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Acknowledging our 
history and changing 
course for our future

Reflection and statement 
of accountability from 

Sierra Club BC



As we look back on our fifty years, we recognize and take responsibility 
for the fact that Sierra Club BC’s history of advocacy for the creation of 
parks and protected areas largely disregarded Indigenous governance 
and jurisdiction over their territories. In many cases, parks were created 
without the consent of Indigenous Nations affected and Indigenous peoples 
were forcibly removed from their land. This violated the human rights of 
Indigenous peoples. It also harmed the land, by cutting ecosystems off from 
the beneficial Indigenous management practices that had shaped them 
over millennia.

Sierra Club BC is engaging in a process to better understand the historical 
and ongoing impact of these practices by listening to Indigenous peoples. 
As we move forward, we are striving to do things differently and increase 
our capacity to recognize and respect Indigenous law and jurisdiction. We 
are grateful to our Indigenous teachers, colleagues, allies and friends for 
their guidance and input as we do this work. 

All artwork by kQwa’st’not~Charlene George—cultural guide and
member of the t’Sou-ke peoples. 
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A personal reflection on 
parks from our Executive 
Director
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Some of my favourite childhood memories of Vancouver are of being in Stanley Park. 
For my family and I, the park represented an oasis in the city where the big trees, birds, 
water, green spaces, gardens, and shady paths represented a peaceful refuge from 
the busyness and traffic of other parts of the city. I am grateful for the happiness and 
outdoor experiences the park gave to me and my family.  

Growing up, I saw the park as a “natural” space and was unaware of the thousands 
of years of history of occupation, use and management by Squamish, Musqueam 
and Tsleil-waututh peoples. This history did not fully hit home for me until I was in 
my thirties working as an environmental lawyer. At that time, I was approached by 
a Squamish Elder named Siyamshun, who was seeking legal support to protect his 
family’s trapline. As I got to know Siyamshun, he told me about his family, including 
his grandfather Dominic Charlie. His grandfather had lived in a house in the village 
of X̱wáýx̱way, at what’s now Lumberman’s Arch in Stanley Park, before being forcibly 
evicted by the City of Vancouver and relocated to the Khatsalano reserve to facilitate 
the creation of the park.

Learning more about X̱wáýx̱way, I found that the village was located there for over 
3,000 years, and that it had a number of houses including a large cedar big house. In 
an interview he gave to the Vancouver Sun in 1971, Dominic Charlie described the 
plants and foods his family gathered, prepared and ate at X̱wáýx̱way, including dried 
salmon roe and salmon berries: “We used to eat what’s on the beach. There were four 
or five different kinds of grass on the beach. There were mussels, sea eggs, cockles and 
lots of clams where the Lions Gate Bridge is.”1     

Siyamshun’s great uncle, August Jack Khatsahlano, was also born and spent part of his 
childhood in what’s now Stanley Park. In the 1880s, when Khatsahlano was still a child, 
the village of X̱wáýx̱way was demolished by surveyors and road builders to make way 
for the park’s perimeter drive road. He later recalled the traumatic and disorienting 
experience to an archivist, remembering that

1 “Memories of Growing Up in Vancouver,”: Vancouver Sun interview with Dominic Charlie,    1971. (1866-1972) 
http://www.gassyjack.com/memories.html
2  “Conversations with Kahtsahlano, 1932-1954,” J.S. Matthews, City of Vancouver Archives.  https://archive.org/
details/ConversationsWithKhahtsahlano1932-1954_346

Photo (Left): Siyamshun, Squamish Elder
Photo (Right): Hannah Askew, Executive Director of 
Sierra Club BC in Stanley Park

“We was inside this house when the surveyors come along and they chop the 
corner of our house when we was eating inside... We all get up and go outside 
see what was the matter. My sister Louise, she was only one talk a little English; 
she goes out ask Whiteman what’s he doing that for. The man say, ‘We’re 
surveying the road.’ My sister ask him, ‘Whose road?’” 



