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Abstract 

 
This case-study explores the experience of the T’Sou-ke First Nation in their 

effort to implement their vision of self-sufficiency, sustainability, and cultural 

and environmental renewal using their traditional values and knowledge as 

well as contemporary science and technology. Specifically, this case-study 

considered some examples of how this blend of Indigenous knowledge and 

science has influenced some recent governing decisions as well as possible 

future decisions relating to the First Nation’s aspirations. The recent and 

possible future actions undertaken include the T’Sou-ke Nation’s solar project, 

its participation in a collaborative marine monitoring effort undertaken with 

neighbouring First Nations, the development of affordable passive solar 

housing on its reserve, and the possible future establishment of a tribal park. 

Lessons from the T’Sou-ke experience for other coastal communities seeking 

to build resiliency and sustainability into their planning for the future, 

especially in light of rapid climate change, are considered. 
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INTRODUCTION 

      British Columbia’s coastal communities rely upon both the land and sea, 

leaving them exposed to both the marine and terrestrial impacts of global 

climate change. Over the past two to three centuries the province’s coastal 

indigenous communities have also endured mass disruption as European 

settlers introduced new diseases, adopted policies intended to disrupt or end 

traditional cultural practices, and settled upon unceded territories they had 

occupied for millennia (Braun, 2002; Dowie, 2017; Joseph, 2018). 

      Despite this challenging recent history, British Columbia’s coastal 

indigenous communities have proven to be resilient. One such community, 

T’Sou-ke First Nation, is the focus of this case-study. The T’Sou-ke people 

have exhibited great leadership in the face of profound change. For example, 

in the winter of 2007, the T’Sou-ke First Nation hired a “solar project director” 

to initiate the process of making the community energy independent (T'sou-ke 

First Nation, n.d.; Bhattacharya, 2017). 

     The T’Sou-ke First Nation is located on the southwest tip of Vancouver 

Island in the Canadian province of British Columbia. Two reserves commonly 

referred to as Reserve 1 and Reserve 2, were allotted to the First Nation by the 

Joint Reserve Commission in 1877. These area’s total 67 hectares, with the 

administrative buildings and the smaller portion of the population existing on 

Reserve 1’s 26 hectares while the larger portion lives on Reserve 2’s 41 

hectares (T'Sou-ke First Nation, n.d.). 

     According to Statistics Canada (2019), there are 220 individuals living 

within the two reserves. The T’Sou-ke First Nation reports on its websites 

welcome page (n.d.) that as of 2013 “the total registered T’Sou-ke population 
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was 251.” The First Nation is governed by an elected Chief and council, each 

serving two-year terms. As of this writing the serving Chief is Gordon Planes 

and the two Council Members are Rose Dumont and Bonnie Arden (T'Sou-ke 

First Nation, n.d.). 

1.2 Research Objectives 

      This case-study aimed to explore the following question: Does the 

incorporation of Indigenous knowledge (IK) and science into the decision-

making process help communities optimize resiliency in the face of dramatic 

and unpredictable environmental and social shifts such as those being 

experienced as a consequence of climate change?  

           In light of the challenge climate change poses to small northern coastal 

communities in particular, this thesis considers the degree to which IK|, other 

local knowledge, and science has influenced and continues to influence 

governance within the T’Sou-ke First Nation. Anthropogenic climate change 

is placing considerable stress upon coastal communities. Rising sea levels, 

ocean acidification, declines in marine wildlife populations, and changes in 

migratory behaviours are all major concerns for peoples living on or near the 

ocean. Because those living at northern latitudes are experiencing more rapid 

environmental change than communities further south (Pachaurl, Meyer, & 

IPCC Core Writing Team, 2014), climate change often poses a greater 

challenge to their capacity to adapt. 

