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Abstract 

Clayoquot Sound is a remarkable and rare coastal temperate rainforest ecosystem on the 

West Coast of Vancouver Island, British Columbia, Canada. It is home to the Indigenous 

Ahousaht Nation and a place where chinook salmon and people are interdependent. The health 

and well-being of the Ahousaht community have been reliant on the Nation’s relationship to 

salmon for many generations. The Ahousaht stewarded the chinook salmon in the Megin River 

successfully and sustainably for generations through their complex traditional Indigenous legal 

system. Now, the genetically diverse population of chinook salmon in the Megin River is on the 

verge of extinction as the salmon face several human-caused ecological and socio-political 

threats. In this paper, I specifically explored the relationship between the decline of Megin River 

chinook salmon and the decline of Ahousaht traditional law as a wicked problem. I used a 

qualitative approach that combines Indigenous and Western methodologies, such as: systems 

thinking; describing the biophysical and socio-cultural attributes of the Megin River; 

ethnographic interviews with knowledge holders; developing a framework for articulating the 

traditional Ahousaht legal system; and, making recommendations to address the problem. I 

concluded that the timeline of replacing the traditional Ahousaht legal system (a legal system of 

spiritual and natural characteristics derived from the Ahousaht relationship to life-giving forces 

in the region) with that of Canadian law (a legal system of economic and social policy foreign to 

the natural cycles of the region) corresponds directly with the decline of the Megin River 

chinook and should be considered as one of the causes of decline. I recommend that additional 

research be conducted using a systems thinking approach to identify where systemic 
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interventions are required to build new relationships, structures, and institutions that uphold 

Indigenous knowledge and legal frameworks to address conservation challenges.  
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Introduction 

Before I share the objectives of my research, the important business of this paper, it is 

required by Nuu-chah-nulth cultural protocol that I formally introduce myself as a way of setting 

the context for our interaction. 

 

Uuklasish ?ikaatius. Histuukshilth Ahousaht, Nuu-chah-nulth-aht. Uuhooks nuwiiqsu Ah-

up-wa-eek, hawithlhook Ahousaht, tyee Klakishpeelth. Uuhooks na-nik?su 

Umeek, ?eh?ehnaatukwiss. Kleco kleco itsoosh.  

 

Uuklasish ?ikaatius 

My names are ?ikaatius and Tyson Dion Obe Atleo. I was given the name ?ikaatius by 

my family at a feast hosted by my father in our village in April 2012. ?ikaatius is the fourth name 

I have been given throughout my life. In our Ahousaht culture names are given at certain stages 

of a person’s life for their accomplishments, or for a needed transition (M. R. Atleo, 2001). 

Names are chosen by the senior members of a family and given out in ceremony at special 

events, or potlatches, that may be held specifically for the giving of names. Just the close family, 

or the entire community and other communities may be invited to a naming event where stories, 

songs, dances, food and gifts are shared by the host family and their honoured guests. Certain 

individuals are invited to bear witness to the naming binding them to the responsibility of 

ensuring the recipient never forgets and the name is never lost. 

The first name I was given as a child was Din-din-osh, meaning “little drummer boy,” 

after my love for our cultural songs. As a pre-teen, I was given the name C'ukwaasuk'tin to 
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replace Din-din-osh. The name C'ukwaasuk'tin is derived from the root word c'ukwaasi – the 

small dorsal fin and saddle of the whale which were the only pieces of meat my ancestor, the 

great whaler A?ikwuwasin, kept for himself that may have been considered prize only because of 

their scarcity and not their quality. This was his gesture of generosity to the community for they 

were insignificant pieces of meat in contrast to the size of the harvest yield. In December 2000, 

at fourteen years old, I was given the name C'ukwaasuk'meek to replace C'ukwaasuk'tin. The 

name C'ukwaasuk'meek refers to the recipient’s growth in knowledge and skills necessary to 

harvest the c'ukwaasi and provide for the community. This name was given to me following my 

initiation at a tlukwaana potlatch hosted by my grandfather – tlukwaana being a very serious and 

important ceremony for the Ahousaht to recognize the coming of age for young men and women 

of high social status.  

The very intentional tlukwaana ceremony is amongst the highest and most powerful 

ceremonies of the Ahousaht where deep spiritual and natural relationships are called upon and 

witnessed by the whole community. This was the second tlukwaana that had taken place in 

Ahousaht following the Government of Canada potlatch ban that was lifted in 1951 with the first 

having taken place in 1975 for my father. The names C'ukwasuk'tin (given while young) and 

C'ukwaasuk'meek (given once they have come of age) have been the names given to many of the 

eldest sons of my ancestors for thirteen generations (M. R. Atleo, 2001).  These names have been 

passed down as reminders and indicators of our culture’s continued reverence and respect for the 

value of marine resources to the health and wellbeing of the community. 

Historically, whaling was the ritual practice of establishing protocol between man and 

whale. A protocol secured through the oosumich prayer performed by the whaler and his wife, 
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and a connection between the parties (whale, whaler and crew, and whaler’s family) made in the 

spiritual realm, manifest in the physical by strict adherence to the obligations set out in the 

protocol. This history of whaling has been kept alive by my family but adapted to a modern 

context. We have transitioned from physically harvesting whales to seeking new models of 

resource gathering to provide for the community, such as achieving graduate-level degrees (M. 

R. Atleo, 2001). 

The name ?ikaatius belonged to my ancestor from eight generations past and was 

originally translated to mean, “making a continuous sound, saying the same thing” (M. R. Atleo, 

2001, p. 251). My grandfather has offered a more recent interpretation and suggests the name 

was given as a reflection of my developing skills as an expert communicator and growing ability 

to use those skills to facilitate good circumstances for those around me and provide for our 

community in a modern world. I was given this new, adult name because the family felt it was 

time I started to more formally fulfill some of my father’s hereditary responsibilities in the 

governing and development of our community. 

The sharing of names with ancestors is an important practice of maintaining socio-

cultural continuity in our society as they orient the holder to the legacy of our Ahousaht culture 

and unique knowledge (M. R. Atleo, 2001). My grandmother, ?eh?ehnaatukwiss Dr. Marlene 

Renate Atleo (2001) says that “names connect a child to culture, provide a script for living, 

positions them in networks of relationships in their history and present and future” (p. 208). 

Names are given to set a course of destiny for the recipient where the recipient is expected to and 

supported in achieving a life reflective of the name they were given in the current period. 

Receiving a name is encouragement and a reminder of the responsibilities and expectations the 
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recipient may carry in the community. The expectations and responsibilities of people together 

are critical elements of the cultural fabric of Ahousaht society. 

Ahousaht 

I come from the Indigenous community of Ahousaht, an independent nation within the 

larger Nuu-chah-nulth cultural group. Nuu-chah-nulth is the name shared by seventeen 

independent Indigenous nations who reside in the coastal temperate rainforest along the pacific 

coastline from Cape Flattery, Washington state in the South, to the Brooks Peninsula at the 

Northwestern corner of Vancouver Island, British Columbia. I have included the 

Qwidichchuh?aht (Makah), Ditidaht, and Pacheedaht Nations in my description of Nuu-chah-

nulth for their strong cultural and family connections to the fourteen Nations who self-declared 

themselves the Nuu-chah-nulth as the Allied Tribes of the West Coast in 1978 (Arima and 

Hoover, 2011). Captain James Cook once misnamed the Mowachaht, a Nuu-chah-nulth Nation, 

the Nootka, and the word Nootka became commonly used as a reference for all Nuu-chah-nulth 

people however incorrect. Nuu-chah-nulth Nations share common ancestry through historical 

and modern intermarriage, and many cultural similarities such as the practice of whaling, use of 

cedar and other marine resources, hereditary governance and legal systems, spiritual traditions of 

potlatch and ceremony, trade and economy, and dialects of the Wakashan language group.  

Scientifically, Nuu-chah-nulth occupation of the West Coast is archaeologically 

documented to be around 4,300 B.P. with the most geographically signficiant archaeological 

evidence coming from the village of Yuquot and Hesquiaht Harbout immediately north of 

Ahousaht territories (Marshall, 1993; Coupland et al., 2003; Arima and Hoover, 2011). However, 

there is strong scientific evidence of paleolithic occupation between 13,000 and 14,000 years ago 
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amongst the Wakashan linguistic group in the home of our relatives, the Haíɫzaqv people, and up 

to 13,800 years in the San Juan Islands and the Olympic Peninsula in Washington (Mackie, et al., 

2018). I have heard stories of Nuu-chah-nulth songs passed down the generations that talk about 

the difficult times faced when the ice was high and the food was scarce, suggesting a familiarity 

with the recession of the Cordilleran ice sheet that covered all of southern British Columbia up to 

about 14,000 B.P. (Clague and James, 2002). This is verified in the late Hawith Maquinna Earl 

George’s (2003) publication, Living on the Edge: Nuu-chah-nulth history from an Ahousaht 

chief’s perspective where he talks about a “freeze up” (p.91) of many parts of Ahousaht 

territories. 

The earliest archaeological evidence of whaling in Nuu-chah-nulth communities dates 

back to 4,000 B.P. (Monks, McMillan and St. Claire, 2001) yet the Ahousaht stories captured by 

Boas (1897) and Curtis (1916), and synthesized by M. R. Atleo (2001), clearly depict a well-

established, complex, and familiar society as having existed in Ahousaht territories prior to the 

first hunting of a whale. However, the scientific dates of arrival and settlement in the region 

continue to be irrelevant to the Nuu-chah-nulth people who see our inhabiting and deep 

connection to the lands and waters of our territories as having been since time immemorial. 

The name Ahousaht means “the people from Ahous”, with the suffix “aht” referring to the 

place where people come from (Arima and Hoover, 2011). In the case of the Ahousaht, the bay 

of Ahous at the northwest corner of Vargas Island, in what is now known as Clayoquot Sound 

just north west of the municipality of Tofino, is widely accepted as the original home of the 

Ahousaht people as described by Figure 1 [Ahousaht Territories] (Drucker, 1951). Now one of 

the largest Nations on the coast of British Columbia, the Ahousaht Nation is an amalgamation of 
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several Nations that once were spread throughout Clayoquot Sound including the Ahousaht, the 

Manhousaht, the Quatsweaht, the Keltsmaht, and the Ooinmitisaht. The historical relationships 

between these Nations are of significance to the historical and contemporary governance of the 

Ahousaht and the management of resources within an expanded Ahousaht territory, including the 

Megin River watershed. 

Klakishpeelth 

I am the eldest and only son of Nancy Atleo, who carries the name Naath-nayth-uk which 

translates to mean “keeper of the sun and the moon,” and Shawn Atleo, who carries both the 

names A?inchat which translates to mean “one on whom the people depend” and Ah-up-wa-eek, 

meaning “one who speaks wisely.” Both are names of our direct ancestors from generations 

before. In December 2000, at the celebration following a tlukwaana ceremony, my grandfather 

Umeek Dr. Eugene Richard Atleo passed the seat of his chieftainship on to my father who still 

carries it to this day. Our family’s lineage is recognized amongst the Ahousaht as one of the 

Nation’s three principle hereditary chieftainships. Each of the three principle hereditary chiefs, or 

hawiih as plural and hawith as singular, are the tyee or senior ranking members of their 

household. 

The Ahousaht social structure is one where every family belongs to one of these three 

organized houses: Tyee Hawith Maquinna Lewis George is our head hereditary chief, the tyee 

hawith of our Nation and the tyee of house Hush-sot or Tlaaphiyachist; Hawith Klakishsweah JJ 

Keitlah was recently appointed by his family as the tyee of house Ta-wiish-tak-umth or Suchpii-

ith, the traditional seat of the Ahousaht war chief; Hawith Ah-up-wa-eek Shawn Atleo is the tyee 

of the house Klakishpeeth, the third chieftainship seat of the Ahousaht. As the son of Ah-up-wa-
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eek I belong to the house of Klakishpeelth and have been raised by my family with the necessary 

teachings and lessons in the expectation that I may one day hold the seat as tyee of the house 

Klakishpeeth. The name Klakishpeeth translates to mean “liquid fat poured on the ground” as 

reference to my family’s rich legacy of practicing sealing and whaling as a means of providing 

for the Ahousaht people (M. R. Atleo, 2001). 

In my grandmother, ?eh?ehnaatukwiss Dr. Marlene Renate Atleo’s (2001), dissertation, 

she tells the stories of the historical Umeek narratives that share how, through our Indigenous 

practices of learning and knowledge construction throughout generations, the Ahousaht came to 

ritually learn about, practice, and reproduce whaling knowledge. 

The last members of my family to harvest whale were my great, great, great grandfather, 

known to me as Keesta (E. R. Atleo, 2004; George, 2003), also known as ?Atlyo (Drucker, 1951; 

Arima and Hoover, 2011), and his grandson-in-law Edwin Frank (Arima and Hoover, 2011). 

However, our family’s reverence for the legacy of whaling as a practice of learning about and 

living in alignment with supernatural law as a form of leadership, which Cajete (2000) defines as 

a “commitment to the nurturing of a healthy community and enriching the cultural tradition of 

one’s people” (p. 90), continues. 

In the spring of 1999, my grandfather, father and I travelled to visit the Qwidichchuh?aht 

to participate in their celebration of the first whale harvested by their Nation in seventy years 

(Reid, 2015). We travelled to acknowledge the achievement by presenting the whaler with the 

hinkeets head dress my grandfather Umeek had received from his uncle for his acquisition of a 

doctoral degree in education from the University of British Columbia in 1990. The whale 

continues to be iconic of the resources needed to sustain our people. Stonechild (2006), like my 
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family, identified post-secondary education to be “the new buffalo” (p. 1). Education has the 

potential to provide individuals and communities with the capacity to sustain themselves and 

their communities as did the whales and buffalo of old.  

The presentation to the Qwidichchuh?aht was a reminder of how these practices 

benefited the community in many ways beyond the provision of sustenance, but also the passing 

down and receiving of knowledge, re-establishing a sense of cultural identity, an expression of 

sovereignty and right, bringing the community together, and a reminder of our people’s practices 

of spiritual and physical connection to relatives of the sea, the marine resources. At the time of 

the hunt the lead harpooner, Theron Parker, carried the name C'ukwaasuk'meek, the name I 

would be given in potlatch a year later. This is a point of interest concerning the stories passed 

down by Ahousaht historian John Jacobsen who provides an official account that my family’s 

lineage is one of three decedents from Kumsulmeek whose female relative married into the 

Qwidichchuh?aht and brought with her dowry the knowledge about whaling, (M. R. Atleo, 2001) 

thus connecting my family and our whaling legacy to the Qwidichchuh?aht originating from 

thirteen generations past. 

Each of the three principal hereditary houses of the Ahousaht has a specific set of roles 

and responsibilities for governing the community that has stayed relatively consistent since the 

houses differentiated from a single household into three, each with their own tyee. After the 

significant events during the relatively well documented Otsosaht war of the early 1800’s the 

responsibilities of each house became more elaborate and specifically what they are today. The 

new territories acquired by the Ahousaht in this war and the re-distribution of governing 
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responsibilities amongst the three houses is an important historical context for the contemporary 

Ahousaht, and the management of the Megin River, which is the focus of this research. 

In a post-war gathering of the hawiih, the house of Klakishpeeth was given the role of 

facilitator or “mediator” (M. R. Atleo, 2001, p. 103), responsible for diplomatic mediation in 

internal and external governance. This included being allocated management responsibilities 

over lands and waters annexed in war, and the distribution of resources harvestable from the 

lands and waters newly acquired by the Nation through conflict. The Otsosaht war had been 

fought to secure equitable allocation of salmon through the social networks and protocols on 

which the Otsosahts had reneged. Equitable distribution of resources became a focus of the 

hawiih of the house of Tlakishpeeth. 

These responsibilities arguably remained consistent up until the 1867 Indian Act when 

the Government of Canada from afar began to manipulate Ahousaht governance through the 

implementation of the Indian Act that led to residential schools and elected Chief and Council 

systems across Canada. The Indian Act began a legacy that left an irreversible negative effect on 

Ahousaht’s governing traditions and self-governance. While the members of Ahousaht’s first 

Chief and Council were appointed by the hawiih, the Nation has since adopted a Chief and 

Council system as per outlined in the Indian Act legislation. It is legislation resulting in a system 

intentionally established to erode the traditions, customs and laws that sustained Indigenous 

people across Canada. Now, the Ahousaht are left with the difficult task of determining how we 

want to govern ourselves into the future in the face of such disruption. 
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Na-nik?su 

I am the grandson of Dr. Eugene Richard Atleo, who carries the name Umeek, and Dr. 

Marlene Renate Atleo, who carries the name ?eh?ehnaatukwiss. Much of my knowledge about 

life, our Ahousaht culture, leadership, education, and Indigenous cultural theory as well as theory 

about Indigenous culture comes from my immediate family and my grandparents specifically. 

They each spent a great deal of time learning, in both a traditional Ahousaht sense in ceremony, 

on the land and water, with community in the seasonal round, in a Western academic sense 

through formal education and institutional involvement, and from Ahousaht elders who were 

connected to the historical knowledge of our people that was passed down orally from generation 

to generation. 

Ahousaht is no different than many other Indigenous communities in the respect given to 

human elders as carriers of knowledge, wisdom and experience (Cajete, 2000). However, I was 

always reminded that elder is a reference and not necessarily synonymous with age nor species. 

