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Accounts of six Elders at Driftpile First Nation in Alberta on how the industries are

affecting their way of life, the transmission of culture, their environment and their

health.  

The life story of George K. Chalifoux

My traditional childhood

My most enjoyable times in my childhood were in the presence of my family, including my

parents, my grandparents and how we spent our summer vacation in the bush. We went four or

five families together; especially brothers and sisters of my parents and the minor side of the

family joined us, as in a hunting party. We all went in the bush as a large group, and generally

men went hunting. This was our way of learning at that time, some tasks for men and others for

women. This was the way to educate ourselves, to be ready when we would be parents ourselves

and thus able to transmit our culture. All the secrets of hunting and the specific locations were to

be known by all in order to learn in case of changes in the environment such as: the disappearing

of the animals, fish or specific herbs which we depend on. We needed to know our food, their

habits and their whereabouts, no matter the circumstances.

When we used to go south of Driftpile, we prepared a team of horses and wagon and left for a

week sometimes, or just a few days, depending on how the parents felt or I guess if there was an

event in the community. The longer we stayed in was two weeks, as I remember. But it was fun.

It was never boring. We always had horses to play with or other animals. The earliest I remember

is when I was five years old. 

Changes in our way of life

However, at this time, everyone began to have a car and that when people did not much off the

land. Pretty everyone walked away from that lifestyle and that is the sad part because now we all

have health problems. The community does not have much activity to make them active and

reconnect them to the territory. The Band Council tries to provide cultural awareness to youth

and some members of the community, but I feel that those who are committed to do so, do not
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have the skills to carry out the projects nor to infuse the desired results. They do gain experience,

but not the one that they should have. 

Away from this lifestyle and therefore the bush, the representation of Aboriginal culture has

changed. Families who used to supported each other were experiencing difficult times, for

example if the provider of a family is injured, all members of the community would gather to

help and contribute to help until the crisis passed, but  do not see that in contemporary society. In

past times, this was what the indigenous culture and spirit meant. Take the time to help family

and others, this is what was important. There still some people who do, but they are rare. Today,

culture is gradually revived. We return to the powwow, which were silenced and oppressed. It is

the same for hand games. Many sacred ceremonies resurface. Government reprisals had taken

everything so that First Nations did not understand their culture. The younger generations of my

time could not know their culture or who they were. The protocols in place and the measures

taken made sure of that!

The physical consequences of the cultural changes

Our culture changed at such an extent that we feel it at the physical level. Now, everyone

depends on the large scale markets for their daily lives. This has a huge impact on the traditional

way of life. As I said earlier, the traditional way of life was to live off the land, locate animals or

the fish and the herbs. In this way, we were all active and in shape. We got up early, we were

walking or on horses. We lived our lives around the seasons and what each had to offer us. Now,

what are common are the processed foods and sugary drinks. It has significant impact on the rise

of diabetes. The lack of exercise and the lack of fresh air affect us, because people watch too

much TV or play games or are on the computer. 

The arrival of the industries

Since industries are advancing in our territories, I noticed big changes and big impacts on my

life. Many traditional plants have been removed in the vicinity. Before, we had some plants

growing in specific locations, but once the plant has been disturbed, they have no chance to

relive in the same place. Once the life of a place is withdrawn, it is finished. Previously,

gatherers did not harvest the roots; they respected the plants so that it grew the next year. Yet

what industries do is remove the top layer of the earth five or six inches, which removes the
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entire branching system. There is also the cutting and deforestation of large areas. We no longer

had the buffer to maintain mountain water or the thawing process. In addition, the sun can

remove more soil moisture at a faster pace, causing soil erosion, which took more time before.

There are also the oil leaks that destroy more habitats for wildlife. This includes all animals and

plants, because they depend on watersheds. For example, fish depend on nutrients from soils that

are fed mountain water. If the water does not flow, it stagnates and algae can emerge. All the

knowledge comes from our grandparents and parents, who without them, we would not know

where to hunt, gather, trap or fish. I hunt in the same area as them. Many of us try to keep

industries away from hunting, trapping, gathering and fishing areas. That is why we organized

blockages and other events in order to protect the land from the industries. We do this to protect

our values from the Western culture. It could be a cultural site, a plant or something else of value

to us. This example would not be different from someone who goes to your grandfather’s house

with a bulldozer and destroy his home. Certain things have an important meaning to Aboriginal

communities. It is for these reasons that I transmit my culture to anyone who wants to learn, it

my duty. That’s how we were raised and that’s how we must teach! If we do not pass culture

orally, it will be lost. For a long time, our cultures had nothing in writing. Even thought we did

not write them down, our knowledge was significant and allowed us to live a prosperous life. 

However, some youth are still interested in learning because they have heard the stories from

their grandparents who lived off the land. There are about 5 % of people in each community who

has an interest in their history. For example, the young ones will ask why their grandparents lived

longer unlike society in general who dies at a rapid rate due to certain evitable diseases. They

make links between traditional and modern life as well as health impacts. I think these young

people will make great leaders.

The tar sands industry

The first time I heard about the tar sands was in the late seventies when I was in school. The

information circulating was that the industry was looking for oil. At that time, Alberta was

looking for pump jacks. This process doesn’t necessitate the reversal of the landscape as it does

now. Furthermore, no industry has ever consulted us. The part that saddens me the most is that

many indigenous communities were neither informed nor consulted in the development,

5



research, or projections of the industries. How government works is that if the almighty dollar is

there, they have no worries or problems. When a problem does arise, they are pushed under the

table and they try to make it stay there until something forces them to go public. But that’s not

always the case. Then they have a small amount of reaction time, but the way it works is that the

problem must wait years before anything is done and by that time, the industry has packed up

and what we wanted to protect in the first place, no longer exists.

Several changes have taken place in our lives, our communities and in our environment since the

arrival of industries. There is obviously more opportunities with higher wages for some members

of the community. Their lifestyle changes so that they can afford to buy more things for the

house and yard, like everyone else. Families can go on vacation. Communities benefit a little too,

because they manage stores. But there is a cost to this new life and nobody wants to question

these side effects because the money would be at stake. That is why many people might not dare

bring a concern or a problem forward, because the project will stop and the jobs will disappear. It

is only once the project is completed that we see the devastation of our land and of our way of

life. It would be desirable that the projects were predetermined and prepared with the

communities, one small project at a time, instead of cutting the whole forest and destroying

everything in its path. Even if we had the choice to refuse projects, they would still have

emerged. The government takes its decisions without consulting the people. Concerns in Fort

McMurray with the high rates of cancers, among other things, have been put forward a long time

ago. In 1991, I worked for a company that tested the river. At the end of the project, several

companies have been charged with various fines on the environment and its impacts on water.

The example I'll give is from some areas of Beaver Ranch in northern Alberta, in High Level. We

took some fish for examination; I think it was a specific ling, specie of bottom feeders. We took

fifteen from one place, many of them were nine or ten years old, but they were not long, they

measured only a foot long. Most had white eyes and I presumed they were blind. Those taken

near Peace River are, at the contrary eight or nine years and measured about one meter and their

eyes were clear. This greatly surprised me. I also worked for a company that tested fish to

discover the toxins and chemicals in their system. The following year, with the study on the

Northern Rivers, Proctor and Gamble in Grand Prairie was charged with multiple charges for

rejecting its toxins into the river. This river joins Fort McMurray. Thus, several chemical
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industries were rejecting their toxic components in the rivers without being monitored. The

monitoring system helps in some areas, including making the results public, but their effects are

limited. If the media and public ignore the situation, all these phenomena’s are suppressed and

the industries attempt to clean or hide its impact without anyone noticing.

This is the same process for natural gas, oil and eventually their leaks. Bitumen goes into streams

affecting animals and the lifestyle of people and their health. One of the things that saddens me is

that I was part of a meeting in 2007 or 2008 in Peerless Lake with Norsen Pender which was

discussed that in five or seven years in the territory concerned tar sands. I relayed my concerns to

the Chief and Council and their reaction was: what can we do? 

Members were getting ready with heavy machinery for the upcoming pipelines and other

operations related to industries. My prediction is that the pipelines have already found their way.

If people were paying attention, they would see that there are several prospectors on our land, but

nobody takes the time to ask them the reason for their presence. They assume that the industry

and the monitoring system are safe and reliable. They advise us of their presence, but we have no

power to remove them from our land. They make assessments of specific sites, but I think they

are after the fact, when all plans are developed. Last year, I saw prospectors and I asked them

what they were doing, but I could not do anything, because nothing can stop a running project.

The assessment should be made before the company or industry spreads its road construction or

their plans. The community members had neither the potential nor the understanding of the

principles to protest. Some people now understand what to do, but the sad part is that the

leadership and the communities do not bring their ideas and opinions. The industries try to woo

the community not their needs. There's a big difference!

The environmental destruction

All my places for hunting, fishing, trapping and gathering have changed because of the industry.

Many species and their habitat are destroyed. Some fish cannot mate because they cannot

reproduce upstream. In addition, with forestry, it is clear cut everywhere, whereas before it was

not much of a concern because it was selective logging. The industry took the biggest trees,

leaving the little ones behind. Now it takes seven years to grow back. However, after 15 or 30

years, forestry come back and cuts again. It's a shame how the mighty dollar have impacts on
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decision makers. So, when the industry goes in the desired locations, it destroys our sacred

grounds and we must find new ones. The same is true for plants and fish. Once the industry is

going in a territory, it tears the area and everything dies. It is true that we need wood to build our

homes, among other things, but do we really realize the impact that the industry has for the

animals and the forest is being destroyed? Those who understand those links usually don’t

remain in the community, since they leave to go to the cities where a better life awaits them and

also where their action might result into action! 

Impacts on the fauna

In addition to cutting and the deforestation of our ancestral territories, there also have had impact

on the animals per se. In the past, there were several reports on animals with toxic substances

found in their guts. Some protection system has been set up, that whoever discovers an infected

animal, or with white spots on the organs, they bring them for analyzing and signal their

whereabouts. This allowed to emphasize the problem and to find out if toxic substances were still

present at the place and how far they have spread. This was a huge concern with the Bovar plant;

a toxic treatment plant just before the town of Swan Hills, which has been in place for a long

time. It is still the factory where all of Alberta brings its toxic substances to treat or dispose of.

Now, in order to get rid of the chemicals, they must burn or decompose somewhere, but they

cannot get rid of it properly because they will evaporate into the system or will be carried by the

wind. The wind will carry chemicals over large distances. It does remind me of a time when they

warned us repeatedly that animals could not be taken within 30 km of the plant. Many

individuals believed that within the limit of 30 km they would be safe. However, the animals

migrate, especially during mating season. For example, ducks are migrating north and south,

same for moose and deer. They eat in different places and now they have to find other safe

places. This affects the entire food chain, from rodents to eagles, because they have harmful

substances in their system, they fly and migrate, then the disease develops, they die and animals

of this new sector will continue this cycle. It starts with parasites and birds and continues

incessantly.

Thus, the industries on our ancestral lands have significant impacts on our way of life, because as

mentioned above, we depend on the land and some areas for our activities. Once these are

destroyed or polluted, we need to find others. Sometimes we go beyond the limits of our territory
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and have to negotiate with members of other communities. The same is true for water supplies;

several sites are contaminated and the industry is going through with their water trucks, pouring

large amounts of substances, thinking that no one will notice. This happens often and people who

are witness do not know who to report it too. 

Impacts on the treaty rights

Moreover, our treaty rights are greatly affected by industrial activities. The treaty rights are not

understood most of the time. We need trained people to work on them since they require specific

understanding and terminology. We should be negotiating with the Queen, not the government

when it concerns our treaty rights. We should hold our own and say no! Our ancestors have

negotiated with the Queen and we want to negotiate with her too! We should decide with the

Queen! We should say that: You (the government) do not have your say! But I do not think it will

ever happen. I think it would have a significant impact, because people do not understand the

essence of treaties, but I do. But politics is not my cup of tea. 

In addition, it is up to members of the community to vote. Our election system is different from

other systems. For example, the Métis circulate a petition explaining their desire to seek election.

People vote and the one with the most votes is elected. The system is similar to the election of

the government. In Aboriginal communities, it is the opposite. It is up to the members to say: I

want to become chief and then someone has to second the motion. Then the name of the

individual is put forward and the date is chosen, the public makes their choice by voting.

The new cost of our traditional way of life

To come back on the practice of our traditional way of life, the disappearance of many species

makes it more burdensome and costly because of the distances we must undergo. To live

according to our way of life, it takes more dollars nowadays. For an individual to go hunting, he

must travel, compared to before, where the animals were near us. To hunt a moose, deer or

rabbit, with all that the environment suffers, many natural habitats are destroyed; the animals

have to go where they have their habitat. The farther they have go, the farther must the people

still living on the land must follow. With rising gas prices, it becomes increasingly difficult for

individuals to do so. The dilemma now is whether I take the risk of chasing a moose that will

give me meat for a month or just go buy my food at the groceries that will last me about a week.
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In general, the resulting meat hunting can take us a long time, but it depends on the lifestyle of

the person and his values or whether you work and buy some groceries or if you have a family.

But most people with wild meat share it between several members of the community, in addition

to his own family. Ordinarily, a moose can give meat for an entire year if the hunter eats small

portions. In fact, indigenous communities, once they have wild meat, they share the meat

between eight or ten families. Thus, the meat is rapidly disappearing and people who hunt are

often asked: where is the meat? They will answer indirectly; because they do not want the

families they have helped to feel embarrassed. Several young men, despite the fact that they do

not eat wild meat themselves, go hunting to provide meat for the Elders or young mothers that

cannot go hunting. We see a lot of that in many communities. 

When we lose a family member or a community member, that's where all the traditional food

will resurface, such as moose soup, or moose heart. This also occurs during harvest time.

Animals such as moose are important to us and to the culture. However, with rising prices, I do

not have enough money to hunt regularly. A $ 100 bill will allow me to try to find the animal, but

if I miss my chance; it is $ 100 that I could have used to buy groceries for my family. With the

lifestyle that disappears, life is more difficult. There are still some families who benefits from the

traditional way of life, but they no longer do so on foot or horseback, but on four wheels, which

have their own impacts on the environment.

We even noticed mountain lions in the area, which is not their natural habitat. With deforestation,

animals do what they must to survive. Thus, they come along forest communities, sometimes

endangering us. Last year, already eight of these wild cats were intercepted. The government

seems to have brought them to control the deer population, but we have not seen results. The

deer are not a species that we eat. We do not use their skin either because the tanning culture is

disappearing. No one practices this art today. The communities have stopped the activities of

tanning at the end of the years seventy because of its cost. Very few people still do, expect our

grandmothers. But more and more synthetic materials are preferred. Why bother if people buy on

the shelves? Only individuals of Wabasca community still do, but they do it for profit, because

they know they can receive up to $ 1,500 per hide.
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The tentacles of the industries and their consequences

As a result, the impact of industries goes beyond the environment, affecting also the culture and

socio-economic conditions. If a study like yours were to be done in all the communities, we

could further understand the impacts of industries. One of the things with this project is that if

the word goes around, several other communities would be interested. We need an example to

carry the process forward. In other words, we need a community that is willing to participate and

once the results are announced, other communities will be involved. For example, if you go

further north, several communities have been able to retain their traditions, such as Garden River,

Fox Lake, North East, High Level and the John Doe prairie. These are the more remote parts

congruent to Fort McMurray. What is sad about Fort McMurray is that although they are greatly

affected by the industries, many of them have lost their traditional way of life, because of the

money they bring. They are involved in the tar sands which states that they are obligated not to

denounce the impacts. Leaders have their hands tied; they accept the conditions, even knowing

that this cooperation will have long-term devastating impacts. These communities have become

rich through the industries. Several members of these communities have what we call toys, but in

the long term, these toys break and the culture will be completely lost, as well as their lifestyle

and health.

