FIRST NATION WOMEN ADVOCATING RESPONSIBLE MINING


Healthy Land, Healthy Children – The Nak’azdli Story

THE STORY SO FAR

Anne Marie Sam is from the Dakelh nation and a member of the Lasilyoo (frog) clan. She is the mother of a teenage son and two young daughters. She is also a Nak’azdli band councilor who manages the health portfolio, and a member of the First Nations Interim Health Governance Council BC.

Councilor Sam is also chairman of the Headwaters Initiative Group, a board member for MiningWatch Canada and has become, with Nak’azdli Chief Fred Sam, a leading voice in the battle to protect Nak’azdli traditional lands from destructive mining projects – most notably the Terrane Metals bid to engage in open pit mining for low-grade gold and copper on Shus Nadloh, also known as Mt. Milligan.

Her role as a mother and her work on health issues and on protecting the environment are all intertwined. “The health of our people is related to the health of our land,” says Councilor Sam.

A major concern is the impact of the mine on the headwaters to the Arctic on which it sits. Other concerns are the destruction of the land, loss of wildlife, community health, societal impacts, Nak’azdli title and rights, and culture. For Anne Marie Sam, these concerns can all be summed up in one word: Identity.

“My three children – they are the reason I am doing what I am doing,” she says. “I look at this project and it is going to destroy our land. It is located within my family’s Keyoh area, where our families have gone for generations, and now we are being told we and our children can never go back there. Another thing that comes to mind for me is that my daughters would be going to grow up in a mining town, and all the research that I look at shows aboriginal women are the most affected when you have big industry towns being developed.” 

The bid to mine Shus Nadloh (Mt. Milligan) began in 1993, not long after the birth of Councilor Sam’s first child. A low-grade gold/copper mine was approved – with little Nak’azdli involvement – but it became unviable when the market collapsed and it never proceeded.

By 2003 the environment assessment period had expired, which meant the proponents had to start over with the process. By now, the courts had begun to deliver rulings imposing the duty on governments – in the absence of title and rights agreements with BC First Nations – to engage in meaningful consultation and accommodation with these First Nations on projects that would impact on their traditional lands.

By 2005, project owner Placer Dome had gone under and for a while it was owned by Barrick Gold, who then divested it to Goldcorp Ltd, which in turn determined its low-grade deposits would be too expensive to mine. Finally it was sold to a group of former Placer Dome employees who created their own company – Terrane Metals. The drive to open pit mining began in earnest.

Terrane Metals obtained the exploration permit for the project without consulting Nak’azdli.  The Band Council asked to see its proposals and negotiated some funding from the company to allow it to review them. In 2007 Nak’azdli agreed to develop an Aboriginal Interest and Use Project, and hired experts to look at the economic, social, environmental, legal and cultural impact the mine would have for their people.

“Our elders told us not to focus on the money, but to look at where we were before colonization and after colonization and to look ahead to see if this proposed project could make us a stronger,’ says Councilor Sam.
“We found that the kind of jobs that would be created, combined with the scaring away of animals, would not make us a stronger nation.”

By now, however, the company had started the environmental assessment process.  Nak’azdli asked the Province not to start until there was a process that it agreed with, but BC went ahead without bringing the First Nation on board. 

Provincial approval was granted in the spring of 2009 and the Nak’azdli only learned of this through the media. 
On June 24, 2009, the First Nation filed a court challenge against the decision, but was then told BC had a new mandate to talk about revenue sharing. Nak’azdli agreed to hear out BC, but by the summer of 2009 it was clear that BC had a set agenda and was desperate to get Mt. Milligan approved.
Nak’azdli had always expected that Terrane Metals would present an opportunity to discuss and possible Impact Benefits Agreement for the revenue and benefits, but in June of 2009 Nak’azdli was informed the company’s position was that any revenue sharing was to come from BC, and that Terrane was only willing to discuss what type of local jobs and contracts would be available. 

Finally, on December 1, 2009, again having had no consultation with Nak’azdli, the Federal Government gave environmental approval to the mine.  Once again, Nak’azdli was informed of this decision by the media

THE ONGOING STORY

Nak’azdli now has a court date in the spring of 2010 for its challenge of the provincial EA approval – It will be based on the lack of consultation and accommodation of concerns. 
In early January, an application was filed for a judicial review of the federal decision on the same grounds. It is of note that one day after this was filed, Terrane’s main backer, Goldcorp, announced it would not be exercising its option to partner with the junior company in the low-grade ore mine. 

 “We have a company that is taking the legal opinion that court cases mean nothing and title and rights means nothing, and we have governments that have tried to circumvent their court imposed duty to consult and accommodate,” says Councilor Sam. 

“The message they are trying to send is that the mining industry is back. They haven’t been able to open any major metals mine in 13 years, but if they can get this through it will be precedent setting because you have a company that does not believe in aboriginal rights and title getting its way. Our concern is that others will try to follow suit.”

The stand being taken is not an easy one and has incurred the wrath of those who see destructive low-grade, open pit mining as their economic salvation.

“I worry about the safety of my children,” says Councilor Sam. “It is scary that my kids’ safety is in jeopardy because of the work that I do and so we don’t go out very much in town now.”

Those who support the mine also ignore all the benefits Nak‘azdli and other First Nations have brought to the main town of Fort  St. James, including a new major grocery store, investment in a mill which mostly employs non-First Nations workers, and funding for many of the programmes at the College of New Caledonia.

“We are accused of fighting for more than the environment and of just wanting more money,” says Councilor Sam. “Well, it is about more than the environment, but it is not about money. It is about our identity.

“The land makes us who we are – and what kind of identify will my children and grandchildren have when all that is left in the area is a 350-metre deep open pit, tailing ponds and waste piles, no animals and a destroyed landscape?

“We do not believe that producing metals to feed a vanity need for jewelry and what we read is now the new trend for gold facials is worth this cost,” says Councilor Sam.