After their house was torn down, Khatsahlano and his family had to move away, even 
though Khatsalano’s father’s gravesite was there, along with a number of others. After 
the park was named after Lord Stanley, Khatsalano’s father’s body was relocated to 
Squamish. 

Siyamshun grew up listening to his grandfather Dominic Charlie and his great-uncle 
Jack Kahtsahlano tell stories about their childhoods in the village sites of Chayhoos 
and X̱wáýx̱way in Stanley Park, and about the land that was taken without their 
family’s consent. From hearing those stories and the pain they left, Siyamshun made a 
promise to protect his family’s trapline in Squamish territory. When I met Siyamshun, 
it was because he was working to protect his family’s land from further harm, and was 
seeking legal tools to do so.

Learning from Siyamshun and hearing his family’s stories has changed my relationship 
to Stanley Park. I love the park even more deeply, and still visit it whenever I go to 
Vancouver, but it makes me angry to think of the injustice that was done to Siyamshun 
and his family. To know that their family home was destroyed without consent or 
compensation, or even notice, and the harm and loss that they suffered as a result, so 
that settler families like my own could enjoy the park, makes me feel sad and ashamed.

I know many of the beautiful parks around British Columbia share this colonial history, 
and we need to grapple with this past and try to make reparations to build a better 
future moving forward. I am grateful to my friend Siyamshun for sharing his family’s 
experiences with me and helping me to better understand the meaning and history of 
Stanley Park. 

- Hannah Askew, Executive Director of Sierra Club BC 

Parks and protected areas in British Columbia are world-renowned 
for their incredible beauty and their role in protecting the integrity 
of wild places. In North America, the concept of “parks” has been 
informed by the idea that human beings are separate from nature, 
and that pristine wilderness must be protected from 
human impacts. 

Related to this belief, various colonial governments have forcibly 
removed Indigenous peoples off of their own lands and established 
parks and protected areas that restrict Indigenous peoples 
from living or making a living on the land. This was a violation 
of Indigenous peoples’ human rights. It also harmed the land: 
Indigenous peoples have stewarded the land for millennia with 
established and effective ecological management practices that in 
most cases could not be maintained after Indigenous peoples were 
removed from the land.

Some ways of thinking 
underlying parks and 
protected areas
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Colonialism is a system of oppression based on the belief that colonizers have 
rights over the land, resources, and people in the territories they claim. Informed by 
racist ideology that asserts European superiority over Indigenous peoples, colonial 
governments used the Doctrine of Discovery (claiming land not yet claimed by other 
Europeans) and the concept of terra nullius (in which the land is considered empty 
wilderness if not inhabited by Christian subjects) to legitimize their claims to land and 
resources in Indigenous territories. Originating in a set of documents called papal bulls 
issued by Pope Nicholas V in the 15th century, these doctrines continue to serve 
as legal justification for seizure, control, and settlement of Indigenous lands. Many 
Indigenous groups have called on the Vatican to retract these papal bulls and their 
associated racist doctrines as a step toward reconciliation.

By the 19th century, Indigenous peoples in North America were subject to systematic 
oppression under colonialism. In Canada, the Indian Act restricted Indigenous 
peoples’ movements, created reserves, imposed the band council system and banned 
Indigenous religions, languages and practices such as the potlatch. The Indian Act 
remains a highly problematic piece of legislation.

The first wilderness parks in North America, Yellowstone and Yosemite, were 
established during this time of oppression of Indigenous peoples and dispossession of 
their land.

Some early settlers thought of wilderness as a dangerous chaos that could be tamed 
by civilized society. However, early conservationists such as Theodore Roosevelt and 
John Muir, the founder of the Sierra Club, re-imagined wilderness as a divine creation 
of God that could only be damaged by human activity and required protection. This 
view kept alive the myth that lands shaped by Indigenous peoples over millennia were 
in fact untouched “wilderness” empty of human occupation. These ideas still influence 
how many settler people in North America think about nature today.