My own way of life is changed forever. My diet is synonymous of addiction to grocery stores

and fast food restaurants. With my job, I 'm always in a hurry and I rarely have time to eat a

balanced meal. As I said, eating habits have changed, so meals are skipped here and there, and

then I eat a big meal on my return. My health is not what it was. Our traditional foods, from

hunting, trapping, gathering and fishing are greatly affected by the development of natural

resources. Everything is interconnected, animals, ecosystems, us, our way of life. So we move,

we must travel long distances, even with my job when I have to inspect some places for the

approval or denial for sites. If we have a problem, we write reports, we publish reports with

photography and I bring with me those responsible for this particular site, such as land use, forest

fires, etc. 

Despite these publications, the government is working very slowly and the problem in question

is often already solved, covered or destroyed before anything is done. In general, what happens is

that companies will have paltry fines, say $ 50,000 or $ 500,000. This is nothing compared to
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their turnover. In addition, they still earn more than what was predicted. Thus, they earn double

with insignificant fines while we loose our land. It's like saying here I paid a dollar for it, take 10

cents. It’s therefore a withdrawal of 90 cents. My field is not free of embezzlement. All

politicians have their hands tied, because it’s the companies that sponsor and support them in

their position. 

Other than our food, our water consumption has changed drastically, as well as its quality.

Sometimes we were told that the water source and our wells were too concentrated in iron and

therefore inedible. Now the water we provide is good they say, but how much chlorine and

chemicals does it contain? How many processes are being used to break these components of our

water they polluted themselves? Our water consumption and quality have changed so terribly.

They state that we live longer by drinking this water transformed because it has been sterilized,

but if you look at the age of seniors, they lived significantly longer than that before. Why?

Because they drink water plants rather than what the environment naturally offered us before

their arrival of industries. They were pure, clear, and natural. Now everything is processed,

sterilized. How much chemicals do we put in our body? What kind of treatment systems does it

have to go through and with what standards? Members of Driftpile use tap water, which is safe in

theory, because we are supposed to have a method for removing bacteria’s. Those who can afford

to buy bottled water do, otherwise they drink water that is available. They take a chance by

drinking it. I see a significant change between our contemporary consumption and the one

before. I can just imagine if the tar sands were here, with all its impacts happening on our land.

The animals were also infected, but from the point of view of industry and government, they are

not affected by any of the cited affects! They say that animals can survive in spite of their

activities with the reforestation in force and that there is no need to worry. However, concerning

this reforestation, they put chemicals to eliminate noxious weeds. Animals eat these herbs now

poisoned, not to mention the aerosol cans that are released and affects the ecosystems. In fact,

almost no one collects water source anymore because they have doubts about it. I did before. We

had specific places where we could relax by nature, but they are gone. We are now suspicious of

what Mother Nature gives us due to the large number of development of natural resources in the

area, in addition to the leaks. We no longer have wells. The province or the industries have

withdrawn them due to the high levels of iron they contained. The water was poisoned and did

not move. They insisted on sterilizing it. However, the water source is natural and cleans itself. If
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studies were made on the water in our old wells, I'm sure the bottom water would still be natural,

because the chemicals rise to the surface.

Community life is not the same either since the arrival of industries. I talked a bit concerning the

relationship changes, but before we were all smiling, friendly, we were visiting each other, but

everything has changed because of the almighty dollar. Now, we compete with each other now.

We are more concerned about what our neighbors think then before. Industries have many

impacts on several members of indigenous communities. There's a lot of jealousy that surrounds

us, because all of a sudden, someone who offers help is reprimanded: "What you think I can’t

take of myself." This negativity is everywhere. It is the result of pride. Industries came around in

the eighties, and it's when it all started to change. In the seventies, everyone helped each other

and people didn’t even lock their doors! 

Most industries are coming up with the almighty dollar and it makes the way for drugs, alcohol

and this is what disrupts a lot of the youth. Like I said, the communities in the north are still safe

from the highway construction mode and the evil spread that affects many communities. But

when the industries begin to infiltrate and create new opportunities for individuals to enrich

themselves, everything changes. Once the roads are built, drugs and alcohol come, the

circulation of money, the naivety of people; especially young people destroy the way of life of

the whole community. There are few solutions to this problem, because once you feel the money,

we do not want to go back.

Seeing the growth of industries in our traditional lands, it is difficult to imagine the lives of

future generations. Once the tar sands industry hits the area, I can see many people wasting their

lives. By that I mean they will overspend because they will assume that this boom will be long

term and those jobs and wages are here to stay. Then, the more money that will shower over us,

the more the traditional way of life will be forever forgotten! This industry makes its way slowly

up to us year after year. But with the large amounts of money, we see happen here and there, it is

inevitable. People say, "Hey, I want to be like them, they do not work and they always have

money, where does it come from?" Even those people who are hooked on drugs and alcohol, they

take their money out of the industries and then it’s a step by step process until it’s too late.
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This has great impact on culture, but it is a long process before being noticed. Some lessons or

skills must be protected to keep our culture and identity alive. This means that we must abstain

from alcohol and drugs, live a healthy life and make certain tasks or perform certain

responsibilities to guide them in life. It's like a person that goes to church and someone tries to

influence them not to go and drink or do drugs instead. Once attached to these substances, they

no longer attend church. This is what happens in many communities. I do not like to compare,

but it is a good comparison. With the tar sands here, everything will be destroyed. This will

affect the entire food chain, all the ecosystems. Skills and how to live off the land will disappear.

The land will suffer and so will our traditional activities; trapping, hunting, fishing and

gathering. With their arrival, habits would be destroyed and we would no longer have the choice

to rely on grocery stores, unlike our nomadic lifestyle. The few individuals who have the skills

will be sought to meet the needs of individuals who have no idea how to survive.

Industries and stores know that if they raise their prices, we have nothing to say and then we pay

while depleting our meager resources. For example, someone who wants to drink a coke in Fox

Lake to the north would have to pay three dollars more, while the normal price normally is two

dollars. Everything is more expensive in Edmonton. This is not no different from power. What

can we do? If you make a price comparison, you can see a big difference, but people say, ʺhey,

you make more money than us," but in reality we pay much more than you! 

The impacts and the transmission of culture

The transmission of culture will be greatly affected also, it is already. With younger generations,

this is what I call the (doggy-dog) world, with competition and greed. It destroys friendships and

families. As I said, visits and the closeness of members are different from those of yesterday. All

because of the mighty dollar! And this is the industry! If the tar sands were on the land, my voice

would not be sufficient against them or to help the members wanting this destructive wealth.

With no photographs or official documentation, it would be difficult to be heard. I have many

concerns for our safety and our future. If the community gathered, things would be better and the

applications would be negotiated between the community, the industry and the governments.

This would protect our way of life and our culture that are at stake. The industry would respond

that it was not aware of all this and why haven’t these claims been put forward. 
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How the tar sands frightens me!

Having this industry on my ancestral land greatly frightens me, because as mentioned, the loss of

fauna and flora population is not negligible. We use these lands to meet our needs. The industry

does not restore our loses and everything will be destroyed or contaminated. With these areas

ransacked, new resources will replace native species and affect the chemical balance of the

ecosystems. Plants, animals, birds, fish will be affected and therefore our health. I fear for my

culture and the transmission of our traditional knowledge, the next generations will not benefit

from our knowledge. Each generation has everything to teach and learn; how to find the animals,

how to put a trap line, how to use a rifle or a fishing rod or net, etc. Nothing is wasted; we use

the entire animal. 

The arrival of the industries also changes my way of seeing the world and society in general.

There's a video on YouTube that I liked, it showed how different cultures and industries have had

an impact on the lives of individuals. It showed beautiful landscapes and how we as Indigenous

Peoples, see the resources. Thereafter we witness the various activities and tar sands entering the

virgin soil with their equipment. Which option do you prefer? This video was an eye opener and

allowed me to see the industry from a different perspective. That goes for all industries and we

cannot change this situation, because we are accustomed to use what the industries provide,

namely oil and minerals. You get used to their presence. Maintaining my links with nature and

my culture would also be affected, because we would have nothing more to meet our needs.

They do not look for birds' nests when they cut a tree, they destroy without remorse. We cannot

teach our young people to experience the nature if it no longer exists. All they will know is that a

nest was here, but it disappeared with industry or will disappear shortly. Generations who know

the trees, the water, the habitats, have the right to enjoy and use them as their ancestors. I want

my children to enjoy the fruits of the earth, to learn from it and use it as their playground. Our

culture is to live off the land and they will now have to fight to keep this law. Remove these

items and we will lose our culture, our identity. To protect these, we should invent a new culture,

a new identity, a new knowledge! Everything is interconnected, we are all connected!

Imagine I have this great fear of an industry that I have only seen and heard on television!

Regarding oil and natural gas, I work with them, but I fear the tar sands; they are much larger

and so are the impacts. With my line of work, I came to know these industries, I searched
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regularly for leaks and we reported them. There are cleaning systems in place. This would ensure

that all contaminants were cleaned and removed properly. However, as I said earlier, industries

receive only paltry fines. My role was to make sure that everything was done according to law, to

record everything and take names. The same pipeline would leak a few years later, thus repeating

the process. Everything must be documented. Several small companies neglected their work and

I had to call them to order. I do not see myself going where the tar sands affect land and other

communities, I would lose my temper! At home, we only have pipelines carrying oil and natural

gas. The closest would be Swan Hills, Faust or High Prairie, where there are several. They have

oil leases. When a pipeline breaks, even if the impacts are on a smaller scale, it is the same

effect, contaminants seep into the earth.

If the tar sands are able to work their way up to us, it will have huge impacts on the community.

With all of the industries in our region, there are still many contaminants in sites we use. We live

off the land, the air, the water; all suffer the onslaught of industries, including animals which we

depend on and plants. The water is contaminated and thus our health will deteriorate. The ducks

are sick at Gift Lake. The lake is small and the surface contaminants are killing the ducks. What

happens is that the ducks live and drink contaminated water and it affects the whole food chain.

Then we remove the ducks and other animals killed or poisoned. With the tar sands, it will be

worse and the impacts will be sustained. Our lakes are precious to us and they have no place to

store contaminants. At one time, I heard of in situ plant Shell in Peace River and another plant

toxic waste. We already have enough trouble with the Swan Hills. Note that several

communities, including Driftpile First Nation are between these two treatment plants and many

other industries, while at the center of two are the tar sands deposits, at Peace River and

Athabasca. Nothing is made for the impacts of the Bovar plant. No study has been made and

therefore no result. If an issue is being terminated, the plant will close for three or four months

and then reopen after. Individuals involved did not continue to investigate. All industries know to

be quiet for a few weeks and everyone will forget the issue. "Business as usual "! We are

powerless to industry! We tried to make blockages, sign petitions, but several of them have been

muzzled and activities continued. All the surrounding industries, including tar sands are entering

tributaries, creeks, rivers, etc. 

What we can do!
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It might be possible for my community to do something. As mentioned, this is from 2007-2008;

the industry has been waiting for approval. My role as an agent of the wildlife management does

not give me more power than other members.  I bring my concerns to my supervisor hoping that

it changes anything, but often applications are stagnating at higher levels, which are funded by

the industry! My supervisor could bring our concerns to the community, but the message will

make only part of the way. The farther the message goes the better, like to a minister, but to

maintain his position, he must make some issues quiet, like all politicians. They do the minimum

just to silence the community or the public. In reality, it takes a lot of time to put applications

forward. Even contacting industries demand a considerable time. Thus, the stakes are stagnating,

without resolution. If a politician is concerned with a specific issue, they will make sure it is

heard and the public to know the next steps. However, our Prime Minister is conservative, which

means in favor of industries, including the tar sands. The role of a politician is to avoid the hits

and make your own. Thus, all stabbing in the back and the course of life is disturbed. The claims

of indigenous communities and individuals about the environment and ecosystems are often

ignored! If a politician is giving $ 500,000 per year for five years to get a project on, they will do

so.

It is difficult to determine what we can do to protect our culture. This is especially difficult

because management requires the skills and education to approach the head of the companies to

verbalize their concerns. Considering the imminent arrival of the tar sands, if we had the right

leadership in place, they could ask the right questions concerning the possible impacts. “Let’s sit

here and talk” I would tell them. What will you do? How will the activities affect our land and

the animal habitats? What about our way of life? What will be the consequences once your

project is completed? Who will restore the land? What guarantees do we have that you will keep

your promises? 

But history repeats itself; most promises are never kept by the federal government. A legal

document, in my opinion, would be negotiated with the Queen, as it manages the entire country,

if only symbolically. It was not a single government; it was the authority at that time. It's a shame

that I always come back to the politicians, but it is the way our world works. Now, if these tools

were futile, I advised management to organize a consecutive series of road blockades at various

places, including those occupied by the industry. We would occupy the road for one hour and

17



after the next community would take the reins and so on, blocking major highways for several

hours. They can’t arrest us all? And in those hours is a lot of money would be lost for the

industry and the government. Is it illegal? No, I only blocked traffic for an hour, until you told us

to move!

To defend our way of life, we would almost have to move further north! Hahaha! No, our treaty

rights are here. A consultation process is definitely a must. The problem is that it is always done

after the fact. If we had a trustworthy process, I think it would better to resolve conflicts and

issues relating to aboriginal rights. Our lifestyles would be more protected. They should not live

with the hell of contaminants on their land, among other environmental impacts. Before anything

is done, it must always be a tragedy. If they could do something before it was too late, it would

be most beneficial to us all. Communities could train some individuals to monitor the sites. We

need visionaries! We must be in the right place at the right time! 

If a study was done by communities to show the different impacts of different industries in the

area, it would probably further the consultation process. It could also address the low

participation phenomena. I remember when I worked for the issues related to fishing, some

streams were closed to allow mating, the public was not even aware of this until I informed

them. We did advertising but despite this, many do not understand or did not concern themselves.

I told them: "We are not here to give you a fine, but rather to inform you." I wanted to explain

the why and not “the” because and once people understand we can change some of our habits

that had an impact on some issues. If they do not have photographs or documentation available,

they are not interested. After all, a picture is worth a thousand words! If someone could take

relevant photos, it could make a difference. Yet we publish and make public documentation

available, but most do not take the time to look, or they simply do not have computers then or

they can simply not read! Maybe we should print and publish documents at the Band Council; it

would be a way to attract attention. With the vastness of the tar sands exploitation, this definitely

would attract their attention, because they speak for themselves! We need people who attract

attention and have a steely determination. I think a study would have more impact if it were

made by a stranger or a member of another community. Even you act as our voice with this

project. Knowledge is power! Everything is connected; everyone has a role to play.
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The life story of Jo-Ann Bellerose

My traditional childhood

It is a pleasure for me to help you in this research and that you interview me, because to this day,

the respondents are only men. All research requires both perspectives! My most memorable

moment in my childhood was when I was between 10 and 14 years old and we were at the camp

Smallboy during the summer holidays with my parents. The camp is located near the mountains,

specifically Rocky Mountains, between Robb and Cadomin. An elderly man named Chief Robert

Smallboy installed a group of his people there to live the traditional life in the middle of the

seventies. Then in the eighties, when I was growing up, my parents took us there during the

summer to experience the traditional life. I come from a family of eight, I am the third oldest. We

learned how to live off the land in a tent with a wood stove, collecting water from streams and

playing with Mother Nature. At the time, we were heedless of animals that could pose a danger,

such as a mountain lion or a grizzly. At this age we are only concerned of having fun, but

incidents have occurred. Now that I think about it, it scares me because we played in the caves

and in remote mountainous areas. The forests were of "tamaracks." These trees are very peaceful

and this is where we learnt the traditional way of life, our traditional culture, religions and the

spiritual part of our identity. By participating at sweat lodges, the sweating and the lodges at

night, talking with seniors who spoke to us from our ancestors and our grandparents, we learned

a lot about who we are. 

