑ If you are using overlays, make sure 
you have marked them all with at 
least 3 anchor points and the map 
number. 

❑ Make sure the participating elders or 
community members are 
comfortable. Get them a tea or 
coffee, and talk about the interviews 
and why we are doing them. Make 
everyone as relaxed as possible. 

❑ Review the consent form to the 
participant and ask them to sign it. 
Let them know that they don’t have 
to answer any questions that they 
don’t want to. 

❑ Start the tape and begin the 
interview. 

❑ Let them know that we will be 
reporting back to the community and 
them.  
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• The first section (about 15 minutes) focuses on your knowledge and use of 
Bison. 

• The second section (about half an hour) focuses on knowledge on how different 
Bison herds use the land and water.  

• The third section (about half an hour), focuses on change over time and 
pressures affecting bison, including pressure from people, other animals or 
changes in the environment.   

Some questions are very broad, and others are very detailed. The reason for the 
detailed questions is so that the MCFN can be in a better position to defend information, 
if needed, in court or elsewhere.  

Finally, if there are things we don’t ask about, but you think we should raise in our 
reports to leadership regarding MCFN knowledge of bison, please let us know.  

Mapping Note: Every site should be consistently labelled with a code that indicates site use, site # 
and source respondent (ex: TX02-M08 where the MCFN member with ID #08 reports the second 
mapped place where she has camped in a temporary shelter). This should be followed by the 
date of the event, if possible.  

First hand knowledge will be mapped separately from second hand knowledge.  

 

Biographical and Background Questions  
 
Background Information 
 
PARTICIPANT INFO (ID number)  
What is your name?  
 

 

What year were you born?  
 

 

Where do you live?   
 
Have you always lived here?  
 
Where were you raised? 
 
Are you a member of the MCFN? 

 



61The Firelight Group with Mikisew Cree First Nation

 

The Firelight Group Page 3 of 6 

Cree Terms and Bison Classif ication 
 Bull Cow calf Indicators? 
Plains Bison?  

 
   

Woodland Bison?     
 
 

Bison habitat?  
 

Are there other special Cree words that are specific to bison? (family groups, herds of different 
sizes, bison of different colours, different classifications) 
 
Mapping Exercise 
 
1. where have you seen bison at different times of year? has there been a change over time? 

MAP WITH VS 

2. Have you ever seen plains and woodland bison in the same place at the same time outside 
WBNP? If so, where?  

3. different herds or populations that you are aware of – also, how do you distinguish between 
them? About how large are the different groups? 

4. any areas that you feel are the most important to protect for MCFN bison hunting? (PR) 

5. What is the relationship between plains and woodland bison? 

6. Are there particular corridors that bison regularly use for travel?  (map seasonal movement) 
(MC) 

NOTE: Some of the questions below also have mapping components 

 
Knowledge of Bison and Rights Based Harvest Estimation 

BISON USE AND RESPECT  (1899 (treaty); 1965 (pre-dev); post 1965 (Current) 
 
 
 
 
 

At the time of treaty, how was bison used by 
Mikisew members (food, tools, clothing, 
ceremonial, sharing, special practices)?  
Do you use bison now? If so, what for? If not, 
why not? 
 
If you hunt bison, what conditions do you need 
in order to have a successful bison hunt? 
 
Based on your experience, can you estimate 
how many bison an average MCFN family of 
five would likely need to harvest each year to 
satisfy food and cultural needs (including 
sharing, clothing, ceremonial, or other 
purposes) assuming they wanted to live 
entirely based on their rights, as at the time of 
signing treaty 8?  
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Knowledge of animal use of the land 

HABITAT  
 

Time frames: 1899 (treaty); 1965 (pre-
development); post 1965 (Current) 
 
 

 
What do they eat?  
What types of plants are most important to 
bison?   
 
Do they need access to different plants and 
landscape features at different times of the 
year? If so, what do they look for? 
 
Are there lands forms or other animals or 
resources that Bison depend on? 
  
Are there ones that bison stay away from? 

 
Changes over t ime an pressures affecting bison 

Changes over time and pressures  1899                      1965                            Current 
What do you think are the biggest pressures or 
threats to bison in MCFN territory? (eg: Habitat 
change: Predation, Disease, Overharvesting, 
Vehicle collisions, Noise and light disturbance, 
Climate change, wildfire?) 
 
Have you noticed a change in number of bison 
in MCFN territory over time? Can you describe 
the change? Why are they happening? 
 

 
About how much bison per year have you 
been able to access or harvest (hunted or 
shared from others) for your family in the past 
five years? 
 
Would you like to have access to more bison?  
 
What are the main barriers to getting more? 
 

 

How did you learn about bison? 
 
Do you know any MCFN stories or oral 
histories told about bison?  Are there other’s 
you think we should ask about these? 
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Have you seen a change in bison health in 
your region?  For example, body condition, 
size, behaviour, parasites, disease (bison) or 
increased mortality. 
 
For you, what indicators do you look for to 
check the health of bison? 
 
Have you noticed any change in the survival of 
calves over time? 

For each kind of disturbance, how do bison 
generally respond? 
(Predation, Disease, Overharvesting, Vehicle 
collisions, Noise and light disturbance, Climate 
change, wildfire)  
In your experience how do bison react to 
industrial activity or development? Are 
reactions different at different times of year?  
 
In your experience, have animals been 
disturbed by noise or light from aircraft, 
skidoos, ATVs, or industry? If so where? 
 
Have you observed any changes related to 
climate change such as changes in snow 
condition, temperature, or precipitation in your 
area? If so, has it affected different bison 
groups? 

 
Other species relationship to bison 

Other species  
How do bison interact with other animals?  
 
Are there more predators (such as wolves, 
bears, or lynx) in areas where there are bison? 
Has this changed over time?  
 

 
Is there anything else that you would l ike to share with us regarding bison? 
 
My name is    and I’m here in the   building with   .  We’ve given 
him/her TUS ID # . We’ve used  ,  ,  , and    maps and a total of  
  tracks on the digital recorder. Notes are recorded in _____ note book
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APPENDIX 2

Declaration of Informed Consent

MCFN Bison IK Project 
Declaration of Informed Consent and Permission to use Information 

 

 
 
I (name)      , on this day (complete date)             ,  
 
give permission for               to interview me for the MCFN 
Bison IK Project. 
 
I understand that the study is being conducted by the Mikisew Cree First Nation 
(MCFN). The purpose of this project is to document Mikisew knowledge and 
changes over time related to bison and bison use in MCFN territory, and to 
identify likely pathways of effect between the Teck Frontier Project and bison or 
bison use based on  MCFN knowledge.  
 
By signing below, I give permission to have my words and responses regarding 
my land use and my past and current traditional ecological knowledge recorded 
on maps, in notes, and using audio and video recording equipment. I also 
understand that: 

 
(a) I am free to not respond to questions that may be asked, and to end the 

interview at any time that I wish, without penalty. 

(b) The MCFN will maintain intellectual property rights over information and 
recordings collected through my participation in this interview and may use 
the information collected, including audio, video, or images, in pursuit of its 
claims, and for defending and communicating the rights, interests, and titles 
of its members. This will include, but is not limited to, sharing information for 
the purposes of environmental assessment.   

(c) MCFN will contact me, or my descendents, before using my information for 
purposes other than those indicated above.  

For more information, please contact Melody Lepine @ (780) 714-6500. 

If needed, I also give permission to have my name included in reports:     

  yes            no 

Signature of participant Witness 

 

_____________________ _________________________   

PIN #: 
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This appendix provides the proposed methodology drafted for the traditional land use

assessment, the written review of this methodology provided by Métis Local 125, and

Teck’s response to Métis Local 125 recommendations regarding methodology

development.

On December 4, 2014, Teck provided a memo (see Attachment 17E.1) outlining a draft

of the proposed methodology to ACFN, MCFN, Fort McKay First Nation, Fort McKay

Métis, Métis Local 125 and Métis Local 1935, for input and comment. Teck received

written feedback on the proposed methodology from Métis Local 125. In consultation

with MCFN regarding the proposed traditional land use assessment methodology, Teck

has agreed not to undertake a proponent-led traditional land use assessment with respect

to MCFN. The complete memo and Métis Local 125 review (see Attachment 17E.2) are

included here as well as a summary of Métis Local 125 methodology recommendations

and Teck’s responses to these recommendations.

Recommendations and Responses

In their response Métis Local 125 indicated several recommendations. The

recommendations and the response from Teck are provided, below.

Recommendation #1 from Métis Local 125: a request should be submitted to regulators

for extension on the traditional land use (TLU) piece for the Project Update for a

mutually agreed upon TLU Assessment Methodology OR, at the very least, so the

proposed methodology can be reworked based on feedback provided.

Response from Teck: based upon the feedback provided by Métis Local 125, Teck made

changes to the proposed methodology. Other changes were also made to the proposed

methodology through the process of document creation and review.

Recommendation #2 from Métis Local 125: base the assessment methodology on the

largest LSA and RSA provided in communities’ TLU studies, or provide two assessment

scenarios: one based on Teck’s spatial parameters, and one based on the largest LSA and

RSA provided through the TLU studies provided.

Response from Teck: study areas for traditional land use were selected to correspond to

the study areas used in assessing effects on the underlying resources used in traditional

harvesting. This allows for the discussion of effects on the traditional activity and the

resource base to be conducted at the same scale. A discussion of the LSAs and RSAs

defined in community traditional land use studies and reports and their relation to the

study areas used within the updated traditional land use assessment is included in the

traditional land use baseline update (see Volume 2, Section 11).

Recommendation #3 from Métis Local 125: assess the effects on intangible cultural

elements, such as ecological knowledge, transmission of knowledge, place-based oral

history and spiritual renewal that is experienced though being on the land, through

creation of an indicator and/or measurable parameter.
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Response from Teck: Teck maintains that traditional harvesting and other land use

activities are core components of Aboriginal culture. Therefore, for the purposes of this

assessment, discussion of the ongoing and potential Project effects on traditional land and

cultures is considered to be represented by effects on traditional harvesting and other

spatially based land use activities (e.g., cultural sites and areas). Teck understands that

effects on traditional harvesting and other land use activities have further linkages to

Aboriginal culture such as, the consumption of traditional foods, individual, family and

community health and wellness, and the transmission of traditional knowledge and

traditional lifestyles. It is the responsibility of the Governor In Council to identify if

effects are significant (see s. 52 of CEAA, 2012). As a result, Teck recommends that

provincial and federal regulators consider the consequence assessed to the effects on

traditional land use contained in this Project Update in conjunction with the cultural

impact assessments that some Aboriginal communities are currently preparing with

Teck’s support (see Volume 4). Teck is also open to discussing opportunities to monitor

indicators, such as avoidance by Aboriginal land users, or other effects on culture as

identified in community cultural impact assessments in collaboration with Aboriginal

communities.

Recommendation #4 from Métis Local 125: the value of the intangible cultural

elements inextricably tied to land use indicators as well as the cultural sites and areas

indicator, should also either be assumed within each, or included as an additional

indicator.

Response from Teck: please see the response to recommendation #3.

Recommendation #5 from Métis Local 125: create an additional measurable parameter

that acknowledges the potential loss of place-based knowledge and its subsequent

cultural continuity when applied to each indicator.

Response from Teck: please see the response to recommendation #3.

Recommendation #6 from Métis Local 125: Create an additional measurable parameter

that acknowledges the value of the potential loss of place-based knowledge and its

subsequent cultural continuity when applied to each indicator.

Response from Teck: please see the response to recommendation #3.

Recommendation #7 from Métis Local 125: Avoidance should be made a measurable

parameter.

Response from Teck: sensory disturbances, including noise, odour and visual aesthetics

are considered to be a major component to avoidance considerations. In response to this

concern, ‘avoidance considerations’ was altered to ‘sensory disturbances’ and made a

measurable parameter. The potential spatial implications of sensory disturbances have

been provided within the traditional land use assessment. Teck is also open to discussing

opportunities to monitor indicators, such as avoidance by Aboriginal land users, or other

effects on culture as identified in community cultural impact assessments in collaboration

with Aboriginal communities.
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Recommendation #8 from Métis Local 125: if percentage of disturbance is to be

compared to the whole ‘preferred use area’, then the percentage of loss of place-based

cultural value should not be compared to but subtracted from the whole.

Response from Teck: please see the response to recommendation #3.

The following provides the proposed methodology memo sent to Aboriginal communities

and the response received from Métis Local 125 in full.
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Attachment 17E.1 Traditional Land Use Proposed 
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 Teck Resources Limited 
Suite 1000, 205 – 9th Ave. S.E. 
Calgary, AB Canada  T2G 0R3 
 

+1 403 767 8500 Tel 
+1 403 265 8835 Fax 
www.teck.com 
 

 

 

1.0 INTRODUCTION 
Teck is required to determine the impact of development on traditional uses of the land to fulfil regulatory 
requirements for the Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project (the Project) Update.  The following technical 

memorandum summarizes Teck’s proposed methodology for the assessment of effects on Traditional 
Land Use (TLU).  This proposed approach is not intended as a substitute for the independent cultural 
impact assessments that Aboriginal communities are currently conducting with Teck’s support. Teck 

acknowledges that effects on traditional harvesting and other land use activities have further linkages to 
impacts on potentially affected communities, the consumption of traditional foods, individual, family and 
community health and wellness, the transmission of traditional knowledge, traditional lifestyles, and 

Aboriginal culture.  Effects to these cultural elements may in turn result in further effects on the 
continuance of traditional harvesting and other land use activities.  Teck proposes that the TLU 
assessment be limited to an assessment of the spatial and physical effects on TLU areas and TLU 

resources, while further intangible cultural impacts will be addressed in the community-led cultural impact 
assessments.  Therefore, cultural themes are not directly incorporated within this proposed assessment 
methodology of effects on TLU. Teck is inviting potentially affected Aboriginal groups to comment on this 

proposed methodology.  Responses are requested by January 9, 2015 to allow for their consideration in 
the Project Update. 