Places, younger people, and non-human beings can also be holders of knowledge, wisdom and 

experience (M. R. Atleo, 2001). Both Umeek and ?eh?ehnaatukwiss have just entered their elder 

years in age, yet have been experienced holders of significant knowledge for some time. Their 

accomplishments given the circumstances of their lives speak for themselves. Despite the 

challenges they faced, which included the surviving of thirteen years at Alberni Indian residential 

school, the loss of filial care and support, and ensuing discrimination and poverty, their resilience 

has allowed for not only the survival of our family but the survival of our family’s cultural 

teachings and history as well. Despite Canada’s systematic attempts to dismantle Indigenous 

identity and erase our knowledge from history, their resilience provided me and many others 
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with a foundation for learning and personhood that may have been incomplete in a truly 

traditional sense but was still separate from that which is provided by the Western education 

system and rich in the storyworks of the Ahousaht heritage (E. R. Atleo, 2004). 

Much of the research that I cite and reflect on in this paper comes from Umeek 

and ?eh?ehnaatukwiss. Their abilities to interpret our cultural teachings and translate them into a 

language and context understandable to a modern mind, giving the knowledge of our ancestors a 

greater chance to survive the injustice of colonial oppression is critical to our cultural survival. 

This is research and knowledge that anthropologists are often blind to as it can only be 

experienced by those to whom it rightly belongs. Thus, my work here is informed by their 

guidance as both grandparents and scholars. It is my Indigenous right, and as an Indigenous 

person, it can only be right, that their teachings and lessons inform my worldview and 

perspectives. For, as my grandfather has always said, the knowledge also belongs to me as I live 

the cultural legacy of our ancestors. 

Kleco Kleco 

Thank you for reading through my introduction. I appreciate the respect you have given 

me by doing so. I was always taught to formally introduce myself in a specific way without 

being given formal explanation for why. I have since inferred several possible explanations 

including the following, which suggests that introductions are an act of manifesting Ahousaht 

law. One very strong Ahousaht teaching is the practice of being kind, or being ?ahphii, to all who 

you meet (E. R. Atleo, 2004). Being ?ahphii is more than practicing simple manners, it is a 

principle of existence that is predicated on respect for and recognition of the interconnectedness 

of the universe and all beings within (E. R. Atleo, 2004). It is a principle that is taught to us in 



Ahousaht Law and Chinook Salmon Conservation in the Megin River  19 

the many origin stories of the Ahousaht such as “How Son of Raven Stole the Light of Day” (E. 

R. Atleo, 2004). The success of the venture to retrieve the light of day was only achievable 

because the principal actors were able to depend on one another and not take their 

interdependentness for granted (E. R. Atleo, 2004). Genuinely depending on and trusting your 

neighbour to act in a way that is mutually beneficial and supportive of the collective is 

being ?ahphii. In my opinion, being ?ahphii is the foundational principle of cooperation, where 

cooperation is defined as a form of sharing or reciprocal gift-giving. This could be the sharing or 

gifting of one’s time, strengths, skills, knowledge, or other resources in a mutually reciprocal 

relationship. My grandfather, Umeek Dr. Eugene Richard Atleo (2011) shares with us in his 

Principles of Tsawalk: An Indigenous Approach to Global Crisis that for the Nuu-chah-nulth, “to 

share meant to live and to not share meant to die” (p. 166). This invokes the concept of 

reciprocal cooperation, or reciprocal gift-giving, as a recognizable Ahousaht law. For the 

consequences of not cooperating are death and communities ceasing to exist. Cooperation is 

essential to finding a way to live together in contexts where healthy interdependent relationships 

are the currency of wellbeing. Arguably then, the commonly accepted and shared principle 

of ?ahphii and the law of reciprocal cooperation are elements of culture critical to community 

success, where success is defined by a measure of inclusive or shared wellbeing amongst 

community members. 

However, we know from a Western scientific perspective that reciprocal cooperation is 

not without limitations or potential pitfalls. Following in the footsteps of Charles Darwin, since 

1963 evolutionary biologists have explored four pathways to how cooperation may have 

evolved, including a reciprocity pathway where individuals reciprocate cooperative acts 
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(Dugatkin, 1997). While I am not concerned with evolutionary theory given that the Nuu-chah-

nulth have their own origin stories to explain the necessity of cooperation for survival such as 

“How Son of Raven Stole the Light of Day,” it is important to note that successful reciprocal 

cooperation is dependent on participating individuals not exploiting the circumstances of the 

cooperation to maximize their personal gain (Dugatkin, 1997). Thus, reciprocal cooperative 

relationships are at risk of being exploited by those willing and capable of cheating. Imagine a 

community where there is no kindness amongst beings, where people intend to cheat and treat 

each other and other beings without genuine intent to cooperate. Can that community expect to 

survive and sustain itself without genuine cooperation? 

In his article, The Evolution of Cooperation, Lee Alan Dugatkin (1997) reflects on the 

sentiments of the British philosopher and political scientist, Thomas Hobbes, who suggested that 

a critical function of government is to enforce cooperation and that without enforcement, human 

nature would inevitably lead us to conflict. I agree with Hobbes, who is also arguably 

corroborated by Nuu-chah-nulth cultural theory which also suggests that then there must be some 

governing of cooperative relationships to guard against exploitation and cheating. “How Son of 

Raven Stole the Light of Day” and other Indigenous origin stories also teach us about managing 

and governing relationships between beings through the establishment of protocols as a critical, 

life-sustaining cultural practice (E. R. Atleo, 2011). 

Protocols exist throughout the universe binding all of creation together. The Nuu-chah-

nulth systems of knowledge that sustained our ancient communities for millennia knew that “all 

life forms require the development of protocols if balance and harmony are to be achieved” (E. 

R. Atleo, 2011, p. 83) as all life forms experience varying degrees of interdependence on others. 



Ahousaht Law and Chinook Salmon Conservation in the Megin River  21 

The act of establishing protocol requires each party to be ?ahphii, or kind and generous in their 

genuine commitment of resources for the other party to share equally in benefit. Successful 

protocols provide a framework to guide how reciprocal cooperation will happen on terms 

established by both parties. We can see an example of this with the Salmon People giving their 

lives as sustenance to the Ahousaht communities for generations and Ahousaht people 

responding in-kind with acts of care and generosity to Salmon People by maintaining 

ecologically sound and sustainable spawning and nurturing conditions. The consequence of not 

adhering to, breaching or breaking a protocol leaves the transaction of reciprocal gift-giving 

incomplete (M. R. Atleo, 2001). In the instance of the protocol between Ahousaht and the 

Salmon People, an incomplete transaction is a direct threat to the health and wellbeing of the 

Ahousaht people. Breaching the protocol would leave our community without fish, a critical life-

giving resource to our people without which we would risk starvation. 

Protocols are required between interdependent beings to live successfully together. 

Establishing successful and genuine protocols is a lawful act for they are acts rooted in the 

universal principle of being ?ahphii and govern the implementation of Nuu-chah-nulth laws, 

such as the law of reciprocal cooperation. To establish a genuine protocol there must be a keen 

awareness of the value of the relationship and mutual trust between the parties, who may be an 

atom and a proton, a moon and a planet, a community of people and a community of fish, or two 

individual human beings. Logically, awareness and mutual trust cannot be established between 

parties without some form of formal introduction. Thus, formal introductions are not only about 

being ?ahphii, but are a lawful act of reciprocal gift-giving and necessary practice for the 

development of successful protocols. Introductions are a unique interaction because they are 
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foundational to the establishment of a protocol that may last into the future – the idea of leaving 

a lasting impression. Similarly, to using an analysis of Ahousaht law, principles, protocols and 

lawful acts or practices to interpret the importance of proper introductions, I am proposing to use 

the same process to relate Ahousaht law to the conservation of Chinook salmon in the Megin 

River. 
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Wikhish Chahmiitah: things are out of balance and in disharmony 

Paul J. Crutzen and Eugene F. Stoermer (2000), building off the work of G.P. Marsh 

(1864) and Stoppani (1873), originally suggested that mankind has played a central role in the 

ecological changes of the current geological epoch, including the “mechanized predation” 

(Crutzen & Stoermer, 2000, p.17) of a significant portion of the primary fisheries production in 

global oceans, at the very least since the late 18th century. Since Crutzen and Stoermer (2000) 

proposed the term “Anthropocene” (p. 17) to attribute current geological and ecological crises to 

the negative impacts of human activity, the Anthropocene Working Group (2019) suggested that 

the beginning of the Anthropocene is more ideally dated to the mid-20th century to coincide with 

“the array of geological proxy signals preserved within recently accumulated strata and resulting 

from the ‘Great Acceleration’ of population growth, industrialization and globalization” (p. 4). 

However arbitrary the date, it has become widely accepted that human-caused changes to the 

earth’s natural systems have been underway for some time and will continue to have devastating 

effects. 

On October 25, 2019, I attended a climate rally on the steps of the Vancouver Art Gallery, 

less to add my physical presence to the growing mass of about 15,000 protestors, and more to 

bear witness to a speech made by Greta Thunberg. Like her speech at the 2018 UN COP24 

climate talks in Poland, her message was simple, concise, and consistent. She continuously 

focuses on a demand for world leaders to heed climate science and consider the future 

consequences to the biosphere that may be the result of inaction against climate change today. 

Greta was not the first to warn the world about the threats of climate change or demand action 

and unfortunately is also not likely to be the last. I, along with a diversity of others around the 



Ahousaht Law and Chinook Salmon Conservation in the Megin River  24 

world from different professional sectors, socio-economic situations, cultures and political 

preferences agree with her demands and warnings. For example, The World Health Organization 

(WHO) and Dr. Georges Benjamin, executive director for the American Public Health 

Association, both agree that climate change is one of the greatest’s threats to our health and 

wellbeing in the 21st century (Campbell-Lendrum & Prüss-Ustün, 2019; Johnson, 2017). The 

main messages of the World Bank (2010) World Development Report 2010 are that developing 

countries and the world’s impoverished are the most vulnerable and that we must act now, 

together and differently than before, to change our behaviours and shift public opinions to 

become a climate-smart world. 

The threats of human-made climate change have the potential to transcend cultural, 

racial, economic, and political boundaries over time. The consequences of an unprecedented 

rapidly changing climate may truly change our society and the earth’s living systems forever. 

Now, in early 2020, climate change has already contributed to the over 12.35 million burned 

acres of land in Australia’s worst start to their bushfire season in history, causing death, mass 

evacuations, dangerous air quality, and with promise for more to come as the season continues 

(Gunia & Law, 2020). On the British Columbia coast, climate change is undoubtedly having a 

profound negative effect on the health and wellbeing of keystone species such as the chinook 

salmon (Grant et al., 2019; Irvine & Fukuwaka, 2011; Williams, 2008; Miller, 2000).  

In Clayoquot Sound, Ahousaht territories, one of Vancouver Island’s last remaining 

stands of old-growth temperate rainforest, the chinook salmon are in trouble. Clayoquot Sound is 

a place where salmon and people are interdependent. The Ahousaht are reliant on the harvest of 

salmon from their territorial watersheds for community health and wellbeing. One of the salmon-
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bearing watersheds of particular importance to the Ahousaht people is the Megin River (George, 

2003). 

The most recent survey of chinook salmon in the Megin River from 2018 shows the 

Megin River chinook to be on the edge of extirpation with an estimated return of only seven 

adult fish (Fisheries and Oceans Canada, 2019). This is a drastic decline from an approximate 

mean average count of 987 fish between the years 1949 to 1962 as reported by Brown et al. 

(1979) in a Fisheries and Environment Canada Catalogue of Salmon Streams and Spawning 

Escapements of Statistical Area 24. Since the Government of Canada began officially monitoring 

chinook stocks in the Megin River as of 1949, the chinook stock has declined by approximately 

99.29% and is currently only reaching 1.5% of the estimated carrying capacity of the river (Area 

24 Round Table, 2019). Considering that swim-counts for estimating the number of returning 

fish may not be perfectly accurate, it is important to note that the community of Ahousaht have 

also observed this significant decline. While sitting with Tyee Hawith Maquinna for tea and a 

snack of dried chum salmon, or upskwee – generously provided by his son Hasheukumiss, 

Richard, and done the way an Ahousaht likes it, warmed in the oven with a bit of butter and salt 

– he said to me that his father could remember a time when the Megin River salmon runs were so 

abundant you could walk on the backs of the fish to cross the river. The rate of decline and 

current status of Megin River chinook is not an anomaly amongst pacific coast chinook, but it is 

an exceptionally problematic circumstance given the stock’s significance and value to the 

Ahousaht community. 

Like all other Nuu-chah-nulth, and many other Indigenous people on the Pacific coast of 

North America who obtain their principle sustenance from the sea (Moziño, 1991), salmon are a 
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critical social, economic, and cultural resource to the Ahousaht (Drucker, 1951). We, as Ahousaht 

are Indigenous people whose traditional society and culture are directly interconnected with and 

dependent on the natural system of the salmon lifecycle. It is common teaching amongst the 

Ahousaht that salmon are great and generous beings who give their lives selflessly to the 

Ahousaht people for nourishment and wellbeing. We see this in the name hink’uuʔas, given by 

the Ahousaht to the chum salmon which translates literally to mean “giving people” as a 

recognition of their generosity of returning in numbers to feed the community over many winters 

and generations. The Ahousaht have only to maintain the lawful practices of longstanding 

traditions that are intentional expressions of gratitude, reverence and respect for salmon, to 

receive the blessings of this natural wonder. Many of my earliest memories of spending time 

with my Ahousaht family involve the harvesting of or eating salmon. One particular memory is 

sitting with my grandparents around the kitchen table enjoying fish head soup – a staple meal in 

an Ahousaht household consisting of carrots, onions, stock, salt, pepper, and boiled salmon 

heads, bones and flesh. But what is most remarkable about this experience is what happens after 

the meal and continues to happen after countless other meals of salmon. My family would 

explain to me how it was important that we returned the bones of the fish to the river as a sign of 

reciprocity for the life that was given. It is an intentional, participatory act of reciprocal gift-

giving to connect our lifecycle to that of the salmon. To sustain this relationship requires the 

mutually reinforcing commitment of “we take care of you and you take care of us,” manifest by 

the practices of reciprocal gift-giving and reciprocity as a means of supporting one another (E. R. 

Atleo, 2011). 
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I now know that the principle of reciprocity is more than a simple ethos, but rather it is 

one of our Indigenous laws, for without salmon we would arguably cease to exist as a people or 

at the very least be an entirely different people. To support the return of the salmon we need to do 

our part. Practical evidence supporting why maintaining a protocol of recognition and respect 

with salmon is law, from the Indigenous perspectives of the Ahousaht, comes from several 

sources, including the reason for a historic war between what are now the amalgamated tribes of 

Ahousaht and the current status of the Megin River chinook. Unfortunately, the protocols and 

practices for abiding by this law have been eroding for the Ahousaht and are mostly, if not 

entirely, absent for the non-Ahousaht who harvest Megin River chinook. 

As early as 1609, when Dutch jurist Hugo Grotius enacted mare libarum, a “freedom of 

the seas,” policies affecting fisheries in the Pacific began to replace complex Indigenous 

perspectives and practices of fisheries management with basic principles that favour the 

commercial exploitation of fisheries by non-Indigenous people (Swenerton, 1993). Before the 

imposition of colonial policy, Pacific salmon populations were effectively managed by 

Indigenous peoples who, with growing populations, were able to both sustain their socio-

economic needs and maintain a level of abundance in their territorial rivers. We know salmon 

were abundant in Ahousaht rivers resulting from pre-colonial management practices from both 

the Ahousaht intergenerational lived experience of abundance and early sources of monitoring 

data. Also, the abundance of fish managed historically by the Ahousaht and other Indigenous 

nations on the British Columbia coast would eventually be pillaged by commercial fleets of 

mainly non-Indigenous fishers and processors. The commercial abundance experienced in the 

nineteenth-century was followed by significant losses in the early twentieth-century Canadian 
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pacific salmon fishery and this eventual reduction in catch due to overexploitation was 

recognized by industry as a signal of the need for conservation and restriction policies 

(Swenerton, 1993). 

In a young Canada, 1876, the Canadian Fisheries Act was extended to British Columbia, 

marking a firm end to Indigenous fisheries management in Canada and transition to policy which 

at the time, and arguably continually, served the needs of large commercial harvesters. There is 

much to be said about the history of the transition from Indigenous frameworks for fisheries 

management to the colonial frameworks that are still in place today, but it can all be summarized 

as a gradual shift to an “implicit policy of encouraging commercial sector development” 

(Swenerton, 1993, p. 21) at the expense of Indigenous people and our cultural perspectives. A 

transition from treating salmon with deep respect and reverence to treating salmon as a 

commodity and cog in Canada’s economic agenda. We can see this trend actively play itself out 

across natural resource sector policies in Canada. As a parallel example, the process for 

providing timber harvesting rights to timber tenure licensees in British Columbia rests with the 

Chief Forester who is required by policy to regard trees as “standing inventory” – a phrase that 

has troubled me since first being exposed to it. From an Ahousaht philosophical perspective, the 

practice of naming is one of intentionality. In this case of British Columbian forest policy, 

naming trees as “standing inventory” isolates them from the value they provide to their 

ecosystems, on which a diversity of life forms and symbiotic relationships depend, by 

intentionally commodifying each tree for the sole purpose of also being a cog in Canada’s 

economic machine. This cultural practice of intentional commodification has significantly 

changed the way we interact with other living beings such as Megin River chinook and the 
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biodiversity around us. The transition from reverence and respect, to commodification, has 

opened the doors for mistreatment and exploitation, for it has alienated us from truly caring 

about the wellbeing of other beings who share space with humans in the same interdependent 

systems. 