Our identity as First Nation

Also, we talked about the importance of "walk the walk ", which is not to consume any

substance or alcohol, because its not part of our traditional way of life. We learned to respect our

elders and ancestors, to listen and to never talk back and help whenever possible. We were taught

to be responsible for performing our daily tasks and collect water, firewood, among others, since

there was a time for work and a time to play. Nowadays, young people are interested only in

Facebook, Nintendo Wii while we played with the trees, nature and investigating all she could

offer. So my childhood was littered with this good summer time and also the return home, where

awaited the daily luxuries. Since the seventies, we could already notice a change in camp life and

the lives of contemporary reserves, because in these years, we changed our water system, we had
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tanks where you pressed a button and there was running water through the tap. I was born near

the river where we used to fetch water from the river to wash our clothes, watering the horses

and to feed our garden with the natural water, among other things. Despite this proximity, I never

learned to swim because my father forbade us to approach it other than to fetch water. When I

was young, he had to pick up two young boys who drowned in the river. But as a parent, I made

sure that my children learnt how to swim.

So I learned to hunt and camp with my parents. Even as a young mother, I brought my kids

hunting and camping with their grandparents. There was always at least one good hunt a year

with the intention of storing the meat for the winter. Traditionally, Aboriginal Peoples always

shared their wild meat with their extended family and other community members. For example,

my brothers will hunt and provide moose meat and ducks and fish for seniors who cannot hunt or

fish anymore. Most of our seniors are not healthy enough to go hunting because it is a daunting

task, especially moose, which is the heaviest animal in the area. Even disemboweled and

cleaned, it takes a lot of energy and strength to carry it. There are still several communities that

will dry the meat to make a kind of "beef jerky" to preserve it. Some members of Driftpile do it. 

Everything I just said comes from our identity as First Nation. The First Nation culture for me is

who we are, as a person walking on Mother Earth. This is our traditional way of life, how we

work, how we live on the land, how we treat animals and the environment. The First Nation

culture is to respect Mother Nature and all the resources she offers. We thank her for her fruits by

praying for her, making ceremonies and leaving tobacco; we see the interrelationship between

any entities, from the smallest insect to the largest animal. We are all interrelated and we must

coexist. Our culture contains the pow-wow, our traditional ceremonies, our traditional medicine,

our languages and our spiritual beliefs that guide our conduct and our existence. However, our

community, regardless of its remoteness in northern Alberta, we are affected by all the modern

vice that exists. For example, old or young, we are influenced by changes in technology and its

effects on our traditional way of life and traditions. The Aboriginal way of life has changed in the

last fifty years. Our diet has changed drastically since our ancestors ate fruits that the land

offered them, animals, vegetables they grew or those found in the woods, but they had to know

how to harvest. Now we rely on supermarkets to shop, including our wild meat. Nowadays, to

maintain our traditional diet, we need a vehicle, a certificate for a gun, a rifle and of course you
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have to know the area. Hunting is not a playground, a lot of knowledge and energy is required.

It's not like the good days when the father showed his son how to hunt and survive in the bush.

Now there are laws that must be obeyed and this applies to us too. Foods from the earth and

water have also changed, such as fish. I have my gardens, but it’s rather a hobby. Most do not

have the interest or the time to take care of a garden, because it is easier to go to the grocery. Our

lifestyle changed dramatically because of technology advancements such as telephone,

electricity, natural gas, etc.  So we went from a traditional society fetching water from the river

to have it from a truck to a push from a button to have questionable water flowing in a tap. We

are located on a water line. So there have been great progresses in infrastructure. Same for the

wood, we had to cut down a tree, cut and transport it to heat the house. Thus, most of our

activities of the past were to survive, now, if we want the heat, we have only to increase the

thermostat. Because of these changes, we are no longer fit, diabetes affects us more and our

elders die at an alarming rate. The different types of disease or addiction afflict us, cancer,

diabetes and alcohol and drug abuse. We all know that, but what can we do. These substances

have adverse effects on our relationships, on the physical and psychological degree, thus

affecting the spirit of our brothers and sisters in the community. It was said that if we lived off

the land following the traditional way of life, we would live longer. We would not be affected by

alcohol and drugs, because you'd be strong in your spiritual personality, but we do what we can.

The Indigenous traditional knowledge

 Indigenous Peoples have a different scientific knowledge then the western one. We have always

had this knowledge, because we lived off the land, worked the land, know the edible and non-

edible plants. Again, in certain periods, people collecting herbs and plants for traditional

medicine need to know where, when and how to harvest them. Through my previous job as a

community coordinator for the study of traditional land use, I discovered that it is between July

and September the best time for harvesting natural roots, herbs and plants in the forest. The only

way to know if these places are adequate is that an elder allows you to learn under him. To know

how to identify, how to pick without damaging its branching system, how to use it, know the

traditional recipes, we need their knowledge. It takes time and determination to learn this

knowledge that no school or university can teach us. For Indigenous Peoples, the best method of

learning is to be dedicated entirely to the subject; a hands on approach. Young people are
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interested in learning; this is not disappeared despite the changes. Some young people will fight

against the stereotypes that First Nations must face. I know one, he must have 22 or 23 years old,

he lives and follows the path of the pow-wow, he goes hunting, fishing, trapping and picking

herbs and medicinal plants of the bush. He knows where the spots are because he learned from

his Kookum; grandmother in Cree. In the community, there are also programs funded by the

Band and the government to support and encourage cultural activities. 

Thus, the knowledge of elders is used and the culture is transmitted to our young people, they go

with them, learn to hunt and the meat is distributed among several that can no longer hunt.

Knowledge remains in the culture normally. Changes in modern culture, as mentioned with

technology, do not kill the traditional culture. After all, we are still here, because culture is

transmitted in any way possible! The pow-wow this weekend is proof of that, with traditional

dances and ceremonies. There will have different groups of different ages. For example, there is

the "Tiny Tots" of two or three years, it does not necessarily depend on age, but they must be

separated into different groups. There will also have "jingle dress" that will resonant loudly and

are colorful dresses. There are different traditional dresses for men and for women and young

people are particularly colorful. Young men are particularly active and wear large feathers. Each

regalia, which are the name of the dresses, not suits, that is offensive, were made by the dancers,

according to what they feel or think at the time of the creation. Traditionally, dancers attended

ceremonies to help decide the future shape of their regalia. These changes in culture have

changed the traditional way of life, especially in the last fifty years, because we had our own

culture and religion, but when the European settlers arrived, and Catholicism, and so the way we

see the world has changed. This religion was the only one that was shown to my First Nation, the

church we have here is Catholic. It's not as if we had the choice of religion. Thus, the traditional

way of life has been flipped, since our ancestors did learn the Catholic religion. Today, we try to

learn and reconnect with our traditional culture and our spiritual beliefs.

My father’s trap line

Speaking of traditional lifestyles and modern changes, my grandparents could not occupy a large

territory, as they were walking and sledding compared to my parents who have used horses and
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dogs to go in the bush. In my generation came the motorized vehicles. Thus, according to the

generations, we have seen the hunting, fishing, trapping and gathering areas extend. My brothers

and sisters run in "quad" or "rhino", which allowed First Nations to go into previously

unexplored regions. My father had a trap line and we traveled there a lot. However, when my

father saw the arrival of industry in our land, he sold his trap line, because he knew it would lose

its profitability, in addition to all clear cutting in the region and construction of pipelines. It now

belongs to Fred Chalifoux and Adelbert Chalifoux. I guess the owners see a reduction in

profitability as it still has a lot of cutting and pipelines construction. My father knew that the

animals would not come into this part of the woods and the trapping as a way of life was

disappearing. Unfortunately, it became a hobby, then in the eighties, with the arrival of fur

traders, organization for the humane treatment of animals and the new laws, such as what kind of

trap we can use, price and demand fell and all the trappers in the region had to stop their

activities. People are increasingly directed to synthetic materials for clothing, so we do not need

fur anymore. Those who still have a trap line use it to sale the products, but it’s rather a hobby.

However, they like to go fishing, hunting and trapping, but this must be done within the

regulations of the laws. Forestry has completely destroyed the existing lines of traps, cutting all

the trees, destroying the natural habitats and scaring away the animals.

How I transmit my culture

In my case, I do try to transmit my culture to my children and grandchildren. When my son was

small, I insisted that he be named in traditional Cree also, which was done through a ceremony,

but I could not do it for my daughter, Harmony. We present tobacco to the elders, we will sit in

sweat lodges, then present the Cree flag, then the grandfather gives the traditional name. It

depends on what the grandfather of the child sees in him. Each name has an important

significance. There are mainly animal names. It all depends on the child's personality and

characteristics of the specific animal. This is very different from how we got our Christian

names! So, I taught the traditional culture to my children as I could, by bringing them to sweat

lodges, the lodges at night, going in the bush and teach them, etc. The sweat lodges are a

purifying experience. It's like going to church and pray. When we get there, we pray for the

betterment of humanity. This is where I see the humility of my people, because it prays for all.

But, because my grandchildren live in Slave Lake, it’s rather their maternal grandmother who has
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the most influence on their lives and so the transmission of culture is difficult. I know my son is

trying to talk to them in Cree, because he had the chance to learn in school, but he knows only

common expressions. In my time, learning the art was not an option. Now, in our school,

students learn the art. Our teachers are qualified and our young people can learn their history and

culture through language. The original Cree, not the one learned in school, the oral one, is very

different. My daughter did not, however, speak Cree.

Unfortunately, my own knowledge in Cree is limited. I learned a bit when I was a counselor in

2002. In my earlier years, I was made to feel ashamed of my culture and my identity. My parents

spoke to us in English and spoke Cree in secret. Later, I had a great interest in my language,

especially listening to the elders. It is from this point that I started learning my tongue. I'm

talking Cree more and more and I 'm not ashamed of my roots, but it took me nearly fifty years

to do so. Stereotypes, prejudice, discrimination and exclusion of First Nations caused this feeling

of shame. So, being an Aboriginal woman, a single mother and unmarried, I was wearing all that

weight on my shoulders! Being a First Nation and a visible minority in our own lands hurts!

Irreparable changes in our way of life

Western culture and industry have also undermined my culture and my identity which are

interconnected. The most destructive is the tar sands. I heard about it in the late eighties. At that

time, I was with my daughter's father, who worked for Syncrude in Fort McMurray. He brought

me to visit their site and I could see with my own eyes the tar sands and the various operations

taking place. I saw huge trucks and conveyor belts, tailings ponds and large excavation seeping

through Mother Earth. When I think of the tar sands, I see the tailings ponds and the dangers they

pose to wildlife. When I was in Council in 2002, I contacted the Moberly Lake First Nation in

British Columbia who had a factory and they did their own investigation into the industry. They

installed cameras at night near the giant pools and you could see deer and other wildlife drink the

contaminated waste water. This demonstrates that the ponds are open, unprotected and that

wildlife has access to it. This affects our food chain by eating wild animals that are unaware that

these waters are not safe. I also learned that First Nations living near them had high cancer rates;

like in Fort Chipeweyan and Fort McMurray. This means that the fish are also affected since the

watersheds are polluted. It was even found that some fish had physical deformities and clear

eyes. I saw a documentary that also reported the same thing. In light of this information and of
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my values, I do not respect the activities of the tar sands industry. It extracts the natural resources

of our Mother Earth and it digs deep into it and then sells the energy to other countries. Thus,

Canada is selling itself short of its natural resources. I see all men, all nation and all colors, rape

Mother Earth of its natural resources. Whether it is the forest or the water resources, they are

there to help our world work. This disrupts our identity and our culture, because the same natural

resources that we use, such as the animals we eat, our gardens, herbs, the medicine around us, are

themselves poisoned and earth absorbs these substances. Our health is affected. Our pantry and

our pharmacy are all around us, and not in stores or in bottles.

Obviously, there were some positive aspects to the arrival of industries, including the tar sands.

The first that I can think of is that it provides jobs, particularly in the Fort McMurray area, as

well as other jobs across the country, without forgetting the migration of workers to these areas.

So for this reason, Syncrude is a major employer in the region. There was little benefit in our

region and therefore little direct impact to date. I saw the father of Harmony enrich himself with

this company; he is already on his pension because he spent 25 years with them. However, in my

opinion, it is not worth the price of the massive destruction it causes. It destroys everything in its

path to reach this viscous gold water, land, forests, air, plants, etc. One thing is certain, these

activities are not sustainable.

In my own community, I've also seen advancements with industries throughout our ancestral

lands. The work is one, but the imminent result is the destruction. In our culture berries are

important; they were part of our traditional diet. And so, our different kinds of berries patches are

slaughtered. For example, there was one in the corner of my home. It is gone and now nothing

grows. Any kind of development destroys the natural habitats, thus destroying the basis of our

traditional lifestyle. They destroy the natural resources that are at our disposal to generate profit

and our well-being, without assessing the long-term consequences. We also destroy Mother

Earth’s resources to build houses. When I was young, the area was dotted with various fruit, such

as "Saskatoon berries" and "chokecherries" which we ate daily. Once destroyed, they will never

grow back. Thus, our hunting grounds, fishing, gathering, trapping are changing because of the

industries. Without omitting the Bovar plant located in Swan Hills. Several First Nations in the

region do not dare to practice their traditional lifestyle 30 km from the plant. All animals migrate

and we must follow them, regardless of the distances. The forestry cuts trees, thus accelerating
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this process. Our elders are particularly concerned about the cuts. They see entire regions being

uprooted from their habitat and it also means the loss of herbs and medicinal plants. The industry

requires equipment for digging, destroying several layers of soil.

The impacts of industries go beyond the environment, but affect our lives and our identity as

Crees. The biggest impact on my life was when my father sold his land and his camp with the

trap line. Thereafter, we had no place to go to experience the traditional life and to escape

Driftpile. All environmental changes and land use have changed how we perceive the territory.

Before we drank the water around us without fear, whether it was, a stream, a lake, mountain

water, now, no one would dare do this action that was so natural to us. The standard now is that it

is not wise to drink the so-called natural water. However, resisting traditionalists have access to

natural spring water, but they must begin a long journey deep into the woods, but only where the

industry has not yet set foot. They take several water supplies in order to have complete natural

water, which is necessary for traditional medicines. In addition to the disappearance of the flora,

loss of wildlife affects us greatly. Personally, I always ate wild meat, deer, moose, rabbits,

muskrats, among others. When I lost my dear father four years ago, I also lost my purveyor of

wild meat. He always called me when he cooked a traditional meal. He died of cancer of the

stomach and lungs four winters ago. Since that time, I rarely have access to meat, unless an elder

or a neighbor gives me some. When I get a chance to eat some, it is a gift, as the moose I eat

gives my body and mind strength. Moose and all the wild meats are natural because they do not

contain any chemicals that are injected into the pork, beef and other meats sold in the markets.

So, my way of life is greatly affected by the loss of fauna and flora, as they are part of who I am.

