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The Cost of Not Settling Claims

A research project by the Union of BC Indian Chiefs

UN Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples

Article 28
1. Indigenous peoples have the right to redress, by means that can include 
restitution or, when this is not possible, just, fair and equitable 
compensation, for the lands, territories and re- sources which they have 
traditionally owned or otherwise occupied or used, and which have been 
confiscated, taken, occupied, used or damaged without their free, prior and 
in- formed consent.
2.Unless otherwise freely agreed upon by the peoples concerned, 
compensation shall take the form of lands, territories and resources equal in 
quality, size and legal status or of monetary compensation or other 
appropriate redress.

What has been lost due to delays 
in settling claims?

What can money never buy back?

What are the unquantifiable damages   
of unsettled claims? 
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Invitation to participate…

…watch for black slides like this one! 

Take their country away, take their culture away, children away – you’re 

removing and emptying what makes them a distinctive culture and Nation 

in this country. We’re still a sovereign Nation – we know our language and 

sacred places with a lot of hard work by the people from our communities.

It’s not just a claim, it’s our life and our continued way of life and 

connection to our land, and to hunt and fish and use the water freely. That’s 

our life, and our continued way of life for the next seven generations. 
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Looking at it from historic [times] to now – and show them that what was 

given to us as a homeland doesn’t really sustain us like the thoughts were 

200 or 300 years ago. This changes how we’re supposed to exist – we have to 

prove this transitioning for how we’re supposed to survive. 

We were put on these little postage stamp size reserve lands, and it’s taken 

our families generations to work that land as farmland. And now the feds 

don’t protect agricultural land on reserve land – but they put us on these 

lands to make us farmers in the first place? It’s really hard to accept that. 

The injustices of stolen land

What does the government not 
“get” about the history of claims?

Why is the specific claims process so unfair?
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[This claim is] still active, it’s horrendous! All of our members have aged out. 

The clock is ticking once your claim is accepted, and they said it would be 

done in three working years, and we’re 23 years in! That stress, the losses to 

that alone, has been our time. And keeping our leadership apprised with the 

commitment, now we’re generations in, we’re trying to follow the rules and 

come to closure – [but the] manpower is lost.

It causes a loss of confidence in leadership. I think it’s a plan – it’s one 

of those things you can’t put your finger on – but it seems like a way 

to weaken the leadership of the Nation. 

Trust is not the only thing, what it costs is – integrity. Not only integrity 

on your own self because you feel you might have failed, but there’s 

other sides too who have failed. If promises are broken then internally 

your integrity and confidence drops, and when you do that it’s a 

pebble in the lake – it goes out. 
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The loss of lands affects all ages – from the elderly, to teach about the land and 

resources to the parents, they lose learning from the Elders to carry forward 

the teachings to the children. […] The loss of lands affects all traditional life 

skills – skills required to be strong in hearts, minds, bodies and spirits. People 

get disheartened and lose self-confidence when they lack traditional skills. 

Some handle it better than others, but the fact that they feel inadequate is 

because their life on the land is inadequate to sustain all on all levels. 

That memory is being lost now, the young people coming up don’t know 

the history. It’s not their fault – [they] don’t know about the injustices 

done to us, the land and resources. A new Chief comes on and then [they] 

see the effort hasn’t gone anywhere and [they’ll] leave it as a low priority. 

The human costs of delays in settling claims

What does it feel like personally to not 
have access to these claims? 

Are there Elders or knowledge holders you’ve lost 
that were critical to ”proving” claims?
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We had laws on kinship ties, harvesting, first salmon, first saskatoon berry, 

first bitterroot. It was about care and responsibility as caretakers for the 

land – of the ceremonies we would do and who would do them, and the 

teaching – no one was above us, the only one above us was the Creator. 

In our language it’s not law, but the same thing means ethics, moral, reason, 

those are laws – but they are interpreted differently. When we talk about 

conduct, if someone has done wrong, its not about punishment, it’s about 

reasoning it out. 

The big cost is – helping diminish your connections to the land, 

diminishing your foundational laws that come from the land.

In our traditional law – this means the loss of freedom to protect the 

land, the loss of the land to protect itself – we get our hands tied because of 

these colonial laws to extract and exploit, and that’s the conflict of laws. 

Indigenous Laws

What are your laws that come from the land? 

How has the specific claims process impacted 
the practice and transmission of these laws?
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Where our graves, our farms, our practice that is proven, there’s several 

archeological digs about how important [that site] was. I don’t know 

how to place that value but that is a human right – is there a dollar 

you can put to that? That’s a strong spiritual place, that watercourse 

further up the mountain – our fasting grounds, our birthing sites. So 

much has been violated with hydro and highways.

There was a waterway where the Sto:lo, the Big River, is coming south and 

it comes here and it takes a major turn going west to the ocean. There’s 

an islet in that river just as it’s changing, and that’s ours. It has pit houses 

on it, and it has tunnels between the pit houses. And that little water 

stream [coming into that site], has a spiritual name. I believe the island 

was a spiritual training site because of the tunnels between the pit houses 

and […] the cultural ceremonies that still have some importance and 

practice. But that waterway is gone – as you take from our site, from the 

Sto:lo watershed, hundreds and hundreds of little streams like that, can I 

put a cost to that? The water is healing. 

When we had the cleanup along the river we had monitors with them, and 

said to them, “You’re coming to the undiscovered country and you’re going 

to find our ancestors uncovered from the water.” And we did. We shared 

lots of tears amongst our ancient ones; some of the tears when that 

happened spawned right back to Residential School and back to our 

childhood days, and we broke down and cried. We’re tied to the land. 