These ideas grew at the same time that industry was increasingly having harmful 
effects on the landscape, which began to appear finite and vulnerable. Natural 
landscapes invoked awe and inspired many conservationists to establish protected 
areas where people—generally urban and wealthy—could visit for recreation. 
Indigenous peoples were forcibly removed from parks so settlers could enjoy the 
outdoors in its “natural” state. Humans, they felt, did not belong in pristine nature. 
As Theodore Roosevelt said about the Grand Canyon monument, land that was 
dispossessed from the Hualapai people, “Leave it as it is. The ages have been at work 
on it and Man can only mar it.”3 

3 Address of President Roosevelt at Grand Canyon, Arizona, May 6, 1903. Theodore Roosevelt Papers. Library of Congress 
Manuscript Division. https://www.theodorerooseveltcenter.org/Research/Digital-Library/Record?libID=o289796. 
Theodore Roosevelt Digital Library. Dickinson State University.

TERRA NULLIUS AND THE DOCTRINE 
OF DISCOVERY

THE RISE OF PARKS AND WILDERNESS 
PRESERVATION
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From the earliest times of settler colonialism in the land now known to most as British 
Columbia, acts of conservation committed double harms: against Indigenous peoples, 
who were prohibited from occupying or making a living in parks and protected areas 
within their territories; and against the land itself, as settlers disrupted Indigenous 
stewardship practices that helped maintain ecological integrity.  

In 1842, before construction began on Fort Victoria, Sir James Douglas surveyed 
the Garry oak meadows and clover fields that would become Beacon Hill Park and 
declared them to be “a perfect Eden in the midst of the dreary wilderness.”4  By 1858 
he had it designated as a protected area for the enjoyment of the settlers who were 
rapidly populating the area. Lekwungen-speaking peoples, who call the meadow 
Meegan, had maintained the land for thousands of years by digging, aerating the soil, 
and selectively burning the undergrowth. Once it became a park, they were prohibited 
from harvesting food and medicine, including their most substantial plant food crop, 
camas bulbs. 

Today, the Garry oak meadows in Beacon Hill Park are not nearly as lush as they used 
to be, and the camas in the region is but a very small fraction of what it once was 
when maintained by the Lekwungen people.  

In Yoho, Banff and other parks established 
in the Interior, the Secwepemc and other 
Indigenous peoples were prohibited from 
hunting or living within park boundaries. 
These early parks, including Strathcona Park 
on Vancouver Island, were often built on rail 
lines to promote tourism for middle and upper 
class settlers. The parks were created through 
colonial dispossession primarily for the benefit 
of the white settlers who could afford to visit 
and enjoy them.

From the beginning, Indigenous peoples 
fought back against the dispossession of 
their land. Leaders traveled to the provincial 
capital of Victoria and to England to raise their 
disputes with the queen. In recent decades, 
important legal victories affirming their rights 
and title have been hard-won. The Union 
of BC Indian Chiefs was formed in 1969 to 
push back on Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau’s 
White Paper and defend Indigenous title. 
Land struggles such as Athlii Gwaii in Haida 
territory and Gustafson Lake in Secwepemc 
territory changed the conversation about land 
protection and Indigenous rights.

4 A Perfect Eden, Michael Layland, TouchWood Editions, 2016.

COLONIALISM AND DISPOSSESSION 
OF INDIGENOUS PEOPLES IN 
BRITISH COLUMBIA
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“The staff and Board at 
Sierra Club BC are in the 
transformational process 
of learning from Indigenous 
ways of knowing. Indigenous 
knowledge has been 
developed over thousands of 
years of relationship with the 
ecosystems in our territories, 
which has brought a societal 
and cultural maturity of human 
based relationships with the 
environment. Because of this, 
bridging between settler and 
Indigenous understandings 
of the world is necessary and 
offers the promise of a better 
path forward. As a member of 
the Board, I’m grateful to be a 
part of it.”