 
1.1 Key Questions 
The 2011 Integrated Application indicated two key questions pertaining to Traditional Land Use: 

 Could the Frontier Project affect traditional land uses? 

 Could the Frontier Project in combination with other developments cumulatively affect the potential 
for traditional land uses? 

The Project Update will continue to use these two key questions to address the key issues related to TLU 
and to focus the assessment on these issues of concern. 

 
2.0 ASSESSMENT METHODS 
Effects on TLU include effects on traditional hunting, trapping, fishing, plant and berry gathering and other 

culturally important uses of the land.  The Project Update will incorporate the results of the Project-
specific community-led TLU studies that have been completed since the submission of the 2011 
Integrated Application.  Teck has received Project-specific TLU studies from Athabasca Chipewyan First 

Nation, Fort McKay First Nation (including Fort McKay Métis Local #63), Fort McMurray Métis Local 
#1935, and Mikisew Cree First Nation.  A TLU study is expected to be received from Fort Chipewyan 
Métis Local #125 in January 2015  The TLU effects assessment will also reflect the updated results from 

other relevant discipline assessments (e.g., wildlife and wildlife habitat assessment). 
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2.1 Assessment Cases 
Traditional land use key issues and associated key indicators will be evaluated in the context of three 
development scenarios (i.e., Base Case, Application Case, and Planned Development Case). 

 
2.2 Spatial and Temporal Considerations 
The TLU assessment update will consider effects at several spatial scales.  Generally, Project effects on 
TLU will be discussed at a Local Study Area (LSA) and a Regional Study Area (RSA) scale, correlating to 

the Terrestrial LSA and RSA.  However, effects to traditional fishing will utilize the Aquatics LSA and RSA 
(see Integrated Application, Volume 5, Section 1, Figure 1-1 and 1-2) and effects on bison hunting will 
use the bison study area (see ESRD/CEAA Round 1 SIR 219c and Appendix 219c.1). 

Project and cumulative changes will be evaluated at the point of maximum land disturbance.  Disturbance 
at Project decommissioning and abandonment will be provided for reference, but will not be considered 

for the effects classification or significance determination. Potentially affected Aboriginal communities 
have expressed concern regarding the multi-generational length of time required for decommissioning 
and abandonment to occur, and the loss of place-based traditional knowledge and TLU that may occur as 

a result.  Additionally, concerns have been expressed regarding the continued avoidance of previously 
disturbed areas due to fear of contamination of the land.  Therefore, for the purposes of the TLU 

assessment, all effects are assessed prior to reclamation. 

 
2.3 Effects Assessment 
2.3.1 Key Indicators 
The following key indicators have been selected to answer the key questions.  Project activities 
(construction, operations or closure) or cumulative effects have the potential to result in changes to these 
indicators.  Changes to key indicators will be assessed in the effects classification as described below in 

Section 2.4: 

 opportunities to hunt bison; 

 opportunities to hunt traditionally important wildlife; 

 opportunities to trap traditionally important furbearers; 

 opportunities to harvest traditionally important fish; 

 opportunities to harvest traditionally important plant species; and 

 Opportunities to use culturally important sites and areas. 

 
2.3.2 Measurable Parameters 
The assessment of each key indicator considers various measurable parameters.  Parameters may be 

analyzed through qualitative or quantitative methods, or a combination of both.  Measurable parameters 
include the disturbance to preferred use areas, availability of the resource base (e.g. bison, fish, 
traditional plant potential), changes in access and avoidance considerations. 

Disturbance to Preferred Use Areas 
The discussion of preferred use areas will utilize both qualitative and quantitative data and will be specific 

for each potentially affected Aboriginal community. For the purposes of a quantitative discussion of 
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Project and cumulative disturbance to preferred use areas, regional, spatially defined areas of use need 
to be established for each potentially affected community.  Teck proposes to use the following areas to 

represent preferred use areas1:  

 The Community of Fort McKay (Fort McKay First Nation and Fort McKay Métis Local #63) – 

Culturally Significant Ecosystems as presented in the Fort McKay Specific Assessment (FMIRC 
2010). 

 Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation – Homeland, Proximate, and Critical Waterway Zones as 
presented in Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation Advice to the Government of Alberta Regarding the 
Lower Athabasca Regional Plan (ACFN 2010). 

 Mikisew Cree First Nation – Traditional territory as reported in Ayapaskowinowak: Ta Kiskissotamak 
Kayas Pimatisowin Oti Nikan Kichi (Acknowledging the Past, Securing the Future) (MCFN n.d.). 

 Fort McMurray #468 First Nation – Traditional territory as presented in Nistawaya: Where Three 
Rivers Meet (FM468 2006). 

 Fort McMurray Métis Local #1935 and Fort Chipewyan Métis Local #125 – the Alberta Government 
currently considers a Metis harvesting zone to compromise an area within 160 km of a Metis 

community (Government of Alberta 2010).  Therefore, the assessment proposes to consider this 160 
km area, from Fort McMurray and Fort Chipewyan that overlaps the applicable study area, to 
represent each community’s respective preferred use area. 

 In regard to effects on the opportunity to traditionally trap, preferred trapping areas will be the 
Registered Fur Management Areas (RFMAs) held or used by community members, within the 

applicable study area. 

This quantitative data will be assessed in conjunction with a qualitative comparison of preferred use areas 

and sites identified in Project-specific TLU studies received since the submission of the 2011 Integration 
Application.  Disturbance related to preferred fishing areas will rely upon a comparison of fishing areas 
identified in the Project-specific TLU studies and the expected effects on fish habitat. 

Availability of the Resource Base 
To assess Project and cumulative effects on the opportunity to conduct TLU, it is necessary to consider 

and describe the effects on the biophysical resources important to Aboriginal communities.  Therefore, 
the TLU assessment update reflects the results from other disciplines, including wildlife and wildlife 
habitat, traditional plant potential, fish and fish habitat and historic resources. 

Changes in Access 
The ability to access preferred use areas has been identified as one of the necessary components to 
TLU.  While effects on access are a component of direct disturbance, effects on access will be examined 
through a comparison of reported access routes within the applicable study area and disturbances that 

                                                            
 

 

 

1 Disturbances in the TLU Project Update are compared only against the portion of a preferred land use area that overlaps the relevant study 
area, not against the entirety of the preferred land use area. However, the percentage that this overlapping area constitutes of the complete 
preferred area will be provided for context. 
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may result in loss of trails and access routes, including those undisturbed portions of trails that have been 
interrupted due to disturbance.  Effects on access will also incorporate changes resulting from reductions 

in water navigability, restrictions in movements, and barriers or bans on entry to or within areas. 

Avoidance Considerations 
Avoidance of preferred use areas has been reported by multiple Aboriginal communities. Avoidance 
occurs for a multitude of reasons, including concerns regarding contamination of resources, access 
hindrances and restrictions, increased traffic and sensory disturbance and an increased number of 

recreational users on the land.  In consideration of avoidance, a review of the results from other 
assessment components that may influence these factors (e.g., noise) will be undertaken. No spatial 
information regarding the extent of areas avoided around existing development has been identified, and 

avoidance likely has variability due the individual tolerances of factors, such as noise, for Aboriginal land 
users.  To provide context a summary of responses that were reported by affected Aboriginal 
communities will be included. While it is impossible to allocate these effects on a project by project basis, 

this assessment acknowledges that these factors exist and may adversely affect TLU. 

 
2.4 Effects Classification 
For each TLU key indicator (e.g., opportunities to hunt traditionally important wildlife) an effects 
classification will be conducted, applying standard EIA criteria (see Volume 3, Section 1.2.11.2, Pages 1-
20 to 1-21).  All effects classifications consider effects prior to reclamation, however applicable mitigation 

measures that are implemented during Project construction and operations to mitigate the availability or 
access to culturally important resources, such as mitigation measures designed to reduce wildlife 
mortality and access agreements are considered in the effects classification. 

Key indicators for TLU rely upon multiple measurable parameters.  Therefore, to classify the effects on a 
key indicator, the effects on its relevant measurable parameters are analyzed and then considered in 

combination.  The assessment of effects on traditionally used resources relies upon the conclusions of 
the effects assessment of the resources discipline (e.g., wildlife, fish and vegetation assessments).  
Effects on access, while a component of disturbance, are assessed by determining whether disturbance 

will affect access to or within preferred use areas. Avoidance considerations are not assigned a 
magnitude, rather avoidance is assumed to occur within the region. 

The following criteria are used to assess the magnitude of changes to measurable parameters.   

 Negligible: no discernible change to the measurable parameter. For example, no change to the 

access of preferred areas, or less than 1% direct disturbance to a preferred land use area; 

 Low: a noticeable change resulting in a small change to the measurable parameter. For example, a 

loss of an access route however, multiple alternative access routes to preferred areas remain, or 
greater than 1 and less than 10% direct disturbance to a preferred land use area; 

 Moderate: a noticeable and potentially detrimental change to a measurable parameter.  For 
example, a loss of access routes, where only limited alternatives remain or greater than 10% and 
less than 20% direct disturbance to a preferred land use area;  

 High: an effect that is expected to substantially alter a measurable parameter.  For example, the 
access to a preferred area is lost or fundamentally altered, or greater than 20% direct disturbance to 

a preferred land use areas. 
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The assessment further considers the duration of an effect to be long duration if the effect lasts 25 years 
or longer (i.e., the length of a generation).  Effects are also considered irreversible if they last 25 years or 

longer because effects of this duration can interrupt the transmission of traditional and place-based 
knowledge between generations. 

 
2.5 Determination of Significance 
As previously stated, Teck understands that effects on traditional harvesting and other land use activities 
has further linkages to cultural impacts on potentially affected communities, the consumption of traditional 

foods, individual, family and community health and wellness, the transmission of traditional knowledge, 
traditional lifestyles, and Aboriginal culture.  Effects to these cultural elements may in turn result in further 
effects on the continuance of traditional harvesting and other land use activities.  Teck acknowledges that 

a determination of significance applied without the incorporation of these additional cultural impacts may 
not represent a full picture of the significance of effects on Aboriginal culture or Aboriginal people.  As a 
result, Teck recommends that provincial and federal regulators  consider the significance assessed to the 

tangible effects on TLU in the Project Update in conjunction with the effects on intangible cultural impacts 
to Aboriginal communities as presented in the independent cultural impacts assessments that Aboriginal 
communities are currently conducting with Teck’s support. 

For the purposes of the Project Update, the overall effects on a TLU are assessed to be either significant 
or not significant based on the expected result at the Aboriginal community level.  The information 

available on which to base the assessment provides aggregated community level information (i.e., 
preferred land use areas, access routes, and traditionally important species) and therefore the 
determination of significance considered the magnitude of effects, duration and reversibility of the effects 

based on effects on the community as a whole.  This is not to suggest that effects that may be 
experienced by some individuals are not important, or even critical, to their traditional use of land and 
resources, only that the TLU assessment is focused on the spatial availability of areas where the 

opportunity to undertake TLU activities is affected. 

There are no established thresholds or agreed-upon standard at which traditional land and resource use 

is no longer sustainable. Although it may be possible to set thresholds for purposes of an EIA, it often 
cannot be demonstrated that there is any consensus on a specific threshold value or what such a 
threshold means in terms of significance of an effect.  As a result, professional judgment is often used in 

reaching conclusions on the significance for effects on traditional use of land and resources. 

The following definitions will be used in this assessment to determine the significance of adverse effects 

for TLU: 

 Not Significant: effects may be experienced by members of a particular Aboriginal community but 

are not likely to result in substantial changes in the overall patterns of traditional land and resource 
use for that community. 

 Significant: the overall effect is predicted to result in substantial changes in the overall patterns of 
traditional land and resource use for a particular community. 

 
2.6 Summary 
In summary, Teck is inviting potentially affected Aboriginal groups to comment on the proposed 
methodology for the assessment of effects on TLU.  Teck proposes that the TLU assessment be limited  

to the tangible effects on TLU areas and TLU resources, while further intangible cultural impacts will be 



Page 6 

addressed in the community-led cultural impact assessments that are in progress.  Responses are 
requested by January 9, 2015 to allow for their consideration in the Project Update. 
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Fort Chipewyan Métis Local 125
Métis Nation of Alberta
PO Box 306, Fort Chipewyan
Alberta T0P 1B0

January 12, 2015

Sheila Risbud 
Regulatory Manager,

Teck Energy Teck Resources Limited 
Suite 1000, 205 – 9th Avenue
SE Calgary, AB T2G 0R3

403-767-8531 Tel 
403-265-8835 Fax

Attention: Sheila Risbud,

Re: Proposed Traditional Land Use (TLU) Assessment Methodology
for Teck Frontier Project Update

Teck proposes that its Traditional Land Use (TLU) assessment be limited to an assessment of the
spatial and physical effects on traditional land use areas and traditional land use resources,
while further broader cultural impacts will be addressed through the community-led Cultural
Impact Assessment (CIA). Teck acknowledges that a determination of significance applied
without the incorporation of additional cultural impacts may not represent a full picture of the
significance of effects on Fort Chipewyan Métis and its members. As a result, Teck will include
both the TLU assessment and the CIA in the Project Update so that provincial and federal
regulators will be able to use the TLU assessment and CIA in conjunction when reviewing the
Project Update.

The Fort Chipewyan Métis are concerned that this ad hoc and reductive assessment
methodology will undermine the value of, and potentially exclude the fulsome results attained
from, the original encompassing approach of the TLU study methodology, which should be
considered by regulatory bodies.