On several occasions, I have personally witnessed the mistreatment of fish and the 

breaking of the law of reciprocity with Megin River chinook. In passing stories within 

community or on social media I have often heard people claim an “Aboriginal right” to harvest 

as much of the Megin River chinook as they want, suggesting that the Aboriginal right to harvest 

is a right that can’t be regulated within one’s territories. Not only is this a common 

misinterpretation of Section 35 right to harvest, but also evidence of how powerful colonial 

assimilationists tactics are. This right and accompanying policies exist within a Western cultural 

framework that values and aims to manage resources in a way that is fundamentally different 

from Indigenous resource management frameworks. The Section 35 Aboriginal right to food, 

social and ceremonial (FSC) harvest is framed as fisheries policy in an entirely new context 

where Indigenous management strategies are alienated and separated from the right to harvest, 

similarly to how Canada has attempted to alienate the Indigenous individual from her families, 

cultures, ways of knowing, and territorial resources. 

Several social phenomena result from the oppression experienced by the colonized 

people of the world. One of particular interest to me, which often goes overlooked or dismissed 

as a necessary survival tactic, is that of internalized oppression defined by John Gonzalez, Estelle 

Simard, Twyla Baker-Demaray, and Chase Iron Eyes in E. J. R. David’s (2013) Internalized 

Oppression: the psychology of marginalized groups as “one of the most destructive and insidious 
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consequences of colonialism…when the colonized begin to think, feel, and act like the 

colonizer” (p.32). Internalized oppression can manifest in several forms, some less destructive 

than others, such as negative stereotyping, or participating in the economy as a means to stay 

alive. Other manifestations of internalized oppression can be more destructive, such as 

intentionally dismantling one’s cultural framework and governance. A perfect case of the latter is 

the Chief and Council system.  

The 1876 Indian Act defined the governing units of Indians in Canada as councils 

comprised of a chief and councillors who are elected by registered members of the band. The 

goal of this imposed system was to abolish any existing Indigenous governments and replace 

them with those identifiable and accountable to the Government of Canada. Despite efforts to 

modernize the Indian Act, many Nations have chosen not to do so and continue to operate under 

the originally designed imposed system rather than replace the system with one of their design or 

tradition. I can speculate many reasons why or why not Nations continue with the Chief and 

Council system, which still exists in Ahousaht despite our Nation also having an intact hereditary 

governance system, but I often come back to the answers of internalized oppression and the 

struggle for power unleashed by Western individualism. It has been demonstrated in Canadian 

court cases such as the Ahousaht Nation et al. v. Canada (2009), Delgamuukw v. British 

Columbia (1997), Tsilhqot’in Nation v. British Columbia (2014) and others that Chief and 

Council systems are not holders of title yet are legitimized in Canadian legislation. The Chief 

and Council system was founded under the Indian Act as a system of oppression whereby every 

individual within a community had a newfound right to pursue individual political and economic 
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power, contrary to historic systems that denied the consolidation of power in favour of collective 

wellbeing. 

The ideals of parliamentary democracy and Western individualism, once foreign to 

Indigenous Nations, combined with globalization have created an inefficient governance system 

in Ahousaht that has been historically rampant with nepotism, infighting, misrepresentations, 

poor fiscal management and decision making. It is a young and inefficient system that has very 

low capacity for managing resources as it is not required, and even encouraged not to, adhere to 

traditional Ahousaht law in favour of investing in the colonial system from where power for 

Chief and Councils originates. The right to harvest for the Ahousaht prior to the constitution and 

policies of Canada came from the hawiih. We see this reflected in the word taaqwiihak; a name 

given to the Ahousaht Nation et al v Canada (2009) fishing rights case which translates to mean 

“Chief’s permission to fish”. The authority of the hawiih comes from the supernatural world and 

is a spiritual responsibility they hold on behalf of their people to care for everything within their 

territories. The authority of the hawiih and the laws governing their authority all originate in the 

spiritual realm and are only maintained by the protocols and lawful practices that connect the 

Ahousaht to laws of the universe and natural world. This authority has been systematically 

eroded and intentionally replaced with Canadian laws that favour individualism and 

commercialization and deny the knowledge and decision-making authority of the hawiih whose 

authority originates from a context completely separate from Canadian law. This system, rather 

than the individuals adhering to the system, foreign to Ahousaht territories is one that has 

contributed significantly to the decline of Megin River chinook. However, the decline of Megin 



Ahousaht Law and Chinook Salmon Conservation in the Megin River  32 

River chinook cannot be entirely attributed to management of the resource by an Indian Act 

Chief and Council system. 

The problem of Chinook stock decline should be considered as a wicked problem. Rittel 

and Webber (1973) define wicked problems as having certain distinguishing properties that I see 

manifest in the problem of chinook conservation in the Megin River watershed. The problem 

cannot be entirely attributed to any single technical issue that may be addressed by a technical 

solution. Problems such as climate crisis induced changes to the marine environment, or 

overfishing resulting from policy changes may indeed be affecting the Megin River chinook. 

However, even these complex challenges may only be proxy to more systemic problems. Using 

data points from fisheries surveys and the observations of Ahousaht people, I propose to explore 

a lesser-known and researched impact on natural systems such as the Megin River chinook as the 

erosion of Indigenous law, and in this case, Ahousaht law. Our laws, principles, protocols, and 

lawful practices of adherence comprise a sacred system of governance deeply connected to the 

wellbeing of the Ahousaht territories and all beings within. Upholding Ahousaht law had 

historically been critical to maintaining a balanced existence within the natural systems of 

Clayoquot Sound, but now things are wikhish chahmiitah, out of balance. 

Research Question 

For this research, I explore the heart of the issue: the relationship between the decline of 

Megin River chinook salmon and the decline of Ahousaht traditional law. I aim to explore the 

issue through advancing several objectives including: setting a context for the research rooted in 

an Ahousaht perspective; defining and exploring the issue as a wicked problem; taking a 

qualitative approach that combines Indigenous and Western methodologies; describing the 
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biophysical and socio-cultural attributes of the Megin River as a subject; developing a 

framework for exploring the origin and application of Ahousaht law, Ahousaht history and 

Ahousaht legal structures; and, drawing conclusions and making recommendations based on the 

findings of the work. 

Where Canadian law draws on case law precedent that has evolved over time, the law 

originated and is perpetuated in a dominant cultural and colonial paradigm, where Indigenous 

law such as Ahousaht law originated in an entirely different context (Borrows, 2002). To 

understand Ahousaht law and its applications one must have a relative familiarity with the 

Ahousaht cultural context and history, storywork, and the perspectives of Ahousaht people in 

their interpretation of law (Borrows, 2002). Thus, a critical objective of this research is to set the 

context for understanding by providing an Ahousaht lived perspective of the decline of Megin 

River chinook. I have set the context by providing a comprehensive introduction of self and 

perspectives as an Ahousaht person. 

As a wicked problem, the decline of Megin River chinook can be defined from a diversity 

of perspectives each potentially yielding different research results. In this paper, I offer a 

definition of the problem from my perspective to illuminate less-often considered systemic 

issues. By exploring this research from a unique perspective my objective is to shed light on 

potential solutions to the problem of Megin River chinook decline as a proxy for some of the 

world’s greatest intractable environmental issues, where environmental conservation challenges 

are defined with the inclusion of critical and systemic socio-political characteristics, not just 

environmental characteristics. 
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The qualitative methodology I am using for this research combines my personal, lived 

Indigenous storywork and perspectives, and Western research methodology. I am cautious to 

ensure that this research does not in any way devalue the Ahousaht knowledge and people 

(Archibald et al., 2019). The objective I am to achieve with the methodology is to ensure that my 

perspective as an Ahousaht person with a deep cultural connection to the Ahousaht territories is 

considered as central to an understanding of the problem and potential solutions. 

As a function of the dual Indigenous and Western perspectives, I describe the Megin 

River as both an ecological system from a scientific perspective, but also a system of social, 

cultural, and economic qualities to the Ahousaht and Canada. The biological characteristics of 

the Megin River are unique and significant as the river has value to the Ahousaht beyond its 

physical status and it is an intact watershed that has never been harvested for timber – 

considering that timber harvesting is a commonly accepted factor for salmon decline in Ahousaht 

territories where salmon-bearing river systems are critical assets to Ahousaht society. 

Rivers such as the Megin were once managed by the Ahousaht per traditional Ahousaht 

law. To understand the historical system of management and the potential application of 

management practices today, we must first understand the context of the origin and 

implementation of Ahousaht law. In the thesis I have proposed a framework for exploring the 

origin of Ahousaht law, Ahousaht history and Ahousaht legal structures using a model that 

considers the origin of Ahousaht law and its application as a series of accepted principles, 

protocols, and lawful practices. 

 It is expected that this research has generated new insights about the decline of Megin 

River chinook and Ahousaht law. These insights can be drawn on to inform discussion about 
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seemingly intractable conservation challenges and recommendations for potential research to 

draw conclusions about the future of both the Megin River chinook and Ahousaht law. 
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Methodology 

Overview 

To be successful in this research, which aims to explore subject matter nested within the 

significant cultural divide between Indigenous and Western, I take a qualitative approach that 

combines my personal lived Indigenous storywork and perspectives, and Western ethnographic 

research methodology. To avoid the trap of misrepresenting and marginalizing Ahousaht 

knowledge, I take a decolonized research approach where my Ahousaht cultural protocols, values 

and behaviours form an integral part of the methodology (Smith, 1999). This approach allows me 

to draw meaning from Ahousaht law, principles, protocols and practices, and elevate the 

Ahousaht perspective as a critical lens for exploring the issue while not rejecting Western 

knowledge (Archibald et al., 2019). This approach accounts for my biases and ways of seeing 

and knowing as both emic and etic perspectives of the research. The emic perspective is that of 

an Ahousaht person who was taught and practices the cultural, spiritual, and governance 

traditions of our people – the lived culturally oriented and contextualized experience. The etic 

perspective of a professional conservationist to understand the most effective methods for 

achieving the long-term conservation success of the Megin River chinook in a modern context – 

the theoretically oriented professional perspective. I occupy the nexus where these aspects are 

uniquely integrated. 

Hahuulthism: Nuu-chah-nulth lived experience 

As is described in the introduction of this work, I am very fortunate to have been raised in 

the traditions of the Ahousaht hereditary house of Klakishpeeth by my father, support of my 

mother, grandparents and extended family. There are several Nuu-chah-nulth principles and laws 
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that we can use to breathe life into a holistic interpretation of what it means to be place-based 

Ahousaht people. These include the principles of heshook-ish tsawalk and hahoulthism. 

Hahoulthism can also be described as an Indigenous research methodology, whereby the 

hypotheses present in origin stories have been tested with strict methodologies and produced 

consistent outcomes over long periods (E.R. Atleo, 2011). Gregory Cajete (1994) describes 

Indigenous education to include “the recognition of interdependence; the use of linguistic 

metaphors, art, and myth; a focus on local knowledge and direct experience with nature; 

orientation to place; and the discovery of ‘face, heart, and foundation’ in the context of key social 

and environmental relationships” (p. 189). While Cajete’s description resonates for me in several 

ways, we also have our family definitions of Indigenous education.  

?eh?ehnaatukwiss Dr. Marlene Renate Atleo builds on the concept of hahoulthism to further 

describe Ahousaht ideologies with her scholarly 4 Rs and 4 Ds heuristics framing of cultural 

principles (M.R. Atleo, 2001). The 4 Rs, reverence, respect, responsibility, and relations provide 

direction for how to act. The 4 Ds, dynamics of holism, inter-relations, reciprocities, and 

synergies help us make sense of the nature of existence. Our cultural lived experience is a 

practice of observing universal phenomena and participating in the physical and metaphysical 

systems of existence. A practice rooted in Ahousaht traditions and reflective of these cultural 

principles is the request for permission. To ground this research in an Ahousaht cultural context, I 

have sought permission to conduct this work from two sources: the hawiih who are the inherent 

holders of Ahousaht title and those responsible for upholding Ahousaht law with authorities 

granted to them by the creator; and from the Megin River where I spent time on and in the river 

in prayer and spiritual observance as is a lawful act following the principles of hahoulthism. It is 
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through an Indigenous education, adherence to Ahousaht law in the form of governance, and 

other social and spiritual practices, that inform my Nuu-chah-nulth lived experience. 

Researcher Perspectives 

Whose are you? 

On March 11, 1999, an article titled “Whose Are You? – Belonging to a people” written 

by my father, Shawn Atleo, was published in the Ha-Shilth-Sa newspaper. The article is written 

as a reflection of his experience as a 7-year-old on a summer day in our home village of 

Maaqtusiis. He was asked by a friendly elder from our community, “Whose are you?” To which 

he responded by explaining who his mother and father are. His response was met with a smile 

from the elder, an explanation that he was my father’s close relative, and a reminder not to forget 

that they were relatives (S. Atleo, 1999). On many occasions, I too have experienced similar 

requests, explanations and reminders. A usual interaction might sound like, ‘who are your 

parents?’ Or, ‘what family are you from?’ To which I might reply, ‘my parents are Shawn and 

Nancy Atleo. Richard and Marlene Atleo are my grandparents.” Which may be met with, 

“Ohhhh, well I am your auntie then, don’t forget that, we are relatives.” The concept of “whose 

are you?” illustrated by my father’s article and our shared experiences is about having one’s 

identity being intimately and irreversibly connected to a people and place. 

The Western concept of being a place-based people is something I have been exposed to 

during my time working for The Nature Conservancy. Several leading conservationists with the 

Centre for Biodiversity and Conservation at the Museum of Natural History, and The Nature 

Conservancy, in an unpublished paper defined place-based communities as having the following 

characteristics: 
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“Place-based communities are groups of people that share specific biophysical 

geographies of place, history, spirituality and sustenance. More specifically, place-based 

communities share: 

1. A history with a common geography; 

2. Reliance on natural systems within that common geography; 

3. Spiritual, cultural or social systems specific to that geography; and 

4. Decision-making directly linked to that geography. 

Inherent in this definition is the existence of well-developed processes (often through 

cultural and traditional practices) for locality-oriented collective actions” (Filardi et al., 2011).  

 

Their definition resonates with me as both a conservationist and as an Indigenous person 

(traditional conservationists and Indigenous people often hold opposing perspectives that I have 

sought to harmonize in the continuous development of my worldview). Arguably, all human 

beings are place-based, just to varying degrees. Indigenous communities around the world who 

remain living in and connected to their ancestral territories are undoubtedly place-based 

communities. Filardi et al. (2011) continue to explain that because place-based communities 

have direct economic and cultural ties to the local natural environment, they are critical actors in 

efforts to mitigate threats to the local ecology. I build on their definition by taking a holistic 

perspective of their four defining characteristics of place-based, which from a Nuu-chah-nulth 

perspective are inseparable. 
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There are several Nuu-chah-nulth principles and laws that we can use to breathe life into 

a holistic interpretation of what it means to be place-based. These include the principles of 

heshook-ish tsawalk, which is translated to mean “everything is one” (E. R. Atleo, 2004, p. 117), 

and hahoulthism, which E. R. Atleo (2011) describes as a form of Indigenous constitutionalism. 

Both concepts have direct application to the conservation of Megin River chinook as they as key 

components of Ahousaht traditional law. A simplistic interpretation of the concept of being place-

based is where the wellbeing of other Beings in that context is directly related to your own. The 

modern Ahousaht word for “people” is quaas, a word used in traditional times to describe all 

other beings, not just people. The Others of us are not just Humans but include the Beings 

outside of human society on which we depend for our wellbeing, such as the Salmon People with 

whom we have an interdependent relationship that is sustained by protocols of reciprocity. The 

upholding of these protocols is entirely dependent on our willingness to accept the responsibility 

of doing so and adapting our society within the framework of that relationship. A reverence, 

recognition and acceptance of the humility required to sustain protocols with the natural world 

are, to me, the gifts of our Nuu-chah-nulth Indigeneity and one we can share with the world. The 

gift of responsibility for a connection to place and people gives life purpose and meaning. A 

meaningful and responsible connection to place, where if place is compromised, so too is 

community identity and wellbeing. These relationships are a major premise of the perspective I 

employ for this research. 

My perspective is informed by an accumulation of this deep connection to place, my 

lived experience as an individual, member of Ahousaht and non-Ahousaht families, and member 

of both the Ahousaht and non-Ahousaht societies. In addition to my cultural education, I learn 
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from my non-Indigenous family and friends, was also raised with a Western Education, am an 

avid reader of philosophy and human history, have professional experiences working with 

Indigenous communities, the Canadian government, the provincial government, service 

institutions, the private sector, and in the conservation sector. Integrative experiences in 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous settings, institutions and contexts have been a necessary and 

dominant theme in my life, as it was my grandparent’s to weave together an understanding of the 

universe that is inclusive of both Indigenous knowledge and experience, and non-Indigenous 

knowledge and experience. 

This practice of weaving together two often opposing worldviews as an Indigenous 

person is recently popularized in health research as “Two-Eyed Seeing” (Iwama et al., 2009, p. 