I was told that the man who gave me the last meat I ate had it cost him $ 300 in gas for a single

moose. Since the industry came on our lands, we have to travel long distances to find them. The

industries destroys moose licks, a very salty earth where the big animal resources himself and

their entire natural habitat. The hunters went near the moose lick and waited for the animal. This

is no longer the case; often it is most likely they will not find one. The industry has destroyed all

these places without any consideration. She has a great lack of respect for the environment and

development alone counts. When I was the coordinator of the study on land use, an elder wanted

to bring me one of these moose lick. We made the far journey only to discover the destruction of

the site making way for a pipeline and a well for extracting oil. In consultation, the government

and industry says they consulted with First Nations, but in my opinion, these consultations are a
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farce. They will say: "We have consulted with you and then we move forward with our plans."

They have no regard for animals, their habitat, our traditional medicines, our way of life,

nothing, they want to develop and they develop at all costs. Now they're coming for First Nations

and say, "we want to develop this area, so is there someone who uses this piece of land?"  If the

answer is yes, they will go with them to see the specific location. Despite this, the development

will still take place, but it will not be directly on the site used by the First Nation individual. Our

diet is directly affected by all developments in the area. The number of diabetes and the cancer

that afflicts us are more common than before. In my family, its mainly heart problems, but in

most First Nations it is the diabetes that kills the most because they eat processed foods and the

daily high dose of sugar in them. I do not think that our body processes these foods, because

traditionally we did not eat this kind of food. Everything came from Mother Earth. We are

increasingly obese in the communities. We rarely see people in shape. Our lifestyles have passed

from nomadic to sedentary, in a few decades. I try to keep myself in shape, especially due to the

illnesses in my family. I eat relatively well, I exercise and I try to take care of my mind-body and

soul. I garden, which keeps me active and allows me to be near the earth. Too often I have seen

the consequences of diabetes, such as amputation, blindness and etc.  Dan helps me with my diet

because he eats a lot of salads, fruits and vegetables.

As I just mentioned, our consumption and water quality have greatly changed, and so did our

confidence in the existing water bodies. Growing up near a river, we had everything we needed.

Its quality has drastically changed, even in the community; we are supposed to have safe water,

but most do not trust it. When I was on the Council, we received a station that filtered water,

which in theory is drinkable, but we are constantly on a notice to boil our water, especially when

they are cleaning the lagoon or the filters need replacement, so our water is often of poor quality.

I remember when I was young, my grandparents had a well and I’d use a bucket to fetch the

water. Since that time, the well was capped and the government stipulated that the accumulation

of iron was too high, so we did not have the right to drink it anymore. She had to go through a

filtering system and that cost a lot of money then. My sister still collects the natural water near

Edson. They make about two trips a year to fill their reserve. In the previous study, an elder

brought me to one of these sites.
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In addition to the impacts on the environment and our way of life, industries have brought jobs,

including forestry. Two of my uncles, Roger and Fred had the equipment for this purpose. My

father worked a long time for this industry as well. In the '50s and '60, he used his horse to drag

the wood. This was long before the motorized vehicles. The Driftpile River was used to transport

wood material. In many ways, in spite of certain improvements, the First Nations were critical to

companies. Obviously at that time they only practiced the selective logging. Shortly after, it was

the whole forest that was emptied. Forestry takes too much land resources, but sometimes they

plant trees to offset their impact!

As the industries are expanding, we have to think about the kind of life we are leaving for the

future generations. I hope they will have the knowledge and education to defend our rights even

within companies. With their cultural awareness, knowledge of the territory, their modern

education and the necessary vocabulary, they could be our voice for the struggle of the territory

and the protection of Mother Earth. Thus, these and subsequent generations can still enjoy and

benefit from hunting, trapping, fishing, camping and gathering herbs and traditional medicine. I

hope that the resources will be there to be used and therefore allow us to survive the only way we

know how!

But this may change if the tar sands industry comes to our ancestral lands. My brother heard

about the development of tar sands deposits in the region of McLennan and High Prairie, which

are very close to us. Diamond mining was even mentioned. It gives me great fear, because the

destruction of Mother Earth with unsustainable exploitation of its natural resources will doom us.

It is certain that this development will be accompanied by progress like employment, wages, but

at what price? We will have even more exposure to Western culture, the ensuing pollution,

damage to the environment, air, water, land. Our community could not defend themselves against

this giant industry. The only voices are those who are the chiefs, because they are supposed to

represent us, they were elected after all. Thus, our tool would be the direction to verbalize our

concerns, monitor and to evaluate activities. This process could utilize the territorial knowledge

of our elders. Ideally, it would be great if the industry could work with Mother Earth and allow

some sites to be unharmed or bypass them completely, such as the moose licks. We have to work

with Mother Earth, not against it! This reminds me of a saying that is connected to my daughter’s
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name; Harmony, which says that if we live in the laws of nature, we will live in harmony. I

believe that man can work with nature and live in harmony with it.

Despite all these activities in our territories, I do not fear for my traditional knowledge or my

culture, as they are transmitted orally. But the present and future generations will have to learn to

coexist with the industry and their traditional way of life, if they choose to respect Mother Earth

and to appreciate what she offers. However, jobs and large amount of money flowing in the

community will have considerable socio-economic impacts. There are always two sides of a

coin. On the one hand we have jobs, higher wages, increased social and economic status,

increased futile needs to keep the image and more gadgets. But on the other hand, there will be

more vices and all their consequences, such as I mention when talking about health, family and

substances.

However, one thing that is certain to change is the way I see the world, because it would

irrevocably change my views. The landscape would change, people would change and the

environment would be unrecognizable. 

My love for the land

My connection with nature and with my culture would be transformed by the arrival of the tar

sands industry. I love working the land, I love plants, my garden, the birds, the animals and I

cannot live in a world where they do not exist. I like to hunt, trap, fish and gather. Being the

oldest of four boys, I accompanied them in the bush, hunting, fishing and gathering. These

activities allow us to survive as First Nation. My brother, Dwayne, practices these four activities

fervently despite that he lives in Grande Prairie, a buzzing city of urban activities. As I

mentioned with the trap line of my father, there are now pipelines everywhere, farmers have the

same problems, in Mountain House, Swan Hills, even north of here, where my son works at Lake

Utikima, south of Slave Lake, between Fort McMurray and Driftpile. They are everywhere, on

the land and on other lands.

My fears
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I have many fears for my environment and for my community. Being located near Lesser Slave

Lake, the largest lake in Alberta, the presence of industries affects many First Nations. All the

rivers that surround us will be affected. The impacts of industries on our health are real and they

will grow. The fauna and flora will not be spared. When I was on the Council, a man from the

Sawridge Band spoke to us of a deer he hunted; his bowels boiled an unknown green substance.

To me, this animal had been drinking water from a tailings pond or other source of industrial

contamination in the bush. Unfortunately, many industries dump their residues in unknown

places and this affects the earth. There are laws against this kind of thing, but it continues to

happen. Thus, the environment around us will be affected by the tar sands. I can also see the jobs

and the economic boom, but there will be another kind of boom too!

What needs to be done!

I think to protect my way of life, it requires an open mind, in order to adapt to modern life while

preserving our traditions and our knowledge. It's taking our traditional knowledge and applying

it to today’s challenges that we can protect what is important to us. In my case, I try as I can to

protect the environment, including gardening and accentuating the pollination. Through my

passion for plants and flowers, I contribute in my own way, despite of my allergies to bees. I also

enjoy what Mother Nature gives us! When I was on the Council, I was very involved in

environmental issues. How humans and industries pollute the air, water, the environment, which

affects us all, not just Driftpile but worldwide! We must learn to coexist with each other and with

nature.

The life story of Fred Chalifoux

My traditional childhood

My most precious times when I was a child were obviously going in the bush to hunt with my

parents. We went there mostly in the fall, when they gather. I also loved to dry the meat and

making pemmican for the long winter coming. The bush was our playground and I loved

watching hunters and see them return with the meat and then eat around the fire with family.

Also, cooking bone, eating the bone marrow and eat all those good things. However, we rarely
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do that now. My father taught me the essentials of hunting, like relying on the wind when

hunting and trapping, but according to him, the best way to learn is by itself. He wanted me to

learn my own way. The cultural activities of First Nations were not for profit. Hunting and

gathering of traditional medicine, herbs for cooking, were important. Living off the land is meant

culturally. These activities and lifestyles are no longer so important today. The respect for elders

was also sacred. Despite the changes, I'm the same. I 'm old school and I guess it can be a bad

thing. I’m near the end, a kind of "no man's land" and I am no longer active as before, in all

aspects, but I'm still fit, especially for my age.

Changes in mentalities and the   transmission of culture and the disappearance of its basis

Times have changed so that future generations do not see things as before, do not experience the

culture as we did. The time in which they were born gives them new interests, new experiences.

They have adapted. They went out of the tepee. They even laugh at our traditions, our lifestyle.

They laugh at the thought that we lived in a tent in the winter, cut wood, hunt moose in the cold?

This is modern times. They don’t understand why they should do that. 

I taught and I share my knowledge with my children, my grandchildren and the community, such

as how to prepare a dog team, dog sledding in the winter, to take care of a horse, etc. My

children often accompanied me to hunt and I taught them what I know, while allowing them to

learn in their own way. My daughter, who is behind the computer, is my meat packer. But in the

community, many will say, "why should I be bothered when I can take my ski-doo?" It is clear

that the way of life of my people can not remain intact. Life was beautiful, the trees were alive;

you could drink from any water source. Now, we fear for our land, our water, especially because

of the pollution. I do not drink stream water anymore. Before we could drink muskeg water, now

we dare not approach it. Even our tap water is not of quality, it is too purified, chlorinated. I was

at the source of the water and I saw the oil leaks. It's everywhere. They talk about minor leaks,

but they contaminate our land, our water. We must purify everything now. But we must adapt, get

used to seeing the damage, among other things, we must change our ways. We are a disappearing

nation. It's nice to dream that we will survive, but I think we are disappearing slowly.

My parents and grandparents hunted in the same boundaries as me. It was not far away from here

with dogs or horses. I have a car, so in my case I can now go further then they ever did. We have
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fewer animals, so I have to move, including to Berlyn, which is quite far. I regularly go to High

Prairie, where I hunt and extend my knowledge as a guide nowadays. I sometimes lead some

men to camp for a few days and I show them how to set a trap, build a temporary shelter to a

lean moss and fir branches, they are used to the roots to make a kind rope that are braided. These

braids can be long; we made many, attached together. We would then deposit branches above,

then put foam around and spruce again as shingles branches, so that water does not penetrate. If

it's only one night, you can build a shelter in less than half an hour. Sometimes these temporary

shelters are left there, so that someone else can use it, as was the norm.

My parents, however, lived in a tepee, but I recall other places where I lived. There's a time when

I lived with my grandparents because my parents worked at the sawmill in Faust and lived in

their tepee near their job. Sometimes I went with them and I harvested roots. I must have cleaned

all of High Prairie of its branches and roots; I've done my part to clean up the neighborhood!

This allowed, among other things, farmers to clean their fields or to free space for their activities.

We were given $ 5 for this work and at the time it was a lot, but the man responsible didn’t

always pay me. It was a pass time anyhow. I also carried goods with a team of horses from

Enilda to Whitefish Lake. Before, we were also bringing our goods and possessions on horses or

sleds, as we crossed the lake. We usually camped in one place, then off again the next day

without stopping.

My work experience with the tar sands

Later, I started working at Syncrude, around the end of the seventies. I was driving a Kenworth. I

operated a mechanical arm and picked up the barrels. I also drove the bus, because I was the only

one who had his driver's license at the time and now I 'm the one has none! I had a higher classed

license, which allowed me to drive different types of vehicles. I started at the bottom and then I

worked myself up. I worked there for several months. I eventually left for an internal conflict.

With this work experience, I have seen the tar sands then and now. I was ambiguous in my

opinion, because they must get the oil from the earth. I do not like anything about this, but this is

the price of development. I now realize that we must move forward and I saw the progress in our

lifestyle. But you know, a person cannot always stay in one place, we must accept the changes.

That even if we pollute and all the contamination that shakes the earth and affects the weather. In

my opinion, although I don’t know much, it should affect us all. You know, draining the veins of
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Mother Earth can’t be good, everything can go wrong. I might not have a lot of schooling, but

cutting all the trees, it will affect all ecosystems. This industry has a great ecological cost, but

will we stop for these reasons? With oil comes progress, you need trees, densely populated

countries must live, you need money, but I don’t know, it's just my bitterness talking. I don’t

know what we can do against these giants. They call all this progress, I just hope to live long

enough to still enjoy these trees with the animals around us. But it will not last forever, more

First Nations will be affected until there are no more, we must adapt and we must assimilate.

Jump in that little wagon that the white guy’s dragging!  I guess there are specific terms for such

things, but that's how I feel. I do not have much education, so my answers are probably not what

you're looking for. I do not understand why we do not encourage other forms of energy, but that

might screw up the sales on the gas and oil factories. 

The tar sands industry has not even yet arrived on our land, but they are rumors that there will be

oil deposits in Seal Lake. But in my personal life, the only change that the industry has had is the

job I held. We have been dealing with other industries, such as forestry, oil and natural gas. I

have nothing positive to say about forestry. These industries destroy the earth, but what can I say

because we certainly can’t stop them? Then there are the Chinese who harvest the fruits of our

devastated land. I'm sarcastic, but we are helpless.

Changes on the land and   how they affect our way of life

I have the trap line that once belonged to her father and I noticed several changes since that time,

since about 1990. There was, among other things, a huge leak, precisely where I trapped martens.

Now there’s nothing left and it will take years before the animals return although I have not

checked recently. All that's left there is a stream, it is a beautiful area, but the leak has destroyed

everything. In addition, there is clear-cut now, just on my trap line. The entire surface of the earth

has been removed, so where do you want the animals to go. There have also been several wells

and pipelines erected. They did not even warn us. Since last winter, they dug four wells, in

addition to seismic lines. All activities in the area and their profits have stopped, due to the

development of the natural resources. I caught a bear once in this region, it was filled with oil

and when I opened him his bowels were bubbly. I do not know what it was because he licked it

or something, but how is it that this product is housed in its interior parts? In addition, the bear

had bees clinging to its fur, which seemed so unnatural. I found him near my cabin which is
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located right next to a pump. I minded my business; it was a normal day like "happy-go-lucky-

Indian kind of thing." Forestry has driven us from the area. We still have our cabins there and the

last time I was there was in early spring, they cut everything in their path, to the point that behind

my cabin, there is not a single tree left. I just dismantled my cabin and kept the wooden planks.

Adelbert and I rebuilt in the north, not so much for the trapping activities, but just to relax.

In general, our habits and hunting camp have changed, because we in the past we did it as a

family. We ate and talked around the fire. But at that time we helped each other. We are more

sedentary now. We hunt as a white man would; opening the window, and bang, then we attach

our animal and transport it. I’m afraid this is modern hunting. I am once again being sarcastic,

but it's like that now. This is well before, you know, the memories of that time. We did not have

today's vehicles or freezers. We used the entire animal, even the bones; they make a good soup,

especially in the winter. Still several parts of the animal are used, but they often leave the head,

yet there are several delights, including the eyes. When I brought a head, I would put it in the

oven and sit in my chair with salt and eat them! Jean always looked at me with disgust, but it's

delicious! If the white man can eat frog legs and serpent, why not! The head meat is tender and

tastes good, but that's probably why I have high cholesterol. There's a price for all the nice things

I guess!