     By assessing the outcomes, both anticipated and unanticipated, following 

from the application of these forms of knowledge through the lens of the 

T’Sou-ke First Nation’s experience this thesis seeks to shed light upon 

possible implications for decision-making in other coastal communities. 
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1.3 Context (1492-1866) 

     High in a tree top (sic) within the river valley, a ripe cone, buffeted by 

winds, gave up a tiny seed which fluttered down through the branches to be 

received by the rich damp earth far below. The sun rose and set, the days 

passed, raindrops dripped among the ferns. Deep in the rain forest (sic) the 

seed became covered with leaves and needles, developed and took root. The 

humus soil gave its strength and the young sapling grew reaching a height of 

nearly three hundred feet, to stand with its neighbours in the mist of the forest 

valleys. The story repeated itself through the centuries, creating a rain forest 

of infinite majesty to match the awesome grandeur of the Pacific Ocean 

breaking upon the western shore.  (Sooke Region Museum, 2007, p. 1). 

      Neither individuals, communities, nor societies exist within a vacuum. 

Though it is not possible to untangle all the variables that have brought us to 

where we are today, it is nonetheless impossible to achieve anything close to 

understanding the present without considering the past. This introduction is 

intended to help provide that understanding in order to better set the contextual 

stage for the case-study that will follow. 

      The T’Sou-ke First Nation’s roots extend too far into the past to offer 

anything like a definitive starting point to their story. As with the other 

Indigenous communities whose histories are woven into the landscape of 

Vancouver Island, and all of the Americas for that matter, the distant 

beginning is so long ago that it seems to greet eternity on the horizon. We 

commonly use the phrase ‘time immemorial’ to describe the duration of 

Indigenous cultures upon their traditional lands but the connections run so 

deep even this phrase can seem inadequate. However, for purposes of this 

thesis consideration of the historical context extends no further than the years 
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immediately prior to the first contact the T’Sou-ke and other Coast Salish, 

Nuu-cha-nulth, and Kwakwak’wakw bands of Vancouver Island had with 

European explorers. 

      The traditional territory of the T’Sou-ke First Nation was described in the 

statement of intent submitted to the BC Treaty Commission as generally 

encompassing “the Sooke – Metchosin – Port Renfrew district of Southern 

Vancouver Island and other lands fronting the Straits of Juan de Fuca and the 

Pacific Ocean.”  (Te'Mexw Treaty Association, 1994) It is possible that the 

first European expedition to the area was that of Apostolos Valerianos (Juan 

de Fuca) in the late sixteenth century. However, meaningful regular contact 

between Europeans and Vancouver Island’s Indigenous communities did not 

commence until the 1770s (Sooke Region Museum, 2007).  

 

Figure 1: T’Sou-ke traditional territory as described within T’Sou-ke Nation’s 
Comprehensive Community Plan (2017) 
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     Though actual physical contact between Europeans and the Indigenous 

peoples of western North America in general and of Vancouver Island in 

particular, did not come until well after Christopher Columbus’ initial arrival 

in the Bahamas in 1492, the cultural and ecological repercussions were already 

being felt throughout North America and around the globe. In his book 1492: 

Uncovering the New World Columbus Created (2011), Charles Mann writes 

“Before Colón [Columbus] a few venturesome land creatures had crossed the 

oceans and established themselves on the other side.” As Mann goes on to 

point out, “Most were insects and birds, as one would expect…” However, 

“After 1493 the world’s ecosystems collided and mixed as European vessels 

carried thousands of species to new homes across the oceans.” (p. 6) 

 

Figure 2: First Nations of Vancouver Island. Yellow indicates Coast Salish 
communities, pink Nu-cha-nulth and blue Kwakwaka’wakw  (Vancouver 
Island Economic Alliance, n.d.) 



 

6 
 

  In addition to being introduced to new species of plants and animals, diseases 

were also spread by the arrival of Europeans in the Americas. The impact of 

these too was typically felt in advance, often far in advance, of first contact 

(Diamond, 1997; Mann, 2011). While living on an island may have provided 

the T’Sou-ke and neighbouring bands some degree of additional initial 

protection from these new threats than their counterparts on the mainland 

enjoyed, ultimately the surrounding sea proved an insufficient safeguard from 

both newcomers or the germs that came with them (Sooke Region Museum, 

2007). 