3). This is understood as an Indigenous principle that comes from the teachings of the late 

Mi’kmaq elder Charles Labrador describing the bridging of Indigenous and Western systems of 

knowledge (Iwama et al., 2009). This is a lesson from the Mi’kmaq worth heeding as they have 

endured the oppressive presence of Western knowledge in their territories for longer than any 

other Indigenous people in Canada. It is a necessary adaptation for survival as the natures of 

vocations change rapidly for Indigenous people in a colonial context and yet may prove to be 

even more valuable as the industrialized modern world realizes the error of its founding and 

sustained principles of exploitative consumption. In my experience, two-eyed seeing is often 

both a source of tension and trauma, and of unique insight and knowledge. To navigate the 

tension and trauma, and access the unique insight and knowledge available from my unavoidable 

position living an epistemological and ontological dichotomy, I draw often on the use of 

metaphor for meaning-making and communicating. I not only draw on metaphor and models to 
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communicate my perspectives to others but, as Lakoff and Johnson (1980) suggests, metaphor 

also informs how I think and act and that the way we conceive reality is also based on our 

conscious and unconscious experience with metaphor. As meaning-making is also thinking, and 

thinking informs our conception of reality, my experiential reality is that of a blended 

metaphorical nature. 

M.R. Atleo (2001) draws on Lakoff and Johnson (1980), Alverson (1991), and 

Fauconnier (1997) in her observations about how Nuu-chah-nulth living in the modern world 

who have experienced education in the Nuu-chah-nulth tradition can draw conclusions about the 

past, present, and future from Indigenous storywork by “moving back and forth between cultural 

domains” (M.R. Atleo, 2001, p. 95) in their meaning-making. In the case of two-eyed seeing, 

each of the Indigenous and non-Indigenous cultural contexts exists as source domains of 

knowledge that must be understood independently (M.R. Atleo, 2001) for the see-er to blend the 

knowledge from each and produce the necessary tropes to create unique new perspectives 

informed by both sources. W. E. B. Du Bois (1897) termed this type of  “two-eyed seeing” as 

double consciousness that he, as a Black American, identified to be a product of colonial 

oppression which needed to be owned and understood by the oppressed to be able to transcend 

the mindset. Archibald (1997) cites Tafoya’s two-eyed seeing as central to being able to move to 

a curricular clarity through storywork between Indigenous oral and non-Indigenous textual ways 

of seeing. Terry Tafoya (1982) references a traditional story of Coyote’s two-eyed juggling act 

where the other Beings told Coyote that it would just confuse him more, taking his eyes out and 

juggling them. It is from this legacy concept of “two-eyed seeing” that I use to describe the 

process by which I engage my seeings to develop my own unique perspectives about the issues, 



Ahousaht Law and Chinook Salmon Conservation in the Megin River  43 

problems, situations which result in my unique orientation. This is a way of explaining how I 

cultivate and discuss my unique perspective situated between reverence for Ahousaht cultural 

principles and law, and a desire to inform and develop conservation practices that are applicable 

in a modern context, to discuss the challenge of the decline of the Megin River chinook. 

Analysis of Existing Data and Literature 

There are several fields of knowledge study that are critical to this work. The scholarly 

works of both Dr. Umeek Richard Atleo and Dr. Marlene Renate Atleo are central to my research 

along with those by other Indigenous authors and scholars including George (2003), Cajete 

(2000), Clutesi (1969) and others. While I must be cautious about questioning the value and 

accuracy of my family’s Indigenous knowledge, as each generation has before me, I look to 

adapt the knowledge to meet the demands of emerging contexts. One of the many challenging 

circumstances created by colonialism is the loss of knowledge nested in the storywork of 

Indigenous peoples, including the Ahousaht, that was used to inform governance and decision 

making. The works of ethnographers, historians and anthropologists such as Drucker (1951), 

Curtis (1916), Boas (1897), Marshall (1993) and others can be used to fill some gaps in the 

recounting of Ahousaht histories but must also be considered with a critical eye for their biases. 

The thesis is also informed by scientific knowledge about the current geological epoch, threats to 

and status of the Megin River chinook and their ecosystem including the works of Crutzen and 

Stoermer (2000), Swenerton (1993), and the Department of Fisheries and Oceans Canada 

amongst others. My exploration and utilization of several systems-thinking models provided by 

Goodman (1997) and Kania et al. (2018) have proved critical in my analysis of the traditional 

Ahousaht legal system. 
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Interviews 

As a member of the Ahousaht community, I have spent a lifetime participating, 

observing, and asking questions about our culture and governance. For this research, in addition 

to my lived experience, I have employed a semi-structured, in-depth ethnographic interview 

method for capturing historic and contemporary cultural behaviours, artifacts, and speech 

regarding Ahousaht law (O’Reilly, 2012). I interviewed Ahousaht hereditary leaders, elders, and 

community members to capture ethnographic information about Ahousaht law and management 

practices, current threats to Ahousaht law, the cultural significance of the Megin River area, and 

the cultural and social significance of Megin River chinook. There are two types of information 

gathered from Ahousaht interviewees: that which is personal opinion or perspective, and that 

which is an account of Ahousaht culture which is owned by the Ahousaht hereditary chiefs 

according to Ahousaht tradition and represents more emic perspectives. I also conducted a 

second set of semi-structured, in-depth interviews to capture historical data about and 

perspectives on the modern management of Megin River chinook. These interviews took place 

with representatives from the Department of Fisheries and Oceans (DFO) and technical staff 

from the Nuu-chah-nulth Tribal Council’s (NTC) fisheries department who come at the 

knowledge from a more etic perspective that is scientific and institutionally based. 

The criteria for the selection of interviewees were relatively straightforward. Currently, 

there are three commonly recognized principal hawiih for the Ahousaht Nation. I received oral 

permission from the Tyee Hawith to conduct this research and each of the three principal hawiih 

was interviewed. Umeek, as an Ahousaht elder, was also interviewed to provide additional 

ethnographic and historical information. Elders are a critical source of knowledge in the 
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Ahousaht community due to the oral tradition followed there for the most part. The criteria for 

selecting the elder include only those who were available, and who act as advisors or participate 

in the Ahousaht governance as holders of knowledge about Ahousaht governance and law. Luke 

Swan Jr., the Ahousaht Fisheries Manager was interviewed to understand his perspectives on the 

Megin River chinook stock stability, the importance of Megin River chinook to the Ahousaht 

people, potential threats to the stock, current management strategies for stock maintenance, and 

perspectives on opportunities to improve stock management. Wilf Luedke, the Area Chief of 

DFO’s South Coast Stock Assessment Division was interviewed to understand the historical 

trends of Megin River chinook stock stability, potential threats to the stock, current management 

strategies for stock maintenance, and perspectives on opportunities to improve stock 

management. Jared Dick, the NTC Central Region Biologist is a Nuu-chah-nulth person and was 

interviewed to understand his perspectives on the Megin River chinook stock stability, potential 

threats to the stock, current management strategies for stock maintenance, and perspectives on 

opportunities to improve stock management. All of the interviewees have given their permissions 

to be named in the thesis. The fundamental purpose of the interviews was to identify the multiple 

perspectives of those that have an interest in the management of the Megin River as a way of 

understanding the complexity of the modern management system. 

Limitations of the Research 

The most significant potential limitation of the research from an academic perspective is 

the reliance on the researcher’s subjective personal knowledge and experience psychosocially 

constructed through an intentional Indigenous education. The researcher's perspective may be 

misinterpreted as an individual perspective from a Western sense, rather than one informed by a 
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community cultural context. In discussing what aspects of Indigenous research are often 

unconsidered by the academic community, Archibald et al. (2019) make the bold claim that if 

research related to, about or for Indigenous people does not reach the collective consciousness of 

the community then the researcher has failed to act in an Indigenous manner. While I understand 

the intent of their argument, as an Indigenous researcher, I challenge this claim on several 

grounds. Historically, individuals or family groups within the Ahousaht community have held 

different perspectives about unique circumstances or challenges faced by the community. 

Individuals or small groups would experiment with solutions to community challenges resulting 

in an accumulation of successes and failures that combine to inform new cultural practices as 

adaptations for survival. We see this process of experimentation in the Nuu-chah-nulth origin 

stories and the “Umeek Narratives” (M.R. Atleo, 2001) that describe stories of the individuals 

first to test the validity of new knowledge and then sharing it with the group providing a measure 

of safety for the group. These stories also show that individuals and small groups often held and 

exercised unique knowledge and practices that were restricted from the collective community 

and it is this combining of the different sets of knowledge and practices of being ?ahphii, that 

equates to community resilience. Different members of each family were thus subjected to 

different levels of risk with the head of the family often taking the most risk. The risks inherent 

with experimentation and sourcing new knowledge is also a practice of Ahousaht indigeneity. 

The learning strategies that have been identified in the “Umeek Narratives” (M.R. Atleo, 2009) 

range from individual transformation to spying, and to grandfathered teachings to identify new 

knowledge in the face of the need for new resources. 
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This research too is experimental and there are undoubtedly other Indigenous Ahousaht 

perspectives and interpretations about the management of the Megin River chinook. In the 

modern, colonial, and traditional contexts the experiences and perspectives of community 

members were and are diverse. My objective is not to reduce or subjugate that diversity but add 

to the potential collective resilience of the community by uncovering new perspectives that may 

guide decision-making based on such diversity. Another limitation of this research is that the 

problem being discussed and the context of the problem is deeply complex. The parameters of 

this thesis limit the depth and breadth by which this problem can be understood and assessed. It 

is a first step in articulating the wickedness of the problem.  
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Wapuukwh: an intact watershed 

The Megin River 

Figure 2 

Megin River Area Map 
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In this chapter, I provide a description of the Megin River, more precisely the Megin 

River watershed, including its biophysical characteristics, history of how the river has been 

governed, and threats to the river’s ecosystem. The Megin is a “remote river” accessible only by 

boat or plane located approximately 21km North Northwest of Tofino. The river proper has both 

upper and lower portions split by the breathtaking Megin Lake. The Megin River is considered 

within the Windward Island Mountain Ecosection of British Columbia where coastal Vancouver 

Island rivers flow into the Vancouver Island Shelf Marine Ecosection waters (Demarchi, 2011). 

The Windward Island Mountain Ecosection of British Columbia is an area on the West Coast of 

Vancouver Island where glaciers formed many deep fjords, inlets and sounds such as Shelter 

Inlet, within Clayoquot Sound, where the mouth of the Megin River is situated at 49 degrees 25 

minutes North latitude and 126 degrees 5 minutes West longitude. It is classified as a Coastal 

Western Hemlock (CWH) biogeoclimatic zone, a very wet CWH forest that supports rich 

biodiversity and some of the last remaining stands of intact old-growth coastal temperate 

rainforest remaining on Vancouver Island. The region’s flora includes old-growth Sitka spruce, 

western redcedar, red alder, willows, salmonberry, red-osier dogwood, devil’s club, false 

bugbane, lady fern, Alaskan blueberry, red huckleberry, evergreen huckleberry, lodgepole pine, 

salal, fern-leafed goldthread, chanterelle mushrooms, yellow cedar, yew, and sphagnum mosses 

amongst many others (BC Parks, (n.d.); Demarchi, 2011). In addition to the rich flora, the Megin 

River is also home to a diversity of fauna such as the wolf, black bear, black-tailed deer, raccoon, 

mink, marten, river otter, cougar, bald eagle, thrushes, wrens, dippers, kingfishers, 

hummingbirds, ducks, among others. I vividly recall interpreting the wildlife tracks on the sandy 

riverbanks during a two-day trek from Megin Lake to Shelter Inlet in the late summer of 2014. 
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The tracks of deer, wolf and bear crisscrossed sandy sections of the riverbank to disappear back 

through the ferns into the shadow of the forest. Most importantly, the Megin River is recognized 

as the only watershed in Ahousaht territories to support all five species of pacific salmon, named 

in Table 1 [Salmon Species of the Megin River], and the only to have a run of sockeye. 

The Megin River was once an abundant salmon river. In the most plentiful years recorded 

by the Government of Canada, the river may have welcomed up to a total of 15,000 or more fish 

of all species (Brown et al., 1979). Today, DFO escapement data suggest that as few as 1,500 

total salmon of all species are returning (Fisheries and Oceans, 2018). Undeniably, the history of 

abundance has been corroborated by the Ahousaht peoples’ traditional knowledge of the area. 

Known to the Ahousaht as Wapuukwh, the Megin River has always been a place of abundant 

resource harvesting for the Ahousaht. While there is limited archaeological evidence that 

provides a timeline of any great significance for the human habitation of Ahousaht territories, the 

Ahousaht have stories that talk about both geographical and spiritual occurrences that may 

provide insight into the settlement of the Ahousaht. Hawith Maquinna Earl George shares one of 

those stories which came from Francis Charlie, the brother of the hereditary Chief of the 

Keltsmaht people – a people who eventually amalgamated with the Ahousaht. Charlie’s story 

passed down through an oral tradition, describes a time when much of Clayoquot Sound was 

frozen over (George, 2003). The story continues to describe how the thunderbird or Tiskin 

provides the Ahousaht with guidance on where to move and how to survive the harsh conditions, 

of not only the freeze-up but also a subsequent plague, by telling people to band together and 

form a group for strength and survival (George, 2003). The story can be regarded as traditional 

ecological knowledge (TEK) of the Ahousaht people as it provides evidence of two critical 
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pieces of Ahousaht history. The first, that the ancestors of the Ahousaht had been living in the 

area since the last great ice event. The second, that the story also provides example of reverence 

for the knowledge accessible to the Ahousaht people through relations with spiritual beings such 

as Tiskin, for without guidance the Ahousaht may have never joined together and survived. 

Despite there being no ready archaeological evidence of a 14,000-year habitation in 

Ahousaht territories, one can look to the traditional knowledge of other peoples in the Wakashan 

linguistic group such as the Haíɫzaqv Nation who too have stories about where their ancestors 

flocked to survive extreme weather events for evidence of habitation. The powerful evidence 

offered by the Ahousaht and Haíɫzaqv oral histories is made even more potent when considered 

with the understanding that the Ahousaht and Haíɫzaqv belong to the same linguistic group and 

share many cultural similarities in a state such as British Columbia where Indigenous languages 

and cultures are extremely diverse. Even more fascinating is how these similarities have been 

maintained for a long period despite the landscape and ecology of the region shifting 

significantly over that historical timeline (Moss, 2012). For example, western red cedar did not 

begin to take hold on the west coast of Canada until approximately 6,600 years ago (Nelson et 

al., 2019) yet became such a critical part of the Wakashan speaking peoples’ cultures and ways of 

life. This is all to say that it is reasonable to assume that the Ahousaht, through their ancestors, 

have continuously occupied the region for a significant period and in doing so have also shown 

great adaptability by having survived through major environmental changes. Ancient stories give 

life to the idea that there was important knowledge to be accessed from beings like Tiskin. These 

ancient stories as lessons from the spiritual world and the natural world were critical to the 

survival of the Ahousaht. 
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Otsosaht War 

In history, as recent as the late eighteenth century, the resources within the Megin River 

area belonged to the Otsosaht people. Belonging in this context meaning that the Otsosaht 

people were the sole managers and users of the resources. The Megin River area was not only a 

resource harvesting area for the Otsosaht but also one of the Nation’s many village sites where 

members of the community would reside at certain times of the year. One of the primary winter 

Otsosaht villages was what is now the site of the Indian Reserve Marktosis 15 on Flores Island 

and the current primary home village of the Ahousaht people. This village site is named 

Maaqtusiis and is located on an isthmus on the eastern side of Flores Island. My understanding 

of the name Maaqtusiis, as I have heard throughout my life, refers to “moving back and forth” or 

“to and fro” where one can walk a short distance from the protected inner harbour to the front 

beach of the village. In the early nineteenth century, the Otsosaht people and the Ahousaht 

people were two different Nations who ended up in conflict and went to war with each other. 

The war between the Otsosaht and the Ahousaht is well documented not only in our oral 

history but also by several anthropologists, historians and ethnographers including Drucker 

(1951), Marshall (1993), and Arima and Hoover (2011). Drucker’s (1951) description of the war 

derived from field notes captured during interviews with Ahousaht historians depicts a 

particularly brutal conflict of rampant murder and mutilation, which I will not describe in detail, 

that lasted for thirteen years. The reason for war, as described by Hawith Maquinna Lewis 

George and corroborated by Drucker, was over the resource of dog salmon. Dog or chum salmon 

was the last run of fish in the fall that had to provide for the winter food supply until the herring 

arrived in the early spring or late winter. At the time, the Ahousaht chiefs owned no important 
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dog salmon rivers where their people could secure such resources for the winter food supply. 

They aimed to strike an agreement with the Otsosaht for access to the important resource. In this 

case, as was usual, an alliance was struck between the Otsosahts and Ahousaht by the political 

marriage of high-ranking individuals from either nation. When agreements failed, the Ahousaht 

formed strategic alliances with neighbouring nations and went to war. 

The Ahousaht Otsosaht war included many skirmishes, schemes, humiliations and 

mistakes. The Otsosaht greatly outnumbered the Ahousaht in the strength of their fighting force 

but succumbed to Ahousaht's strategy and allyship with other nations, and their own mistakes. 