The Fort Chipewyan Métis find several problems with limiting the TLU assessment of the TLU
studies conducted by the Aboriginal communities to only spatial and physical effects on
traditional land use areas and resources. Several biases have also been identified within the
proposed methodology. These are outlined in the following:
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1. TLU Study Methodology and Assessment Methodology
The map biography method is considered a ‘best practice’ by social science
practitioners. Its approach is consistent, yet is flexible to adapt to individual
communities around what is of value and priority to them (Tobias, 2009). It can spatially
define land use and resource areas, provide temporal understanding of land use and
resources, and paint a biographical snapshot of the connection with the land through
physical activities, but also intimate, experiential and ecological knowledge, resource
collection protocols, stories, learnings, and familial history. These intangible factors
illustrate ties to a land base that are more than just spatial and physical, but cannot be
disassociated from those two in their consideration.

A standard methodological approach, and criteria to be used, for assessment of
traditional land use has not been established by practitioners, let alone discussed much
within the discipline. Nor has it been discussed with those Aboriginal communities it
involves. An early, mutually agreed upon consistent standard for a TLU assessment
methodology with Aboriginal stakeholders could have collaboratively determined the
indicators and assessment criteria acceptable to both before TLU studies were
conducted. This would have enabled a common approach for data comparison with
which to make an equitable assessment.

Assessment methodology and criteria of traditional land use should be based on what
and how that value should be measured by the communities it is meaningful to.
Without this consideration, culturally indifferent and conflicting value bases can
influence the method, the outcome, and hence decisions by external bodies.

Recommendation: A request should be submitted to regulators for extension on the
TLU piece for the Project Update for a mutually agreed upon TLU Assessment
Methodology OR, at the very least, so the proposed methodology can be re-worked
based on feedback provided.

2. Spatial Considerations

The TLU assessment update will consider effects at several spatial scales. Generally,
Project effects on TLU will be discussed at a Local Study Area (LSA) and a Regional Study
Area (RSA) scale, correlating to Teck’s Terrestrial LSA and RSA. Effects to traditional
fishing will utilize the Aquatics LSA and RSA.

The Fort Chipewyan Métis do not agree with the size of the LSA and RSA utilized by Teck
regarding consideration of project and cumulative effects. The Fort Chipewyan Métis
have delineated their own LSA and RSA in their TLU study based on observed effects
proximal to existing project-specific and cumulative development.
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Recommendation: Base the assessment methodology on the largest LSA and RSA
provided in communities’ TLU studies, or provide two assessment scenarios: one based
on Teck’s spatial parameters, and one based on the largest LSA and RSA provided
through the TLU studies provided.

1. Tangible and Intangible TLU
Teck is required to determine two things: the impact of development on traditional uses
of the land; and the impact of development on Aboriginal cultures to fulfill regulatory
requirements for the Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project (the Project) Update. This is being
done through two separate studies, a TLU study and a CIA with each Aboriginal group.
However, Teck has correctly acknowledged that impacts to one affect the other as they
are inextricably linked.

From here, in the technical memorandum, Teck suggests that there may be confusion
that the proposed TLU assessment approach may somehow be seen as a substitute for
the CIAs. Further, to prevent any possible confusion, Teck suggests separating cultural
elements from the TLU so they can be dealt with specifically in the CIA. This would then
limit the TLU assessment to spatial and physical effects only on TLU areas and TLU
resources, while intangible cultural impacts will be addressed in the community-led
cultural impact assessments. Hence, cultural themes will not be directly incorporated
within this proposed assessment methodology of effects on TLU.

Larger socio-cultural themes and impacts on them from effects of project-specific and
cumulative development should certainly be carried out in a CIA. However, besides the
spatial and physical aspects of traditional land use, there are intangible cultural
elements, such as knowledge production, specifically relevant and inherently tied to
traditional land use and the integrity of that space/place. It is an associative
relationship, which should not be eclipsed or removed from association with the other
two for a TLU assessment. To do so for the ease of quantification creates a false western
construct based on appropriative and biased interpretation, undermining the validity of
the assessment method, and reducing the context and value of the TLU study results
provided by those who live it.

Knowledge production from traditional land use, includes for example experiential and
ecological knowledge, resource collection protocols, stories, learnings, and familial
history and identity. Specific activities, events, and socio-cultural interactions are often
tied to place. The nature and value of these intangible elements is their connection to
place, but also the need for continuance of place-based knowledge transmission to
younger generations. The relevance of these cultural elements on their own cannot be
spatially defined, but is predicated on connection to the land, generally as well as
specifically. More examples of intangible cultural elements connected with place:
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 Ecological knowledge about the land and resources in general, but also in
particular places, influences and guides decision-making regarding the practice
and customs of traditional land use;

 Some protocols require a specific type of space to be utilized;

 Transmission of knowledge, lessons, stories, memories, about an event, activity,
location, is place-based.

 Métis oral history as well as familial history, and even individual identity can be
tied to a specific area. ie, some fixed cultural sites like place names or cabins
have this intangible value; kill sites

 Disturbance to the integrity of the land and loss of specific areas can mean
Erasure/cannot be kept alive when cannot return (loss of physical connection to
familial history/memories)-renewal/continuance of this history, stories,
experiences impossible. Interruption to continuous historic and contemporary
use

 Peaceful enjoyment of the known and storied surroundings=spiritual renewal
Any determination of significance must take these factors into account as it is as
valuable as the spatial and physical aspects. Therefore an indicator and measurable
parameter should be considered for the potential loss of cultural connection to that
particular land base.

Recommendations: Assess the effects on the above intangible cultural elements
through creation of an indicator and/or measurable parameter.

2. Key Indicators
Key indicators of land use have been selected by Teck. Project or cumulative effects can
result in changes to these indicators. Teck suggests key indicators for TLU rely upon
multiple measurable parameters and in order to classify the effects on a key indicator,
the effects on its relevant measurable parameters need to be analyzed and then
considered in combination.

The Fort Chipewyan Métis have used seven Traditional Use (TU) Values that could be
equated with resource indicators that encompass the community’s land use. These are:
Subsistence; Wildlife/Ecological; Habitation; Transportation; Indigenous Place-names;
Trapping; and Cultural/Spiritual land use and resources.

Teck’s ‘culturally important sites and areas’ indicator could be seen to encompass Fort
Chipewyan Métis’ Habitation; Indigenous Place-Names, and Cultural/Spiritual use and
resource areas. Teck has used Transportation as a measurable parameter instead in
regards to access.
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Recommendation: the value of the intangible cultural elements inextricably tied to land
use indicators as well as the cultural sites and areas indicator, should also either be
assumed within each, or included as an additional indicator.

3. Measurable Parameters

Teck suggests assessment of each key indicator consider various measurable
parameters. Parameters may be analyzed through qualitative or quantitative methods,
or a combination of both. Suggested measurable parameters are:

 Disturbance to preferred use areas;

 Availability of the resource base;

 Changes in access; and

 Avoidance is considered through review of communities’ responses. Avoidance is
not included in the magnitude of effect on measurable parameters. Rather,
avoidance is assumed in the region.

The Fort Chipewyan Métis recommend including qualitative analysis of the measurable
parameters by Teck, as both are employed by The Fort Chipewyan Métis in their TLU
study on their TU Values.

As previously discussed, the value of the intangible cultural elements inextricably tied to
land use indicators as well as the cultural sites and areas indicator, should also either be
assumed within each, or included as, an indicator. In addition, what sets this potential
intangible indicator apart from the others is its un-mitigable nature and value.
Therefore, because the integrity of a specific area of the land-base could be impacted or
completely disturbed/lost, as will the intangible cultural knowledge production ascribed
to that cultural space of learning, it is appropriate that the cultural importance and un-
mitigable quality of this specific land and place-based indicator should be extended
consideration as an additional measurable parameter.

Recommendation: Create an additional measurable parameter that acknowledges the
potential loss of place-based knowledge and its subsequent cultural continuity when
applied to each indicator.

Disturbance to preferred use areas:
Teck suggests for a quantitative discussion on Project and cumulative disturbance to
preferred use areas, regional, spatially defined areas of use need to be established for
each potentially affected community. Teck proposes to use the following area to
represent preferred use areas* for Fort Chipewyan Métis:

The Alberta Government currently considers a Metis harvesting zone to
compromise an area within 160 km of a Metis community (Government of
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Alberta 2010). Therefore, the assessment proposes to consider this 160 km area,
from Fort McMurray and Fort Chipewyan that overlaps the applicable study
area, to represent each community’s respective preferred use area.

The 160km harvesting zone is a Government of Alberta deemed area and does not
represent the Fort Chipewyan Métis view of harvesting areas. However, as it is the
imposed harvesting policy, Fort Chipewyan Métis will agree to use this area for purposes
of this assessment, but with all approved and existing project footprints that fall within
the 160 removed from the area, as well as the Wood Buffalo National Park for the
specific measure of the opportunity to hunt bison indicator.

*Teck clarifies that disturbances in the TLU Project Update are compared only against
the portion of a preferred land use area that overlaps the relevant study area, not
against the entirety of the preferred land use area. Further, the percentage that this
overlapping area constitutes of the complete preferred area will be provided for
context.

While a comparison of the percentage of disturbance against the whole percentage of a
preferred land use area may quantitatively imply a relative small disturbance area, two
problems arise: this obscures the fact that there is tangible and intangible cultural
significance tied to the land base beyond spatial availability; and two, an ethnocentric
bias becomes apparent in the methodology in the assumption that the same activities
and resource value of that disturbed space can be carried out equally on the remaining
available land base.

Availability of Resource Base

The Fort Chipewyan Métis expect the inclusion of surface and groundwater under the
measurable parameter of Availability of Resource Base. Not only is the location of a
water source important for land users, but also its quality, as a drinking source for
humans and wildlife and ecological habitat.

Avoidance Considerations

Avoidance of preferred use areas has been reported by multiple Aboriginal
communities. Avoidance occurs for a multitude of reasons, including concerns regarding
contamination of resources, access hindrances and restrictions, increased traffic and
sensory disturbance and an increased number of recreational users on the land. In
consideration of avoidance, Teck will review the results from other assessment
components that may influence these factors (e.g., noise). Further, Teck finds no spatial
information regarding the extent of areas avoided around existing development has
been identified, and avoidance likely has variability due the individual tolerances of
factors, such as noise, for Aboriginal land users. To provide context Teck will include a
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summary of responses that were reported by affected Aboriginal communities. In
addition, Teck asserts while it is impossible to allocate these effects on a project by
project basis, this assessment acknowledges that these factors exist and may adversely
affect TLU.

While a qualitative discussion of avoidance behavior is provided for consideration in the
forthcoming Fort Chipewyan Métis TLUS, it should be noted in that discussion that an
aspect of spatial information regarding some areas avoided around existing
development has been identified. Though avoidance still has some variability at this
point, a potential trend is emerging for decreasing use of areas due to increasing
intensity of development and activity. While there is a cumulative underpinning to
avoidance behavior, there is a measurable aspect of spatial extent of this that can be
attributed to a project-by-project basis. If assessment criteria had been collaboratively
determined early on, TLU studies could have gathered information specific to this topic.

Avoidance considerations are not assigned a magnitude, but rather generally assumed
to occur within the region. This dilutes the potential that project-specific avoidance is a
relevant measurable parameter in effects assessment and classification criteria.

Avoidance reduces the opportunity to conduct land use with the footprint and proximal
area of every new project and is therefor both project specific and cumulative.
Avoidance has a real magnitude so should be a measurable parameter, even if only
based on qualitative information.

Recommendations:

 Create an additional measurable parameter that acknowledges the value of the
potential loss of place-based knowledge and its subsequent cultural continuity
when applied to each indicator;

 Avoidance should be made a measurable parameter

4. Effects Classification

To classify the effects on a key indicator, the effects on its relevant measurable
parameters are analyzed and then considered in combination by Teck. Criteria used to
assess the magnitude of changes to measurable parameters go from Negligible, Low,
Moderate to High. However, again the criteria is predicated on percentage of
disturbance compared to the ‘preferred use area’ relegating importance of the specific
area to only spatial value and not also place-based cultural value.

Recommendation: if percentage of disturbance is to be compared to the whole
‘preferred use area’, then the percentage of loss of place-based cultural value should
not be compared to but subtracted from the whole.
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5. Determination of Significance
The TLU assessment is focused on the spatial availability of areas where the opportunity
to undertake TLU activities is affected. Professional judgment is often used in reaching
conclusions on the significance for effects on traditional use of land and resources.

Teck will use the following definitions in this assessment to determine the significance
of adverse effects for TLU:

Not Significant: effects may be experienced by members of a particular
Aboriginal community but are not likely to result in substantial changes in the
overall patterns of traditional land and resource use for that community.

Significant: the overall effect is predicted to result in substantial changes in the
overall patterns of traditional land and resource use for a particular community.

The definitions for determination of significance assume current overall patterns of land
use are in an acceptable, unaffected and pristine state from which to make a judgment.
Determination of significance is also based on percentage size of disturbance alone and
not value of the area being disturbed to the Aboriginal community.

The Fort Chipewyan Métis submit that changes to land use have already occurred based
on shrinkage of the land base, avoidance patterns around existing development, loss of
place-based land use and value, and subjective, limiting government policies around
Métis harvesting and exercise of rights.

In conclusion, the Fort Chipewyan Métis suggest the proposed assessment methodology
as it stands is flawed by its pre-determined outcome based on biased criteria and
parameters and heavy reliance on quantitative analysis. Recommendations for a re-
working of the assessment methodology have been provided, and the Fort Chipewyan
Métis are available for any clarification or aid where needed.

