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Summary

A brief account is given of the major fisheries-related issues facing aboriginal societies
along the Pacific coast of Canada. This includes the implementation of traditional
access rights, now increasingly recognized by Canadian authorities in spite of
wrenching cultural change, a declining resource base, and the overwhelming impacts of
commercial fisheries. Increased consultations between Canadian authorities and
aboriginal communities would benefit all. In addition, it is suggested that granting
increased and, in parts, exclusive resource access to aboriginal fishers would generate
numerous social benefits, for both the aboriginal communities and society at large.

This brief account concentrates on British Columbia (BC), Canada, and on the issues
that confront aboriginal peoples in salmon and other fisheries, but is meant to illustrate
problems of resource access and management affecting aboriginal people in other parts
of the world.

1. First Nations: Culture and Identity

BC aboriginal peoples today describe themselves as “First Nations,” so indicating both
original occupancy and nationhood. Aboriginal rights, including fishing, are
increasingly recognized in Canadian law. In 1992, the federal government of Canada,
the provincial government of BC, and the First Nations’ Summit established a process
of modern-day treaty making to resolve issues of ownership of traditional territories and
clarify access and management authority. The issue is complicated: most of BC’s
fisheries resources are fully exploited, and some are clearly overexploited.

Aboriginal peoples of the Pacific Northwest derive their culture and identity from
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traditional territory. They are anchored to place in a way that is difficult to fully
understand for those who were brought up in a culture characterized by high geographic
mobility. For most aboriginal peoples, moving away permanently is not an option.
Indeed, for coastal peoples in general, fisheries are not just the main source of
subsistence and wealth. The seasonal cycle of fisheries resources has also shaped their
social and cultural life. Thus, anything that affects the availability of fish has social and
cultural as well as economic repercussions.

Respect for territory and for all natural resources is the foundation of aboriginal society,
culture, and economy. Until contact with European explorers and traders, hereditary chiefs
and elders had an ownership right and management responsibility to ensure the survival of
all stocks of salmon and other species. Resource harvest was based on a seasonal round
that involved traveling to different sites at different times of year. Pre-contact management
systems were grounded in traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) of a wide range of
species from different places and habitats. In effect, pre-contact fisheries were based on a
rigid “area licensing” system.
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