What has changed the most since the arrival of industries is the way I live. I'm a man of the

woods. They destroy the plants I use. They have major impacts on my way of life. Because of the

disappearance or reduction of animals, I have to go farther to find them. Sometimes I still hunt

here, but I rarely see animals in this area. If I really want a prey, I have to go further. All the more

so since the treatment plant waste in Swan Hills, because we do not touch the animals in its

vicinity. I have to go as far as Fox Creek and Grande Cache sometimes. Thus, given the

disappearance of animals, we must depend on the supermarkets. We even fear to consume natural

water that surrounds us, as briefly mentioned, an action so natural to us not so long ago. Our

water system is supposed to be the best with the factory worth six million on the community! We

do not even use it for our tea if it is not boiled. We do not trust it and so, we buy our water. We

buy it in Joussard because we refuse to drink tap water, we are at this point. We should trust this

system, but we all fear it. We collect spring water when we go hunting in Berlyn. Not so long

ago, we went and had a truck collecting some water. The man said firmly that it was private
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property and to move away. Now there’s oil everywhere. So how can we collect the water from

the mountains? But it is now bottled at Berlyn and sells it everywhere, the very same that we

used to go for decades is now private property. Even the water from the rocks I do not trust him

100%, but this is our last resort. We continue to collect it and to store it when we have the

chance. We have friends in Yellowknife that brings us spring water from time to time. There was

a time when they had no place to live, so we offered them a place to stay. This is another thing

that has changed our way of life; helping each other without seeking gain, and doing so smiling.

Now, if someone asks for help or offer you something you get shouted at. There is less contact

and it is money that determines our relationships. Times change, we lose the essence of things

with this selfish attitude. However, younger generations born in this era are detached, do not

perceive the changes. Today's society is all they know. They are already assimilated; they seep

into the Western mode. The traditional way of life will be gone and when they grow up, they will

be completely assimilated. It is useless to show them how to mount a horse because there will be

no more horses by the time young people grow. Now it is rather them who teach us how to

operate technology! These young people are the ones who teach us instead of the other way

around. We lost part of our role.

Uncertainty towards the future

In the event that the tar sands come on our ancestral lands, I do not know what my reaction

would be. We must accept it I guess, that's all. Times change and what can I do against this

development. I'm only one person and I have no power. And anyway, why would I want to stop

it? This is progress, but I cannot help it. I only sit and watch the changes around me. We need

more than one person to make a difference, then it is understood that you accept what happens or

face them. I do not have a clear and definitive answer. Not only me, even my community, what

could it do against the giants of the industry. Well, we still do not have the atomic bomb! But

seriously, I do not know.

My wife, even though she is White, she thinks that Aboriginal people should have their own

representative, to have their own voice. This person must be educated. This person must fight

fire with fire. She should from the community; otherwise it would not make sense. The people

must be educated enough to be able to defend themselves. Also, that they can understand and
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defend the stakes that are put on the negotiation table. We need to do something immediately, in

the present and to inform the people, which is important to them. The person must be able to

know its own culture from the others and defend it appropriately. Twenty-five years ago, I would

not have even considered be sitting here and talking about Aboriginal culture and Aboriginal

people! Now, where I am and who I am is an entirely different story. We need to be part of

something to tell about it. When the treaties were signed, we were entitled to the first six-inches

of the surface. However, the surface is destroyed and Aboriginal people have nothing! No

promise has been fulfilled and the state had the ingenious idea of creating a welfare system,

nobody knew how to work thereafter. Thus, they have turned them into lazy, sitting down and

waiting for the check and then they laugh at them because they are just what they wanted us to

be. This is what I think!

Our culture and traditional knowledge suffer the development of natural resources on our

traditional lands. It is now difficult to practice our traditional way of life, especially as the

country changes. Before, we would never get lost in the forest. If we have no more resources, we

have no more traditional knowledge. You can barely make half a kilometer into the forest

without seeing some industrial thing. All this affects how I see the world, life, and my

relationship to nature, but I cannot help it. To this end, I return to the philosophy of Alcoholics

Anonymous who says; I have to accept what I cannot change, have the courage to change the

things I can change and the wisdom to know the difference. I know I must seem like I am giving

up, but I can’t help it.

It’s important that the younger generation as yours is concerned about resources and how to live

in a less environmentally burdensome life, because for the older generations, it is more difficult

to jump into action. Your generation makes noise; it assesses what is happening and acts

accordingly. As you mentioned we borrow the earth from our children as the Native American

proverb says. It's really hard for older generations to adapt to the technological age.)

Even when I worked for the tar sands industry, I did not really see all its implications on the

environment. You cannot stop progress as I mentioned. I was very lucky to have this job, because

very few in the region we could have a good paying job like that one. Those in the Council can
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have good jobs within the community, but it has very few jobs available. I went alone and I often

returned. My first wife was already in the other world and my daughter was two or three years

old.

My version of what needs to be done

To protect my culture, I would guess it would take assimilation! I’m just kidding! I have changed

my lifestyle; I don’t know what is necessary to save it. Our voice does not carry far and progress

has a way of winning every battle. At this moment, I am at the end of the line and I do not have a

simple answer to all these problems that we talked about. I speak only for myself, but with my

age and health, it is easier to get carried away then to swim against the current. However, some

things are worth defending, but you have to put energy and I do not have much of it. In my days,

I've done my part. I was part of an organization that helped Vietnamese deserters in

Saskatchewan. My role was that of a provider, so I hunted moose for them and I kept them

equipped. Once, we had a secret meeting with a member of the Black Panthers, his name was

Fred too. Fred Hampton. Many were against the idea of this meeting and that it would get

released. These men were willing to sacrifice themselves for the cause. Few months after, the

Black Panther movement erupted in broad daylight and the same man whom I worked with was

murdered. One of my roles was to show films for the families, to distract them. I traveled a lot at

that time, especially with my first wife and my daughter who was maybe a year old. I covered

the areas of Meadow Lake, Buffalo Narrows and Big River. So I can see where a determination

can go, but I cannot follow mine, my old joints wouldn’t follow me!

The life story of Peter Freeman

My traditional childhood with my grandfather

My memorable moments in my childhood was when I accompanied my grandfather on the

territory, whether by the lake, especially at this time of year (mid-August), this is where you

would find me, always preparing the hay, to help or to hunt. We had a trap line south of Driftpile

and we spent a lot of time there when I was growing up. My family was very large, so I spent

most of my time with my grandfather for the simple reason that I loved being in his presence. I
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guess another reason is to ease the burden of my family who had too many mouths to feed.

Employment at that time was difficult and my father was still working in the woods. So, I

learned a lot from my grandfather, including his traditional knowledge; how to hunt, how to treat

and kill prey and to take only what is necessary without ever abusing or wasting and how to

survive in the woods.

I was exposed to many Indigenous cultures, but I will say that what impressed me most is to treat

the earth with respect. Respect is very important for me and I learned this from my parents, but

mainly from my grandfather. Respect for elders is also essential in all its forms. When I was

young and my mom would surprise me to be un-respectful to a person, I have had the whole

speech. I spent some time at a boarding school, which has clouded parts of my life. One of the

things I learned from these experiences is that you must learn to survive and provide for your

own needs. If I can say one positive thing of boarding school is that I learned to be independent.

I would even say a little too much and it affected my whole life. I have trouble letting people get

close to me and it affected my family and my children. Unfortunately, I have not been very

present for them. Fortunately, they have successfully surpassed the absence and what it caused.

Now, we have a great relationship and we often talk.

Culturally, I'm not a devout believer in traditions, including traditional medicine. I do not believe

in "mysterious" powers that some elders have proclaimed to possess. I think we must take our

decisions carefully to survive without having to regret anything later. I do not believe in the pow-

wow’s either. I find them too commercialized nowadays. This was not the case before. When I

was young, I saw several gatherings with my parents. We had more acceptances of others, the

identity of the person did not matter and this is the real culture. I think regardless of the status

that we give, we are all human, rich or poor and we are all equal. I do not understand why the

culture of powwow’s in contemporary society is so commercialized. I guess that's the point

where I no longer believed, especially since they are now symbols of competition. If you

demonstrate your talents, do it for reasons of the heart and so that people can enjoy the moment.

This should not be for economic reasons. I guess that's all I can say about the culture. I am a

simple man who believes that we should respect what is before us. Whatever it is, if you do

abuse of something or someone, it will fall on your head one day. Everybody used to think like
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that before in our culture. In fact, there were several changes in the traditional way of life. Once

we started to accept communication systems; television, cell phones and etc, it started crumbling

the family ties. From what I see, there is very little unity in contemporary families. In hundreds

of families, we would be lucky to see one with a strong sense of belonging. They are now all

scattered, each doing their own business, on their own side, even the youngest ones. This is what

I have noticed the most in the last three decades. 

The lacks that needed to be amended

Thirteen years ago, we started a walk in Lac St -Anne. I started it in 2001, because my mother

was a great believer in keeping families together and sharing the knowledge. She told me she

thought it was sad that contemporary families are not united and do not go camping together, like

we did. We also went, sometimes for more than a month, at the beach Alberta, in Lac St. Anne,

for camping, hunting, picking berries and plants which is absent in family ties today. This is why

there was a lot of frustration in our family circles. She insisted that we all need to become close

to one another once again and that we redo things together and share our ideas. Unfortunately,

the following year, she went to the other world and her desire haunted me. So it's looking at the

relationships of today's families with children who do not respect their parents, my mother's

words rang loud and I decided to put a plan into action. I gathered groups together and we hoped

that it would recreate the united family ties. The aim was that the immediate family was traveling

together and sharing the moments along the way, working together, sharing the difficulties we

were going to face, because it was the first time that a gathering of the kind would be taking

place in our community in a long time. Especially since several families got together and found

themselves after several years of doing things separately. When I recall the stories of my

grandfather, I remember that we all have responsibilities, even the youngest. Each playing its

role, it demonstrates the responsibility and respect that were sent to young people, which is not

openly available. I notice a lot of non-compliance within families, even between siblings and it

saddens me greatly. Much of this is due to the technology that has changed us; we watch

television and they accumulate all the language and violence from it. 

Even our food has changed dramatically. Fast food changed all Aboriginal communities. The

accessibility of fast-fat foods makes us vulnerable. Before we only ate traditional food. It

definitely changed our lifestyle and negatively transformed the health of Aboriginal Peoples.
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Little research exists on the link between diabetes, heart problems and contemporary lifestyle

versus traditional life. It is a sad scenario because we are now all in a hurry and we do not take

care of our body. Even in super markets, the foods we choose are not healthy. I see the children

take their chocolate bars, their soft drinks; they control their parents, because they do not want to

be annoyed in public so they let them win. Our young people are not healthy, what they put in

their mouth is unhealthy. If you take a closer look, they are obese, they are not in shape and they

are lazy and do nothing but sit and play all day. This is bad for them, but it takes good

community programs to energize them. With regards to hunting and fishing, this is what we did

growing up and we had moose almost year round. The meat was our staple food and fish in the

fall. We also kept the fish for winter. We do not eat much wild meat anymore. I would even say

that consumption has decreased by more than sixty percent. What we eat is sweeter and it takes a

lot of space in our lifestyle.

Changes in our ways

In fact, I still hunt at the same places as my parents and grandparents did, although I don’t go as

far as my dad did. He used to go to Jack in the No campaign up in Carolina country. Since the

arrival of industries, several environmental changes have taken place. In the South, I was against

the operations of cutting. Also, I did not like how the oil and gas managed their activities. They

settled their seismic line across my areas and affected the waterways and affected everything

found in the lakes. They should have used a different technique and prevent erosion that was

taking place, as well as many effects on fish. Previously, we had plenty of fish in the Driftpile

Lake, but we saw the species decline. Thus, oil and gas have greatly affected our way of life.

They do not take into consideration our hunting grounds and take no action to preserve specific

locations, such as moose lick or our berry plants and herbs, which are picked not only by

Aboriginal people but others too. Once these places destroyed, they never return.  There were

many blueberries in the south of Swan Hills. Now, they are very difficult to find. It is the same

scenario for the raspberries. All our special places are destroyed because of their equipment. This

happens without even consulting us. Consultations taking place today are a very recent thing.

About 15 years ago, we supposedly used to assist the negotiating table to protect our special

places. Before that, they went without considering us and did what they had to do. But if they are

told not to go in some places, such a moose lick, will they listen to us and are the areas still
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there? No. These sites were completely destroyed. An excellent example of this is just south of

us, our team was hired to clean a certain area and one of the guys saw several signs of the

presence of an animal. It was a path that led to a moose lick, six in one small area. The guys

followed the path and it was right there that the destruction was taking place. Thus, one of the

guys complained to his supervisor saying that we should protect these areas. He succeeded to

convince him and to date, the six-licking moose were spared, but they are also more active than

before. 

Were there consultations or participation?

Thus, once again, ten or fifteen years ago, the bureaucrats who assign permits never gave any

value to First Nations concerns. They begin to give us a little attention, when we as nations meet

and join forces all across the country. They will give some consideration and they will listen to

some of us. Sensitive areas could thus be spared. We, First Nations should be represented and

have control in building permits, especially when they sign an agreement for the management of

forest, whether for oil, gas or forestry. We need the presence of Aboriginal People at the

negotiating table so they verbalize their concerns and demonstrate the places to be protected.

Companies and industries send their specialized staff when making their seismic activity, or

forestry, or cleaning, they need our consent and our directions. We still do not have a person to

assume this role. This would help us protect our bays, our herbs, our sacred places, among other

things.  I often asked the companies to respect our land and our rights and to please contact us,

especially our hunters and trappers because they know the country more than their technician out

of university. Trappers are no longer trapping because there is simply nothing to trap. It's really

sad!

How I transmit my culture

The Commission services in the community are trying to protect the environment, but it can only

work on the surface. In my view, the representative of our rights on the government level is

purchased. This representative has opened doors regarding the setting table of our concerns and

some companies are open to working with us. Previously, it was stipulated that they had no

interest in negotiating with First Nations. Today, it's different. We hope that the impacts on our

country fall with our guidelines and that our areas will be protected. All this concern for the
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protection of areas stems from the fact that it is the basis on which the transmission of culture is

possible. I teach my culture to my children as much as I can. I still hunt with my grandchildren

when they are not too busy. I brought my children, especially my son on hunting expeditions.

The best hunter in my family is my daughter; she learns fast with her keen eyes and is very

aware of her environment. However, my family can rarely put aside their daily tasks, which is

not as often as I would like. All our members live in different regions; thus making our outings

on the territory rare. They are now accustomed to the urban city. To compensate for this, I hunt

with other members of the community and so it allows me to share my knowledge, especially to

the young men who want to learn. I learned a lot from my parents and their friends too and I try

to share it with other members of my community, not just my family. This applies equally to

hunting, trapping, fishing and picking. However, I will say that my children probably know how

to fish better than I can teach them! I'm not a fisherman, but I love to fish. I must tell you a funny

story.

The sister of a friend taught me how to fish, so I brought her brother to High Prairie where we

had been making purchases that would allow me to fish. I did not know what to buy anyways, so

Lorie and the two children showed me how to throw the fishing line. So I did just that, and then I

got a bite on my line, I don’t know what happened but everything went, my rod and all, and of

course they had to see it. They were all dying of laughter and they had to fish in my rod. I

haven’t gone too much since, but I love being there with the kids and talking to them, to respect

the equipment and your environment, because fishing can be dangerous if we are not careful. 

Respect for the environment is important and opportunities arise all around us. I teach the

importance of this kind of thing because they go unnoticed for many. The proper handling of

equipment, including a gun is one of my priorities. Previously, there were people who killed a

moose and sold the forequarters and hindquarters and left the rest to rot. We do not see that these

days, because of the hefty fines that awaits them if they try. These could be members of the

community or not, and then resold outside. My wife and I have also brought young people from

school to teach them to fish in different forms. They have great fun and learn something at the

same time. I wish there were more activities like that so that they could learn the knowledge of

the land at their tender age. What we caught, we usually gave to elders, enhancing their learning.