Sincere regards,

Kim Dertien-Loubert,
Woven Paths Inc., for
Fort Chipewyan Métis Local 125
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Cc. Fred Fraser, President, Fort Chipewyan Métis
Ora Campbell (Office Manager, Fort Chipewyan Métis)

Melody Nice (Alberta Consultation Office) 
Jeffery Johnston (Alberta Consultation Office)

Carolyn Dunn (Canadian Environmental Assessment Agency) 

Amanda Black (Alberta Energy Regulator) 
Janais Turuk (Manager, Community Relations, Teck Resources Limited)
Neil Sandstrom (Manager, Environment, Teck Resources Limited)
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Table 17F-1 Changes in Habitat Availability in the LSA

Key
indicators

Habitat
Suitability

Rating

Reference Condition

Base Case
(2066)

Change from
Predevelopment to Base

Case

Application Case Change from Base Case to Application Case

Pre-
development

(2066)
Existing
(2013)

Project
Maximum
Build-out

Project
Closure

Project Maximum
Build-out Project Closure

ha ha ha ha Percent ha ha ha percent ha percent

Moose High 5,289.4 2,235.5 2,606.3 -2,683.1 -50.7 1,263.4 800.6 -1,342.9 -51.5 -1,805.7 -69.3

Moderate 32,330.3 8,799.2 14,503.1 -17,827.2 -55.1 4,695.1 20,839.1 -9,808.0 -67.6 6,336.0 43.7

Low 1,364.5 9,663.7 4,375.4 3,010.9 220.7 1,556.3 10,728.9 -2,819.1 -64.4 6,353.5 145.2

Very low to Nil 4,364.8 22,650.6 21,864.3 17,499.5 400.9 35,834.3 10,980.5 13,970.0 63.9 -10,883.8 -49.8

Woodland
Caribou,
Boreal
Population

High 740.6 217.5 344.9 -395.7 -53.4 40.4 126.6 -304.5 -88.3 -218.3 -63.3

Moderate 119.3 260.4 140.1 20.8 17.4 39.0 813.2 -101.1 -72.2 673.1 480.4

Low 5,241.7 2,187.7 2,315.5 -2,926.2 -55.8 472.1 6,594.3 -1,843.4 -79.6 4,278.8 184.8

Very low to Nil 37,247.6 40,683.5 40,548.5 3,300.9 8.9 42,797.6 35,815.0 2,249.1 5.5 -4,733.5 -11.7

Black Bear High 306.9 2,367.8 249.7 -57.2 -18.6 33.3 2,150.6 -216.4 -86.7 1,900.9 761.3

Moderate 29,422.4 22,767.7 23,612.9 -5,809.5 -19.7 7,216.3 11,880.6 -16,396.6 -69.4 -11,732.3 -49.7

Low 7,059.6 10,388.0 11,661.0 4,601.4 65.2 4,088.6 26,249.5 -7,572.4 -64.9 14,588.5 125.1

Very low to Nil 6,560.2 7,825.5 7,825.5 1,265.3 19.3 32,010.8 3,068.4 24,185.3 309.1 -4,757.1 -60.8

Fisher High 3,247.0 2,123.3 2,186.4 -1,060.6 -32.7 783.6 569.6 -1,402.8 -64.2 -1,616.8 -73.9

Moderate 5,798.2 1,934.1 4,046.2 -1,752.0 -30.2 1,906.0 2,077.6 -2,140.2 -52.9 -1,968.6 -48.7

Low 24,030.3 12,105.2 16,971.9 -7,058.4 -29.4 4,668.2 16,568.3 -12,303.7 -72.5 -403.6 -2.4

Very low to Nil 10,273.5 27,186.4 20,144.7 9,871.2 96.1 35,991.3 24,133.5 15,846.6 78.7 3,988.8 19.8

Canada
Lynx

High 6,148.2 4,138.2 2,018.9 -4,129.3 -67.2 1,020.8 1,514.7 -998.1 -49.4 -504.2 -25.0

Moderate 21,095.7 10,299.9 8,656.0 -12,439.7 -59.0 2,966.6 9,435.4 -5,689.4 -65.7 779.4 9.0

Low 12,433.0 11,242.6 15,666.8 3,233.8 26.0 2,713.8 22,800.1 -12,953.0 -82.7 7,133.3 45.5

Very low to Nil 3,672.2 17,668.4 17,007.2 13,335.0 363.1 36,647.8 9,598.8 19,640.6 115.5 -7,408.4 -43.6

Muskrat High 2,286.1 2,286.1 2,252.9 -33.2 -1.5 627.1 1,608.3 -1,625.8 -72.2 -644.6 -28.6

Moderate 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 N/A 0.0 0.0 0.0 N/A 0.0 N/A

Low 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 N/A 0.0 0.0 0.0 N/A 0.0 N/A

Very low to Nil 41,063.0 41,063.0 41,096.1 33.1 0.1 42,722.0 41,740.7 1,625.9 4.0 644.6 1.6
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Table 17F-1 Changes in Habitat Availability in the LSA (cont’d)

Key
indicators

Habitat
Suitability

Rating

Reference Condition

Base Case
(2066)

Change from
Predevelopment to Base

Case

Application Case Change from Base Case to Application Case

Pre-
development

(2066)
Existing
(2013)

Project
Maximum
Build-out

Project
Closure

Project Maximum
Build-out Project Closure

ha ha ha ha Percent ha ha ha percent ha percent

Beaver High 10,346.0 2,661.8 7,777.5 -2,568.5 -24.8 1,123.8 3,226.7 -6,653.7 -85.6 -4,550.8 -58.5

Moderate 10,517.0 11,266.4 10,834.5 317.5 3.0 2,008.5 3,691.2 -8,826.0 -81.5 -7,143.3 -65.9

Low 9,094.1 13,267.3 9,066.5 -27.6 -0.3 2,446.7 9,366.3 -6,619.8 -73.0 299.8 3.3

Very low to Nil 13,391.9 16,153.6 15,670.6 2,278.7 17.0 37,769.9 27,064.9 22,099.3 141.0 11,394.3 72.7

Waterfowl High 10,505.0 10,220.2 10,214.0 -291.0 -2.8 3,275.9 11,944.8 -6,938.1 -67.9 1,730.8 16.9

Moderate 9,562.9 9,478.3 9,473.5 -89.4 -0.9 3,136.9 11,283.1 -6,336.6 -66.9 1,809.6 19.1

Low 50.5 57.1 56.8 6.3 12.5 466.6 2,471.1 409.8 721.5 2,414.3 4,250.5

Very low to Nil 23,230.7 23,593.5 23,604.7 374.0 1.6 36,469.7 17,650.1 12,865.0 54.5 -5,954.6 -25.2

NOTES:

N/A = Not applicable, division by zero

Ronald Lake bison not assessed for the terrestrial LSA, only the Ronald Lake BSA (see Section 11, Tables 11-13 to 11-15).
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Table 17F-2 Change in Preferred Habitat Availability and Magnitude (RSA Worst Case)

Key
Indicators

Predevelopment1
Existing

Conditions

Change from
Predevelopment to Existing

Conditions2 Base Case

Change from
Predevelopment to Base

Case
Application

Case

Change from
Predevelopment to
Application Case PDC

Change from
Predevelopment to PDC

ha ha ha
Magnitude3

(%) ha ha
Magnitude3

(%) ha ha
Magnitude3

(%) ha ha
Magnitude3

(%)

Ronald Lake
bison*

56,560.1 39,377.4 -17,182.7 High (-30.4) 39,831.3 -16,728.8 High(-29.6) 33,573.0 -22,987.1 High (-40.6) 32,878.7 -23,681.4 High (-41.9)

Moose** 684,793.8 303,275.6 -381,518.2 High (-55.7) 337,619.6 -347,174.2 High (-50.7) 326,468.5 -358,325.3 High (-52.3) 313,672.8 -371,121.0 High (-54.2)

Woodland
caribou,
boreal
population*

269,228.2 150,592.9 -118,635.3 High (-44.1) 156,439.8 -112,788.4 High (-41.9) 156,034.2 -113,194.0 High (-42.0) 153,380.2 -115,848.0 High (-43.0)

Woodland
caribou*:
Caribou
Study Area

87,712.6 51,995.3 -35,717.3 High (-40.7) 65,035.9 -22,676.7 High (-25.9) 65,035.9 -22,676.7 High (-25.9) 65,035.9 -22,676.7 High (-25.9)

Black bear** 511,947.6 597,259.6 85,312.0 Low (16.7) 417,219.8 -94,727.8 High (-18.5) 400,606.8 -111,340.8 High (-21.7) 385,308.6 -126,639.0 High (-24.7)

Fisher* 134,063.2 103,459.5 -30,603.7 High (-22.8) 72,971.2 -61,092.0 High (-45.6) 69,428.2 -64,635.0 High (-48.2) 64,122.6 -69,940.6 High (-52.2)

Canada
lynx**

509,071.3 328,882.3 -180,189.0 High (-35.4) 259,871.9 -249,199.4 High (-49.0) 253,184.4 -255,886.9 High (-50.3) 240,457.2 -268,614.1 High (-52.8)

Muskrat** 12,421.4 9,697.9 -2,723.5 High (-21.9) 8,688.6 -3,732.8 High (-30.1) 7,062.8 -5,358.6 High (-43.1) 6,840.4 -5,581.0 High (-44.9)

Beaver** 121,162.1 93,963.8 -27,198.3 High (-22.4) 108,297.6 -12,864.5 Moderate
(-10.6)

105,862.9 -15,299.2 Moderate
(-12.6)

102,620.3 -18,541.8 Moderate
(-15.3)

Waterfowl** 512,275.7 440,302.3 -71,973.4 Moderate
(-14.0)

402,002.2 -110,273.5 High (-21.5) 388,727.4 -123,548.3 High (-24.1) 377,120.6 -135,155.1 High (-26.4)

NOTES:

* Species at risk, ** valued species
1 Only high- and moderate-suitability habitat was assessed for determination of magnitude of change in habitat.
2 Comparison of change in habitat availability is based on two different snapshots (i.e., predevelopment at 2066 and existing conditions at 2013).
3 Magnitude of change in habitat availability includes the change in high- and moderate-suitability habitat relative to predevelopment conditions for the RSA. See Section 11.3.6 for methods used to determine magnitude of effects.

Note that the wildlife assessment assessed magnitude in comparison to the best-case scenario (i.e., following reclamation); therefore, the magnitudes brought forward into the traditional land use assessment (i.e., Worst case scenario – prior to
reclamation) will differ from those discussed in the wildlife assessment.
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Figure 17G-1: Traditional Trails and Active Disturbance at Mine Year 0
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Figure 17G-2: Traditional Trails and Active Disturbance at Mine Year 10
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Figure 17G-3: Traditional Trails and Active Disturbance at Mine Year 20
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Figure 17G-4: Traditional Trails and Active Disturbance at Mine Year 30
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Figure 17G-5: Traditional Trails and Active Disturbance at Mine Year 41
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17H.1 Wildlife

17H.1.1 Habitat Availability

Mitigation measures to reduce the effects on wildlife habitat availability focus on

reestablishing wildlife habitat (i.e., reclamation) and reducing sensory disturbance. The

primary means of mitigating Project effects on wildlife habitat will be through

reclamation of the landscape with forest vegetation and establishment of wetlands areas

of open water. As outlined in the conceptual closure, conservation and reclamation

(CC&R) plan (see Volume 1, Section 13), reclamation of the closure landscape will focus

on generating a sustainable landscape that is designed to maximize biological diversity

through the generation of landforms that include:

 topographic diversity and associated diversity in slope, aspect and associated

moisture regimes

 both fine- and coarse-grained coversoil and substrate material soils for diversity of

nutrient and moisture regimes on reclaimed landforms

 mesotopography

Maximizing diversity in the reclaimed landscape will allow for the inclusion of all site

types identified in the Guidelines for Reclamation to Forest Vegetation in the Athabasca

Oil Sands Region (2nd Edition) (AENV 2010) and the Guideline for Wetland

Establishment on Reclaimed Oil Sands Leases (3rd Edition) (CEMA 2014). In addition,

information gathered from field studies, such as species-specific habitat requirements, as

well as species habitat recommendations in AENV (2010) and CEMA (2014) (e.g., for

boreal caribou, moose, fisher, Canada lynx, beaver, muskrat, old growth and mixedwood

forest birds, Canadian toad), will be used for future closure planning.

Using the guidelines and habitat requirements for selected target species, along with new

recommendations based on landscape ecology principles (e.g., Eaton et al. 2014), will be

important for reestablishing a landscape that will provide suitable wildlife habitat and

promote recolonization of the landscape for a variety of wildlife species.

Overall, the closure landscape will include a variety of site types (upland ecosite phases)

and wetland classes (where possible), as well as structural stages (i.e., seral stages), that

are accessible to a wide range of species. A description of the Project’s closure landscape

and its habitat potential over time is described below.

The closure landscape for the updated Project includes 28,255.5 ha of upland ecosite

phases (see Section 10.5, Table 10-14 and Figure 10-5); this represents an increase of

3,814.9 ha (15.6%) of upland ecosite phases relative to predevelopment. All five upland

site types (see AENV 2010) are represented in the closure plan, including:

 Dry Site Type – a and b ecosites; the closure plan for the updated Project focused on

b1 (Jack pine–aspen/blueberry) and b3 (aspen–white spruce/blueberry) ecosite phases

 Moist Poor Site Type – c ecosite; the closure plan for the updated Project focused on

c1 (mesic Jack pine–black spruce/Labrador tea) ecosite phase
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 Moist Rich Site Type – d ecosites; the closure plan for the updated Project focused on

d1 (aspen/low-bush cranberry) and d3 (white spruce-aspen/low bush cranberry)

ecosite phases

 Wet Rich Site Type – f and e ecosites; the closure plan for the Project focused on

e1 (balsam poplar–aspen/dogwood), e2 (balsam poplar–white spruce/dogwood) and

e3 (white spruce/dogwood) ecosite phases

 Wet Poor Site Type – g and some h ecosites; the closure plan for the Project focused

on the g1 (subhygric black spruce–Jack pine/Labrador tea) and h1 (white spruce-

black spruce/Labrador tea) ecosite phase

At closure, early seral upland ecosites will provide suitable feeding habitat for moose and

black bear. High prey densities in early seral upland ecosites will also provide suitable

foraging habitat for Canada lynx. These key indicators will benefit from structural

diversity on the closure landscape created as a result of progressive reclamation (i.e., at

closure, structural stages will range from shrub-dominated communities to the young

forest stage [structural stage 5], depending when the ecosite was revegetated).