      While it is unclear to what extent new diseases might have impacted First 

Nations on Vancouver Island prior to their initial contact with European 

explorers and traders, it is clear the toll was significant once that contact had 

been established. The Sooke Museum’s history of the region describes the 

effect disease had upon the local population. Quoting notes written in 1965 by 

anthropologist Wilson Duff, “By 1835…introduced diseases, firearms, and 

alcohol must have already taken a substantial toll.” Duff continues, “We know 

from native traditions and scattered reports that a number of areas suffered 

from smallpox epidemics.”  (Sooke Region Museum, 2007, p. 43) 

     On several occasions during personal conversations with T’Sou-ke First 

Nation Chief Gordon Planes, he brought up without prompting the impact both 

measles and smallpox had upon his people, clearly indicating that the resulting 

devastation remains profoundly felt by the community to this day. While firm 

pre-contact estimates of the population of either the T’Sou-ke People in 

particular or Coast Salish bands in general are hard to come by, “[Spanish] 

Explorer Manuel Quimper reported villages of five hundred in the Sooke area 

in the late 18th century.”  (Sooke Region Museum, 2007, p. 34) That the 

population on the two T’Sou-ke Reserves today is at best only half that 
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(Statistics Canada, 2019), (T'Sou-ke First Nation, n.d.) is a testament to the 

trauma disease as well as other consequences of contact and subsequent 

settlement have had upon the culture. 

      Manuel Quimper’s speculation that in the vicinity of contemporary Sooke, 

British Columbia there existed “villages” (note the plural) of up to 500 

individuals is an indication of the plentiful resources available within the area. 

To sustain communities of this size throughout most of the world has 

historically required at least some reliance upon agriculture. Referencing 

nearby First Nations, Jared Diamond has pointed out that “American Indians 

of the Pacific Northwest coast, such as the Kwakiutle, Nootka, and Tlingit 

Indians, have lived under chiefs in villages without any agriculture or domestic 

animals, because the rivers and sea were so rich in salmon and halibut”   

(Diamond, 1997, p. 274). 

      Diamond’s assertion is correct, so far as it goes. However, salmon and 

halibut are hardly a comprehensive list of the marine resources available to the 

native peoples within the region. Diamond also neglected to mention any of 

the terrestrial plants and animals the Pacific Northwest has to offer a 

flourishing society. In her master’s thesis entitled “Being T’Sou-ke”, Trena 

Sutton provided a list of foods that were still a part of her T’Sou-ke family’s 

diet growing up in the late 20th and early 21st centuries. Sutton writes, “In my 

family, clams, mussels, crab, shrimp, prawns, salmon, halibut, seaweed, sole, 

sea cucumber, herring row and ore made up our daily diet” (Sutton, 2015). 

Among the terrestrial plants and animals included in the Sooke Region 

Museum’s history (2007) are flowering red currant, salal, creeping blackberry, 

wild rose, ocean spray, Douglas-fir, western red cedar, elk, venison, and 

ducks. Together these and other native species provided food, clothing, and 

shelter for the T’Sou-ke and neighbouring bands. 
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      Figure 3: Drawing of a T’Sou-ke cedar longhouse. (Sooke Region Museum, 2007) 

     According to the European explorers making initial contact with the T’Sou-

ke and other First Nations on Vancouver Island, these experiences were 

overwhelmingly peaceful. The Spanish Sub Lieutenant Manuel Quimper 

placed in command of the ship Princess Royal and charged with surveying the 

northwest coast for the empire, wrote in his log about his visit to Sooke 

Harbour on the 12th of June, 1790. “Day dawned with the sky clear, the land 

all covered with mist and the wind calm. . . three canoes of Indians came out 

from the port and insisted we should go in [to Sooke Inlet]…and it was very 

good.” Quimper went on to state, “fish and shellfish are not at all abundant but 

the land is fertile and produces rich salmonberries and blackberries, 

strawberries and other wild fruit of very good taste.” He described the local 

people as being “of good nature, intrepid and agile…”  (Sooke Region 

Museum, 2007, p. 30). 

