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unit

1
turtle island and pre-colonialism
Millions of people have lived on Turtle Island their whole lives and 
never heard that name. To the world at large it has become North 
America but before the arrival of Europeans in the late 1400’s, it was 
known as Turtle Island to many Indigenous people whose ancestors 
had lived on the land for over 10,000 years.

There’s a misconception that the Aboriginals who inhabitited these 
lands at the time of colonization were small, menial communities 
and that all of these communities were the same, but this was not the 
case. Turtle Island was home to millions of Aboriginal people. They 
had a variety of styles of governing from nations to communities and 
while many of them shared a philosophy of respecting and protecting 
the earth, their cultures varied widely in language, traditions, and  
laws.
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learning outcomes
•  Gain insight into the life and culture of different Aboriginal 

nations before European contact

•  Introduction to the traditional governing styles in Turtle 
Island and how they differ from European methods of gov-
ernment

•  Learn what everyday life was like for different Aboriginal 
nations

•  Learn about the First Nations’ philosophy about their 
relationship to the land and the importance of that to their 
cultures
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3
borders and treaties or lack thereof
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•Recognize the unethical means by which treaties were 
obtained
•Learn about the unceded state of British Columbia
•Bring to light the barricades faced by bands who wish to 
sign treaties
•Recognize the impact that Western concept of borders 
especially the ones imposed by European colonists has had 
on First Nations

learning outcomes



In British Columbia, less than 5% of First Nation’s 
land was ever ceded (surrendered) through treaties or 
other legal means. Up until 1999, when Nisga’a Nation 
signed the first modern day treaty in B.C., only a very 
small portion of Vancouver Island known as the Doug-
las Treaties and the small northeast corner of B.C. that 
was a part of Treaty 8 were a part of a treaty. While 
there are First Nations who do not want to sign treaties, 
there are others who have been struggling for decades 
under the government’s system, timelines, and rules, to 
try to bring some finality and certainty for their people. 
A prime example of this is the length of time it took for 
the Nisga’a Nation to force the federal government to 
negotiate their treaty which they had been striving for 
since 1890. For decades they were ignored, then faced 
new laws which made it illegal to raise funds for land 
claims challenges. In the 1960s  the Nisga’a began legal 
action in the B. C. Supreme Court, but it wasn’t until 

1976 that the federal government entered treaty nego-
tiations with Nisga’a, and the B. C. government did not 
join the negotiations until 1990. The Nisga’a Nation’s 
epic journey is just one example of the long and ongoing 
struggle by First Nation’s in B.C. to come to terms with 
the governments of B. C. and Canada regarding their 
traditional unceded territories.
The Auditor General of British Columbia’s 2006 report 
showed that the B.C. government spent approximately 
$260 million from 1993 to 2005 on the B.C. Treaty Pro-
cess. The Auditor General of Canada reported in 2006 
that the B.C. treaty negotiations were badly bogged 
down, that the Government of Canada had spent $426 
million from 1993–2006, and that B.C. First Nations 
had borrowed close to $300 million. Both reports note 
that the treaty process was flawed, but that the settle-
ment of treaties would help bring economic certainty 
for B.C. and Canada, as well as First Nations in B.C. 
By 2003, almost 80 interim measurement agreements 
were signed, but not one treaty was successfully nego-
tiated through the B.C. treaty process. The lone treaty 
which was negotiated with the Nisga’a was accom-
plished outside of the formal treaty process. The federal 
report likely contributed to the recent progress in B.C. 
with four treaties, being ratified by each First Nation’s 
membership: Tsawwassen (2009), Lheidli T’enneh 
(2011), Yale (2011), and Maa-nulth (2011). The BC Trea-
ty Commission highlights the 2009 Price Waterhouse 
report which validated previous reports that estimated 
that the resolution of treaties in B.C. could add $20 

billion dollars to B.C.’s economy over the following 15 
years. Among other things, B.C.’s six-stage treaty pro-
cess can result in treaties that address many things in-
cluding land, food harvesting, self-governance, culture, 
natural resources, duty of governments to consult with 
First Nations, and financial compensation for lost land 
and resources.

The logistics of negotiating a new treaty or a land claim 
can be very frustrating for First Nations people as they 
are pursued in both a foreign system that was imposed 
upon First Nations people and we are forced to pay 
vast amounts of money fighting for our inherent rights 
which are enshrined in the Canadian Constitution. The 
case of First Nations in British Columbia highlights 
this financial burden which resulted in First Nations 
borrowing over $300 million dollars to pursue trea-
ties between 1993–2005 with not a single treaty being 
signed during that time period through the B.C. treaty 
process. This is just a drop in the bucket of what has 
and will be spent by First Nations in Canada. The other 
major hurdle for First Nations is that the governmental 
and court systems do not view our oral histories as valid 
‘proof’ of our claims to land and other resources. This 
imposed view of what is valid and what is not, especially 
in B.C. where almost the entire province is still not se-
cured by the government, puts First Nations people at a 
disadvantage as the struggle to meet standards of proof 
within a foreign imposed system.

ethical issues of how  
treaties were handled
•Most treaties were drawn up and negotiated 
in languages that were not spoken or read by 
the Aboriginals that were signing them.

•Many of the Aboriginals who signed treaties 
were under the impression that they were 
agreements of peace not agreements to relin-
quish their claim to their land.

•Signatures on the treaties often meant 
nothing as most Aboriginal leaders could 
not write. Signatures on treaties were merely 
meaningless scribbles.

•In the North, many of the Inuit were relocat-
ed to desolate, barren land through the use 
of treaties. These were a death sentence for 
entire communities who were unable to pro-
vide for themselves in these incredibly brutal 
environments.

•For a number of communities, signing a 
treaty meant giving up their official status as 
an indigenous person.b.c. modern day treaties

lynda gray
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