Mature and old growth stages [structural stages 6 and 7] will have limited representation

on the closure landscape (i.e., reclaimed sites will be up to 47 to 57 years old at closure

and the oldest structural stage will be young forest [structural stage 5]). Old growth forest

covers 1,422.9 ha (3.3%) of the terrestrial LSA for the Application Case at closure

(see Section 10.5, Table 10-14 and Figure 10-6). This represents a decline of -2,598.0 ha

(-64.6%) relative to predevelopment. As a result, habitat for key indicators, such as

fisher, little brown and northern myotis, northern goshawk, olive-sided flycatcher and

Canada warbler, which rely on mature and old growth forest for many of their life

requisites, will likely not be available on the closure landscape for 50 to 60 years after

closure.

Similarly, mature forest cover habitat for key indicators such as moose, black bear and

Canada lynx will not be available on the early closure landscape, though peripheral

stands of mature forest surrounding the PDA will provide some suitable habitat for

mature and old growth dependent key indicators within the terrestrial LSA.

Preferred breeding habitat for common nighthawk includes open dry sites with sparse

vegetation. The CC&R plan does not include extensive non-vegetated areas preferred by

breeding nighthawks, as well, dry upland grasslands are not planned for the closure

landscape (see CC&R; Volume 1, Section 13). However, open, dry upland vegetation

types (e.g., c1) planned for higher-elevation areas could accommodate breeding habitat.

In the early stages of reclamation, the lower herbaceous cover provided by upland areas

of the closure landscape could also offer temporary breeding habitat for this species.

Overall, as time passes, wildlife use of the reclaimed landscape will vary as vegetation

communities age and structural stages change. Natural disturbances (e.g., forest fire,

insect outbreaks) will also shape habitat suitability within the reclaimed landscape and

subsequently affect wildlife abundance and distribution. While predicting these changes

is beyond the scope of this assessment, it should be noted that such change is an integral
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process that defines boreal ecosystems, and it will continue to move ecological diversity

and wildlife use of the closure landscape towards more normal patterns.

At Application Case, the closure landscape will have 5,614 ha of open marshes (MONG)

and shrubby swamps (SONS) and 886 ha of littoral zones (or shallow open water

[WONN]) (see Volume 1, Section 13.6.3.2). These will replace, in part, approximately

14,096 ha of wetlands that are present in the predevelopment landscape. Although this

represents a decrease of 8,7,603 ha (-46.1%) of wetland classes from predevelopment,

Teck has made a concerted effort to increase the planned area of wetlands and littoral

zones in the closure landscape relative to the Integrated Application. Reclaimed wetlands

provide habitat for numerous species at risk and valued species. Key indicators observed

in existing oil sands reclaimed wetlands include: Canadian toad, waterfowl, horned grebe,

short-eared owl, common nighthawk, olive-sided flycatcher, Canada warbler, rusty

blackbird, beaver, muskrat, moose, and boreal caribou (Alberta Biodiversity Monitoring

Institute [ABMI] data in CEMA 2014). The CC&R plan includes 6,500 ha (22.2% of the

updated PDA) of wetlands including 886 ha of littoral areas (see Volume 1,

Section 13.6.3.2, Table 13.6-7). This represents an increase of 477 ha from the 6,023 ha

(20.5% of the original PDA) of wetlands, including littoral areas, relative to the

Integrated Application.

An additional 687 ha of marshes and 4,881 ha of water and littoral habitat will increase

muskrat and beaver habitat availability on the closure landscape relative to

predevelopment (see Volume 1, Section 13.6.3.2, Table 13.6-7). Littoral habitat and

marshes will also provide suitable stopover habitat for whooping crane. The additional

2,387 ha of shrubby swamp on the closure landscape (compared to predevelopment)

along with marshes and water and littoral habitat will provide breeding habitat for

waterfowl, Canadian toad and western toad. Several marshes on the closure landscape are

irregularly shaped with a high perimeter-to-area ratio; this type of wetland (with

emergent vegetation) is recommended for horned grebe (CEMA 2014). Moreover, horned

grebe, and other wetland dependent key indicators, may benefit from small opportunistic

wetlands not included in the closure plan but anticipated to form as upland habitat settles

(CEMA 2014). Ronald Lake bison will benefit from the increase in shrubby swamp,

marsh and wet meadow; early seral deciduous and mixedwood forest habitat during

initial stages of closure should also provide forage for bison. Wet graminoid fens, which

generally contain preferred forage species for bison, are not included in the conceptual

CC&R plan for the Project.

Establishment of peatlands (i.e., fens and bogs) that naturally develop over several

thousand years, are just beginning to be tested in the oil sands region (Vitt and Bhatti

2012). Given the amount of time required to naturally develop these ecosystems, many

consider it unlikely that peatland ecosites can be developed in the time period typically

considered for oil sands reclamation (i.e., 100 years) (Sherrington 2005). For this reason

loss of peatlands is considered irreversible in this assessment. Other key indicators that

have peatlands as preferred habitat will also experience a reduction of habitat availability

on the closure landscape. This includes boreal caribou, rusty blackbird, yellow rail, and,

to a lesser extent, short-eared owl.
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Although Project-related loss of peatlands has been considered irreversible from an

assessment perspective, independent review of oil sands reclamation efforts suggests that

reclamation of peatlands is more feasible than generally believed (Royal Society of

Canada Expert Panel 2010). In the oil sands region, hydrological conditions suitable for

peatland establishment are considered feasible (Price et al. 2009), with high salinity and

fluctuating water tables posing the greatest impediment to peatlands establishment (Vitt

and Bhatti 2012). Recent studies provide evidence that several boreal peatland species,

especially graminoids, are able to survive in wetlands with elevated concentrations of

parameters associated with oil sands process material (e.g., high salinity) (summarized in

Vitt and Bhatti 2012; Pouliot et al. 2012; Mollard et al. 2012; Raab and Bayley 2013;

Roy et al. 2014). Teck anticipates that marshes and swamps will start to accumulate peat

and move towards peatlands as salinity decreases.

Reclamation of oil sands for boreal caribou is perhaps most successful if it focuses of

mitigating functional loss of habitat due to increased predation. This involves reclaiming

disturbed land, particularly linear disturbances, over large areas. Removal of linear

disturbances and the integration of these reclaimed disturbances into the reclamation

landscape align with key strategies identified by LARP to reduce the effects of

fragmentation, and with the CEMA TEMF recommendations for aggressive reclamation

of linear corridors (CEMA 2008). Currently, oil sands operators have been reclaiming

linear disturbances as part of a COSIA-led joint industry project to reduce fragmentation

and reduce effects (e.g., predation risk) on woodland caribou (for details, see OSLI 2012

and Nexen 2013, 2014). Reclamation of linear disturbances such as seismic lines may

also reduce predation risk for key indicators such as Ronald Lake bison and moose (see

Section 11.6). Teck is a member of COSIA and will be looking at future involvement

with caribou-focused habitat restoration projects and opportunities to restore linear

features outside of the PDA.

Further to reclamation, Teck will develop and implement a WMMP that compiles all

strategies to mitigate effects on wildlife and wildlife habitat in the terrestrial LSA during

all phases of the Project. The WMMP will, in part, provide guidance on reclamation of

wildlife habitat based on species-habitat preferences and requirements (see Volume 1,

Section 14.8).

Protecting and enhancing biodiversity is integral to Teck’s approach to sustainability.

Teck’s goal is to achieve a net positive effect on biodiversity as a result of its activities

and presence in a region. To mitigate the Project’s incremental contribution to regional

changes in biodiversity, Teck will work with the governments of Alberta and Canada and

look to their guidance on the development of a conservation agreement which would

include considerations for off-site habitat protection and enhancement to compensate for

mine-related effects. Teck believes that the development of detailed mitigation measures

or offset plans that could form the basis of a conservation agreement should occur after

the anticipated EPEA approval for the Project is received, and involve consultation with

regulators and potentially affected Aboriginal communities and stakeholders.

Development of a conservation agreement forms part of the biodiversity management

plan that Teck will develop as part of the Project and aligns with corporate sustainability



Volume 3: Assessment Update

Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project Update
Appendix 17H: Mitigation for Traditional Land Use

Resources

June 2015 Page 17H-5

goals. For more details on the biodiversity management plan and WMMP, see Volume 1,

Section 14.7.

17H.1.2 Landscape Connectivity

Habitat connectivity will be largely maintained along the Athabasca River. Wildlife

movements between the Athabasca River and habitats to the west will be maintained

through existing habitat north of the terrestrial LSA and across the PDA depending on

clearing timelines (see Section 11.5.4, Figure 11-7).

The primary mitigation for reclaiming connectivity due to Project effects will be through

the reestablishment of wildlife habitat (i.e., reclamation of natural vegetation) and

minimizing sensory disturbance. As outlined in the conceptual CC&R plan (see

Volume 1, Section 13), reclamation of the closure landscape will focus on generating a

sustainable landscape that is designed to maximize biological diversity through inclusion

of:

 topographic diversity and associated diversity in moisture regimes

 coversoil and subsoil diversity, including fine- and coarse-grained surficial materials

for a diversity of nutrient and moisture regimes on reclaimed landforms

 mesotopography

Maximizing diversity in the reclaimed landscape will allow for the inclusion of all site

types identified in the Guidelines for Reclamation to Forest Vegetation in the Athabasca

Oil Sands Region, 2nd Edition (AENV 2010). In addition, future closure planning efforts

will adopt an ecological framework that incorporates landscape ecology theory and

design principles (e.g., patch size and shape, corridors, stepping stones) to facilitate

connectivity across local and regional spatial scales (Eaton et al. 2014).

Further to reclamation, a WMMP (see Volume 1, Section 14.8.4) will be developed that

compiles all strategies to mitigate effects on wildlife (including those listed above). It will

include monitoring of the effectiveness of these measures and apply adaptive

management strategies, as needed if measures are not providing the desired level of

mitigation. The success of progressive reclamation will be enhanced through

incorporation of an adaptive monitoring program that includes ongoing assessments of

reclamation success (including use by wildlife). This program will allow determination of

needs for modifications to reclamation prescriptions and revegetation based on specific

end land uses. In addition to creating a diverse and sustainable landscape, reclamation of

the Project will allow for the removal of existing linear disturbances that are currently

fragmenting the landscape. Existing linear disturbances will be integrated into the PDA

and, once reclaimed, will result in large, integrated patches of vegetation, increasing

landscape connectivity. As discussed in Volume 1, Section 14.8.3 residual effects

remaining after mitigation will be considered by a biodiversity management plan. Offsets

provided by the biodiversity management plan could be local to the Project and support

regional connectivity.



Volume 3: Assessment Update

Appendix 17H: Mitigation for Traditional Land Use
Resources Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project Update

Page 17H-6 June 2015

Removal of linear disturbances and the integration of these disturbances into the

reclamation landscape align with key strategies identified by LARP to reduce the effects

of fragmentation, and with the TEMF recommendations for aggressive reclamation of

linear corridors (CEMA 2008). Currently, oil sands operators have been reclaiming linear

corridors as part of a COSIA-led joint industry project to reduce fragmentation and

reduce effects on woodland caribou (for details, see OSLI 2012; Nexen 2013, 2014). For

further discussion on habitat reclamation see Section 11.4.3.

17H.1.3 Wildlife Mortality Risk

Additional details will be provided in the WMMP for the Project (see Volume 1,

Section 14.8). The following mitigation measures will be implemented for:

i. Nuisance wildlife:

 implement a food waste-management strategy to prevent attraction of nuisance

wildlife

 put protocols in place to prevent wildlife harassment or feeding (to avert wildlife

habituation)

 firearms use by Project personnel for recreational purposes will be prohibited

 provide wildlife awareness training to Project staff and contractors to reduce

disturbance and negative human/bear interactions

 All field staff receive bear-aware training courses, personal protective equipment

(PPE) (e.g., bear spray, bear bangers, air horns) and training on proper use of

PPE

 develop a nuisance WMMP in cooperation with ESRD

ii. Interaction with vehicles and equipment

 fly-in/fly-out policy for workers to reduce traffic volume

 erect wildlife cautionary signage on access roads in high potential conflict areas

 foster environmental awareness with speed restrictions on access roads that will

be enforced by Teck

 report Project-related wildlife fatalities

 vegetation maintenance at roadsides (vegetation will be trimmed regularly to

discourage roadside foraging and prevent visual obstruction of wildlife)

 develop seed mixes for roadside reclamation from less-palatable species to

reduce wildlife attraction to road edges

 avoid clearing during the May 1 to August 10 migratory bird-breeding period for

the boreal ecozone per Environment Canada guidelines. For species at risk

habitat, a more conservative breeding window of April 1 to August 31 may apply

(Gregoire 2014, pers. comm.); complete pre-clearing nest surveys to inform
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mitigation actions, if clearing activities during the breeding window cannot be

avoided.

 conduct owl nest search if clearing scheduled within the non-migratory breeding

bird window (March 1 to April 15 (based on EAP guidelines for barred owl),

GOA 2013d)

iii. Interaction with Project infrastructure

 create fuel and chemical spill contingency and response plans

 confirm adequate spill protection for all fuel storage facilities

 monitor and maintain waste disposal sites, wastewater storage areas and runoff

control structures to prevent contamination of surface waters

 mark transmission and distribution lines near waterfowl staging and potential

stopover areas (e.g., aviation spheres and spiral vibration dampeners)

 during overburden dewatering, intermittently backslope the sides of drainage

ditches to allow for wildlife crossings and to reduce the potential for entrapment

 design transmission and distribution lines, where possible, to match height of

surrounding trees to reduce wire strikes by birds

 reduce attractiveness of tailings areas for birds by keeping the inner walls of the

tailings dyke free of vegetation

 as part of a waterfowl protection plan, bird deterrent systems will be used to

discourage waterfowl from landing on tailings areas. For more information on

bird deterrent systems, see Appendix 11F.

