
From the fracking fields of northeastern British Columbia,
to the thousands of kilometres of pipelines, and
liquefaction/export terminals on the coast, indigenous

communities across the province are wrestling with the
proliferation of liquefied natural gas (LNG) proposals.

Both proponents and opponents court the support and
partnerships of First Nations in their effort to push projects
forward, or to push back, spotlighting the complicated
relationships between indigenous people and the province. 

Tension is growing across BC and now it is heating up in the
Saanich Inlet and the Salish Sea.

The Malahat LNG proposal by Steelhead LNG and Malahat
First Nation is one of the more complex of the 20 plus proposals
because it is in the heart of WS̱ÁNEĆ . 

WS̱ÁNEĆ creation stories take place on the beaches of the
Saanich Peninsula. The mountains surrounding the Saanich
Inlet remind the WS̱ÁNEĆ people of their survival from the great
flood. The summer villages on the Gulf Islands are where the
WS̱ÁNEĆ people harvested the bounty of the Salish Sea.

WS̱ÁNEĆ people live in five communities (Malahat,
Pauquachin, Tsartlip, Tsawout and Tseycum) surrounding the
Saanich Inlet. In 1852, their ancestors signed treaties with
James Douglas, Governor of Vancouver Island. The ‘Douglas
Treaties’ did not settle the settlers’ land issues, and they have
been a constant source of disagreement and a reminder of the
vast gulf between indigenous and Western European ideas of
land. 

Malahat First Nation decided to settle its land disputes by
negotiating a modern treaty through the BC Treaty
Commission. The other four WS̱ÁNEĆ communities on the
Saanich Peninsula resolutely refused to join the treaty process,
unwilling to relinquish authority over their territory. 

Tensions have been exacerbated by Steelhead LNG’s
proposal to utilize a deep-water port at Bamberton, next door
to Malahat, on the west side of the Saanich Inlet. 

Steelhead’s relationships with the local indigenous people
have been questionable right from the start. The Malahat First
Nation’s leadership with whom Steelhead negotiated the deal
resigned under a cloud of unrelated allegations just weeks before
the August 20, 2015, LNG announcement. 

Nevertheless, Steelhead pushed ahead while Malahat had a

void of elected leadership and with their members publicly
saying that they knew nothing of the deal.

In early November, Malahat First Nation elected a new Chief
and Council who inherited Steelhead LNG and several
agreements the corporation signed in the 60+ day political
vacuum. The contracts were with partners to construct a 130km
pipeline, develop technical designs and pull together the
information required for the Project Description.

On March 1, 2016, Pauquachin, Tsartlip, Tsawout and
Tseycum First Nations held a press conference to publicly
announce their opposition to the project. While Steelhead
negotiated a relationship with Malahat, they failed to engage
with, or gain consent from, the other four First Nations
communities surrounding the Saanich Inlet.

Commentary
Steelhead declares that their project will be constructed on land
owned by Malahat First Nation—which it would—but they have
shown no respect to the other WS̱ÁNEĆ communities who share
the Saanich Inlet and who have significant Aboriginal and treaty
rights there.

Furthermore, Malahat is located at the base of YOS (Malahat
Mountain). WS̱ÁNEĆ elders, both past and present, are on the
record explaining the tremendous importance of the sacred
mountain and the streams that empty into the Saanich Inlet.

Steelhead ignores the importance of YOS and cavalierly views
the location as an industrial site used by a former cement plant
that once blanketed the mountain in pollution. On their website,
Steelhead offers a timeline of the industrial uses, to justify their
desire to continue an environmental and social assault on the
Saanich Inlet. The company is oblivious to how offensive it is to
denigrate YOS.

A vast gap exists between the provincial, federal and First
Nations governments. The aggressive approach of Steelhead, in
pursuit of financial gain at any cost, is creating tremendous
pressure in WS̱ÁNEĆ. 

The WS̱ÁNEĆ people know the stories our fathers and
grandfathers tell about how ‘there were so many fish we could
walk across the inlet on their backs to visit our Malahat relatives’.
We have heard the words of our grandmothers who remind us
of our duty to protect WS̱ÁNEĆ so that our children and
grandchildren can harvest the wealth of the Saanich Inlet and
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Salish Sea.
Steelhead LNG failed to respect the complexity of

relationships and the depth of the multi-jurisdictional issues in
WS̱ÁNEĆ. Eager to capitalize on the so-called ‘once in a lifetime
opportunity’ they also failed to recognize the importance of
intergenerational equity and environmental sustainability to the
people who ‘emerged’ from that flood countless generations ago.
Adam Olsen is a member of Tsartlip First Nation and Deputy-
Leader of the BC Green Party. 0
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