The many consequences on the transmission of culture
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With all of the industries in our region, the transmission of culture is more difficult. Take for

example the tar sands. I heard of them in the seventies. Several community members have

worked in this industry, some went indefinitely. I saw the eldest son of one of these families just

last week when I went to Fort McMurray. His father died, but he has a company and he’s doing

well. So his family profits from the tar sands industry. Some members leave for a few days then

come back and some goes on living there.

These transfers were not always easy for families. Some have greatly gained with the industry;

others have lost everything, including their families. Those who reap the benefits do not always

realize the enormity of the impact it has on the environment, the ecosystems, the fish, the

Athabasca River, among other resources. Now with the flow of information, people are aware of

the impacts. Several dilemmas intersect, say it is a question of the impact, but he has to feed his

family. It is a reality that we must now face. Having seen the tar sands at their beginning and

their expansion, I realize that I'm glad they are away from us. This gave more employment

opportunities to many of course, but I did not believe that the expansion would be at this point. I

am concerned for my territory and for the respect I owe him. They should have been more

careful in their operations. Several effects are below the surface, oil transport contaminants seep

into creeks, into streams and then into large rivers. These are areas of concern, including the fact

that these regions could not be restored to their original state. The industry has done too much

damage in the first fifteen or twenty years. I am sure that these sites are still horrific, but with the

involvement of different groups, Aboriginal and non- Aboriginal governments and organizations,

they try to reduce their impact. They now have guidelines to follow. It is certain that the money

is important, but the territory is irreplaceable. Sure money is important, but they must also be

concerned about the destroyed land, where are you going to live? And that, no matter how much

money you possess!

Are we, as First Nations, ready?

Just as I do not think many First Nations, including mine, are necessarily ready to receive what

this industry provides for both environmental and socio-economic impacts. I repeatedly found
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devastation where mineral wealth was, on your territory and what money can bring to families.

They had luxury items, but did not know how to manage their finances. The attitude:" I do not

have to work, I get $ 2000 and I can do what I want, including buying alcohol and drugs"

deconstructs family ties and encourage young people to continue in this cycle. Such attitudes

affect everyone, First Nations or not, especially those adjacent to the tar sands. Several

Aboriginal People have been very successful financially through this industry, but what is

unfortunate is that the traditional values are not as important. Now, it is the material wealth that

matters. It changes our way of life as an Aboriginal. How can we balance this? I do not have an

answer. You know, it's hard when we offer a purple ticket to cross the creek; do I take the money

or do I walk away? It is difficult dilemmas for an Aboriginal person who can barely make ends

meet, while watching those who fold their values and get everything they ever dreamed of. The

only people I see being able to refuse, are the elders, but they are not respected, the young do not

listen to what they have to say. They may not have the technological skills, but they have a life

experience to share and they have witnessed changes that individualism has caused. With this

kind of activities that the tar sands industry operates, it could be a blessing, as it can destroy

everything in its path.

What I would do if the tar sands were here

If the industry was on my territory, it would push me to establish a working group to act as

“Land Stewards”, a protector of the land for our region in all the activities that would take place.

We must be fully informed of their activities and movements. These protectors have a

responsibility to inform, understand and disseminate the potential impacts on the territory. A

forum to discuss their actions would be interesting. The issues of land, air, water must be

evaluated on the table and discussed between the group and the industries. If they contaminate

our water sources, where do we go? No matter which industry affected it, they must find

solutions. What will be the impacts of their coming here? This group has to come from the

inside, including my office. It must be recognized and fully supported by the political

establishment.

Many First Nations do not seem to be able to defend themselves against the industry. We were

faced with a similar situation with the Bovar waste treatment plant. Our ancestral hunting

grounds and prey in Swan Hills were greatly affected. We were limited in our movements. I
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recall when I visited the factory with a group in the waste plant. In a presentation, they tried to

convince us that they posed no danger to us, the fauna or the flora. They invited us to come back

anytime. So we took their invitation seriously and wanted to make a surprise inspection. They

blocked the road when we went. After some calls and an evocation of their invitation, the factory

gates were opened. Inside, what awaited us was a myriad of contaminants and toxic substances

in the open surfaces, unprotected. We could see birds and squirrels who walked with bundles in

their hands; food from the contaminated areas. Thus, the fauna had access to these dangerous

substances. Wildlife and therefore the flora would be affected in various ways. Contaminants

were beyond the fence. Therefore, we gave them a bad review that we have sent to the

government stating that the plant needed enhance their security and the maintenance of harmful

substances, as they are openly exposed and therefore accessible. The wind, the rain, all the

natural ecosystem was disrupted. What was the result? A new management group took over. This

group seems to do a better job, but I did not return to see with my own eyes. I haven’t heard any

negative stories since. 

No is no!

Shortly after, we had other toxic waste treatment plants that wanted to settle in the region, but we

struggled with them and won. There was one from Quebec also. But we have said enough is

enough, we do not want any more contaminants in the region! We do not have the necessary

facilities to treat them anyhow. What’s more, they would be on a hill looking down at us from

below. Who would receive all the impacts? Us of course! Moreover, all these substances would

make their way into our waterways. Another fear is that we would also have to manage the oil

spills, no matter what they carry. Some effects of the leaks in Swan Hills are still visible decades

later. Once a leak occurs, everything dies, and life does not return to its original place.

The cultural burdens 

The tar sands industry has not affected my life personally, because I was not involved with the

employment in that area. Their presence pushed the need to consult with the concerned

belligerents. However, I am involved in the consultation process to make a mandatory term. This

has prompted us to seek consultations with industry groups, because they had very little

consultation in the tar sands region. Thus, learning from this experience, we have successfully
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opened a dialogue with the province. Because, frankly, the First Nations will be the hardest hit

by the industry and the negotiating table must occur before she set foot on their territory.

Obviously, the industry has received its license, but it still has to consult with First Nations! In

my opinion, the process should go further and even consult the representative of First Nations

claims even before the license is given. In fact, this consultation is always after the fact and

often, as mentioned above, the representative is purchased in advance, in my opinion. It is sad to

say but our own people are selling us out like that!

On our territory, we have many industries, namely the Bovar factory, the forestry, the oil and gas,

there are the ones that have most transformed our lives and our environment. Indeed, we must go

further to practice our traditional way of life because of their activities. When the gas and oil in

the Swan Hills area started their operations, there were several lines cut in the forest, allowing

other hunters to take out our prey. Before, we could not reach a region normally we had to go in

car or on horseback. All-terrain vehicles affect the availability of wildlife. Many say that First

Nations harvest too much and I agree. Some people actually collect too many deer, moose and

elk, but the province never takes account of the American hunters who come to our land. Most of

the time, they just kill them and use them as a trophy. Sometimes they give the meat, but most of

the times it will be wasted. It is certain that other animals will eat the carcasses, but this is not the

right way to do it. You shoot something, you use it. Especially since it is difficult or impossible

for some families to travel 70 kilometres to go hunting or berry picking. Activities from the

industries have really reduced the territorial accessibility of the First Nations. It is the same

dilemma for the fish, because we are never certain if it is contaminated. We are blind to

groundwater pollution and we can never be 100% confident. The watershed committee has

attempted to assess the effects of the past five decades on Driftpile Lake and its effects, but this

is still under development. Our lake is our only source of water. At one time, we could go pick up

buckets of water for drinking and cooking. We cannot do this anymore. In fact, no one would

dare do that because of all the industrial activities. Sometimes, there is a viscous substance

visible on the edges and it must come from somewhere, namely the industrial activities.

All the latter, as briefly mentioned, had irreversible impacts on our way of life. This puts a great

burden on our cultural activities and the scope thereof. Some places may know improvements

thanks to road construction. This can make everyday life easier, but long term, the resource
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depletion is affecting the natural growth process and what we, First Nations, identify to; our

culture and our way of life. Thus, it costs us more to get what was in our backyards and to

answer the needs of our families. Now, we have to travel 20, 30 or 40 miles to try to hunt an

animal. Even when we hunt, we very rarely go in family, as was common to us. There are no

more family camping either. The transmission of knowledge is more difficult and therefore our

culture and identity that are interconnected are greatly affected. However, we have our cultural

camps that help offset these shortcomings, but it is not equivalent of the parents and grandparents

who are the real transmitters of culture. These camps are available to all, but some seem to elude

us, if for example the family is not involved, or does not seem to have any interest. So it's hard to

get all the children. The only thing they need is appropriate clothing for the adventure, because

everything else is taken care of by the community. However, the policy seems to seep into these

activities too! I'm sure if given the chance, all our kids would love the experience. I've never

actually heard the opposite. The key is in the management and the energy put into the program.

The knowledge they learn at these camps can then be shared and retransmitted. The groups are

usually separated by age. The target group is the young people, because this is where they start to

run away and also it is the better age for the transmission of culture.

The importance of the transmission of culture

Thus, in addition to trying to motivate our young people to stay in the culture and practice the

traditions, we must do this with little prey and move away from our familiar places. The

disappearance of certain species, such as moose, makes it difficult to take prey and therefore the

transmission of knowledge. Often we look to commercial products and it affects our lives. Many

individuals go to IGA for example and buy hamburgers instead of doing it yourself. I guess we

also impoverish ourselves because these resources came from nature while now, we must pay for

it, especially the gas it takes to hunt or purchase them. It's like throwing money out the window

and putting unhealthy products in our systems. Instead of buying processed commercial

products, they could use the money to go camping. Yet very few individuals still camp.

Everything is accessible from the super market and the time once spend outside with family is

now spent in front of the TV. Our elders always try to eat as naturally as possible, as opposed to

younger generations. My people have walked away from several prey species, such as rabbit,
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duck, etc. I do not know if it's because the taste has changed or for fear of the contamination of

their natural habitat.

I recall when I was a kid, the homes of friends or family we visited and the air still smelled like

moose or rabbit soup or any other traditional meal. We do not see it today, especially since

everything is cooked quickly in the microwave. The same taste of duck and other animals must

be completely missing in most of us. My parents and grandparents were caught and made raising

rabbits in order to have some for the winter. The rabbit population increases every seven years,

so in the winter we just had to put a trap and we had our dinner. We also had muskrat and beaver,

they trapped them to sell fur, but the meat was eaten too. We used the entire animal. Many also

used fur and other parts to make gloves, hats and other traditional arts, but the art is almost lost.

Our preparation of the food is not the same, in addition to the microwave; everything is fried

instead of boiled like we did before. This has a considerable impact on our health.

The many irreparable changes

It is not only our diet that was drastically changed, but our consumption and water quality,

without forgetting its availability. Nowadays, it is more difficult to obtain good quality water.

The water now requires a range of technology to be treated. Fifty years ago, we would get the

water directly from the river, out of Swan Hills. I remember my father taking water from the

river with a bucket and drank it without ever having a problem. Today we can no longer do that.

I'm not even sure our water from the community is 100% drinkable, because you have to boil it.

The technology does not work as it should and we are under a warning to boil our water. The

quality of our water is deteriorating because the population is growing rapidly.  The community

is now trying to negotiate to obtain an additional tank for more capacity to store water as the

need grows. When you go to the lake, we notice silt everywhere and this could be due to

agricultural activities around our lakes, our rivers. Several cattle has can be seen, despite

guidelines that stipulate that the water sources must be fenced of from cattle to protect it. Yet, I

often see, operators of large livestock just around our lake. Thus, they approach the water, drink

and relax. These droppings travel streams up to our lakes, where the water pumps for our

consumption are. Before we also had natural wells in the community, but it is no longer the case.

Only farmers still have them for their livestock, but not for consumption. We had four wells in

excellent condition which gave us natural and crystal clear water.

48



Nothing is as it was before. Not our way of life, not our food, not our water, not our health, not

our culture. Community life has changed since the arrival of industries. They certainly offered

jobs, so more income for families. They also paved the way with roads allowing us to hunt large

prey and access our berries that they themselves have destroyed in the first place. However, as

mentioned, the locations that were disturbed and contaminated will never able to recover.

Perhaps had we had more access in the beginning, but eventually they have contaminated our

first source that is the lake and it scares off the animals. 

We need to provide them the knowledge

To protect the lives of future generations, I think we need to work with them by providing them

knowledge. It is certain that jobs in major industries are enticing, but we must keep our youth

away from them and they must be more conscientious of their environment. In the event that

they do want to work in the industries, they must be alert of the contaminants and must act as our

voice in the company. They must find ways to conserve the environment, the resources, the

species and their habitats, which we depend greatly for our traditional survival. They must

realize the impact that their industrial activities have in the territories. Regarding the protection

committee of the environment, we must attack the buffalo by the horns, as we say. Cultural

camps are not enough; we must also make the people conscientious of the contaminants that

affect our territory which shelters us. It should provide opportunities for young people to see the

contaminated areas so that they can see with their own eyes the impact as they spread into nearby

streams. They must know the truth about the industries. They must know where contaminants

come from and how they affect the territory and thus, our culture and way of life. We should try

to establish an interest and encourage them to want to understand environmental issues. You

know, we always rely on youth, but we must give them the tools to do so. We must make them

aware of why and how it affects our daily lives. I know that when they began their activities in

the Bovar plant in Swan Hills, several individuals found moose’s with contaminants in their guts

that were not there usually. This is the kind of lessons that we must pass to them. These impacts

should not be happening. You have to sit and analyze how to give advice to governments,

departments, no matter who they are, but they must understand that we are dependent on the

resources and that our lives are greatly affected.
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Tools to protect the land and our ways

Our community has several tools to protect our territory, but it is not sufficient to implement.

Again, we must be more aware of the impacts, even if we must dig holes in isolated places to

discover them. By asking questions, such as why do we dig this hole? Is it good for us? Is it good

for the environment? Is it beneficial for the species in the region? The tool of knowledge is what

we must give to the youth. Take for example when the Bovar plant had built a road near a moose

lick. This route allowed all access to the site and was contaminated. Furthermore, some hunters

took too much and the resource is completely depleted or has moved for its own survival. If they

would have protected the various resources of the area, including moose, this tragedy would not

have happened. For example, the team that built the road should have known of the existence of

the resources and attempt to mitigate their activities. That would not have happened if that has

consulted with First Nations. It is this kind of knowledge that we must teach our children. We

must be alert to the little details when we are in the bush. Roy, a youth in the cultural camps is a

good example. He has around fifteen and his knowledge of the bush is quite remarkable. He

could teach the young, because he has a great respect for the knowledge that was transmitted to

him. He was an orphan supported by his grandmother and spent a lot of time in the bush and

loves it. He is a real genuine hunter. I saw him yesterday on an ATV alone. At only 12 years old

he hunted a moose by himself!

Industries have, in fact, impacts on access and transmission of culture. This is even more the case

if the tar sands were on our territory. Instead of focusing on knowledge and the task of

transmission, we must now ask the question of where to go. Another issue that would emerge

would be what programs I need to work on projects of this magnitude. It is at this point that our

traditional way of life is further threatened. There are still elders and others who practice their

tradition, but it is becoming increasingly commercialized, especially concerning the food and the

cultural activities. Previously, culture included knowledge from other cultures.

Changes on how I perceive the world
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If the industry was on my territory, it would affect my world and my connection to the land. If

this happens, it would indeed be a sorry day. These industrial managers erase our traditional

ways of life that we depend on for our survival as First Nations. This is indeed a sad situation

because there would be very few remaining Indigenous People. Even today, with mixed

marriages, we have very few truly Indigenous People who practice the traditions. Thus, we may

lose the ability to transmit knowledge to other generations as it is no longer associated with

survival as a person or a community. In addition, it is a luxury to be able to work in these

multibillion dollar companies! All would be lost, in my opinion. If this scenario becomes reality,

we will face a fatal portrait. We do not find people who the dry meat and smoke the fish or even

works the hides. At this very moment, resources are depleting and disappearing. How do we

protect it? What can we do? The solution is it to live in the bush, all the power off, turn off the

television and teach survival skills that we have learned from elders and on which our people

depend on? I do not know if this is the solution.