 Project design includes a variety of tailings management plans that reduce the

amount of open water tailings areas (e.g., thin-lift drying areas) and thus reduce

the exposure of waterfowl to tailings

iv. Hunting and trapping

 develop an AMP to manage public access to and through the PDA

 implement deactivation plans for roads no longer in use

 prohibit construction and operations personnel and contractors from hunting and

trapping while working

 disallow personal recreational vehicle use onsite

 firearms use by Project personnel for recreational purposes will be prohibited

v. Alteration of predator-prey dynamics and competition

 reduce the PDA where possible. Teck has reduced the PDA from the Integrated

Application by 118 ha
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 limit linear corridor widths

 reclaim linear features within and outside of the PDA (see Project-based

considerations in Section 11.6.8.1)

vi. Disease transmission to the Ronald Lake bison herd

 progressive reclamation in the PDA to create suitable Ronald Lake bison habitat

and reduce the potential of shifting habitat use northward

 work with regulators, stakeholders and Aboriginal communities to reduce the

potential of shifting habitat use northward as part of a regional management plan

for the herd

17H.1.4 Wildlife Abundance and Distribution and Biodiversity

The Project will influence the abundance and distribution of regional wildlife populations

throughout all phases of the Project. Mitigation measures provided for changes in habitat

availability (see Section 17H.1.1; as well as species-specific mitigation discussions),

landscape connectivity (see Section 17H.1.2), and mortality risk (see Section 17H.1.3)

are inclusive and incorporate mitigation measures to reduce changes in regional

populations.

17H.2 Surface Water Quality

The surface water quality mitigation measures (see Section 7.4.5.1) incorporated into all

phases of the Project to reduce the effects of substance releases and reclamation waters

on Ronald Lake, Redclay and Big creeks and the Athabasca River are the same as those

considered in Volume 5, Section 4.5.5.1 of the Integrated Application. These mitigation

plans include:

 recycling of process-affected waters and runoff within the PDA in a closed-circuit

system during operation

 using a perimeter ditch and wells to capture and pump back seepages and runoff from

the external tailings areas (ETAs) back into the tailings areas during operation

 directing muskeg and overburden drainage waters to polishing ponds equipped with

oil-separation capability

 designing the closure drainage system to capture seepage and runoff from ETAs,

external disposal areas (EDAs) and plant sites and directing it to wetlands, pit lakes

or constructed reclamation lakes during the mine closure management phase

 using wetlands, constructed reclamation lakes and pit lakes during and after the

closure management phase to provide biological remediation and settling of

particulate materials in reclamation waters before discharge

 using controls (e.g., low-permeability natural formations or engineered dykes) when

placing tailings in mine pits. These controls will contain tailings porewaters and

reduce flow of process-affected water into receiving waters.
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 excluding tailings from pit lakes (ETA 1 cap water is transferred to the Central Pit

Lake at closure)

 constructing a hydraulic barrier (e.g., such as a wall to control and direct seepage of

process-affected waters from the PDA post-closure)

Accidental spills from pipeline ruptures or vehicular accidents will be handled using best

management practices. Project activities will follow safety protocols designed to limit

accidents and reduce effects if an accident should occur (see Volume 1, Section 14.13).

Surface water and groundwater monitoring and a response plan will be implemented to

determine effects of potential accidental releases promptly and to initiate remedial action,

if required.

A self-sustaining closure landscape and drainage system will be constructed to have

similar characteristics as natural systems in terms of dynamic stability, robustness,

longevity and self-sustaining capability (see Volume 1, Section 13.6.4). To reduce water

quality effects on receiving waters, the reclamation drainage will be designed and

constructed to have characteristics that limit channel erosion to that typical of natural

systems. The drainage system will direct all seepages and runoff after closure to

wetlands, pit lakes or constructed reclamation lakes. The volume of reclamation water

captured in the closure drainage system in wetlands, pit lakes and constructed

reclamation lakes will be maximized through the design of the closure landscape. The

landscape will be designed to encourage effective drainage and flushing of substances

from reclaimed areas to avoid salt accumulation on the reclaimed surfaces and potential

deterioration of runoff water quality.

The success of mitigation outlined in this section is achieved by engineering design and

construction practices to control seepage of process-affected waters into receiving waters.

Also, the water quality treatment efficiency of wetlands, pit lakes and constructed

reclamation lakes is important for minimizing changes to water quality in receiving

waters. These measures will reduce the concentration of substances of concern and limit

the changes in surface water quality of receiving waters because of water and substance

releases from the Project.

17H.3 Fisheries

The updated hydrology and surface water quality assessments (see Sections 6 and 7)

outline mitigation measures that will be implemented to reduce the effects of the Project

on flows, water levels, channel regime, sediment loading, water quality and sediment

quality. The following additional measures will be employed to reduce the effects on fish

and fish habitat:

 whenever possible, activities will be scheduled to avoid sensitive time periods in

downstream fish-bearing watercourses

 best management practices, including sediment and erosion control measures, will be

implemented during construction
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 effects of closed-circuit operations on flows and water levels in receiving waters will

be reduced, whenever practical, by diverting natural watercourses around the mining

area to receiving watercourses

 sediment loading to receiving waters will be reduced by routing muskeg drainage and

overburden dewatering to sedimentation ponds equipped with oil exclusion capability

(where required) before release to the receiving waters

 all water releases will comply with applicable conditions as specified in the

anticipated EPEA approval for the Project

 constructed channels will provide fish passage to access upstream watercourse

reaches, where suitable because of the presence of fish-bearing habitats

 watercourse crossings associated with Project access roads will be constructed in

accordance with regulatory guidelines and best management practices to avoid

interference with fish passage and prevent habitat fragmentation, as required by the

Water Act Code of Practice for Watercourse Crossings (GOA 2013) and the Fisheries

Act Measures to Avoid Causing Harm to Fish and Fish Habitat (DFO 2013)

 a fish rescue plan will be developed and implemented according to regulatory

requirements in instances where development activities (e.g., watercourse diversions)

results in the isolation or dewatering of fish-bearing habitats

 the closure drainage plan will be designed so that mine water is directed to wetlands,

reclamation lakes, or pit lakes to treat the water prior to release to a natural drainage

system

 fish habitat of equivalent or higher productivity than that affected by the Project will

be created through offsetting measures where prevention of adverse habitat alteration

or loss (i.e., reduced habitat productivity or loss of productive habitat area) is not

feasible

The following additional measures will be employed to reduce the effects on fish

abundance:

 whenever practical, activities will be scheduled to avoid sensitive time periods in

downstream watercourses

 the CFOP and fisheries offsetting framework are designed to offset potential changes

in fish habitat productivity to mitigate changes in fish abundance

 the RWI will be screened in compliance with regulatory guidelines designed to limit

the potential for fish entrainment or impingement through appropriate screen size and

appropriate water velocities through the screen (DFO 1995)

 Teck will develop and implement an AMP to limit access by the general public to

fish-bearing watercourses or waterbodies
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 Project personnel will be prohibited from fishing in watercourses or waterbodies in

the PDA and those that are accessible to Project workers but not the general public

 Teck will develop and implement a fish rescue plan according to regulatory

requirements

The mitigation measures listed above will also aid in reducing potential effects on fish

and fish habitat diversity.

17H.4 Vegetation

As outlined in the conceptual CC&R plan (see Volume 1, Section 13), reclamation of the

closure landscape will focus on generating a sustainable landscape that is designed to

maximize diversity through the generation of landforms that include:

 topographic diversity and associated diversity in moisture regimes

 aspect diversity

 substrate diversity including both fine- and coarse-grained landforms

 mesotopography

Mitigation strategies for landscape diversity are outlined in Volume 1, Section 13.6.

Maximizing diversity in the reclaimed landscape will allow for the inclusion of all site

types identified in the Guidelines for Reclamation to Forest Vegetation in the Athabasca

Oil Sands Region (2nd Edition) (ESRD 2010) and the Guideline for Wetland

Establishment on Reclaimed Oil Sands Leases (3rd Edition) (CEMA 2014).

In addition to creating a diverse and sustainable landscape, reclamation of the Project will

allow for the removal of existing linear disturbances that are currently fragmenting the

landscape. Existing linear disturbances will be integrated into Project disturbance and,

once reclaimed, will result in large, integrated patches of vegetation, eliminating

numerous former linear edges.

Removal of linear disturbances and the integration of these disturbances into the

reclamation landscape align with key strategies identified by Lower Athabasca Regional

Plan (LARP) to reduce the effects of fragmentation, with the Cumulative Environmental

Management Association (CEMA) Terrestrial Environmental Management Framework

(TEMF) recommendations for aggressive reclamation of linear corridors (CEMA 2008)

as well as related recommendations from Aboriginal communities. Currently, oil sands

operators have been reclaiming linear corridors as part of a COSIA-led joint industry

project to reduce fragmentation and reduce effects on woodland caribou (for details,

see OSLI 2012 and Nexen 2013, 2014).

To mitigate the Project’s incremental contribution to regional changes in biodiversity,

Teck will work with the governments of Alberta and Canada and look to their guidance

on the development of a Conservation Agreement. Teck believes that the development of

detailed mitigation measures or offset plans that could form the basis of a Conservation

Agreement should occur after the anticipated EPEA approval for the Project is received,
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and involve consultation with regulators and potentially affected Aboriginal communities

and stakeholders. Development of a Conservation Agreement forms part of the

biodiversity management plan that Teck will develop for the Project and aligns with

corporate sustainability goals. For details on the biodiversity management plan, see

Volume 1, Section 14.8.

17H.4.1 Reclamation Guidelines and Manuals

As outlined in the conceptual CC&R plan (see Volume 1, Section 13), mitigation to

reduce effects on community diversity have focused on research results and strategies as

summarized in:

 Guidelines for Reclamation to Forest Vegetation in the Athabasca Oil Sands Region

(2nd Edition) (ESRD 2010)

 Guideline for Wetland Establishment on Reclaimed Oil Sands Leases (3rd Edition)

(CEMA 2014)

 Oil Sands Marshes: A Knowledge Transfer (Charette et al. 2012)

 Best Management Practices for Conservation of Reclamation Materials in the

Mineable Oil Sands Region of Alberta (MacKenzie 2011)

 Restoration and Reclamation of Boreal Ecosystems: Attaining Sustainable

Development (Vitt and Bhatti 2012)

 Riparian Classification and Reclamation Guide, Revised Edition (Mihajlovich 2012).

The CC&R plan allows for adaptive management (see Volume 1, Section 13.3.4) to

incorporate new best practice and follow new guidance documents as they become

available.

17H.4.2 Upland Forests

The Guidelines for Reclamation to Forest Vegetation in the Athabasca Oil Sands Region

(2nd Edition) (ESRD 2010) represents over 10 years of guided research. One of the major

modifications between editions has been the introduction of the site type concept. Site

type is introduced as the primary revegetation target to:

 reflect species overlap between ecosite phases

 allow for greater flexibility in revegetation in recognition of uncertainty in edaphic

conditions on new reclaimed landscapes

The five upland site types include:

 Dry Site Type – a and b ecosites; the closure plan for the updated Project focused on

b1 (Jack pine–aspen/blueberry) and b3 (aspen–white spruce/blueberry) ecosite phases

 Moist Poor Site Type – c ecosite; the closure plan for the updated Project focused on

c1 (mesic Jack pine–black spruce/Labrador tea) ecosite phase
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 Moist Rich Site Type – d ecosites; the closure plan for the updated Project focused on

d1 (aspen/low-bush cranberry) and d3 (white spruce-aspen/low bush cranberry)

ecosite phases

 Wet Rich Site Type – f and e ecosites; the closure plan for the Project focused on

e1 (balsam poplar–aspen/dogwood), e2 (balsam poplar–white spruce/dogwood) and

e3 (white spruce/dogwood) ecosite phases

 Wet Poor Site Type – g and some h ecosites; the closure plan for the Project focused

on the g1 (subhygric black spruce–Jack pine/Labrador tea) and h1 (white spruce-

black spruce/Labrador tea) ecosite phase.

17H.4.3 Wetlands

Teck has made a concerted effort to increase the amount of wetland and littoral areas on

the closure landscape from the Integrated Application following commitments made as

part of responses to SIRs and Aboriginal community concerns and recommendations. The

conceptual reclamation plan now includes 6,500 ha (22.2% of the updated PDA) of

wetlands, including littoral areas, an increase of 477 ha (20.5% of the original PDA). In

addition to planned wetlands, opportunistic wetlands are expected to develop, adding

wetland area, as well as introducing heterogeneity into the closure landscape.

The revised Guideline for Wetland Establishment on Reclaimed Oil Sands Leases (3rd

Edition) (CEMA 2014) makes several recommendations for the construction of marshes

along with associated ponds that include such aspects as basin morphology, sediment and

substrate properties, hydrology, water chemistry, vegetation and phytoplankton,

invertebrates and habitat for vertebrates. Charette et al. (2012) provides a thorough

summary of the current knowledge concerning marsh reclamation, including topics such

as hydrology and landform design, chemistry, toxicology, and revegetation.

Numerous marsh wetlands have been constructed in the oil sands region and elsewhere

(see Macyk and Drozdowski 2008 for a summary) and learnings have been extensive

(Charette et al. 2012). Opportunistic establishment of marsh wetlands has also been

observed in depressions on landscapes reclaimed with overburden (Charette et al. 2012).