The lead strategists and fighters for the Ahousaht were undoubtedly Hawith Haiyupinulth and 

Qamina who were regarded as ruthless and cunning warriors. Hawith Haiyupinulth is recognized 

in Ahousaht history as the ranking second hawiih and head of the war hawith during the Otsosaht 

war whose marriage to an Otsosaht woman was intended to bring the resources of dog salmon to 

the Ahousaht in a dowry. It was Hawith Haiyupinulth who wanted to go to war as he was 

angered greatly by the treatment the Ahousaht had received from the Otsosaht. Hawith 

Haiyupinulth called on the Ahousaht to go to war and in the beginning, all families answered 

except for the Tyee Hawith Maquinna who was related to many Otsosaht. While Hawith 

Haiyupinulth led the war against the Otsosaht, the house of Maquinna and the Tyee Hawiih 

Maquinna himself eventually joined the fighting and played an important role in ending the war, 

possibly to vindicate himself in his people’s eyes after refusal to murder his family by 

distinguishing himself as a formidable marksman in a final skirmish where the last remaining 

Otsosaht were either killed or fled (Drucker, 1951). 
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One critical mistake made by the Otsosaht was the brutal murder of the third Ahousaht 

hawiih and his wife during a raid on an Ahousaht camp, which may have been at what is now 

known as Atleo River. This hawith was either Kwatyithmathnee Ah-up-wa-eek, my great-great-

great-great-great-great-great-great grandfather, or his son A-in-chat. The wife of this hawith was 

a Tla-o-qui-aht woman and as a result of her murder, the Tla-o-qui-aht led a surprise slaughter of 

an Otsosaht camp near a Manhousaht village site called Openit, adjacent to what is now known 

as Hot Springs Cove. Despite having long-standing hostilities with the Ahousaht, the Tla-o-qui-

aht of the time recognized and revered the protocols that accompany ties with blood relations. 

Eventually, thirteen years of bloodshed later, the Ahousaht won the war after the Otsosaht were 

all but exterminated or fled the area. This victory resulted in several outcomes for the Ahousaht 

and not all positive. Today, there is still real pain amongst Ahousaht people who embody 

memories of the war as there hasn’t been reconciliation with the history of hurt caused by the 

war and displacement of people. 

Evidence that the community is still dealing with the aftermath of the war today is the 

disgruntled families living in and away from the Ahousaht home village. The hurt of the war is 

still very much alive in modern Ahousaht society. Another outcome of the war was that the 

territories of the Otsosaht became the property of the Ahousaht hawiih. Territories and other 

resources captured in war are given the title hisuk, by the Ahousaht. The term hisuk refers to 

lands, waters and resources that were “won by war club or blood.” It is a very serious title that is 

often used today to suggest that the events and outcomes of the war cannot be reversed. Hisuk 

lands were distributed for ownership and management amongst the hawiih and other ranking 

members of the Ahousaht and their allies. It was the Ahousaht war chiefs who led the initiative 
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yet the responsibility to manage and distribute resources was not theirs alone. Naturally, there 

was a sophisticated system of governance that aligned with the skills and experiences of 

individual leaders within the collective original Ahousaht governance system. For example, the 

Atleo River and Megin River areas are both considered hisuk yet the Atleo River area, amongst 

other territories, was apportioned to the house of Klakishpeeth and the Megin River and its 

resources apportioned to the Tyee Hawith of the Ahousaht. While a hawith may have held the 

rights to the resources in certain areas, they were not solely responsible for the harvest and 

management of the resources. The hawiih use their political status and socio-cultural knowledge 

to influence by delegating the responsibilities for harvest and management of resources to other 

members of the community who held certain ranks within the system of Ahousaht governance. 

Despite delegations, the Ahousaht hawiih have never relinquished their titles to the lands, waters 

and resources, and consider that their title still exists today. For example, in the recent fishing 

case Ahousaht et al vs. Canada (2009) which was won in the Supreme Court of Canada, it is 

acknowledged that the titles of the Ahousaht that existed before and won during the Otsosaht war 

have never been extinguished through treaty nor conflict, yet continue to be contested by Canada 

and British Columbia. 

Colonization and Resource Management 

 European firearms were used by both belligerents in the war. It was Maquinna’s skills as 

a marksman with a European musket that earned him vindication. The Ahousaht Otsosaht war 

was fought approximately 50 years after the recognized first contact of the Nuu-chah-nulth 

people with Europeans. Within approximately 30 years of the war ending, Vancouver Island 

officially became a British colony followed shortly by mainland British Columbia. In 1867 the 
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British North America Act was established making Canada a self-governing country. The colony 

of British Columbia joined Canada in 1871 and at that point, in the eyes of the newly established 

Canadian parliament, all resources within British Columbia became granted to Canada by the 

British. This marks an important turning point for the management of Megin River Chinook. 

This was a point of acceleration away from a system of Ahousaht law, governance and resource 

management to a system of British and Canadian design and benefit. Despite having been 

designated a warlike people and acquiring a reputation as aggressive and dangerous (Gough, 

1984), similar to other sovereign Indigenous Nations in Canada, the Ahousaht were never 

officially defeated in war by any colonizer. There were small skirmishes and casualties suffered 

between the Ahousaht and the British such as those experienced during what was reported as the 

most aggressive gunboat action on the West Coast when Rear Admiral Joseph Denman, 

captaining the H.M.S Sutlej, and Captain J. W. Pike, captaining the H.M.S Devastation, 

systematically destroyed several Ahousaht villages, including 69 canoes and up to 15 men in 

response to an Ahousaht attack on the sloop Kingfisher (Gough, 1984; Horsfield and Kennedy, 

2014). The attack on the Kingfisher was led by Hawith Cap-chah, a cousin of my namesake 

ancestor ?ikaatius, who would have been at the time the second hawiih of the Ahousaht and son 

of Haiyupinulth – the lead Ahousaht agitant of the Otsosaht war. The attack on Ahousaht by 

Denman and Pike held such notoriety for the time that it was reported on page 664 in The 

Illustrated London News on December 31, 1864. 

While the first impacts and effects of colonization were experienced by the Ahousaht 

before the Otsosaht war, the impacts of a new way of governing chinook in the Megin River 

likely didn’t occur until much later. In addition to the changing demographics and economic 



Ahousaht Law and Chinook Salmon Conservation in the Megin River  57 

circumstances, Marshall (1993) in A Political History of the Nuu-chah-nulth People elaborates 

on what Fisher (1977) identified as the principal agents of change in Nuu-chah-nulth 

communities during the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth centuries as being: 

settlers, missionaries and government administrators. Shortly following the British North 

America Act, the 1867 Indian Act and 1876 Fisheries Act paved the way for government 

administrators to advance the long, sustained intentional destruction of First Nations traditional 

governments (Marshall, 1993) and their ability to manage the fisheries they depended on. 

Eventually, both acts as Canadian law would give birth to two new systems of governance that 

would ultimately have direct influence over the management of Megin River chinook: the 

elected Chief and Council system, and the Department of Fisheries and Oceans Canada (DFO). 

When British Columbia joined Canada in 1871 all Nations within the Province became 

subject to the provisions within the Indian Act including the replacement of all traditional 

systems of governance with a system of elected leaders structured similarly to a European 

municipal government (Marshall, 1993). Where the authority of traditional governance systems, 

such as the hawiih of Ahousaht, is derived both from spiritual sources as well as the community 

members, the authority of this new elected system, eventually named Chiefs and Councils, 

derived from the authority of the laws of Canada. Elected Chiefs and Councils became a 

localized vehicle through which Canada could impose its laws and practices through this 

assimilationist strategy to eradicate traditional governance systems and advance the interests of 

Canada through Indian Agent proxies. These elected systems became, and in some circumstances 

continue to be, unique tools of internalized oppression where Indigenous nations, on behalf of 

Canada, were encouraged to enforce laws within the Indian Act that were intended to harm 
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Indigenous spirituality and socio-political traditions, such as the potlatch ban that lasted from 

1880 to 1951. Some Nuu-chah-nulth Nations contested and pushed-back against these newly 

imposed practices. The Toquaht responded by putting their Tyee Hawiih in the position of elected 

Chief Councilor and the Ahousaht hawiih exercised their authority by appointing the first elected 

council in Ahousaht. However, changes such as declines in population due to disease and 

conflict, a movement away from constructing and using big houses, a reduction in the frequency 

of feasts and potlatches as forms of governance, a general outlawing and oppressions of 

Indigenous spiritual practices, led to a slow degradation of the hereditary governance systems of 

the Ahousaht and many traditional practices of governance and law began to be lost and 

replaced. One model that was replaced was the traditional Ahousaht model for managing and 

interacting with resources, in particular salmon. 

It is commonly misunderstood that the hereditary chieftainship system was and is an 

authoritative regime where exclusive power is invested solely in the hawiih. This is of course 

incorrect. For example, the traditional system for managing fisheries resources was, as we might 

call it today, decentralized, where responsibilities for upholding and operationalizing traditional 

law were understood and distributed throughout the community as a cohesive political body. This 

decentralized and collective approach to resource management grounded in collective lawful 

practice was replaced with a much more centralized model based on Western concepts of power 

that allowed ambitious members of the community to seize and wield power that they were 

untrained to manage. 

Ahousaht historical stories such as “How Son of Raven Stole the Light of Day” and those 

captured by my grandmother ?eh?ehnaatukwiss clearly illustrate via storywork that egotistical 



Ahousaht Law and Chinook Salmon Conservation in the Megin River  59 

individualistic practices always resulted in failure when interacting with natural life-giving 

systems. In the “Umeek Narratives” (M. R. Atleo, 2001), the greedy head chief Tsėhsot who 

became Tsáwasip eventually died of a broken heart as he was never fulfilled in achieving the 

spiritual status of Umeek and Umeek’s son Óyephyl. It was they who were murdered by Tsėhsot 

out of jealously for their spiritual prowess that made them successful whale hunters and the main 

providers to the community. Despite Tsėhsot holding the most senior political rank in the 

community, his jealously left him unfulfilled and even after he stole the knowledge from those he 

murdered, his egotistical approach left him with incomplete knowledge but rather than 

collaborate with Umeek and Óyephyl he tried to do it alone. We see a similar story with a 

different outcome in the story of “How Raven Stole the Light of Day” where raven learned to 

collaborate and to quiet his ego to achieve great things for his community. These stories also 

show that jealously, egotism and power-hungry leaders were not foreign to the Ahousaht. 

However, the generally accepted laws of governance and enforced lawful practices of the 

collective community mitigated the potential negative impact of those human characteristics 

leading to negative outcomes for others around them. We also might interpret that the result of 

the Otsosaht war was a product of their not sharing their resources collaboratively and not 

practicing being ?ahphii. The Chief and Council system gave rise to a new era in the Ahousaht 

community where limited traditional legal structures were remaining in place to effectively train 

leaders and check the egotism of those in leadership positions. 

I was elected to a four-year term of the Ahousaht Council at twenty-four years of age in 

2010 and bore witness to how contrastingly different the elected Council operated in the political 

forum compared to the cultural and spiritual leaders who I had also been trained by. There were 
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those on Council who also held important cultural positions in our ceremonies, yet they seemed 

to be shapeshifters where they would act based on completely different principles while 

operating in either space. In some circumstances, the principles of leaders on Council would shift 

from that of upholding our traditional law in ceremony to outright negating those same laws 

when making decisions at elected Council. In the study and interpretation of our historical 

stories, training in a hereditary lineage, and the lived experience of modern elected Council 

leadership, I find the current elected Council system unable to effectively uphold traditional 

Ahousaht law as it acts on behalf of the Canadian system of governance. In speaking with other 

younger Indigenous leaders about this subject matter, the problem with elected Councils being 

able to uphold traditional law is not uncommon. Other communities face similar challenges and 

issues with the ability of elected Councils to effectively govern in our Indigenous traditions. 

Where there once was a distribution of responsibility for managing salmon-bearing 

watersheds amongst families within the community who adhered to traditional law, there became 

a set of centralized fisheries departments that operate under the direction of elected Councils and 

adhere to Canadian fisheries law. One may ask, why not just ignore Canadian fisheries law and 

continue to practice your traditions? Well, those caught fishing and selling fish without a 

commercial fisheries license may face economic penalties such as fines or be arrested and jailed. 

One may ask further, why not let the fines and jail time accumulate and secure rights through 

court action? Well, historically courts were and continue to be of course systemically racist 

towards Indigenous people and the opportunities for Indigenous people to even participate in 

court rulings for their rights is very new. Even when a Nation may successfully bring Canada to 

court over fishing rights, such as the Ahousaht did in the Ahousaht et al vs. Canada (2009) case, 
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a case that was appealed twice by Canada, it may take decades and a substantial number of 

resources to advance work in complete uncertainty. So, where there were once sophisticated 

Indigenous systems of fisheries management there are now fisheries departments beholden to 

Chief and Council systems that are severely under-resourced and completely undermined by the 

Department of Fisheries and Oceans Canada. 

 In Canada, the DFO is responsible for managing marine fisheries resources on 

behalf of all Canadians. Now, in six regions spanning the country, DFO is mandated to manage 

fisheries sustainably. A modern DFO recognizes the definition of sustainability from the 

Bruntland Commission Report Our Common Future (1987) and the principles of sustainable 

development for considering social, economic, and environmental factors in decision-making 

processes. To achieve this mandate, in 2009 DFO developed a Sustainable Fisheries Framework 

that identified the critical elements of sustainable fisheries management, including developing 

Integrated Fisheries Management Plans (IFMPs), scientific surveys, third-party fisheries 

observer programs, stock assessments, and evaluations for fish stock health (Canada, 2016). 

Despite commitments made by DFO to improve fisheries management, the 2016 Fall Reports of 

the Commissioner of the Environment and Sustainable Development (2016) titled “Sustaining 

Canada’s Major Fish Stocks – Fisheries and Oceans Canada” found several deficiencies with 

DFO’s planning process and provided recommendations for improvement. While the Canadian 

Pacific fishery is highly regarded internationally as well-managed and sustainable, there is a 

significant, measurable decline of important stocks and the continued marginalization of 

Indigenous and local communities from socio-economic opportunities in the fisheries sector. 
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 Since the late nineteenth century, these new regimes of community and fisheries 

governance intended to replace all existing Indigenous legal systems and government with new 

rules and regulations that favoured other non-Indigenous people. Leslie King (2004) described 

this as a conflict of knowledge systems and institutions that resulted in both the undermining of 

local and traditional institutions and the destruction of fisheries resources. I see this as a 

transition from Ahousaht law to Canadian law that resulted in a new status and value for salmon. 

Where salmon were once treated with values of respect, recognition and cooperation in 

adherence to Ahousaht law, they became commodified and treated based on the values of 

capitalism where they subsequently became commodified, ultimately resulting in their 

mismanagement. There have been several attempts by British Columbia and Canada to manage 

the Megin River chinook more effectively with fisheries closures and the establishment of an 

ecological reserve on the lower Megin River. However, this having been done in silos, these 

attempts have been rendered ineffective and the future of the stock continues to look troubled. 

King (2004) continues in the article, “Competing Knowledge Systems in the Management of 

Fish and Forests in the Pacific Northwest,” by suggesting that many First Nations in Canada are 

reclaiming their institutions through several rights-based mechanisms where the value of 

Indigenous TEK and governance practices can be elevated in decision-making platforms for and 

about natural resources. In the case of the Megin River chinook, the Ahousaht have held on to 

some of the critical infrastructure of our traditional government that has the potential to influence 

the management of the Megin River chinook through the exercising of title and rights 

jurisdiction to adapt, uphold and implement Ahousaht law. 
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Hawith Patak Hawiih: our laws must prevail 

In this section, I provide a framework for exploratory analysis of the traditional Ahousaht 

legal system including principles, protocols, and lawful practices. To assist in providing a 

framework that can be effectively interpreted from a western structural lens I have adapted a 

systems model from John Kania, Mark Kramer and Peter Senge (2018) in their article titled The 

Water of Systems Change. The authors begin the article by acknowledging and announcing their 

intent to create an actionable model for actors interested in creating systems change and the 

limitations of their perspectives as white, privileged males (Kania et al., 2018). I also would like 

to acknowledge that the Water of Systems Change model was born from and thus grounded in 

Western language, perspectives and systems. It is a model that is a reflection of the system it 

intends to assess and change. The article was introduced to me by friend, mentor and colleague, 

Ian Prinsloo, a senior consultant with Reos Partners – an organization that leverages systems 

thinking and social innovation to address some of the world’s most intractable problems. Ian and 

I have spent many hours discussing how systems thinking and the Ahousaht Indigenous 

worldview intersect and complement one another. Drawing on my ability to analyze and think 

between the Indigenous and Western systems of knowledge, I learned to appreciate, adapt and 

implement the logic of systems theory and systems thinking approaches to contemplating 

strategic solutions to address complex and wicked problems. As previously discussed, I suggest 

that the issue with the decline of Megin River Chinook, and in fact, the decline of Pacific salmon 

broadly, may be classified as a wicked problem from a theoretical systems thinking perspective. 

Thus, leveraging the foundational components of a systems thinking theoretical framework 
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makes logical sense for the construction of tools to understand a complex system such as 

Ahousaht traditional law and to assess and address the problem of salmon stock decline.  

In taking a systems thinking approach we firstly need a theoretical framework to 

understand the nature of the systemic structures that uphold challenges. Once the nature of the 

system which is perpetuating the challenge is understood at a more systemic level, we are then 

able to explore solutions that have the potential to truly shift the system. A counter-argument 

may be to suggest that the current problem cannot be solved with thinking from the same 

Western modality that created the problem, and that is not what I am proposing. For, without a 

total collapse of the existing colonial regime, I believe that change must be made incrementally, 

yet quickly, to amend aspects of the current system that are deeply rooted. 