Saying the prayers and songs for them that have been passed on […]. All 

of the rules and the laws came from the earth and the animals, we’re part 

of the life cycle. That’s why it’s so important that we maintain our 

existence here in the valley in our Nation. 
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There are landmarks and place names that defined our Nation –

but putting it on a map – that’s not really how our people thought. 

Each place name had a law with it and a responsibility. All of 

those things intact with it – it wasn’t just a landmark or sacred site,  

It had responsibilities attached to it. 

These stolen lands are renamed after colonizers, and these new names are 

like a persistent slap in the face, reminding the First Nations of their losses. 

To maintain our territories and have our own language and customs 

and traditions, to maintain that – that has been a struggle. And it 

comes back to specific claims where within [those claims] there’s 

certain lands that have traditional names, that’s the important part of 

the history – we only had oral history. 
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We have no fluent speakers, we have one or two, just a precious few –

their time is close. And the research that we’ve managed to complete and 

research we’ve done with the linguist – it’s tragic but we do have a few 

young passionate workers who are helping with the language. My dream 

is to bring some of this history and 20th century legends that bring that 

language of teaching to the greater population. 

It was like the fridge when the ducks were there, plus the herring and 

the cod, the groundfish. You could get a ling cod or a rock cod right 

there – we more or less found out that [these lands] were not in our 

control when they sold it to these private owners. 

We’ve been fighting for our wild salmon – we have to speak for them. It’s our 

way of life, we are part of that life cycle. It’s not just a fight but maintaining our 

coexistence with Mother Nature and that we are part of that, these are pieces of 

the puzzle and if one goes missing that whole way of life is changed forever. 
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There were three parcels of land set aside for fishing, and gathering herbs

and berries. There’s a certain Indian tea leaf that is only gathered, close to 

the ocean but not in every part. I spent a lot of time with Elders harvesting 

these leaves, near the ocean, [and] we also would have gathered other 

important herbs. We believed in natural herbs and medicines to care for 

heartburn, stomach aches. For example, my grandfather used this one 

white berry for his diabetes and his eyes – they didn’t believe in going to 

the doctor. But we don’t have those Elders to help with medicine 

gathering anymore. 

Culturally Significant Sites

Are there place names and/or 
stories attached to delayed claims?

How has language been affected?

Can you still access traditional foods? 

Use [this large site] for example – it’s not an economic loss, it’s to ensure 

that these habitats, and migration trails – they’ve lost freedom to do that 

regenerative process themselves. And we’re losing laws, our own natural 

behaviours – we’ve known that a long time. So now we’re getting hit 

with larger reminders – the floods, the fires, the natural catastrophes 

that are happening – we’ve been saying this for a long time. 
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We look at it as a way of life – precontact – we 

would move and live somewhere else. We 

were like the wind, if we wanted to go over 

there and live, we just would. With the 

discovery of our lands and the Doctrine of 

Discovery – but here we were we had our own 

ways of life and culture and languages and 

trails and road maps and we were disregarded. 

Stress of not having your land and the ripple effect of that. With the loss of 

certain lands – then Crown corporations tried to say that they had the right to 

other lands which the First Nation does own, and this pressure from Crown 

corporations and government was like a domino effect of losing land. 

Assumed jurisdiction of the Province is detrimental to our claims process, the 

Province comes in and grants rights to logging and mining and water [in] our 

claims [areas]. [The mining company] came in and claimed our water.  A lot 

of the Elders that contributed to the Claim are not here anymore, so that’s a 

real loss intergenerationally – we continue to defend our lands and waters 

and continue to work on our land claim, those are the impacts we go 

forward with – giving our lands away to industry against our consent. 
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Nowadays [the land] is wide open, the whole geographical look has been changed by logging, fires – it 

even impacts the wild horses. My grandfather said to me they were tame horses that all the families took 

turns looking after them all over the mountains and we knew the trails. But then with cars we let the 

horses go, and they still knew where the trails and water were. [But with the changes] the horses got stuck 

on the other side of the fences and the old horses died and the young ones didn’t know where to go. And 

that’s a teaching in itself – it’s an impact to the horse – but they were our tame horses at one time – so 

that’s just one of the changes that we have seen within our people.

Climate change and Biodiversity

How is climate change affecting 
your claims?

Have land use changes impacted your 
claim areas?

What role does industry play?

The Doctrine of Discovery initiated this [displacement and loss of culture] and 

allowed State governments to come in and claim our land. In doing this our 

families were divided, our governments were divided, our women were 

displaced, and this broke down the families. The women, their roles in 

harvesting, hunting, and fishing in order to help their families survive – they 

had to find a way to govern, but women’s decision-making roles were 

disrupted and broken down, and confined by oppressive colonial policies.
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Disproportionate Impacts

How were/are women impacted 
differently by the claims process? 

Were sites of importance to Two-Spirit and 
gender diverse people considered in 
claims?

It's all about the land. It’s the most important thing, it’s not the money. 

Everything around us has been changed: our waters contaminated, highways 

built, railways gone through. They’ve never fixed how it was from the 

beginning and then in the specific claims we have to make sure [the land] is 

safe [from contamination from the railroad] before they can give it back to us 

and this changes everything…

We’re carrying the torch of these claims and these wrongs from generation 

to generation, and that’s taking the place of carrying our traditions, our 

land use, language, culture. And we can’t do it all. If only we could just 

focus on that instead of having to bring this grief forward. I want to get as 

much of this done as I can so my kids don’t have to deal with it.
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Just and Fair Redress

What would justice really mean?

Is redress possible? How?

Thank you!
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