Raab and Bayley (2013) conclude that sedge meadow communities may be established in

the landscape if designed and revegetated with suitable species.

Establishment of peatland ecosites i, j and k (i.e., fens and bogs) that naturally develop

over several thousand years, are just beginning to be tested in the oil sands region (Vitt

and Bhatti 2012). Given the amount of time required to naturally develop these

ecosystems, many consider it unlikely that peatland ecosites can be developed in the time

period typically considered for oil sands reclamation (i.e., 100 years) (Sherrington 2005).

Research outside of the oil sands region suggests peatland restoration is possible with the

reestablishment of former hydrological characteristics, reintroduction of peat-forming

plants and subsequent establishment of carbon storage (Ferland and Rochefort 1997;

Rochefort et al. 2003; Lucchese et al. 2010; Vitt and Bhatti 2012). Graf et al. 2012

conclude that success in the creation of peatlands, especially revegetation, in the post-

mining landscape will largely depend on the ability to “create a true fen hydrology”. In
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the oil sands region, hydrological conditions suitable for peatland establishment are

considered feasible (Price et al. 2009), with high salinity and fluctuating water tables

posing the greatest impediment to peatlands establishment(Vitt and Bhatti 2012).

Recent studies provide evidence that several boreal peatland species, especially

graminoids, are able to survive in wetlands with elevated concentrations of parameters

associated with oil sands process material (e.g., high salinity) (summarized in Vitt and

Bhatti 2012; Pouliot et al. 2012; Mollard et al. 2012; Raab and Bayley 2013; Roy et al.

2014). Research has also shown that some moss species are able to survive and reproduce

when exposed to oil sands process water; however, mosses are less tolerant than

graminoids, especially during periods of dryness (Pouliot et al. 2012, 2013). Although

Vitt and Bhatti (2012) identify two moss species that are most suitable for use in fen

creation, they conclude that additional research is required to determine boreal moss

species thresholds for exposure to oil sand process water and salts. Other research

suggests that peatland (fen) plant establishment will improve when planted on a peat

layer within reclaimed wetland (Price et al. 2009; Roy et al. 2014) at least in part because

peat has the capacity to buffer and slow the transport of salts and naphthenic acids in a

soil column (Rezanezhad et al. 2012). It is suggested that peat’s ability to buffer these

substances might provide a period in which wetland plants can establish in a reclaimed

wetland and build a litter layer that might further isolate the introduced plants (Vitt and

Bhatti 2012).

Currently, both Syncrude (Wytrkykush 2010) and Suncor (Daly 2010) are testing the

viability of fen reclamation. In addition, reclamation of peatlands on mineral soil is being

tested on well pads in northern Alberta. Vitt and Bhatti (2012) provide a summary of the

fen watershed design, watershed construction and planting prescriptions undertaken on

fen reclamation trials. Preliminary results of well pad research indicate planted peatland

species are increasing in number and density (Vitt et al. 2010). While these reclaimed

well pads are currently net carbon sources, the net amount of carbon being emitted is

declining over time (Wieder et al. 2010).

Although peatlands are not currently included in the CC&R plan for the Project, Teck

anticipates that marshes and swamps will start to accumulate peat and move towards

peatlands as salinity decreases. It has been noted that saline marshes do accumulate peat

in northern Alberta as salt-tolerant species have lower decomposition rates than their

freshwater counterparts (Trites and Bayley 2009). Teck recognizes that peatlands are an

important traditional use area for Aboriginal communities and therefore Teck will make

an effort to include peatlands in detailed CC&R planning should research results and

recommendations prove to be feasible and appropriate.

17H.4.4 Long-Term Oil Sands Reclamation Monitoring

Monitoring in the last two decades has begun to focus on natural ecosite reclamation.

Because of this, monitoring initiatives designed to gauge the successional and temporal

performance of oil sands reclamation efforts from a diversity perspective span less than a

decade. In terms of site productivity, preliminary measurements from older monitoring

plots indicate that early tree growth on reconstructed soils is comparable to growth rates
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of trees on natural soils, although the long-term sustainability of this growth is still in

question (Timberline Natural Resource Group 2008). For the most part, long-term

monitoring plots show that reclaimed oil sands sites appear to be developing into

ecosystems with similar plant community composition and nutrient availability to those

that occur naturally (see Rowland et al. 2009 for an evaluation of long-term reclamation

monitoring data). From a community succession perspective, however, the diversity of

plants on sites with reconstructed peat/mineral mix soils still remains well below that of

natural sites (Stantec 2009).

Sorenson et al. (2011) found that temporal changes in forest floor development and

microbial communities occur in reclaimed stands as the reclaimed stand ages and the

canopy becomes denser. For reclaimed stands with canopies less than 30%, the microbial

community is related to the reclamation prescription (i.e., soil texture). When the canopy

cover exceeds 30%, microbial communities become more reflective of the stand and

become more similar to natural communities (Sorenson et al. 2011).

Based on Teck’s extensive reclamation knowledge and experience from elsewhere in

western Canada (see the response to ESRD/CEAA Round 3 SIR 78), diversity will be

improved by planting additional species to supplement those recommended in provincial

reclamation guidelines. In addition, targeting early development of a tree canopy will

improve overall stand composition.

17H.4.5 Oil Sands Research Innovations

In addition to providing recommendations for species out-planting and planting densities

by site type, the Guidelines for Reclamation to Forest Vegetation in the Athabasca Oil

Sands Region (2nd Edition) (AENV 2010), Teck will incorporate results of ongoing oil

sands research on reclamation as follows:

 Variations of slope and aspect will be part of the reclaimed landscape (i.e.,

undulating and rolling topography). Introducing mesotopography onto the landscape

will increase site diversity, establish sustainable drainage patterns, manage salinity,

and enhance opportunities for wetland reestablishment.

 Islands of native vegetation will be conserved in the PDA, where feasible, to allow

for potential seed sources and natural reclamation.

 Teck will use the LFH layer and upper 10 cm to 30 cm of upland forest soils as a

source of propagules. These soil layers enhance the abundance and diversity of

wooded plants on reclaimed landscapes when directly placed or stored, preferably in

small stockpiles, for a year or less (MacKenzie 2006; MacKenzie and Naeth 2009;

Pinno et al. 2012). Recent research indicates that the benefit of using forest floor

material in reclamation treatments extends beyond the introduction of plant

propagules. A study of LFH and peat-mineral mix on reclaimed sites found that

nitrogen availability and enzyme activity varied seasonally; however, both were

greater in LFH compared to peat-mineral mix (Jamro et al. 2014). Béasse et al.

(2015) suggest that mixing of forest floor and peat materials offers the benefits of

both materials to reclaimed sites. For example, a mixture can increase water-holding
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capacity compared to forest floor while producing a microbial community that is

more similar to the forest floor community. Teck will use available LFH (forest floor

material) to enhance reclamation success where feasible.

 By targeting different plant communities for surface soils, conductivities will likely

exceed 4 dS/cm (as discussed by Purdy et al. 2005). A recent study by Bissonnette et

al. (2014) found that alders (Alnus spp.) are very tolerant of oil sands process-

affected material; survival was not affected by exposure to the oil sands process-

affected material. However, symbiosis was reduced on alders grown within pure oil

sands process-affected material. Closure land units for the Project will focus on

salt-tolerant shrubby swamps in riparian areas likely to be influenced by salt. This

will include planting species identified as appropriate for areas where surface salts

are present.

 Research (Brown 2010; Brown and Naeth 2014) completed since the completion of

the Guidelines for Reclamation to Forest Vegetation in the Athabasca Oil Sands

Region (2nd Edition) (ESRD 2010) identifies the use of coarse woody debris as a

favourable amendment because it provides microsites that assist the establishment

and growth of native species. Benefits include increased native vegetation cover and

species richness, providing a source of locally viable seed (i.e., Picea mariana) and

decreased introduced species cover. In general, variation in surface conditions

(woody debris, microtopography and material) creates conditions suitable for the

establishment of a variety of species (Vitt and Bhatti 2012). Teck will incorporate

woody debris into the reclamation landscape and will monitor outcomes.

 Studies have concluded that the inoculation of trees and shrubs with symbionts can

provide a benefit to growth and establishment (Bissonnette et al. 2014; Onwuchekwa

et al. 2014). Alders (Alnus spp.) grown in oil sands process-affected material have

demonstrated increased biomass production (up to 15 times) in plants containing the

symbiont compared to that in non-inoculated alders (Bissonnette et al. 2014).

Ectomycorrhizal inoculation of Jack pine and white spruce seedlings provided

measurable benefits after two growing seasons on reclaimed oil sands sites

(Onwuchekwa et al. 2014). Growth (i.e., relative height growth rates, dry biomass

and stem volume) in inoculated Jack pine were greater compared to inoculated white

spruce. Survival of inoculated white spruce was 75% greater than non-inoculated

control white spruce following two growing seasons. Ectomycorrhizal colonization

rates of the seedlings were also found to be greater compared to the non-inoculated

controls (Onwuchekwa et al. 2014).

 Development of a closed tree canopy can suppress early-successional species and

provide microsites for the establishment of a more diverse understory over time

(shade-tolerant species) (Vitt and Bhatti 2012).

 Forest stand type (i.e., species composition) and canopy cover are important factors

in forest floor development (Sorenson et al. 2011; Vitt and Bhatti 2012).

Establishment of a forest canopy (more than 30% cover) dominated by Populus

tremuloides results in greater development of the forest floor compared to stands
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composed of conifers. In addition, the soil microbial community begins to vary from

that associated with the original mineral soil texture after canopy cover exceeds 30%

(Sorenson et al. 2011).

Teck will continue to participate and fund regional reclamation research relevant to

the Project, including research initiatives managed by COSIA. Teck will incorporate

evolving research such as that discussed above to improve reclamation timing and

success, as relevant to the Project, as part of more detailed reclamation planning.

17H.4.6 Assessment Implications

Following guidelines, recent research and monitoring results, reclamation of upland

forests and mineral wetland communities (i.e., marshes, swamps and shallow open

waters) are considered reversible in this assessment, though it is expected that not all

species currently present will return.

Reclamation of peatlands (i.e., bogs and fens) is considered irreversible by the

assessment because reclamation of these ecosystems directly on mineral substrates is just

beginning. Although reclamation of peatlands is considered irreversible, independent

review of oil sands reclamation efforts suggests that reclamation of peatlands is more

feasible than generally believed (Royal Society of Canada Expert Panel 2010) and for

this reason Teck will also incorporate results and recommendations of this evolving

research should it prove to be feasible and appropriate.

17H.4.7 Conservation Agreement

To mitigate the Project’s incremental contribution to regional changes in diversity, Teck

will work with the governments of Alberta and Canada and look to their guidance on the

development of a Conservation Agreement. Teck believes that the development of

detailed mitigation measures or offset plans that could form the basis of a Conservation

Agreement or Conservation Allowance should occur after the anticipated EPEA approval

for the Project is received, and involve consultation with regulators and potentially

affected Aboriginal communities and stakeholders. Development of a Conservation

Agreement forms part of the biodiversity management plan that Teck will develop as part

of the Project and aligns with corporate sustainability goals. For details on the

biodiversity management plan, see Volume 1, Section 14.8.
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17H.4.8 Species Diversity Potential

Many, though not all, common species will likely be planted or become established on

the closure landscape. To improve species diversity and incorporate reclamation

knowledge gathered from Teck’s extensive mining history (see the response to

ESRD/CEAA Round 3 SIR 78), Teck will plant additional species on the reclamation

landscape, including those with traditional value, to supplement those recommended in

provincial reclamation guidelines.

Species with a high fidelity to peatlands (i.e., bog and fen wetland classes) are unlikely to

become established on the closure landscape. Based on information collected from

baseline surveys, 22 vascular plant species are unique to bog and fen wetland classes

(see Volume 2, Section 8.3.4, Table 8-10).

17H.4.9 Rare Plants

Mitigation for rare plant species will be achieved through avoidance whenever possible.

In areas where avoidance is not possible, alternate mitigation strategies will be developed

to promote conservation of these species and associated genetic diversity. Alternate

mitigation could include strategies such as seed collection and sowing, direct

transplantation of affected individuals or diaspore dispersal. In addition, Teck will

examine the potential to introduce rare species into the reclamation landscape. Because

mitigation of rare species has not been well tested, mitigation measures are considered

experimental and are not used to reduce effects and environmental consequence ratings.

Details on rare plant mitigation will be developed prior to construction.

17H.4.10 Non-native Invasive Species

Teck does not expect that the presence of weeds in the closure landscape will limit

wildlife habitat or forage for ungulates such as bison. However, to mitigate the effects of

non-native invasive species, a weed management plan will be implemented throughout

the life of the Project including during reclamation and at closure. Although oil sands

reclamation aims to establish locally common plant communities, it is recognized that

non-native vegetation species can become invasive and hinder the establishment of native

flora in reclaimed lands (AENV 2010). However, in most cases, non-native vegetation

species remain relatively rare (AENV 2010), and generally, the spread of weeds is

currently not considered a critical issue in the Fort McMurray area (Landhäusser et al.

2012).

In some cases, weeds can have positive effects on ecosystem processes. For example,

they can enhance resilience by increasing functional diversity and productivity (Welham

2013). However, if left uncontrolled, weeds will inevitability spread and reduce diversity

(Boylen et al. 1999). For information about non-native vegetation species incursion in the

oil sands region, see Section 10, Table 10-23.

Under the Alberta Weed Control Act, land occupants and owners are responsible for

managing weed control and spread. Best management practices for oil sands reclamation

include techniques that do not facilitate colonization of noxious species in stockpiles
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(MacKenzie 2011). Teck will follow these best management practices and continue to

monitor research in this area. It will also consider future recommendations as applicable.