Ian introduced the Water of Systems Change to me as a tool to assess current systemic 

problems as a model that aims to help organizations internally and externally improve their 

strategies for external systems change and the implementation and evaluation of their efforts 

(Kania et al., 2018). I saw value in the six interconnected conditions of systems change that the 

authors claim hold social and environmental problems in place and exist at varying degrees of 

visibility to actors within the system: policies, practices, resource flows, relationships and 

connections, power dynamics, and mental models (Kania et al., 2018). Policies, practices and 

resource flows are described as conditions within a system that are explicitly visible, where 

actors can easily identify and influence changes to the conditions. Kania et al. (2018) provide 

examples of explicit condition interventions as informing government policy, promoting more 

effective practices and directing human and financial resources towards a chosen goal. 

Relationships and connections, and power dynamics are described as conditions within a system 
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that are less visible, or semi-explicit, to actors within the system. Kania et al. (2018) provide 

examples of semi-explicit condition interventions as shifting power dynamics, collaboration, and 

building relationships. across diverse perspectives. Finally, mental models are described as 

conditions within a system that are difficult to see and understand, or implicit. It is at the implicit 

level where there is the greatest potential yield for systemic change. Kania et al. (2018) provide 

examples of implicit condition intervention as shifting mental models, unveiling social norms, or 

building new narratives of public discourse.  

This Water of Systems Change model, Figure 3 [Water of Systems Change Model], is 

articulated visually as an inverted triangle with the three explicit conditions forming the inverted 

base, the two semi-explicit conditions below them, and the lone implicit condition forming the 

tip of the triangle. The conditions exist interdependently within systems and it is critical to stress 

the importance of noting “that, while these conditions can be independently defined, measured, 

and targeted for change, they are also intertwined and interact with each other” and can be 

mutually reinforcing or counteracting (Kania et al., 2018, p. 3). This layered and interconnected 

model akin to the systems thinking iceberg, that can be used to make the underlying structures 

and mental models of a system more visible, provided for me a framework that I adapted to 

articulate the Ahousaht legal system. 

It was a truly inspiring moment when I envisioned the traditional Ahousaht legal system 

as an image of a mountain with a cloud ring below the summit where Tiskin sits as a holder of 

deep knowledge, and a reflection of the mountain in the water below. I used this vision to draft a 

rudimentary model describing the structure of the Ahousaht traditional legal system. 
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Figure 4  

Ahousaht Traditional Legal Framework Model 

 

In this model of the Ahousaht traditional legal system, the physical and sensory reality is 

the triangle, or mountain above, and is titled the Domain of Physical Reality. This Domain 

appears crisp and sharp in terms of the ability for human beings to see, touch, hear, smell and 

feel most of the system’s characteristics. The mental models that exist in our individual and 

collective human consciousness are shrouded by a ring of cloud making them often difficult to 

see or access without being trained how to cognitively ascend above the cloud. The reflection of 

the mountain in the water, the inverted triangle below, is that of the spiritual realm, the Domain 
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of Spiritual Existence. In Nuu-chah-nulth and Ahousaht culture the spiritual world is intimately 

connected to our physical world but exists across a great ocean as is described in the story of 

“How Son of Raven Captured the Light of Day” that “Across the waters a Chief owned the light 

of day, which he kept carefully guarded in a box” (E. R. Atleo, 2004, p. 6) and the different key 

actors in the story such as Son of Deer and the mice, have to cross the spiritual waters to access 

the resource which is the light of day. Kania et al. (2018) suggest that the six conditions of 

systems change “exist with varying degrees of visibility to players in the system, largely due to 

how explicit, or tangible, they are made to most people” (p. 3). The same principle applies to the 

Ahousaht traditional legal system. All beings within the universe have varying degrees of access 

to or an awareness of the knowledge and resources available in each layer of the system. Not 

only are these physical and spiritual Domains connected as reflections of each other, but they 

exist together as an infinite exchange of relationships where each are mutually accessible to 

beings who have the competencies to cross between them. Some have the innate or learned 

ability to weave seamlessly through both systems, others have to build the necessary capacities 

to even see clearly between let alone practice access to both. 

Spiritual Creation and Collective Consciousness 

For ease of comprehension, the model shows the Domain of Physical Reality sitting 

above the water in clear sight. Again, as human beings, this is the reality, we, modern people, are 

generally most comfortable with as this Domain is experienced through the physical senses of 

sight, hearing, smell, taste and touch. However, many Indigenous cultures, including the 

Ahousaht’s, suggests that our capacity to see and access knowledge beyond our immediate 

physical reality is greater than many realize. The first step to unlocking this greater potential is 
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increasing awareness of the broader systems of existence as articulated by Ahousaht law. Thus, 

to understand the Ahousaht traditional legal system we must start at the furthest identifiable point 

in the hazy reflection that is the Domain of Spiritual Existence in search of the origin of 

Ahousaht traditional law. This place represents the furthest extent of our human comprehension 

of spirituality. All that exists beyond the top of the mountain is incomprehensible to us yet 

existence beyond our comprehension is implied. Even what is comprehensible to some is hidden 

for many. Just above the top of the Domain of Spiritual Existence is where the Creator resides as 

one who owns all of reality inclusive of all existence within both Domains and beyond. There are 

several words for creator in the Ahousaht language including Hawith Hathapi, and Qua-ootz that 

E. R. Atleo (2004) translates to mean “owner (ootz) of reality (qua)” (p. 16). As the owner of all 

reality, the Creator is the origin of Ahousaht law and an implied belief in the existence and 

powers of the Creator is fundamental to the Ahousaht traditional legal system, society and 

culture. Sitting just below the Creator in the model at the top of the Domain of Spiritual 

Existence is where Tiskin sits as an agent of the creator. Here there would also exist other 

exclusively spiritual beings who are hidden to our physical senses yet whose existence is implied 

as important teachers and sources of knowledge. Tiskin, for example, as described by late Hawith 

Maquinna Earl George (2003), is the owner of the seasons and weather who gives bountifully to 

all beings and is held in regard by all knowledgeable Ahousaht people who pray and sing to 

Tiskin for good weather. As a testament to Tiskin’s existence George (2003) explains that “Tiskin 

was here before life was formed. He was here before the creation of humankind. Tiskin is sacred; 

he holds the world in his wings. We are not fooled because he is not visible, for we know his 

spirit is in all areas that are moving on the face of the earth” (p. 90). Here, at the top of the 
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Domain of Spiritual Existence is the implicit existence of Spiritual Creation that is intimately 

connected to all other layers in the Ahousaht traditional legal system model, and very directly 

connected to the human held mental models that reside in the Domain of Physical Reality. If the 

belief in, memory or awareness of Spiritual Creation is removed or erased from society, then the 

whole Ahousaht traditional legal system also ceases to exist. To remove or erase the belief in, 

memory or awareness of Spiritual Creation equates to the erasure of the Domain of Spiritual 

Existence and render those residing in the Domain of Physical Reality blind to the knowledge 

and power that exists beyond our immediate sensory awareness. As suggested by Ahousaht law, 

much of the knowledge of the universe and how existence is sustained resides in the Domain of 

Spiritual Existence. This is why the threat of assimilationist policies and practices is significant 

as they have the potential to erase the memories and awareness of the Spiritual Creation that is 

foundational to the Ahousaht traditional legal system that resides within our cultural 

consciousness. 

 In the Domain of Physical Reality, Spiritual Creation is mirrored by the Collective 

Consciousness of the Ahousaht society which, in the model, sits at the top of the mountain 

shrouded again by cloud. Here, the definition of Collective Consciousness follows closely to that 

offered by French sociologist Emile Durkheim where “the totality of the beliefs and sentiments 

common to the average members of a society forms a determinate system with a life of its own” 

(Smith K., 2014, p. 17). This is also similar to the mental models defined by Kania et al. (2018) 

as “the deeply held beliefs and assumptions and taken-for-granted ways of operating that 

influence how we think, what we do, and how we talk” (p. 4). The community’s Collective 

Consciousness includes the shared values, beliefs and practices of law that have been passed 
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down for generations through the oral tradition and that have sustained the Ahousaht for 

thousands of years. In Ahousaht society, the Collective Consciousness is informed by 

observations of the natural world and knowledge obtained through Ahousaht spirituality. This 

Collective Consciousness belongs to the whole community, it shapes the feeling of belonging 

and the Ahousaht identity, and is reaffirmed by individuals and families in their adherence to the 

protocols and practices that uphold and reproduce the agreements of the community’s Collective 

Consciousness (Cole, 2019).  

In an age of globalization, this Collective Consciousness is more visible as there are a 

greater number of other societies to be compared to the Ahousaht. Historically, before first 

contact with Europeans, the Ahousaht would have had little contact with other societies that were 

culturally unfamiliar, and the Collective Consciousness would have existed as a more 

unconscious state. The Collective Consciousness would have been intentionally made more 

visible when corrections or adaptations needed to be made for the collective good. For example, 

it is commonly heard in Ahousaht that if a member of the historical society was acting in a 

selfish way that brought danger to the collective group, then they would be publicly punished as 

a way of reinforcing the community’s collective agreements. The Collective Consciousness is 

also made visible and tested in ceremony such as the tlukwana which is translated by Hawith 

Umeek to mean “we remember reality,” where the community must come together and practice a 

remembrance and reverence for the agreements held within the society’s Collective 

Consciousness. But, for much of the day-to-day life and governance of the historical Ahousaht 

society, the Collective Consciousness that maintained the society’s sustainability was practiced 

successfully at a relatively unconscious level and thus is shrouded by cloud in the model. Hawith 



Ahousaht Law and Chinook Salmon Conservation in the Megin River  71 

Ah-up-wa-eek described this practice as the community having an unconscious competence and 

has spoken with me on several occasions about the unconscious competence of our Ahousaht 

cultural ways. He describes this unconscious competence as the ability of the traditional 

Ahousaht to relate to universal interconnectedness and the world around us. Where the relational 

competencies were so unconscious that they became almost instinctual, or engrained in the 

essence of what it meant to be Ahousaht. Here the word unconscious is not used with a negative 

connotation, but rather as one that describes a state of being that is of the highest expertise where 

the skill is so refined that it requires little effort or focus. He also explained that these 

competencies were given to us as lessons from the Creator delivered by our spiritual teachers 

such as Tiskin and others found in our origin stories. The Collective Consciousness of the 

historical Ahousaht upheld these unconscious competencies on which the survival and 

sustainability of the community depended. Today, the Collective Consciousness of the Ahousaht 

community has been significantly influenced and change by colonization, yet the framework for 

the remembrance of pre-colonial perspectives is maintained. 

Spiritual Knowledge and Relationality 

Sitting below Spiritual Creation are the semi-explicit relationships and connections 

between the spirits of all beings. In the Ahousaht traditional legal system all beings, animate or 

inanimate, that exist in the Domain of Physical Reality have a corresponding spiritual identity in 

the Domain of Spiritual Existence. There, beings can interact with one another to share 

knowledge and information. This exchange becomes manifest as Spiritual Knowledge in the 

origin stories of the Ahousaht. We see these relationships and connections clearly in origin 

stories such as, again, “How Son of Raven Stole the Light of Day,” or my personal favourite, 



Ahousaht Law and Chinook Salmon Conservation in the Megin River  72 

“Nuu-chah-nulth Man and Bear” – a story about the lawful practices of sharing resources 

between beings and the law of reciprocal collaboration. There is a critical moment in the story 

where Nuu-chah-nulth man has travelled with Bear to Bear’s home village. Upon arrival at 

Bear’s village, once Bear has taken off his physical skin, Nuu-chah-nulth man can clearly see 

that they are both spiritual beings who are able to communicate effectively with one another and 

even enter into mutual agreements resulting from their ability to recognize one another’s needs 

as unique but interconnected. Origin stories have been passed down through generations of 

Ahousaht as lessons of Spiritual Knowledge. These stories and this knowledge exist on a semi-

explicit plane in the Ahousaht traditional legal system as they contain knowledge that can be 

implemented by people yet comes from a place outside of the average person’s awareness or 

level of access. Despite the stories having come from a non-human or physical place of origin, 

traditional Ahousaht people trusted these stories as they have informed the practices of a society 

and culture that sustained the Ahousaht people successfully despite all potential shortcomings. 

Maintaining access to the Spiritual Knowledge available in stories or through rigorous ceremony 

is another critical aspect of the Ahousaht legal structure. 

 As is expressed in Ahousaht origin stories, access to Spiritual Knowledge is 

critical to the success and wellbeing of the Ahousaht community. The stories also suggest that 

this knowledge can only be accessed through structured relationships that span the two domains 

and that these relationships are built and maintained by those who are trained, competent and 

skilled in practices of Relationality. If the historical Ahousaht society were to have ceased 

practicing being relational with both natural and spiritual resources, the society would collapse. 

Thus, Relationality is a critical epistemological structure within the traditional Ahousaht legal 
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system as a fundamental value and practice. Relationality is not an uncommon term used when 

describing Indigenous epistemology. Dwane Donald (2011) uses the term ethical relationality to 

describe the complex interconnected relationships between humans and other beings as 

understood by Plains Cree and Blackfoot traditional knowledge. Donald (2011) provides further 

description of relationality that aligns identically with my understanding of traditional Ahousaht 

Relationality, that “human beings are seen as intimately enmeshed in webs of relationships with 

each other and with the other entities that inhabit the world. We depend on these relationships for 

our survival. This insight finds expression through philosophical emphasis on the need to honour 

and repeatedly renew our relations with those entities that give and sustain life” (p. 535). 

Acceptance and adherence to the principles of relationality is a critical practice as it is 

foundational to building the capacities and competencies to understand and access the teachings 

present in both the oral traditions of the people and the knowledge offered by other beings in 

both the physical and spiritual. 

Spiritual Power and Governance 

Next to Spiritual Knowledge on the semi-explicit plan in the Domain of Spiritual 

Existence are the dynamics of Spiritual Power. These are the power dynamics that exist between 

beings and systems. For example, some Spiritual Knowledge may be proprietary to particular 

beings, species or families but the concept of Spiritual Knowledge existing and being accessible 

remains constant for all. Here there is a distribution of power amongst a diversity of actors. A 

distribution that is hierarchical yet equitable, that implies a fair and impartial balance where the 

nature of existence is orderly. I greatly admire Yuval Noah Harari’s (2015) seemingly casual sub-

heading “The Meaning of Life,” and bold statements about the humanist revolution and 
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humanism in his Homo Deus. He suggests that the revolution of modernity and humanism was 

not centrally about losing faith in God but rather gaining faith in humanity, where humanity 

holds the ultimate source of meaning and that the free choices of humans are the ultimate 

authority (Harari, 2015). As Harari (2015) points out this model has given rise to the greatest 

period of shared mass peace and wealth that we know humans have experienced in our history, 

yet is also wreaking havoc on the natural world which sustains us. In the Ahousaht traditional 

legal system, the will of humans is not necessarily subject to, but intrinsically bound to other 

sources of Spiritual Powers which together construct a system of spiritual and natural laws. The 

existence of Spiritual Power and its belonging at varying degrees to a diversity of actors is a 

direct challenge to the modern human who, as per humanism, is the sole wielder of power. 

Humanism in modernity suggests that humans have sole dominion and power over all of natural 

creation that exists for the benefit of our consumption. A systemic recognition and respect for the 

existence of Spiritual Power within a structure where other beings are recognized as having 

Spiritual Power at the very least checks and guides, if not restricts, the exercising of human 

power over other beings and natural systems or processes for the sole benefit of human beings. 

This, in practice, forms a critical governing aspect of Ahousaht’s historical ecological 

sustainability where the management of resources by humans is respectful and considerate of the 

needs and expectations of other beings. 

 The dynamics of Spiritual Power act as governing parameters for all of creation. 

This model of distributed power dynamics is also reflected in the governing of Ahousaht society. 

The traditional Ahousaht model of governance is not one that can be described by or found on 

the modern political spectrum with “left-right” dimensions – the model by which many still use 
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to define the spectrum of human governance. The Ahousaht model is not Communist, Socialist, 

Social-democratic, Liberal, Environmentalist, Conservative, Royalist, Fascist, or Imperialist. 

Similarly, to our governance, Ahousaht spirituality is unique. José Mariano Moziño (1991) when 

first encountering the Nuu-chah-nulth spiritual practices found it extremely difficult to give the 

“religion” a name. The Ahousaht model is unique to the Ahousaht but may share some 

similarities to those of other Nuu-chah-nulth Nations, and other Indigenous people around the 

world. I argue that the Ahousaht model can’t be defined by the modern political spectrum largely 

because of the lack of emphasis on statutory law, and high emphasis on natural law upheld by 

customary law (Ayittey, 2006). The traditional Ahousaht model of governance was visually 

articulated by late Ahousaht elder and historian, Tsaseets Stanley Sam, as Hawith Patak Hawiih, 

or “The Governing of Our Chiefs.” His visual model describes Ahousaht governance as having 

been in place for many generations despite Crown government efforts to assimilate and destroy 

Ahousaht culture. He discusses the role of individuals and different titles or ranks of people 

within the Ahousaht traditional government with an emphasis on the human-to-human relations 

within the model. These people who hold unique and well-defined roles also act as distributors 

and managers of power dynamics. Each role is carefully designed and each individual appointed 

to ensure governance is strong, intelligent, and diversified. Equity within the model is then 

managed by different lawful practices, protocols and resource flows such as that exemplified by 

the potlatch system. Similarly, George B. N. Ayittey (2006) describes the Indigenous African 

Institutions of different African peoples with major emphasis on how human-to-human 

relationships were managed under the governing of chiefdoms. In comparing the model provided 

by Tsaseets and those discussed by Ayittey (2006) I noticed immediately how the models were 
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focused exclusively on human-to-human interactions, as governance systems are intended to do, 

yet also are drastically incomplete in their articulation. What both Tsaseets and Ayittey (2006) 

failed to do, as I am sure many others have in their articulation of Indigenous models of 

governance, is connect the governing of people to the broader legal system that I have attempted 

to articulate here. The governing of human society is critically integrated into a much more 

complex system. 