LA’GOOT (SPENCER GREENING) 
Sierra Club BC Board member 
and member of the 
Gitga’at Nation



In 1969, a group of environmentalists in British Columbia formed Sierra Club BC. Staff, 
Board members and volunteers with our organization successfully lobbied for the 
establishment and expansion of several parks and protected areas. These conservation 
efforts routinely disregarded the governance of local Indigenous Nations who, on 
many occasions, actively opposed the creation of the parks. For example, the Nitinat 
Triangle and the West Coast Trail on Vancouver Island were included in Pacific Rim 
National Park Reserve without any consultation with—and despite objection from—the 
Ditidaht First Nation, whose use of their territories was further restricted. A similar 
negative experience was perpetuated on Indigenous peoples in other areas Sierra Club 
BC campaigned to protect, such as Pacific Spirit Park in Musqueam territory.

These days, Sierra Club BC and other environmental organizations recognize that 
protected areas are not just places of awe and beauty that we can visit and enjoy, 
or wild places to be protected from harmful human activity. They are the territories 
of the Indigenous peoples who have lived there since time immemorial, with oral 
histories and continuous governance over many thousands of years, and sophisticated 
ecological knowledge and practices passed down and adapted over countless 
generations. Indigenous peoples’ cultures and languages are deeply interlinked with 
the thriving of ecosystems and their ability to access and make decisions about their 
lands and waters. Biodiversity in Canada is highest on lands managed by Indigenous 
peoples, who play a leading role in protecting the health of ecosystems. Groups like 
ours must respect and uphold their inherent jurisdiction, rights and knowledge.

There has been a resurgence of Indigenous 
governance and revitalization of Indigenous 
legal traditions. Today, many Indigenous 
communities and leaders are calling on settler 
governments to appropriately recognize 
Indigenous protected and conserved areas 
(IPCAs): regions where Indigenous peoples 
apply longstanding governance principles 
to steward lands and waters in a way that 
supports both ecosystems and human use. 
IPCAs and Indigenous Guardian programs 
such as the Coastal Guardian Watchmen 
program in the Great Bear Rainforest are 
some of the many approaches with which 
Indigenous peoples are leading the way 
forward in conservation. 

A number of Indigenous leaders have also 
pointed out that we need to reconsider a 
development approach in which the world is 
divided up into “protected areas” and “sacrifice 
zones.” Under this approach to development, 
the creation of special protected areas has 
enabled the destruction of other ecological 
zones as places of sacrifice to industrial goals. 
We need to begin recognizing the ecological 
importance of all places, not just those that 
are given special protection.

MOVING BEYOND 
MODERN ENVIRONMENTALISM 
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“Throughout our shared 
history, settler society 
and governments all too 
often ignored the need 
for right relations with 
Indigenous peoples, with 
tragic consequences that 
constituted nothing less than 
a colonial genocide. Building 
those relationships must be at 
the heart of the environmental 
movement going forward. I’m 
extremely gratified to have 
witnessed Sierra Club BC 
come a long way already on 
that journey. Sierra Club BC 
is committed to continuing 
the hard work that entails, 
and making it a core basis for 
future work. This place we 
call British Columbia, and all 
who reside here, will be much 
better for it.”

STAN TOMANDL
Former Sierra Club BC Board 
member and longtime supporter 



Our colleague, friend, cultural voice and member of the t’Sou-ke peoples 
kQwa’st’not~Charlene George has written that “NONU WEL,WEL TI,Á NE TȺ,EȻEȽ—
our canoe is really tippy” as we try to journey together, so we must strive to better 
balance our relationship with each other and Western and Indigenous knowledge 
systems and ways of knowing. This is a process that can be difficult and requires 
hard work, an open mind, humility and willingness to change. As Charlene observes, 
“change or transformation is not easy or comfortable for most.” However, we recognize 
that this work is imperative to our collective ability to survive and thrive. As Charlene 
also says, “we are all in one canoe—together we will journey well or capsize.”

On the next page is a story that can help us in this process of of 
change. It is a story that was shared with Charlene by her 
grandparents when she was in her teen years, which 
she is now sharing with Sierra Club BC.

Photo (Right): kQwa’st’not~Charlene George—member 
of the t’Sou-ke peoples.
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Learning from 
Indigenous knowledge 
and balancing 
our canoe 

PART III



Clookshla the Raven lived in the great time of the 
beginning, when Changer still walked the tum’ilth. He 
experienced many lessons that are shared to help us 
human relatives learn.