       By 1824 the Hudson’s Bay Company had established a presence on North 

America’s western coast. Many of the region’s Indigenous Peoples played a 

critical role in the procurement and movement of resources that was by this 
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time already reshaping both the continental and global economy. In addition 

to hunting otter for their skins, the canoes of the Coast Salish Peoples were 

often still the primary form of transportation between newly establishing 

communities like Sooke and the larger but still very recent settlement then still 

known as Fort Victoria. T’Sou-ke and other local bands would frequently 

carry the mail and other supplies in their canoes for new settlers (Sooke Region 

Museum, 2007). In the words of Sooke Region Museum historians (2007) “In 

the T’Sou-ke village by the river, the traditional way of life and potlatch 

ceremonies continued – one difference that had come about, however, was the 

option of doing work at the request of the newcomer foreigners, in exchange 

for payment.” (p. 67) 

      In the spring of 1850, the Hudson’s Bay Company representative James 

Douglas gave what one surviving local First Nation witness, Chief David 

Latass, described to the Victoria Daily Times in 1834 as “a big party to the 

Indians of Southern Vancouver Island.” Chief Latass went on to state, “For 

weeks in advance the party was the talk of all encampments within 80 miles 

of Victoria” (Stone, 2017). 

     To the tribes gathering outside what was then known as Fort Victoria at 

this “party”, the event seemed like a celebration and gesture of peace not 

unlike their own traditional potlatch. “He [Douglas] assured the chiefs that 

trade in furs with peaceful use of enough land to grow food were the only 

reasons for the settlement” the white newcomers had built. When asked to sign 

a document not written in their language and relying upon notions like 

“property” that were alien to their own culture by marking an “X” next to their 

name on May 1, 1850, four chiefs and representatives of the T’Sou-ke Nation 

joined with other bands in the area in doing so (Stone, 2017). The full text of 

the so-called “Douglas Treaty” that they signed is provided below: 
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Know all men, we the chiefs and people of family of Sooke (sic), acting for 

and on behalf of our people, who being here present have individually and 

collectively ratified and confirmed this act. Now know that we, who have 

signed our names and made our marks to this deed on the first day of May, 

one thousand eight hundred and fifty, do consent to surrender entirely and 

for ever James Douglas, the agent of the Hudson’s Bay Company in 

Vancouver Island, that is to say, for the Governor, Deputy Governor, and 

Committee of the same, the whole of the lands situated and lying between 

the Bay of Sysung, or Sooke Inlet, to the Three Rivers beyond Thlowuck or 

Point Shirringham on the Straits of Juan de Fuca, and the snow covered 

mountains in the interiro of Vancouver Island. 

The conditions of our understanding of this sale is this, that our village sites 

and enclosed fields are to be kept for our own use, for the use of our 

children, and for those who may follow after us and the land shall be 

properly surveyed hereafter. It is understood, however, that the land itself, 

with these small exceptions, becomes the entire property of the white people 

for ever; it is also understood that we are at liberty to hunt over the 

unoccupied lands, and to carry on our fisheries as formerly. 

We have received, as payment, Forty-eight pounds six shillings and eight 

pence. In token thereof, we have signed our names and made our marks at 

Fort Victoria, on the first day of May, one thousand eight hundred and fifty. 