Natural Laws and Cultural Principles 

The interactions between Spiritual Creation, Spiritual Knowledge and Spiritual Power 

manifest Natural Laws, that are not Ahousaht laws per se, as they are not brought into existence 

by the Ahousaht people, however, I refer to these as Ahousaht laws because they are articulated 

as laws within the Ahousaht traditional legal system. These Natural Laws exist in the Ahousaht 

cultural context as laws that govern all of creation, such as the law of reciprocal cooperation. 

Reciprocal cooperation is a natural law that requires the development of protocols of mutual 

understandings, recognition, consent, and respect (E.R. Atleo, 2011). Many Natural Laws exist 

within this system, most of which are beyond my comprehension and awareness. Existence is 

ultimately dependent on the upholding of these laws as together as they are the DNA of the 

universe that binds together all of creation. Natural Laws are those which maintain a balance 

between all life-giving and destructive forces in symbiosis. The function of the Ahousaht legal 

system is to inform how we can play a role in upholding this balance even if the laws not 

immediately comprehensible as tangible to humans. For example, there may be natural laws that 

operate or exist on a timeline that is incomprehensible to us, such as large scale climate events 
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that change the nature of ecosystems. The point is that natural laws exist and where we are able, 

human societies must adapt to and abide by such laws for survival. 

 One such adaptation of the Ahousaht society is the development of Cultural 

Principles that are commonly accepted and practiced by the community. These Cultural 

Principles are reflections of Natural Law as they are informed by society’s observation of natural 

systems. The principles of our culture are commonly understood amongst all community 

members and act as the pillars of social structure. The principles are: iisaakstalth, respect one 

another; hahuupstalth, teach one another; ya?akstalth, care for one another; huupiitstalth, help 

one another; and heshook-ish tsawalk, everything is one and interconnected. As reflections of 

Natural Law these principles are inherent to existence and thus when practiced together can act 

as pillars of sustainability. However, the principles are not inherent to human nature. Society 

leaders are required who exemplify and uphold the principles in their decision-making and that 

the principles be discussed and practiced by community members in a diversity of settings. If 

each principle is separated from the other and applied independently the connection to Natural 

Law begins to erode. If the Principles are understood and applied collectively in lawful practices, 

protocols and resource flows, the society will continue to have a direct connection and adherence 

to Natural Law. 

Lawful Practices 

Lawful Practices are practiced activities that uphold and maintain Natural Law and 

community Principles. Traditionally, there were a great diversity of Lawful Practices performed 

by every member of society. Some Lawful Practices were proprietary and others communal. The 

idea of having Lawful Practices is very similar to what is colloquially referred to as being a 
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“law-abiding citizen” in a modern state. The fundamental difference of Ahousaht Lawful 

Practices is the deep connection the practices have to the integrated model of Ahousaht 

traditional law where both the Domain of Physical Reality and Domains of Spiritual Existence 

are held together, rather than practices focused solely on human-to-human interactions through 

statutory law and regulation. There were also big, transformational practices and those of a small, 

more day-to-day scale. However, all shared commonly the intent to create the conditions for 

community, family, and individual access to knowledge from the Domain of Spiritual Existence 

and to uphold the protocols which maintain Ahousaht access to life-giving knowledge and 

resources. Examples of Lawful Practice can be as simple as conducting appropriate introductions 

or the morning bathing ritual of tupswees where young people rush to submerge themselves in 

the ocean as family members cheer them on, to complex and highly proprietary ceremonies such 

as the tlukwana and oosumich. 

As Ahousaht law is a reflection of both the Physical and Spiritual, other beings also have 

Lawful Practices and ceremony they are bound to through protocols. For example, salmon 

returning to the river that they were hatched in could be interpreted as a Lawful Practice or 

ceremony. If the salmon were to stray from that practice their unique genetic population 

belonging to that specific watershed would cease to exist or at the very least be threatened. 

Undoubtedly, not all salmon return successfully to their home rivers. Scientifically this is 

referred to as “straying” where salmon will find a different river system to spawn in (Quinn, 

2014). But if the majority of the salmon remain “law-abiding citizens” of their reality, then their 

stock has a greater chance to sustain itself and thrive. This description of Lawful Practices is not 

intended to deny any theory of evolution, but rather to corroborate such theories by suggesting 
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that all beings are bound to Natural Laws and must adapt, evolve, or maintain corresponding 

Lawful Practices so as to not perish. 

Protocols 

Protocols are essential foundations that uphold both physical and spiritual existence. 

They are mutual agreements struck between interdependent parties for survival and wellbeing. In 

Principles of Tsawalk: An Indigenous Approach to Global Crisis, E.R Atleo (2011) says that “the 

task of achieving balance and harmony between various life forms – between wolf and deer, 

between Nuu-chah-nulth and salmon, and between Nuu-chah-nulth and Nuu-chah-nulth – had 

been hard-won through the development of protocols” (p. 36). Today, in modern Indigenous 

governance and economic development practices, the establishment of protocol agreements 

between partner organizations for the purpose of sharing resources based on mutual 

arrangements is a common practice. These modern protocol agreements set out the terms and 

conditions by which two parties mutually support one another. Usually, there are terms and 

conditions which are boilerplate, or standard, and those that speak specifically to the unique 

obligations of the two parties. Often, non-Indigenous organizations enter into protocol 

agreements with Indigenous governments to share revenues that are earned by business practices 

conducted on Indigenous territories. The Indigenous Nation then has access to a source of 

revenue and the company enjoys the social or legal license to continue operation. The company 

then transfers resources such as money, at an agreed-to rate, on an agreed-to basis, to the 

Indigenous government who in turn may provide services to express their commitment to the 

relationship, such as letters of support. Protocols between beings in the traditional Ahousaht legal 

system operate in a similar way – while traditional protocols were similar in structure they 
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differed in context to modern industry protocols that can be subject to exploitation by either 

party. For all traditional protocols, there are commonly accepted terms and conditions, such as 

the principle of reciprocity, and uniquely identified resources or practices to be exchanged. It is 

Ahousaht traditional law that where resources and services are exchanged there must be an 

existing protocol. For, without protocol, that reflects Natural Law and Cultural Principles, to 

inform Lawful Practices, there is the potential for exploitation and mistreatment of life-giving 

relationships. However, there are no cloud servers to hold myriad protocol agreements captured 

in Microsoft Word documents. The knowledge of traditional protocols is held collectively within 

Indigenous cultures and passed down from generation-to-generation in the stories, arts, and 

ceremonies of a people. 

Resource Flows 

Life-giving resources are not freely obtained. There are the required efforts of practices 

and protocols to receive the gifts of resources. However, there is also an abundance of resources 

to provide for all life when practices and protocols are adhered to. Resource Flows are the gifts 

of creation to sustain life on earth and beyond. Resource Flows include natural systems such as 

the seasonal weather patterns which mould ecosystems, like the fall rains on the West Coast of 

British Columbia that cause rivers to swell allowing salmon to being their cycle of spawning. 

Resource Flows also include human practices of governance, such as the potlatch, as a reflection 

of the natural world. The word for potlatch is actually derived from a misunderstanding by the 

early Europeans of the Nuu-chah-nulth verb Pa-chitle, meaning “to give” or, the noun Pa-chuck, 

meaning what article is to be given (Clutesi, 1969). For a hawith to host a potlatch is to direct 

resources towards the sustaining of community wellbeing. These resources include both spiritual 
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knowledge and natural, for all are required in abundance to sustain a community successfully. In 

the traditional Ahousaht legal system, the act of potlatching plays a central role in determining 

how resources flow from the natural and spiritual Domains to the community, and are deeply 

complex. Every action that takes place within a potlatch is consequential – from planning to 

invitations, seating to acknowledgements, order of performance to gifts being given. The model 

of potlatch is again a reflection of Natural Law as we know now that for every action the human 

race takes to destroy the natural world there is an equal reaction of the steady loss of life-giving 

resources. It is through the potlatch model that a host’s wealth is determined only by how much 

he or she gives away. 
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Discussion 

The Megin River chinook salmon stocks are in serious decline, yet there is limited 

empirical research available to identify and address any singular cause of decline. Thus, there 

must be several interconnected and compounding causes that make it difficult for rights holders, 

policymakers, managers and conservationists to develop effective strategies for managing the 

stock. This is the same for much of the wild Pacific salmon population where decision-makers 

struggle to identify and address causes of decline, and balance conservation with economic 

interests. The context for the Megin River chinook stock decline includes both ecological and 

socio-political systems.  

As for the ecological system, scientifically we have come to know about certain aspects 

of the chinook salmon lifecycle and habitat following an increased desire to manage depleting 

stocks since the mid 20th century (Groot and Margolis, 1991). For example, Pacific Salmon Life 

Histories by C. Groot and L. Margolis (2003) was reprinted in 2003 as a co-operative publication 

with the Department of Fisheries and Oceans Canada and is a comprehensive scientific 

accounting of the life cycles of all pacific salmon species from spawning, to incubation, 

migration and return. Researchers have further hypothesized other aspects of salmon ecology and 

biology from stream flow impacts on salmon populations (Arthaud et al., 2010) to how salmon 

use both chemical cues and geomagnetic imprinting to navigate to their home river (Putman et 

al., 2013). The habitat for the Megin River chinook is unique for the region as there has been 

little resource development in the immediate geographic proximity to the river. As an ecological 

preserve and park, the Megin River has remained an intact watershed and has not been subject to 

harmful timber harvesting practices. There is one open-net-pen salmon farm located in relative 
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proximity to the Megin River that is operated on a multi-year fallow schedule by Cermaq Canada 

and has had several incidents that have impacted the farmed salmon such as algae blooms and an 

outbreak of Infectious Hematopoietic Necrosis virus that infects farmed Atlantic salmon. While 

open-net-pen salmon farming has been identified as a reasonable risk to Clayoquot Sound 

salmon populations, the Megin River chinook are declining at a rate much faster than can be 

attributed to the potential impacts of open-net-salmon farming alone (Marty et al., 2010). A final, 

yet unresearched in the region, potential ecological threat to the Megin River chinook is climate 

change. The recent experiences of Ahousaht fishers, the Ahousaht Fisheries Department, and the 

Nuu-chah-nulth Tribal Council regional biologists confirm anecdotally that flow rates and 

temperatures in Clayoquot Sound rivers are changing, yet the impacts remain unresearched 

empirically. In summary, the natural ecological threats to Megin River chinook are limited and 

lack the certainty often suggested by media and activists. That being said, even the three 

potential ecological threats to the stock described above as forestry, fish farming and climate 

change, are all the result of human development encouraged by the existing socio-political 

system. Thus, I suggest that the socio-political threats are the most significant to the Megin River 

chinook. 

The iceberg model, Figure 5 [The Systems Thinking Iceberg] offered by Michael 

Goodman (1997) is a systems thinking tool designed to help people uncover patterns, structures 

and mental models that underlie certain events. Goodman (1997) amongst other systems thinking 

scholars such as Kania, Kramer and Senge, suggests that systems thinking interventions are well 

suited to problems with the following characteristics: the issue is important; the problem is 

chronic; the problem is familiar; and, people have unsuccessfully tried to solve the problem 
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before. I believe that the iceberg model is useful in analyzing the socio-political threats to Megin 

River chinook. At the top of the iceberg is what can be seen above the waterline. In the iceberg 

model, what can be seen above the waterline are described as events. In this case, the event is a 

consistently declining low return of chinook salmon to the Megin River. This event is tangible 

and real, and can be seen and measured with activities such as river swim counts.  

Below the waterline, at one level deeper in the model than events, are patterns of 

behaviour that perpetuate the events. If we consider the socio-political system within which the 

Megin River chinook are managed, we have patterns of isolated jurisdictional decision making. 

There are a diversity of sectoral and government decision-makers that make decisions for and 

about the management of Megin River chinook, directly and indirectly, that are isolated from one 

another in the system and completely removed from the natural Megin river system itself. These 

decision-making actors within the system continue to make decisions for and about the 

management of Megin River chinook without any degree of connection to the individual river. 

These decision-makers include, but are not limited to sport fishers from Clayoquot Sound to 

Southeast Alaska, American state governments, the Canadian government, the Nuu-chah-nulth 

Tribal Council, the Ahousaht Nation, individual Ahousaht community fishers, non-government 

organizations, and others. Each party making decisions on their own regarding the management 

of Megin River chinook results in a consistent pattern of isolated decision making. 

Below the patterns of the iceberg model, we have structures within the socio-political 

system of management that uphold patterns and events. The structures that I observe to have had 

a negative impact on Megin River chinook management are the colonial and Western policies of 

management set out by the Government of Canada and the DFO that completely undermine the 
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traditional Ahousaht system of management. As previously discussed, these socio-political 

structures include the Indian Act and the Fisheries Act that have a combined negative impact on 

Megin River chinook by perpetuating isolated decision-making practices and by being grounded 

in the mental model that the Ahousaht traditional legal system and system of fisheries 

management was inferior and inadequate. Structures such as these are upheld in Canada by 

deeply held mental models that form the base of the iceberg model. 

Mental models are those that see Indigenous legal systems and ways of existence as 

irrelevant and replaceable are foundational in Canadian law and policy. What I have proposed is 

that these mental models correlate to events such as the decline of Megin River chinook along 

with many other conservation challenges that have impacts on global society. Grassroots and 

local organizations may try to mitigate the impact of threats to the Megin River chinook with 

direct action or watershed restoration. Non-government organizations and others have attempted 

to bring jurisdictional decision-makers together for improved management discussions such as 

those taking place at the Clayoquot Salmon Roundtable and West Coast Aquatic Management 

Board where industry, government, sport fishers, Indigenous governments and non-government 

organizations come together with the intent to collaborate around improved management 

practices. In my observation, these models have had limited success and not yet at the scale or 

pace required for the change needed due to the conflicting interests of the participating parties 

and legal context within which the tables operate. The Indian Act and Fisheries Acts have 

changed only marginally since their inception and the original intent of these acts is still very 

much alive and well. Many of these opportunities to influence the socio-political system in 

response to the event of stock decline have failed the stock as is made evident by the fisheries 
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analysis data that shows the expected extirpation of the Megin River chinook. I propose that we 

look deeper into the socio-political system, to the mental models of the systems iceberg to 

uncover where the true challenges and opportunities are for stock management. 

Currently, Canadian law grants the responsibility for sustainably managing fisheries on 

behalf of all Canadians to the Department of Fisheries and Oceans Canada. However, under their 

management, critical stocks such as the Megin River chinook continue to decline. The Ahousaht 

model for governing salmon stocks in Ahousaht territorial watersheds has been alienated from 

decision-making related to fisheries management despite survey data and Ahousaht traditional 

knowledge suggesting that a management model rooted in Ahousaht law was far more 

successful. 

In 2018, Ecotrust Canada hosted the Fisheries for Communities Gathering in Vancouver 

where the attendees were unified in their acknowledgement of the need for major fisheries policy 

reform in the Pacific region (Ecotrust Canada, 2018). The attendees identified eight 

recommended guiding principles for policy reform (Ecotrust Canada, 2018). The underlying 

theme of the guiding principles recommends a priority for the inclusion of Indigenous 

community perspectives in fisheries management decision-making and practices.  

There is a great deal of evidence that suggests when Indigenous communities are granted 

more authority and control over natural resource management and there is a return to an 

awareness of the positive impacts of Indigenous management practices that were disrupted there 

is increased conservation success over time (Menzies, 2016; McGregor, 2004; Fernández-Baca, 

J. C., Martin, A. S., 2007; Sobrevila, 2008; Ruifei & Michael, 2010; The Nature Conservancy, 

2017). Long-term conservation success is more likely to happen when there are legal orders for 
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local participation, greater autonomy for decision-making by local people, and increased 

accountability of stakeholders (The Nature Conservancy, 2017). These legal orders also must be 

combined with capacity development at the local institutional level to ensure that there is the 

governance capacity necessary to effectively manage the increased right. Often, there is limited 

investment in natural resource management capacity building in local communities prior to any 

affirmed right to participate in decision-making existing. The Nature Conservancy’s (2017) 

findings are very similar to the recommendations made by the participants at the 2018 Ecotrust 

Canada fisheries gathering in direct response to Canada’s pacific fisheries management policies. 

What Indigenous governments and advocates are often arguing for is Indigenous communities to 

have increased access to economic opportunities and increased participation in decision-making 

processes in the fisheries sector. This argument is generally made on the grounds that Indigenous 

people have a constitutional right to access fisheries resources for subsistence and commercial 

purposes, and that Indigenous people hold TEK that can inform more effective fisheries 

management decision-making. Despite the efforts of Indigenous governments and other 

advocacy groups in Canada who call for increased Indigenous participation in fisheries 

management, a Western-scientific approach to managing the pacific fisheries is still favoured by 

Canada as the strongest conservation strategy, while Indigenous TEK remains notably missing 

from DFO policy. 