Clookshla would go out in the canoe for a four-day trip. 
There was a village he passed one time. Nobody was 
around, but there was smoking from a house—but 
no people showing. Clookshla was out for a couple 
days. On his way home he passed that village again. It 
was still smoking.

“I wonder why there aren’t any people living there,” 
he thought. A few days after, he made the trip again, 
bringing his wife. This time, he was going to stop there 
and look around. 

He reached the village where the smoke was. There 
were no people walking around. He got to the shore 
and pulled his canoe up a little bit. He walked up to the 
house. The door was closed. He got in and looked around. 
Nobody. But fish was hanging in some baskets, dried fish 
in baskets. He said to himself, “Nobody owns this dried 
fish... I’ll take it all with me.” He went down to the beach 
and said to his wife: “Come up with me... there’s lots of 
dried fish... empty houses... we’ll take it all.” 

“All right, we’ve got enough,” he said. “You get in the bow. 
I’m going to shove this canoe out and jump in and start 
paddling. We must go home as quickly as we can because 
we have a big load.” Before she could move, Clookshla’s 
wife felt that somebody touched her, made her sit down 
and tied her legs down. “Start paddling. We’ve got to get 
home quick!” called out Clookshla. But his wife couldn’t, 
she was tied up. Then somebody reached over and pulled 
her against Clookshla. Feeling her, he said, “What are you 
doing? Why don’t you get busy and paddle!?”

“I can’t... my legs are tied,” she told him. Clookshla 
looked at his wife and saw the ropes tied on her feet. He 
stopped paddling. Instead of going ahead, his canoe was 
going backwards. It was pulled right back to the beach. 
Somebody started unloading the canoe but Clookshla 
couldn’t see them. He saw the baskets of dried fish float 
in the air and go back in the house. No one was packing 
it. The people took the dried fish back where Clookshla 
got it from, and when it was all taken out, the canoe was 
shoved out—empty.

CLOOKSHLA AND THE 
SHADOW PEOPLE



Sierra Club BC is committed to building respectful relationships with Indigenous 
peoples and respecting and upholding their territorial governance in the lands where 
we live and work together. 

We acknowledge that Sierra Club BC has perpetuated harm against Indigenous 
peoples and communities through advocating for conservation of land by colonial 
governments without the free, prior, informed consent of the Indigenous Nations who 
have lived on and stewarded these lands for thousands of years. We acknowledge that 
Sierra Club BC’s history of advocacy for the creation of parks and protected areas has 
been informed by colonial ideology, and that when settler governments designated 
some areas as parks or protected areas for enjoyment, and later for conservation, 
they unjustly removed Indigenous peoples from their land, interrupted their cultural 
practices, and left ecosystems cut off from the beneficial Indigenous management 
practices that had shaped and nurtured them over millennia.  

We commit to forging relationships based on respect with Indigenous peoples and we 
recognize that this ongoing process includes education, engaging in critical reflection, 
seeking and acting on feedback and changing policies and practices.

Today, Sierra Club BC staff, Board members, volunteers and members are an 
increasingly diverse group of people, including settlers, recent immigrants, Métis and 
Indigenous peoples. We have different lived experiences and different perspectives, 
but we all come from a place of respect for the natural world. The conversations we 
are currently having about our role in perpetuating colonialism can be painful. We 
acknowledge our responsibility to create as much cultural safety as possible, within the 
organization and across all our initiatives, as we do this work. 

Our history is complex, and there are many things we are proud of—as well as some 
things we are not. As we move forward, we are striving to create a balance of old 
and new. As Charlene George reminds us, this balance needs to honour Indigenous 
teachings and strength while not discarding the goodness nor all of the structure 
in the current Western system that is struggling to overcome a possession-based 
worldview. Learning from Clookshla’s example, we look forward to continuing on this 
transformational process so that we can learn to journey well and with 
a balanced canoe.

Our statement of 
accountability

PART IV



301-2994 Douglas St
Victoria BC, V8T 4N4
Lekwungen Territory
P: (250) 386-5255
E: info@sierraclub.bc.ca
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