Signed 

Wanseea his X Mark 
Tanasman his X Mark 
Chysimkan his X mark 
Yokum his X mark  (Government of Canada, 2013) 
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     Stories passed down regarding the events of May 1, 1850, within First 

Nations communities in the southern Vancouver Island area indicate the 

above “treaty” was not the product of lengthy negotiations and it certainly 

did not include a legal advocate charged with looking out for the interests of 

the First Nations involved. Chief Latass’s nephew-in-law, Dave Elliot Sr., 

provided his own retelling of the events in 1990, an account retold in the 

Times Colonist article cited above referencing Latass’s story (2017). Elliot 

states, “When they got there, all these piles of blankets plus other goods were 

on the ground. They told them these bundles of blankets were for them plus 

about $200, but it was in pounds and shillings…” The X that was put on the 

piece of paper beside their names was placed there before receiving the 

goods Elliot describes. Because the X was neither a letter nor symbol that 

they were familiar with they took it to be the sign of the cross (Stone, 2017). 

     The “Douglas Treaty” signed under these questionable circumstances 

remains the primary justification for the occupation and use of the T’Sou-ke 

Nation’s traditional territory to this day. As such, some understanding of this 

background is central to also understanding the First Nation’s efforts to 

assert its rights in the 21st century. To use the words of the T’Sou-ke 

Nation’s current chief, Gordon Planes (2019), “To have territorial lands back 

is very important for cultural health.” He later added, “We’re Canadians but 

we were the first people here.” 

1.4 Context (1867 – Present) 

     Canada’s history as a modern nation-state is generally considered to have 

begun with the passage of the British North America Act of 1867 (BNA), 

also known as the Constitution Act. With its passage, Canada was granted the 

right to form its own parliament and to begin passing its own laws. 
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      Section 91 (24) deals with the distribution of powers between the federal 

and provincial governments and lists among the powers of parliament the 

ability to pass laws relating to “Indians, and Lands reserved for the Indians” 

(Department of Justice Canada, 2013). This short statement proved 

incredibly consequential for First Nations over the course of the next century 

and a half that would follow. 

        In his book 21 Things You May Not Know About the Indian Act (2018), 

Bob Joseph states “With issue of the BNA, Canada was placed in a position 

of conflict of interest. On the one hand it was responsible for ‘Indians and 

lands reserved for Indians,’ while, on the other hand, it was the responsible 

party for negotiating treaties and purchasing their land for the Crown.” (p. 7) 

With the passage of the Indian Act in 1876, we see how Canada chose to deal 

with these conflicting interests, a decision both the Crown and First Nations 

are still living with to this day. 

    Among the first changes First Nations experienced was the requirement to 

replace traditional governance with a system more familiar to the lawyers, 

politicians, bureaucrats and settlers that by the mid to late nineteenth century 

were firmly established in Canada and already greatly outnumbered the 

country’s Indigenous people. This system facilitated the management and 

administration of Indigenous peoples by the federal government. Joseph 

writes, “The dismissal of Indigenous forms of government in favour of the 

European-style municipal government [elected chief and council] displaced 

traditional political structures and did not reflect, consider, or honour 

Indigenous needs and values.” That “each Nation had its own style of 

governance with specialised skills, tools, authority, and capacity developed 

over centuries” either did not occur to federal and provincial officials or was 

of no concern to them (Joseph, 2018, p. 16). 
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     In addition to forcing First Nations into new forms of governance without 

any consideration for the desires or values of the people being required to 

adopt them, the Indian Act empowered the Crown to take additional steps to 

remove Indigenous peoples from their land and attempt to sever their deep 

historical and spiritual connection to it. The creation of the reserve system 

was central to this effort. 

     Bob Joseph (2018) writes, “A reserve is a tract of land set aside under the 

Indian Act and treaty agreements for the exclusive use of an Indian band. 

Joseph adds skeptically, “At least that’s how a reserve is described on 

paper,” he continues, “In reality, reserves were created as a means of 

containing and controlling Indians while providing European settlers full 

access to the fish and game, water, timber, and mineral resources that had 

formerly sustained Indian life and culture” (p. 24). 

      Having signed only the so-called “Douglas Treaty” with the Hudson’s 

Bay Company, the T’Sou-ke First Nation, like its other Coast Salish 

neighbours on southern Vancouver Island, has no modern treaty with either 

the province of British Columbia or the Government of Canada (the Crown). 