In summary, DFO’s responsibility is to manage fisheries for sustainability on behalf of 

Canadians. Sustainability includes social, economic, and environmental outcomes. However, 

under DFO’s management, critical stocks continue to decline and Indigenous communities 

continue to be alienated from opportunities to participate more equitably in the management of 
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the sector despite evidence suggesting that increasing Indigenous participation in natural 

resource management can increase the conservation success of resources over time. In Canada, 

Indigenous governments and advocates argue for increased Indigenous participation in the 

Pacific fishery on the grounds of constitutional right and that TEK can complement DFO’s 

science-based decision-making. However, there are cautions about the use of TEK that are rarely 

thoughtfully analyzed at the Indigenous community and advocacy level. These cautions include 

TEK being historically contextual, heterogeneous in communities, and site-specific (Drew, 

2005). Thus, not all TEK may be relevant, credible, or should be included in decision-making 

processes. Further, TEK may be perceived as a limited body of knowledge and only oppositional 

to any form of commercial resource development in a western socio-political context. But the 

historical success of some Indigenous cultures in the sustainable management of natural 

resources for their populations suggests that there may be aspects of TEK which transcend socio-

political norms. 

 It is my intent by interpreting the Ahousaht traditional legal system, in a logic 

model of sorts, that critical aspects of Ahousaht TEK cannot only be identified as interconnected 

and mutually dependent but also is considered as an expansive and all-encompassing system of 

spirituality, law and governance. The Ahousaht traditional legal system was one predicated on 

laws such as the law of reciprocal cooperation. This system was geographically localized but 

expansive in terms of timelines and complexity. The mental models or collective consciousness 

of the Ahousaht people, that upheld this traditional system, were dramatically different than those 

which uphold the existing system today. The cooperative community system was dismantled. 

Collective benefit succumbed to individual interest. Long-term, big picture, holistic planning was 
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replaced by short-term and limited connection. Spiritual guidance and connection were overruled 

by scientific theory. The Indian Act and Fisheries Act are examples of legal structures that have 

upheld and maintained the disruption of the traditional Ahousaht legal system, the role of the 

Ahousaht in the management of the Megin River chinook, and fundamentally changed the 

principles by which humans interact with the watershed and its resources. Possible solutions to 

address the challenge of stock decline due to an absence of upheld and practiced Ahousaht law 

requires the rebuilding of key components of the traditional Ahousaht legal structure as related to 

fisheries management that have been lost, and the combining of two systems of management – 

the rebuilt traditional Ahousaht and the Western scientific. However, the current Canadian legal 

system does not allow for the inclusion of Ahousaht law or perspectives on management. Thus, 

there would be a required dismantling and shifting of key components of the existing system to 

create space for the inclusion of Ahousaht law, or more broadly, Indigenous law and subsequent 

management practices. The result of such dismantling and rebuilding will be the need to 

construct new institutions that uphold and implement new legal frameworks for management 

which may result in models of co-management. 

Possibly the most recognizable, current global example of such an approach is related to 

the Whanganui River located on the North Island of New Zealand. The Whanganui River made 

international headlines as the subject of the Te Awa Tupua (Whanganui River Claims Settlement) 

Act 2017 passed on March 20, 2017, by the Parliament of New Zealand. The Act set out legal 

recognition of the Te Awa Tupua as “an indivisible and living whole, comprising the Whanganui 

River from the mountains to the sea, incorporating all its physical and metaphysical elements” 

(Parliament of New Zealand, 2017). Not only does the act give the Te Awa Tupua a legal 
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personality but also created legal forum in which to uphold and implement Maori traditional 

culture and spirituality as related to the management of the ecosystem and resources (Rodgers, 

2017). Further, the Act defines the functions of the Te Pou Tupua as those who are appointed to 

act and speak for the rights and interests of the Te Awa Tupua. The Te Pou Tupua resultantly is a 

form of a co-management arrangement between the iwi with interests in the Whanganui River 

and the Crown government. Single representatives from both parties are appointed and 

appointments are made by way of consultation, and assumedly mutual agreement, between the 

parties. The Te Pou Tupua are then supported by various appointed administrative, advisory and 

strategy groups and numerous processes are described in the Act for co-decision-making. Most 

noteworthy, the Act provides legal recognition of critical Maori spiritual perspectives related to 

the management of resources. Rodgers (2017) points out that where environmental governance is 

expressed in English law there is a focus on property rights as exploitative resource use 

entitlements, leaving no room for the inclusion of spiritual values as the basis for property rights 

is one of ownership in a sense that does not align with the spiritual perspectives of the Maori. It 

will be important to monitor the trusteeship established for the management of Te Awa Tupua to 

assess the long-term impacts of the approach outlined in the Act as it relates to the inclusion of 

Indigenous spiritual law for conservation and management, and to observe the trajectory of the 

model’s power dynamics. 

What the Te Awa Tupua provides to Canada is another, modern example that it is 

plausible for Canada to amend legislation to include Indigenous spirituality in natural resource 

co-management and decision-making. In the context of salmon stock decline and the potential 

extirpation of Megin River chinook as an event symbolic of broader ecological crisis, this 
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approach may be essential to survival. The Ahousaht and other Indigenous people know very 

well the need to adapt models of governance to changing circumstances and ecosystems for 

survival. The Ahousaht have experienced transitions from fishing to sealing, to whaling, to 

welfare, and now, just having survived total societal collapse due to colonial intervention, plan 

for a future of sustainable and diverse modern development that balances social, cultural, 

economic and ecological outcomes. If Canada were to consider an approach similar to the Te 

Awa Tupua it would be necessary for Indigenous Nations to articulate their own legal systems in 

practical models that are adapted to the context of modern resource management. We know from 

the experience and outcomes of colonial policy that Indigenous law and spirituality are not easily 

understood nor embodied by the non-Indigenous public, corporate executives, or policymakers. 

If the decline of the Megin River chinook and related ecological collapse is caused, even in part, 

by the collapse of Indigenous legal systems, the rebuilding of those systems must likely be done 

within a legal context that is currently primarily non-Indigenous. The Te Awa Tupua provides 

further example of the need to adapt Indigenous TEK, spirituality, law and governance to meet 

the capacities for understanding and implementation of non-Indigenous collaborators and 

Indigenous peoples who have been removed from a direct connection to language, place and 

culture. In the case of the Ahousaht, the Maaqutusiis Hahoulthee Stewardship Society (MHSS) 

was incorporated in 2013 and became the society responsible for upholding Ahousaht traditional 

governance for natural resource management, stewardship and development. The Society’s 

members are named as the three principle hereditary houses of the Ahousaht, thus requiring that 

the voting members of the society are the individuals appointed as the tyee hawiih of the three 

principles houses. The appointment of a tyee is a process that continues to follow strict cultural 
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protocol which is an upholding of Ahousaht spirituality and law as the basis of a tyee’s 

responsibilities comes from the Creator as an act of spiritual creation. This successful and novel 

model is one where Ahousaht traditional law and British Columbian corporate law are combined, 

and Ahousaht traditional governance is upheld to steward resources in a way that aligns with 

Ahousaht principles and values. The Society has facilitated an increase in the decision-making 

authority and capacity of the hawiih resulting in improved decision-making for and about natural 

resource management from a conservation and sustainability perspective. For example, the 

Society ensures regional harvesters pay royalties that fund stewardship initiatives such as the 

monitoring, restoration and enhancement of Ahousaht watersheds, including the Megin River. 

The concept of a royalty to fund stewardship is a model reflected within the traditional Ahousaht 

legal system – there were always royalties paid to the hawiih called, pa-uukt, which was a form 

of tax. The practice of potlatching included the redistribution of pa-uukt received by the hawiih 

throughout the community. Simply, if pa-uukt was received, the hawiih would build wealth and 

recognition by only keeping what their family needed, and generously giving the rest away to the 

community in potlatch. This was an essential function of Ahousaht governance. The MHSS’s 

work, alongside Te Awa Tupua show clearly that consideration given to the need for ecological 

stewardship and subsequent investment in the Indigenous responsibility to steward sets in motion 

the rebirth and reintegration of Indigenous law in natural resource decision-making. 

As discussed, a historical function of the house of Klakishpeeth, one of the three houses 

represented by the MHSS, has been to contemplate and offer solutions to natural resource 

management challenges for the Ahousaht people. This responsibility can be traced through the 

stories of Umeek and Óyephyl, the traditional names given to members of our household, and 
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more recently with Umeek Dr. Eugene Richard Atleo’s publications, Ah-up-wa-eek’s political 

career which included several stewardship initiatives at the tribal council level including the 

Council of Hawiih and subsequently the Nuu-chah-nulth Tribal Council’s Uualthuk program, and 

perhaps my decision to pursue a career in conservation and development. It is the responsibility 

of our household to inquire when community and territorial wellbeing is at risk and respond to 

the challenges. I see the work of my grandfather and father as being translations of the lessons 

we have been given by our ancestors passed down through culture and ceremony. The act of 

translating Ahousaht law and TEK into language and formats understandable to others is critical 

to building new and re-building existing relationships, structures and institutions that can address 

issues that are not only impacting the Ahousaht but all of humanity and non-human beings. We 

need to embark down the pathway prescribed by our Ahousaht cultural ways towards a re-

building of an unconscious competence for how we navigate our human relationship with the 

natural world. The Ahousaht along with many Indigenous peoples enjoyed this unconscious 

competency before exposure to Western imperialism, after which there was a forced and violent 

transition to an unconscious incompetence for managing our relationship to others. This 

unconscious incompetence lasted for decades, in some cases centuries, as conquest forced 

Indigenous people into oppressive foreign legal systems and assimilationist policies that aimed to 

eradicate Indigenous laws and ways of life. Just now, in the twenty-first century, as global 

society teeters on the edge of ecological collapse, we may be collectively in a global transition 

towards a conscious incompetency where we are slowly becoming more aware of the potential 

impacts that our unconscious incompetence is having on the natural world and our dependence 

on biodiversity. Hawith Ah-up-wa-eek theorizes, and I concur, that if we are able to achieve a 
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conscious incompetence then we can rebuild the systems necessary to again achieve an 

unconscious competence for relating to the world and universe around us. 
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Conclusions and Recommendations 

With the mouth situated at 49 degrees 25 minutes North latitude and 126 degrees 5 

minutes West longitude in the Coastal Western Hemlock biogeoclimatic zone and territories of 

the Ahousaht Nation, the Megin River is a watershed supporting rich biodiversity and five 

species of Pacific salmon. In 1981, 50 hectares of the lower Megin River valley were protected 

as an ecological reserve to preserve riparian vegetation and old-growth forests to maintain 

biological diversity (British Columbia, 2003). Recommendations from the Clayoquot Land Use 

Decision saw an additional 21,300 hectares of the Megin River watershed were added to the 

Strathcona Park in 1995. Following an amendment to the Master Plan Amendment to Strathcona 

Park in 2001, the marine area of the Megin delta was designated as a Natural Environment area, 

the lower Megin River and lake was designated as a Wilderness Recreation area, and the upper 

Megin River drainage as a Wilderness Conservation area (British Columbia, 2001). These 

modern, legal designations under the province of British Columbia ensured protection of the 

Megin River valley from harmful forestry practices leaving the watershed’s old-growth forest 

and riparian zones intact. 

Similar to other Nuu-chah-nulth Nations, the use of cedar and marine resources are 

practices that have sustained the social, cultural and economic wellbeing of the Ahousaht for 

generations. A marine resource of particular importance to the Ahousaht are the chinook salmon 

that return to spawn in the Megin River. According to Ahousaht TEK, the chinook salmon of the 

Megin River are Salmon People, with whom the Ahousaht community have an important 

relationship as a life-giving resource. Traditionally, the parties maintained their relationship 

through the upholding of protocol agreements that ensured the Megin River chinook would 
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perpetually give themselves to the Ahousaht community in exchange for respect and recognition 

offered through the performance of lawful practices. Protocol agreements, lawful practices, and 

the flow of resources are all key components of the Ahousaht traditional legal system – a legal 

framework that reflects the necessity of the Ahousaht accessing knowledge and resources from 

both the interconnected spiritual and physical domains of existence. By way of this system, the 

Ahousaht continued to enjoy a mutually reciprocal and sustainable relationship with the Megin 

River chinook for many generations. 

However, as early as the 1960’s the Megin River chinook stock began seriously declining 

and now is on the verge of extirpation having declined by approximately 99.29% (Brown et al., 

1979; Area 24 Round Table, 2019). Research continues today to determine the ecological cause 

of decline and potential mitigations. The decline of salmon in Clayoquot Sound watersheds is 

commonly attributed to forestry. With the Megin River Not having been subject to harmful 

logging practices, there are only a limited number of other potential ecological causes for the 

decline of Megin River chinook including exposure to diseases and viruses from open-net pen 

salmon farming, and climate change. Yet, the Megin River chinook are declining at a rate much 

faster than can be attributed to these potential ecological threats alone. One correlation that has 

gone unresearched is the relationship between the decline of the stock and the erosion of the 

Ahousaht traditional legal system. 

Introduction of the Indian Act and Fisheries Act in the late 1800s, the first generation of 

Ahousaht to attend residential school in the early 1900s, and the first Indian Act council 

appointed by the Ahousaht hawiih in 1950 were all significant milestones in the replacement of 

the traditional Ahousaht legal system with Canadian law. The Indian and Fisheries Acts allowed 
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Canada to implement social and economic policies foreign to the natural cycles of the region for 

the management of the Megin River chinook. With residential schools forcing education to 

replace our Indigenous knowledge, spirituality and traditions with Western, Christian beliefs, and 

with the elected Chief and Council required to operate within the confines of Indian Act policy, 

the entire Ahousaht social consciousness shifted. Along with residential schools and the Indian 

Act also came DFO policies. In less than a century, the traditional Ahousaht legal system that had 

existed for thousands of years was almost entirely removed from the Ahousaht social 

consciousness and ceased to exist to make decisions for and about natural resource management 

within Ahousaht hahoulthee. To this day, DFO policy continues to deny Ahousaht law and 

knowledge, and elected Ahousaht councillors have admitted to being unaware of key aspects of 

the Ahousaht traditional legal system. This study suggests the timeline of replacing the Ahousaht 

traditional legal system with that of Canadian law corresponds directly with the decline of the 

Megin River chinook and should be considered as one of the causes of decline. 

This research is limited in scope and as a result, I have not provided a comprehensive 

solution to the problem presented. I recommend that further research is needed to understand the 

true scale of the problem. Research that aims to understand the systemic nature of the Megin 

River chinook decline as being caused by both ecological and socio-political threats may provide 

outcomes that can inform how to address other complex conservation challenges globally. 

Further research should be grounded in systems thinking methodologies to more deeply explore 

the systemic nature of the problem and potential solutions that meet the scale of the need. Further 

research should also identify and assess the efficacy of related efforts and institutions such as the 

Te Awa Tupua and Maaqutusiis Hahoulthee Stewardship Society, and both the positive and 
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negative characteristics of each case that may be replicated, adapted or mitigated. A 

recommended systems-thinking approach would require different actors within the existing 

system to genuinely collaborate on assessing the problem, and identifying and testing solutions. 

In the case of the Megin River chinook, the actors include the Ahousaht fishers, the Ahousaht 

fisheries department, the Ahousaht Chief and Council, the Ahousaht hawiih, the sport-fishing 

industry, the commercial fishing industry, conservation NGOs and crown governments. 

Collaborative processes will need to be designed to allow all parties to experience the 

problem at both the physical and socio-political micro and macro levels, and contribute 

meaningfully to resourcing the design and experimenting with solutions. A systemic approach to 

problem-solving for conservation challenges will be a major undertaking that requires significant 

resources and deep commitment made by the required collaborators for change. Until such a 

process is designed and underway, there are other immediate steps certain parties can take to 

begin addressing the issue. Firstly, DFO and Ahousaht can each independently take immediate 

action to relieve fishing threats to the stock. DFO can make sport and commercial catch reporting 

mandatory coastwide to strengthen the understanding of fisheries' impacts on specific stocks. In 

the last several years the Ahousaht hawiih, with the support of the Ahousaht fisheries department, 

declared the rivers within Ahousaht hahoulthee closed for all food, social, ceremonial and 

recreational harvesting. Several Ahousaht members chose to ignore the closure at first, but then 

reversed their decision and changed their behaviours after being further educated about the 

sensitivity of the salmon stocks. The Ahousaht hawiih and fisheries department should continue 

with the closures but also conduct further research and a public information campaign in the 

community about stock status. 
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It is also essential that Ahousaht continue to invest in the articulation of Ahousaht law 

and governance, in whatever form is deemed best by the community and leadership, and 

subsequent resource management plans, including an FSC harvesting and monitoring plan. The 

Ahousaht are currently engaged with both the Province of British Columbia and Government of 

Canada in reconciliation discussions, and both processes may be potentially effective forums for 

the Ahousaht to draft a constitution and have Ahousaht laws for and about natural resource 

management recognized by Crown governments and other stakeholders. The Ahousaht must 

continue to seek pathways to adapt their current model of governance by combining the best of 

the old and new for survival of the people and the resources on which the people depend as has 

always been the way of the Ahousaht culture. 
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Tables 

Table 1 

[Salmon Species of the Megin River] 

NUU-CHAH-NULTH 

(AHOUSAHT DIALECT) 

TAXONOMIC COMMON 

Suuḥaa Oncorhynchus tshawytscha Spring, Chinook or King 

Hink’uuʔas Oncorhynchus keta Chum or Dog 

Cuw’it Oncorhynchus kisutch Coho or Silver 

Č’aapi Oncorhynchus gorbuscha Pink or Humpy 

Miʕaat Oncorhynchus nerka Sockeye 
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Figure 1. Ahousaht Terrtories 
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Figure 2. Megin River Area Map 
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Figure 3. Water of Systems Change Model 
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Figure 4. Ahousaht Traditional Legal Framework Model 
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Figure 5. The Systems Thinking Iceberg 