Following current regulatory standards, reclaimed land that receives a reclamation

certificate must comply with the Criteria and Indicators Framework for Oil Sands Mine

Reclamation Certification (GOA 2014). These criteria specify that a site must be free of

prohibited noxious weeds for two years before a reclamation certificate will be issued.

Teck will follow these, or similar, regulatory direction when reclaiming the Project.

17H.5 Acoustics

The following noise management and mitigation measures are being considered to reduce

noise to receptors:

 vehicles will be maintained in good working condition (e.g., mufflers will be

maintained) and speed limits will be enforced

 emergency alarms will be tested during daytime, where reasonably practical

 the sound power level for mitigated noise sources are summarized in Appendix 3A,

Tables 3A-1 to 3A-2. Acoustic performance of building wall construction will meet a

minimum sound transmission class (STC) rating of 29, based on published data in the

North American Insulation Manufacturers Association for a pre-engineered structure.

The transmission loss in octave band detail is summarized in Appendix 3A,

Table 3A-13

 for outdoor equipment, the manufacturer incorporates mitigation in the equipment

design to achieve the published sound power level. The mitigated sound power levels

are summarized in Appendix 3A, Tables 3A-3 to 3A-10

 noise effects from the Year 35 (2060) mine haul truck (CAT797) operation along two

haul roads. (i.e., waste haul roads to internal disposal area– see Appendix 3A,

Table 3A-12 for haul road operating parameters and mitigation plan used in this

assessment) will be mitigated using various measures, including but not limited to the

following:

 haul trucks exhaust silencer

 haul truck speed

 trip frequency (number of trips per daytime and nighttime period)

 route location or alignment

 ventilation openings (i.e., air intake and exhaust openings) will be fitted with

appropriate acoustic silencers, louvers, or plenums, where applicable, to reduce

outdoor sound transmission from indoor equipment

 buildings housing indoor noise-generating equipment will be appropriately sealed to

reduce noise
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 where practical, flanking path and penetrations from plumbing, heating ducts, and

electrical wire in the buildings will be properly insulated and covered to reduce noise

 appropriate acoustical lagging will be installed to provide additional attenuation to

the steel casing, where practical

 vibration isolation pads, resilient mounts on equipment, resilient pipe support

systems, and dampers will be installed where appropriate

Mitigation measures will be finalized during future stages of engineering.

17H.6 Air Quality

Given the sophisticated regulatory regime in Alberta and Canada, many of the actions

taken to manage air emissions are mandatory. Other actions represent good engineering

practice in keeping with professional and societal expectations. Teck has endeavoured to

develop an appropriate balance between competing imperatives and provides the

following examples of planned actions to manage reduce air emissions:

17H.6.1 Site Access and Construction Mitigation Measures

 a bridge across the Athabasca River to produce a shorter access road

 consideration of a paved road to the site to reduce gravel road dust emissions

 if slash burning is required as part of site clearing activities, protocols will be

established reduce off-site effects. Specific actions include restricting the amount of

material being burned at any given time, burning when the winds are favourable, and

informing local communities

 dust mitigation measures will be applied to on-site roads during construction include:

appropriate selection of road materials, limiting vehicle speeds, and surface watering

(or equivalent)

 retaining natural vegetation as windbreaks

17H.6.2 Mine Fleet Mitigation Measures

 purchase of U.S. EPA Tier IV-compliant haul trucks, when they are available

 optimize mine planning and engineering to reduce haul distances that will result in

reduced emissions and increased fuel efficiency

 enhancing haul truck fleet maintenance and dispatch to optimize efficiencies and

reduce emissions

17H.6.3 Extraction and Cogeneration Plant Mitigation Measures

 clean burning natural gas as a fuel source for the generation of heat and electrical

power
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 use of dry low NOX1+ technology to reduce emissions and increase the efficiency of

the cogeneration plant (i.e., as opposed to Selective Catalytic Reduction, which is an

energy consuming ‘scrubber’ process)

 hot water generators and cogeneration unit emissions to meet ESRD and CCME

emission criteria

 should the need be identified, appropriate real estate in the plant area has been

allocated for carbon capture and sequestration (CSS) facilities

17H.6.4 Fugitive Hydrocarbon Mitigation Measures

 designing the tailing solvent recovery unit to extract solvent from tailings in the Froth

Treatment Plant to maintain solvent losses to less than 4 volumes solvent per

1000 volumes of bitumen produced

 floating roof tanks where appropriate and a vapour recovery system to condense and

recover vapours from tanks and process areas

 use of dual solvent vapour recovery units to provide full redundancy in vapour

recovery

17H.6.5 Energy Efficiency Mitigation Measures

 investing in cogeneration of heat and power using clean burning natural gas instead

of relying on the Alberta grid, which has greater average greenhouse gas emissions

 using variable frequency drives on boiler feed pumps and forced draft fans to reduce

electrical energy related to steam production

 designing and configuring equipment in the Froth Treatment Plant to maximize the

recovery of thermal energy (e.g., use of heat exchangers instead of a cooling tower)

 factoring greenhouse gas emissions into supply chain decisions

 including a cost of carbon in the evaluation of project economics

17H.6.6 Fugitive Dust Mitigation Measures

 dust mitigation measures will be applied to mine haul roads: appropriate selection of

road materials, limiting vehicle speeds, and surface watering (or equivalent)

 progressive reclamation will include the replacement of overburden and vegetation to

the area of disturbed lands to reduce fugitive dust emissions

17H.6.7 Continuous Improvement

In addition to the above actions, Teck anticipates that regulatory change will require

further action to comply with increasingly stringent regulations. In preparation for these

changes, Teck plans to implement the following continuous improvement actions:
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 review the current Project design at the Feasibility level to determine if emergent

emission reduction technology exists that is compatible with the Prefeasibility design

and site conditions

 continue research and development and participation in associations that advance

emission reduction technologies that are applicable to oil sand extraction

 during operations, continuously improve the efficiency of energy use and emission

reduction technologies in an effort to outperform regulations in effect at the time

 commission studies of hydrocarbon emissions from tailings ponds and the mine face

to gain a better understanding of these emissions with a goal of identifying mitigation

actions

 continue to evaluate and invest in ‘green-energy’ initiatives to reduce or offset

emissions (e.g., in 2015 Teck increased its ownership of the Wintering Hills wind

power plant to 49%)

Teck plans to undertake source monitoring (see Section 4.7.1.2), and this monitoring will

provide valuable feedback with respect to the operation performance relative to emissions

and help identify and prioritize opportunities for continuous improvement.

17H.7 Visual Aesthetics

The mitigation measures proposed in the Integrated Application remain applicable to the

Project Update. Teck has incorporated additional measures related to the RWI based on

supplemental information requests and input received during the regulatory review

process.

Effects of the Project on visual aesthetics will be mitigated by maintaining vegetated

buffers between the Project and the Athabasca River as well as along Project

transportation corridors to the extent feasible. Teck will implement mitigation measures

to reduce potential effects on visual aesthetics where safety concerns are not an issue. In

some cases, vegetated buffers may not be feasible as a line of sight may be required along

a transportation corridor for safety reasons.

Consistent with the Integrated Application, mitigation might include:

 using construction materials that reduce contrast, limit visual attraction to Project

features, and blending built structures into the natural surrounding environment

 using construction materials, where practicable, that minimize light reflection,

potentially reducing viewing distances of Project features

In addition to buffers, reclamation techniques will be used that integrate closure plans

with the surrounding landscape. Teck will work with operators of adjacent developments,

and specifically with Shell under the Teck–Shell projects agreement should Shell reapply

for the PRM. Teck will seek to develop closure plans that:

 include integration and contouring of slopes to mimic natural topography
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 focus on establishing a variety of vegetation communities

 avoid unnatural-looking breaks at development boundaries

As part of this update, Teck proposes the following additional measures for the RWI:

 plant a narrow band of white spruce along the edge of the cofferdam and plant

dogwood on the cofferdam, except in areas where tall vegetation would impede any

maintenance or present safety concerns. White spruce has been proposed because it is

an evergreen and will provide year-round mitigation. In addition, species such as

balsam poplar can have large, lateral roots that could compromise the cofferdam.

 complete reclamation in the area to minimize erosion and slope instability

Although there are currently no regulations, guidelines, or policies in place within the

province of Alberta to regulate the amount of light being emitted from facilities, Teck has

committed to using lighting that minimizes light pollution and will incorporate lighting

consideration into future stages of engineering. Teck will consult with potentially

affected Aboriginal communities on lighting considerations.

At closure, infrastructure will be removed and the Project will be reclaimed using

vegetation types similar, though not identical to existing conditions, creating a continuous

vegetated landscape.

17H.8 Access Management

17H.8.1 Land Access

The following mitigation measures will be implemented to reduce potential effects on

changes in land access resulting from the Project:

 an AMP will be developed in consultation with ESRD, potentially affected

Aboriginal communities and public stakeholders for the LSA. The purpose of an

AMP will be to allow access in and through the LSA as much as possible while

maintaining public safety. One objective of the AMP will be to optimize hunting

opportunities as well as to allow trappers and other key land users (i.e., established

outfitters) continued access through the LSA (see Volume 1, Section 14.8.5).

 all individuals wanting to gain access to or through lands being actively developed,

which is generally Teck’s mineral surface lease (MSL), will be required to submit an

access request

 traditional land users will be granted temporary access to and through the PDA

according to the policy and processes set out in the AMP

 traditional land users will not have to meet worker site access requirements but will

be escorted by someone who has permanent site access (i.e., a worker)
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 access through, and to portions of the PDA not being actively developed will not

require an access request form be submitted. Individuals will be required to contact

the site’s security office and provide adequate notice about when they plan to be in

the area, who will be present, and the intended activities and general location(s) as

they relate to Teck leases. All individuals passing through the PDA will have to

check in at the security office and will be escorted by a Teck worker. Teck

understands that Aboriginal communities desire that the advance notice period be a

short as possible and expects that this issue will be discussed during future

consultation for the AMP.

 throughout the life of the mine, access to locations in the PDA by Aboriginal

community members will be based on mine advance (see Appendix 17G, Figure

17G-1 to 17G-5). Additional traditional use areas and options for accessing these

locations will be determined during consultation with ESRD and potentially affected

Aboriginal communities. For safety reasons, harvesting and use of firearms would

not be permitted in areas being actively mined or within and around facilities

associated with the mine.

17H.8.2 Water Access

Teck will implement mitigation measures throughout the Project’s life to reduce the

effects of the Project on flows and water levels. These mitigation measures are

summarized below by Project phase.

During Construction and Operation

The water management plan (see Volume 1, Section 7) describes mitigation measures,

design features and best management practices to achieve the following environmental

management objectives during construction and operation of the Project:

 reduce changes to flows and water levels in receiving waters by distributing muskeg

drainage operations through the mine life, thereby avoiding a large increase in flows

in the receiving waters

 reduce sediment loading to receiving waters by routing muskeg drainage and

overburden dewatering to polishing (sedimentation) ponds equipped with oil-

separation capability (where required) before release to the receiving waters

 reduce effects of closed-circuit operations on flows and water levels in receiving

waters by diverting natural watercourses that will not be disturbed by the mining

operations around the mining area to receiving watercourses

 reduce river-water withdrawal requirements from the Athabasca River by

maximizing closed-circuit recycling of surface and groundwater where practical and

storing sufficient amounts of water in an off-stream storage pond in the event of

extended withdrawal restrictions from the Athabasca River
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At Closure

The proposed conceptual closure drainage plan for the Project is shown in Section 6,

Figure 6-5. The conceptual closure drainage systems have been designed to be self-

sustainable over the long-term and have characteristics similar to natural drainage

systems (see Volume 1, Section 13). The closure drainage systems are designed to

achieve the following environmental objectives:

 reduce changes to flows and water levels in receiving waters by developing a

drainage layout that will limit the changes in the natural drainage areas contributing

flows to the receiving watercourses

 reduce sediment yields from reclaimed surfaces by developing appropriate final

topography and soil moisture conditions

 reduce gullying and channel erosion by developing robust and sustainable

reclamation drainage systems with built-in self-healing capability and robustness

similar to natural drainage systems

 design watercourses, waterbodies and wetlands during reclamation for attenuating

floods and for bioremediation of tailings porewater releases, groundwater seepage

and runoff from the reclaimed areas

The proposed closure drainage systems include the following:

 main channels to convey runoff from the reclaimed landscape and upstream

watershed to the pit lakes or natural receiving waters

 secondary drainage systems and vegetated waterways for conveying runoff from

reclaimed tailings and overburden storage areas

 pit lakes, constructed reclamation lakes, small lakes and shallow wetlands with

littoral zones to provide bioremediation of surface runoff and seepage from the

reclaimed landscape prior to release to the receiving environment

 conceptual fisheries offsetting measures

17H.9 Historical Resources

Mitigation related to historical resources is found in Section 14.4.4. Historical resources

sites in the PDA that ACT determines to have moderate to high heritage value will likely

have requirements for further study. These might include some or all of the following:

 additional shovel testing to identify site boundaries, areas of highest artifact density,

activity areas and areas with unique or specialized artifacts

 archaeological excavation at sites with high interpretive potential

 mapping and documentation at specific sites

Teck will phase the required supplemental HRIA studies to ensure completion of all

necessary studies in the PDA in advance of vegetation clearing in each development area.

Once the Project is approved, the completion of HRIA studies and known site locations
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relative to each development area will be further evaluated. Any assessment gaps will be

assessed through HRIA field studies, and any sites that have moderate to high heritage

value in areas to be disturbed will be subject to mitigation studies as required by ACT.

Teck will also work collaboratively with local First Nation and Aboriginal communities

on mitigation studies, in an effort to address local concerns and interests in relation to

historical resources in the area. Mitigation studies will meet the requirements of ACT and

aim to meet the desires of Aboriginal communities. Monitoring programs will consider

the development of a discovery protocol relating to historic resources.
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