What I am willing to do to contribute

In my case, I could make more of an effort to raise awareness on the effects companies have on a

large-scale and is affecting our country and our way of life. It is difficult to convince a young

person of 10 or twelve years old that the changes that are taking place are detrimental to the

culture and to the health of the individuals. By insisting on the facts and showing their impact on

the land, maybe it would encourage them to be more conscientious and respect the environment,

such as not throwing their waste on the ground. These small actions can make a difference. I'm

sure you were not born environmentalist, you have accumulated information and you've become

interested and this is what I wish for our youth. I have to pass this kind of knowledge to the

youth, because any little thing, like the little tip of the soda can, and therefore affects the insects

throughout the food chain. I do not believe that this knowledge is taught in school or at least it is

not taught enough. I tried to convince our school and leadership to implicate the environment as

a learning tool, but to no avail. We can learn so much from the environment, we can even do

math, learn numbers, etc. Learning must be other than behind a desk. Let's get the kids out from

behind the desk and teach them in the bush. Teach them about the wildlife, the fauna, the flora,

the trees and plants, they are tools at our fingertips. We neglect these resources. Children would

retain more knowledge then what they learn inside. Go outside, pick Saskatoon berries; they
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need to know what's where to be able to find them. They can count on resources in the bush to

learn. Using such techniques to teach children, perhaps they would be more interested in

mathematics. Today, they are sitting in front of a computer, not learning what they should. Same

thing for the calculator! Many individuals do not even know how to count without it, including

their salary. This is unreal!

The life story of Ross Giroux

My traditional childhood with my extended family

My childhood was about discovery and family life. I spent a lot of time with my grandmother,

my grandfather, my great-grandmother and grandfather while growing up and learning about the

culture, the language and the lifestyle. This was the essence of my childhood. Speak the

language, know the protocols and learn all about Aboriginal culture were important to me, like

camping, horseback riding, and hunting, gathering with my grandparents and learning about life

in the bush. At that time, it was so beautiful, because there was no interference on the territory.

The rivers and creeks were clean. That's what I remember most. For me, the Aboriginal culture is

the language. Without being able to understand what the elders say, we cannot understand the

culture. I see young people today, they do not speak the language and it is an obstacle, as elders,

like me, cannot impart knowledge. We can still transmit a little bit of Cree in English, but there

are several words or phrases that cannot be translated.

Changes on the land

In the last fifty years, several changes have taken place in our territory. This had a profound

impact on our way of life and our traditions. We can no longer go on the territory now. You can

still hunt and gather, but everything is different. It is increasingly difficult to take a moose, deer

or even a bear, same for the picking. Our diet consisted precisely of this wild meat and berries,

but everything is different. Nothing is safe to drink now, we must all fear because of disturbances

in the territory by different companies, including oil and gas, and forestry. Nothing is safe. When

I say that, I mean that no matter what products are obtained, both in nature and on the shelves,

we do not know their content. My lifestyle and my traditions have been greatly affected due to

forestry and cutting, gas and oil, destroying parts of the territory, the medicinal plants, the herbs,
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berries, etc. I now have to buy everything at the grocery store. However, back then our store was

in our backyard, which was handy. Because of this, I 'm not at my best form. If I ate traditionally,

I'd be healthier. I think this is why many First Nations are not healthy today. The processed foods

they eat make them diabetic and out of shape. Even bottled water, we do not know what it

contains. I used to drink directly from the different rivers in the area. Everything was there to

meet our needs. I would say the biggest change I noticed was that caused by clear cutting. I

cannot go where I went with my grandparents, because everything is destroyed. All our berries

and our plants are destroyed. When this happens, we have to look long to find other healthy

places to find our products of choice. Previously, I knew all the places, because it was my father

who showed them to me. They were special and now they are gone. I have to pray to the Great

Spirit to guide me in my research for new locations.

I always hunted in the same hunting grounds as my parents and grandparents did, but as

mentioned, they are more difficult to locate. All our hunting, fishing, trapping and gathering

grounds are missing. I think the industries have no respect for the territory. They penetrate it,

take what they want and leave. It destroys these locations forever. I feel comfortable when I drive

where my grandparents and parents showed me, because that's where I learned. I knew where

each stream was, where each animal drank, where each moose lick was. I could go trap a squirrel

or rabbit; I felted comfortable, because this knowledge and fluency were transmitted to me. I

have very few places where I can go and feel so much in my element. This is why the

transmission of culture is very important to me and I do what I can when an opportunity presents

itself. My wife Laurie and I coordinate the cultural camps for children in the community. This is

my way of giving back what my family left me and I do just that for over 14 years now.

In addition to suffering the effects of these industries in our region and how they transform our

lives, the tar sands industry racks irreparable havoc in the north. I heard about the tar sands in

Fort McMurray and I know Syncrude. I think this is one of the big companies that made the

development of the land there. I have read and heard many reports of impacts on the

environment and First Nations. I believe this industry poisons Mother Earth, the water and the

air. I can only imagine the hardships that must undergo the First Nations of the region. We passed

through havoc with forestry, so I can sympathize with them and understand their despair.
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Similarly for gas and oil, they ravaged my territory and therefore a part of me. Forestry has

indeed caused destructive changes in our lives and in our culture, because we, First Nations are

the guardians of the land. In think we failed in this mission when governments sent their

contractors to cut all our trees. Trees are very important to me. In our culture, they are living

beings. We depend on them for several reasons, including filtering the bad air. They give us fresh

air. The elimination of our traditional plants, our locations and our gathering places has affected

me greatly. It changes our lives, because it takes a long time before they push back. With regard

to the oil and gas, they are only there for themselves. They take no account of the trappers or

gatherers of our medicinal plants. When they find gas or oil in the ground, that's all that matters!

I feel they give nothing in return. They destroy our traps because they build houses on our lines. I

have a card with my trap lines and they now have locations all around my cabin. I sometimes

receive notifications from gas companies and oil saying they will make their way only one

kilometer from my trap line. They ask me afterwards what I think. Well what I think is that I am

not comfortable in this situation, because they are right on my current trap line. I ask them what

exactly they are going to put on my line.  Will there be a pump jack or a flare that sends the gas

in the air? Do they know that it also involves risks for us? But they do not care. They assure us

that it will be safe, but I do not believe a word they say.

They need to consult us!

Thus, being a traditional trapper, I always tell them that they affect our lines of traps and they do

nothing to remedy the situation. They do not want to compensate us while building a dozen ways

around our cabin on our lines of active traps. This is where all our fur is acquired. You know,

they take a lot. We have consultations, but we are very limited in our actions. We're supposed to

go with companies and their representatives and show them our trap lines and ask them where

the contracts will go? Then we evaluate. How does this affect our trap lines? It is part of our

revenue, because all our fur comes from this region. Sometimes I have to pay for these meetings

and it is very far from Driftpile to go to Swan Hills or Regina Hills. They do not cover it now.

They warn us and tell us it will be a road constructed in such area, what do you think? We must

have a legitimate reason to object to their plans. But again, we are faced with very limited power.

They are big and powerful and they can do what they want.
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For the consultation process to be effective they must meet with First Nations and the people of

the region must listen. We need to sit down with companies and explain to them how their

activities affect our places of hunting and trapping. We have great need of true consultation

process. They must find a way to communicate with us and do what is right. There is concern

about our country and that is why we insist. Their activities affect everything, water, air,

environment, etc. 

I do not know if I should say this, but we have a consulting department in the community. I

talked to them I told them that the companies put our backs against the wall and put us against

each other. As trappers, we have a code of principle; we never go on someone’s line. We have a

great respect and our ties are strong. This process is not fair and I hope this will change and that

trappers will be properly consulted. They have to sit with the trappers and protect our rights.

However, there are several trapper associations; currently the Trappers Association of Alberta;

which we are all supposed to belong to. Now, we can classify ourselves as a traditional trapper,

which is quite different then before. I always trap, so when the Trappers Association of Alberta

released a new regulation three years ago stipulating that we had to take a course, it outraged me.

I have been trapping for forty years and now I have to go learn from them! I replied in the

negative and I asked for an explanation, but the law always wins. This is a course of a week; they

bring us into the bush, shows us where and how to trap and how to remove the skin. Absurd!

Our way of life is greatly affected by industries

Thus, all the activities of our way of life are affected by the presence of non-native and new

regulations, companies or industries that violate our territory and treaties. I have spoken of the

trap lines, but the fish are affected from the all operations and their trampling presence in the

territory. I noticed that the last 30 or 40 years, we do not have as many fish as before. They

reproduced from the Lesser Slave Lake to the Driftpile River. I do not see any now. There must

be reason for their sudden disappearance. Any upward impact affects our waterways and

ecosystems, killing our fish and changing their behavior. I refer to the thousands of fish that

came and reproduced there not so long ago. I recall that in crossing the river, I could almost walk

on the fish since they were so many. Now, we hardly see any. In addition, they have

abnormalities on their bodies. We had an oil spill in the Mountain House and a stream flowing
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into the Driftpile River. We were part of the cleaning crew. How long will we be affected by an

oil leak? And what are the long-term impacts? We do not know.

People do not even want to swim in our rivers. When I was young, they were my pool. This is

where I learned to swim. We drank water directly from them. We used  for our chores and

washing. Even the snow served us and she was good and white. This is no longer the case.

Nobody would venture to do what was so natural to us before. We started to get our water with

buckets, and then have the barrels and tanks. Now we have running water, but most buy their

water. We do not trust tap water, either here or up in our cabin. Sometimes when I drive, I take

running water, but to wash or boil. Before, we said that if the water flows, it is good. Now I 'm

not comfortable considering this water drinkable. Yet it is still flowing and fish are alive, but we

lost our confidence. We do not eat much fish since then either. Everything has changed!

We note a gradual disappearance of many species, but it does not completely prevent us to

practice our activities. I hunt yet, but as much as before. I still much prefer the wild meat from

the industrial meat. I trap rabbits to eat, wild fowl too. However, the older we become, the more

difficult is our access to wild meat. So I do not eat wild meat as often as I would like. Especially

since it is easier and cheaper to go to the grocery store! My diet has also changed greatly due to

the activities of the Bovar waste plant treatment in Swan Hills. It scares people, because it burns

toxins and sending all the chemicals in the air, and therefore in our lungs and those of our prey.

There was a time when a zone needed to be avoided near the plant, it was about 30 km. This

represented several of our hunting grounds. I hunt near this treatment plant, notice or not. In the

same vein, we also had natural wells that gave us our pure water. My grandparents were

collecting water from wells and natural springs. These waters were clearer and richer. We now

fear the resources of the territory.

The only positive thing that comes to mind from the presence of industries is that they have

always generated employment. However, they take up too much land; they take our trees, poison

our water, our air, among others. Knowing the impacts and changes in our way of life, I see

difficult days for the younger generations. They can no longer take advantage of the territory as I

had the chance to do it, because there will be nothing left to enjoy. They cannot swim in rivers,
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lakes or creeks. They cannot drink their water from natural sources either. They won’t be able to

hunt, fish, trap and gather. They will not eat the berries that have supported our Cree diet for

centuries. They will not reap the benefits of Mother Earth at the same places as their ancestors

did. It is the same scenario for the medicinal plants. Everything will be destroyed, disappeared as

if nothing existed in the first place. It is sad to think about all this!

These scenarios will also have impact on the transmission of culture and the knowledge itself, as

there will be nothing left to learn from or to practice on. The development, the growth, the

population growth; this is what awaits us. Everything will change for them. I see these

generations now and they are prisoners of change. That's all they know. They have their own life

in this changing world. For them, it's a fast world. They do not want to make the time to sit with

elders and learn from them. There is also the language barrier. Lots of things are happening just

before their eyes.

Oil, gas, forestry and Swan Hills: a true disaster

All these changes are taking place with the oil, gas, forestry and waste treatment plant in Swan

Hills. These changes would increase rapidly if the tar sands are added to this equation.  I would

greatly oppose it. I know the effects it has on the earth, the water and the air. These issues would

be my priority. Three deposits near us could be exploited in the coming years, Seal Lake, High

Prairie and McLennan. If this happens, my people should occupy positions of power in

government, where they can stop these destructive activities. We need people to listen to us and

see with their own eyes the damage to the environment and that such development will have

irreparable impacts. I hope that our young people will occupy these positions of power.

My vision of the world would change with the tar sands

My vision of the world would also be altered with this unsustainable development. All would be

lost! We would no longer have places to practice our culture and to do what we have been taught.

The tar sands are a big project that involves a lot of destruction and deforestation. In addition,

projects are expanding and multiplying. They take more to achieve the desired resource and it

requires several other types of energy. Nothing seems to stop filling the need for oil and nothing

seems to be able to stop development. Even on Indigenous communities, if there is a resource
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wanted, then it is only a question of time. The voice of the government exceeds that of

Aboriginal rights and the resource will be eradicated. Money is a powerful tool and I 'm sure the

gas companies and the government also buy oil.

My relationship to nature and my culture would also be affected, because our lives as Aboriginal

people is greatly affected and will be further more. The territory and its resources are no longer

what they were. The animals will be all gone. Resources on which we depend are things of the

past. Another concern is the large flow of money that would be poured into the community. I

think the elders should be on the Council. Only they could carry out the leadership of the

community and respect its wishes. There are the ones who grew up in the area and know more

about the area than anyone else. We saw the big and small changes made to the environment. So,

having seen them, we should be negotiating with those companies. We should be the first to

know and the first to be consulted. All Treaty 8 area should have a strong elder’s voice to

represent it, and it must be aware of all the activities for the betterment of the country. Young or

not, powerful or not, we must listen to the elders. Yet, despite the urgency of the action, this is

not done today. In addition, we are losing our elders at an alarming rate. We need hope.

In addition to several industries in our territory and the fear of having the most devastating of all,

we must also deal with the permanent fixtures on our territory. Sometimes these devices are less

than a mile from our cabin which is used by all members of our families, brothers, sisters, uncles,

aunts, and their children. This is our version of cottage and it is encroached shamelessly. Each

year, the fear intensifies to a point where we stop going. Information about pipeline leaks are

openly available, then we will no longer travel around the area with as much ease as before. You

never know what to expect; will I find a leak in our water, will the animals have all disappeared?

This is especially dangerous for young children. We try to pass on our knowledge and for that,

we need to be in the area. However, industries and activities repel us repeatedly. It is safe to go to

our cabins? There is too much development.

Theses impacts directly concern us!

I think we also missed the opportunity to negotiate land claims in the Treaty 8, as is the case for

the Nordic regions. The First Nations that have signed land claim agreements have more control
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over their territory. At Driftpile First Nation, we did not have that chance. We have no territorial

agreement. Thus, our only tools are our hunting grounds, trapping and gathering places. These

are our tools against the government and industry. Right now, I am in conflict with a company of

oil and gas. Its name is Coral Hill Energy Limited, its headquartered are in Calgary. I explained

to them several of the effects they have on our land and our lines of traps. But they do not seem

to care that their activities encroaches on ours. They mock our traditional medicines and all other

our activities. I ask them questions about what will happen on the territory once they start and

how much space do they occupy, how many trees will they destroy, how much of the wildlife

will be affected? They ask us if we trap in this region. If so, we must make sure it is active and

show them that we depend on the income. They want proof that this place is active. Discussions

are endless. We feel powerless to protect we is most important to us.

Future impacts on the fauna and flora due to the activities of the industries concern us. I'm glad

at some point that we now have a consulting department, because we have a little control over

what happens on our hunting, fishing, gathering and trapping grounds. However, we would like

to have even more control over the process. I wish that one day we can stop the development if

deemed necessary, because it is our ancestral land, our culture. I wish it had less development in

the region, because we are the ones who pay the consequences. When Mother Earth begins to

respond, it will be powerful; she has a limit of what she can endure. All activities have perverse

effects. For example, some companies use salt water attracting moose. Yet we do not want to eat

these animals because we do not know what they have in their system.

Our voice must be heard!

I think to protect my ancestral way of life, we need to have more power as mentioned, a better

education for my people, a better consultation process, including for trappers. We must energize

our young people, interest them in the challenges we face. This is important because they are

more interested in office jobs. They are hardly interested in what happens to the Mother land.

They look more at numbers and the salaries they could benefit from the companies. The last time

I spoke with a representative of Coral Hill, I asked if they were aware of the impact that their

explorations have of our trap line. I invited them to come and see with their own eyes, as they

cannot see it from a conversation on the phone. They gave me a legitimate excuse not to come.
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They then asked me where my boxes were when I trapped the martin. I told them that we do not

use boxes. This is not how we were taught. We were taught to use sticks and build cubes and put

our traps inside. Perhaps they do not see them, but we do. They respond by saying that we should

see the boxes as to know the trap is active. This is your way (white) to do so, it is not ours, I

replied.

The other day, I told the consulting department they shouldn’t accept contracts that undermine

our culture, but smaller scale operations could be more profiting. We should be a rich community

by now since we had a lot of companies in our territory. The department and the Council should

push more to acquire profitable investment for the community. To this day, we should have ice

rinks, sports centers and other activities to encourage our young people to stay with us. When

consulting with them, they should ask them to build this kind of infrastructure for us. Wabaska

does. They consult with companies and make their demands in return. They are well equipped

now. Industries are here to stay, it is better to take advantage instead of suffering any

consequences thereof without gain. Several First Nations, such as the Cree in Quebec, know how

to negotiate with the companies. When our community does, we only have crumbs, such as the

facilities we have received for our elders. When this kind of negotiation takes place, I am one of

the few who gets up and expresses my concerns. Yet this is our territory to us all. I always get

criticized later. When I attended a meeting organized by Enbridge, I am characterized as a

troublemaker. But my fears are legitimate. Nobody seems to care of the possibilities of breakage

or leakage of oil, despite the heaviness of the possible consequences on our territory. Water

flows, wildlife migrates and we live downstream from several industries. What are the

consequences now and what will they be later on? I try to contribute as much as possible to the

protection of my lifestyle, especially with cultural camps and the transmission of knowledge. I

try to enjoy the areas as I can. This is what I explained to the young, to enjoy while it's here,

because in a time not so far away it will no longer exist! I witnessed it!
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The life story of Rose Laboucan

My traditional childhood

My childhood was about going to the lake, helping to make the hay for the horses so they are

ready for the winter. Also, this was synonymous with fun in the lake to swim and be with my

family and friends. It was joyful around a campfire and eating around it, talking with family or

go berry picking. After this activity, it was getting late so we would clean the berries and then it

was time to prepare for the night.

Aboriginal culture for me was not as important when I was young, unlike it is today. Yet many

cultural activities were taking place around me, such as the hand game, circular dances and tea

dance as they called them before. Many smoked or dried the meat, everyone helped each other.

Gradually, I learned about my culture and others as well. I also learned from my parents, but

many people from other communities have greatly opened my eyes about my culture. In Slave

Lake, I had a friend, Madge McCree, who is now deceased. She was an elder. However, the

person whom I learned the most from was Rufus Goodstriffer. He was a Black Foot from

Hardson Alberta. It is with him that I learned about the sweat lodges, flutes pipes and more.

We have changed!

Despite my lack of interest in my culture in my youth, the health of the culture and my way of

life concerns me. In the past five decades, we have seen a lot of changes. Everything is fast now,

even our food. We consume too many soft drinks, too much sugar. We no longer take our time to

cook, enjoy a healthy meal. Everything is done in the microwave now. Ding, dinner is ready! All

healthy parts of our lives are put aside. This has an impact on our health of course. This is why a

lot of people are suffering from diabetes. It is from a lack of exercise and the food. We spent

hours outside before; we always had something to do; build a fence, fix the car, fix the harness,

especially to prepare for the seasons. We carried hay and went hunting. We went with a team of

horses to go hunting. We came to eat and then came out immediately. If people were beginning

to do physical activities again, it would reduce the number of diabetes and mortality. But that

won’t happen. There's too much television, too many games; we have become lazy. Nobody

takes the time to go outside and breathe the fresh air, spend time with Mother Earth, listen to the
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birds or sit near the lake. Yet we see the fish, you can see the birds. It is the same for rivers, we

no longer walk to its edges and we do not look at the animals, like the geese, the swans. All this

was important before. Young people do not even know what surrounds us; they do not know the

names of fauna or of flora. This comes from parents who do not show their children how to

communicate and learn about nature. There's too much change, too much change in our time, in

my time.

Nobody takes the time now. The lifestyle is just a surface: from time to time, some will make a

fire and drink tea or prepare a meal outside, sit by the lake with friends and neighbors. When this

happens, someone with alcohol, drugs just disturbing and spoiling the meeting. We do not want

this when we are surrounded by our family and close ones. This changes the mood. It frustrates

me so much that I pack up. If these people want to join us fine, but with empty pockets and good

intentions! Our customs and traditions have also greatly changed. I know you know the answers!

The craftsmanship is also dying. Yet it was an integral part of the culture, especially for women

who conceived the work of bead, crochet or knit for family members. Here is one of my mother’s

rifle case, she tanned the hide and beaded it. I do not have the materials, so I cannot perform this

art. This is a very difficult job that requires a lot of time. The strong smell was nauseating and

was so intense that we had to start by removing the meat from the animal. We had to take our

time using sticks to remove it without tearing the skin. It's a team effort. Now, most of the

materials are from the stores and are artificial, we can differentiate them. Youth, instead of

looking at culture, remain in front of the television or playing some game. Before, most of us did

not have television. We were preparing to live according to the seasons. Everything around us

was healthy and we had no fear. The animals; bears, muskrats, fish, berries, everything was

natural.

I nonetheless continue my traditional way of life

I gather, hunt and fish in several different places, including areas that my parents used. We

crossed several kilometers to find what we needed. Elders were down south where they picked

their herbs. Who knows how many have crossed long distance riding, particularly in the south of

Driftpile. The meat was being prepared on site so that it didn’t burden us on the way back. Holes
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were dug to keep it cool. I convey my culture to my children and my grandchildren will also

learn. They are too young at the moment. My grandson brings me flowers from time to time!

Their pollution surrounds us

The first time I heard about the tar sands was in the 80s, I was about twenty years old. My

reaction to this kind of development is very negative. I am against this kind of destructive

activities as they affect many First Nations and everything that surrounds us, especially the

water. They say it does not affect the water, but they are wrong. Water flows on the surface and

the groundwater, affecting all rivers in its vicinity. This kills the fauna and flora. The air is also

affected, what goes up, must come down, such as the green gas emissions. When we were doing

environmental assessments, I attended the course in several regions, including Slave Lake, Fox

Creek and Swan Hills. I noticed several changes, such as the drying up of trees and loss of color

in the flora. This affects their power and their properties. This also affects me as a healer and

gatherer. So, what is the first thing I did when I saw all these changes; I offered tobacco and

talked to the plants. I felt their pain; I feel what Mother Earth undergoes. The plants and trees are

in pain and they have feelings. People do not realize why, but it's true. Sometimes you can hear

their cries through the wind. I do not see anyone giving tobacco now. It is important to realize

this, because we take their life to give life to help people. So I give tobacco where I go, as a

thank you. Despite the importance of the gesture, often the same people and elders do not offer

tobacco and it saddens me greatly. When I see this, I tell them to stop and offer tobacco; I tell

them to thank Mother Earth for what she offers us. I offer tobacco to the eldest and tell him to do

the right thing and tell him he's older than me, it should be a reflex. I think money is all that is in

their heart. The check is not it. I hate to say this, but the damn money destroys everything. When

I see this, I feel hurt and I want to cry. You know, I feel that Mother Earth has suffered by the

hands of the governments, oil companies, tar sands, especially with their heavy machinery. All

these companies that we use to heat our homes, the natural gas, it affects the ozone layer. All this

is the result of the actions of the whites. They seem blind. Some however see what happens, but

it takes more than one to make a power change. This is why I am against the natural gas industry.

I fight against them at this very moment. I want to go back to wood. I tell them that the wood is

our natural way to heat our homes and I do not want to use the gas for my new house under

construction. It’s part of our culture to prepare the wood to cut it and to carry it out of the forest.
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The men were in shape. We transported our water directly from the river. If we still procured our

resources in this way, we would still be in shape. They are active, but not in the right way, I

guess this is the central point. It affects our health, our way of life, especially with hunting and

fishing. Now, the fish and the wild meat are sick.

Some say that the fish are safe, but you never know fully what there is in our food. Particularly

because of the pollution and of the use of gas. Boats pollute our rivers; and leave oil on the

surface.  The industries affect the land to get to the oil. Community life has changed dramatically

since the industries’ presence on our land. Our way of life is destroyed, especially our food with

the fast food and the overconsumption. Everything is faster now, nothing is appreciated. Imagine

a hamburger and the work to produce it. But five minutes later, it's all swallowed.

Our areas of hunting, fishing, gathering and trapping have changed. We must travel great

distances to get to what was right at our fingertips some years ago. Especially since the presence

of the Bovar plan in Swan Hills has greatly affected the flora and fauna. We need to use vehicles

and in the process we hurt the ecosystems. In addition, we must disburse of our meager income

on gas. As a gatherer, I usually accompany the young people. I also extend my knowledge to

those wanting to learn. I teach them the way I've learned; respect the flora and fauna. My parents

were also gatherers and I learned from elders.

Great changes are upon us!

Environmental impacts have greatly changed my lifestyle. Before we gathered the fruits of the

earth without fear, now we cannot go because of the industrial destruction or poisoning of the

area. The wind brings the devastating effects of certain industries back to us and our plates. We

are downstream from several industries, including the Bovar plant in Swan Hills and the tar

sands. The forestry’s have also had great impact, especially with the clear-cutting. I am against

this industry that destroys everything in its path. Why have we been experimenting strong winds,

and tornadoes: it is because the trees were cut. Tell that to the companies, but nobody dares to

raise their voice. Companies do not seem to think that they affect the planet. With all the cutting,

the trees are no longer there to protect us from the erosion. Disasters happen for a reason.
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Our way of life is completely transformed by the simple fact that we now fear the fruits that

Mother Earth gives us. Almost no one dares to eat wild meat. Those who do, like my family and

me, take risks. The disappearance of wildlife species and flora affect us. As a picker, my lifestyle

has changed dramatically. My picking locations have been moved several times. But medicine is

not found everywhere. My favorite spot is now Manitoba. My diet has not changed completely,

because I always eat wild meat and fish from time to time when my son shares with me. One of

them will hunt and I will cleanse and prepare the meat. I continue to eat my berries; I refuse to

live without them. They are less accessible, but I know some places, especially near the lake.

They are not near my house as they were before. When logging companies came, I refused them

access on the land that I occupy. My field remains untouched, but that does not mean it is not

polluted. In other words, I warned them not to approach my field. I protect what is mine and I

protect the fruits of Mother Earth, which is our source of life.

The water supply and quality have greatly changed and in my opinion makes it undrinkable. I do

not trust the water that surrounds us, including the one provided by the community. Its taste says

it all! I do not even use the water to boil. The tea we are drinking is made with bottled water.

Once I drank tap water and I was sick. My brother told me not to drink the water and since then I

do not do it. I buy my water, except for laundry, washing floors and dishes, etc; in fact, I 'm not

even on the line of water available to the community. Before, we collected well water and the

water was good. My parents had their own wells, making access easy. But we were told that the

well water contained too much iron, so they were destroyed gradually. Yet they say we need iron

in our body, so I do not understand the statement. If I still had my well, I would use its water. I

gathered water source on the way to Edmonton, but we have fewer and fewer places to pick up

our clean water. I also go in British Columbia. I go as far as I can to try to be independent. When

we had our wells, we shared the water; we helped each other as we could. We shared everything.

If a farmer needed help, there was always someone to help. There was a rotation of people

available to help a neighbor. Everyone helped for the winter

Our hunting, fishing and trapping activities have also changed due to the cutting, so the animals

leave the area. Some leave the community because their livelihoods were destroyed. This has
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changed their lifestyle and that of the animals. We have not been consulted for various industrial

activities on our ancestral lands. 

My great fears for the future

I fear the future of younger generations, because we do not know what will happen, especially if

the tar sands were to come on our ancestral lands. The life of our elders is no longer guaranteed

either. There will be a lot of damage to Mother Earth, no matter the industry. Probably, the water

will be even more contaminated, the animals sick, the flora contaminated. So, I fear greatly for

the future in general. If nothing is done in the immediate future there will be severe

consequences. People should be more aware of the impacts and we must all do something. We

have very few people willing to take action or are able to make a stand. I am very concerned for

the quality of the air, because trees absorb pollution and then with the cutting, we having the

opposite effect. Now, we almost have no trees. All the industrial activities affect the environment

and the ozone layer. This contributes to climate change and tropical storms. Everything is

connected even our health. I dreamed that the center of the Earth's gravity shifted, I could be

wrong but I may be right, but dreams have been right in the past.

I have foretold this

I have dreamed about this since I was young. The effects are different in different places. We

need to stay informed and the effects can be devastating, take for example the drought in Africa,

the Asian tsunami, etc. Everything is changing for the worse. This is why people living according

to the traditions must meet, make a big pipe ceremony and pray for Mother Earth, for water, for

the entire planet. Some people may pray for several days. Seven days is adequate; all pipe

holders should meet and pray. This can be organized, but it takes a lot of time and resources. All

that matters now is money, unfortunately. We did this before. We would gather around the fire

and pray in Slave Lake. 

If the tar sands were on my territory, I would oppose it. My community could have tools if only

she wanted. I think she wants to protect the land, but has a lack of resources. She could meet in

groups, as we also have the machinery to make blocks. If she really wanted to do this, it could
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use its own machinery. I do not think we would be alone only either, because others would join

us.

When asked if she knew of, including High Prairie and McLennan, she answered: There are

several bitumen deposits in the region these places are particularly dangerous. Our ancestors will

not be happy and will tell us that there would be consequences of we disturb them. Nature will

have its revenge one day. I fear the presence of the tar sands in my territory, I fear for my culture,

for my knowledge. This industry is devastating and nothing will survive, unless the ancestors

take action. Their presence would also change my way of seeing the world, since everything

would be destroyed, polluted or contaminated, including my sources of life. 

What I can do

If I want to personally contribute to protect our way of life, I need the support of the community

and our neighbors. Only then can we defend what is important for us, because money is not

everything. We also need to stop the pipeline. Same thing for the plant toxic waste in Swan Hills!

It is too close to our community and many others, affecting our lives. However, I am very happy

that the people of British Columbia fight against this pipeline. They need support. If I could

afford to go there, I would help more. All industries also affect their lifestyle, their health. They

fight for their values and beliefs and I'm proud of them. If only my people doing the same thing!

Yet he does nothing, he is blind. Maybe I said too much?
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