In an effort to formalize nation-to-nation status with the Crown, the T’Sou-

ke Nation has joined with the nearby Songees, Malahat, Beecher Bay and 

Nanoose First Nations to form the Te’Mexw Treaty Association (T’Sou-ke 

First Nation, n.d.)  (Te'Mexw Treaty Association, n.d.). Together, these 

bands “are in stage five of the six-stage process to finalize a treaty” with the 

provincial and federal governments. Stage five involves the “Negotiation to 

finalize a treaty” and includes the finalization of “chapter language”, “land 

and cash offers are completed, appendices are fleshed out, technical and 

legal issues are resolved and the treaty is ready to move on to ratification.” In 
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each First Nation’s case, “the treaty is put to a community vote”  (Te'Mexw 

Treaty Association, n.d.). 

      In addition to having no modern treaty with the Crown, the T’Sou-ke and 

neighbouring Douglas Treaty Nations exist within a province that never 

recognized their title to the land in the first place. “When British Columbia 

joined Canada in 1871, the Province did not recognize Indigenous title so there 

was no need for treaties”  (Government of British Columbia, n.d.). As a result, 

the discussions and decisions of the T’Sou-ke and other First Nations on 

southern Vancouver Island are being made in a context in which their 

traditional lands have already been largely privately purchased and/or 

developed or are being managed by the Crown. Negotiating treaties in a setting 

in which so much has already been lost and so many have so much at stake 

creates many difficult challenges. However, it also presents opportunity the 

T’Sou-ke are seeking to seize. 

METHODOLOGY 

2.1 COVID-19 Impact 

    The initial methodology for this case-study included both a thorough 

literature review and a number of semi-structured interviews that would 

allow for a more detailed and current exploration of the thoughts, ideas, and 

aspirations that have shaped and continue to shape T’Sou-ke First Nation 

governance. Such interviews would have provided an opportunity to hear 

from individual members as well as Nation leaders what they had learned 

from recent experiences as well as how they have applied their traditional 

values and knowledge to contemporary problems and hope to do so in the 

future. 
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     Unfortunately, the COVID-19 pandemic struck British Columbia just as 

final acceptance of the application to proceed was received from the Royal 

Roads University Office of Research Ethics. At the time, planning had just 

begun for a presentation to the T’Sou-ke First Nation outlining the purpose 

of the study and providing materials for review as well as invitations to 

participate. This was to take place at the weekly T’Sou-ke “culture night” 

dinner, an event that was cancelled to protect the First Nation’s health. 

       While phone and email conversations did take place with Chief Gordon 

Planes during the following months, it was not possible to visit the T’Sou-ke 

First Nation in person to make formal introductions or to answer questions 

regarding the study potential participants may have had. Arranging longer 

formal interviews via telephone or video with First Nation leaders also 

proved unworkable. As a result, the following discussion regarding 

methodology reflects a greater reliance upon news articles, videos, and brief 

informal conversations (niether recorded nor fully transcribed) than was 

originally planned. 

2.2 Case-study Approach 

     In choosing the case-study methodology, a researcher has reached the 

conclusion that the experiences associated with a place, event, or situation 

have lessons to provide a wider audience. “The case-study approach allows 

the researcher to ‘go deep’, to learn what works and what does not”  

(Corcoran, Walker, & Wals, 2007, p. 10). 

     Citing Yin (1993), Corcoran, Walker, and Wals (2004) describe three 

types of case-study: “exploratory, explanatory and descriptive.” In the 

explanatory instance, a case-study “may be undertaken prior to the definition 
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of the research questions” to assist the researcher in determining what 

question might be relevant to frame a hypothesis. Explanatory case-studies 

“are suitable for doing casual studies.” The descriptive case-study, however, 

“require that the investigator begin with a descriptive theory, or in other 

words, they form hypothesis of cause-effect relationships” (Corcoran, 

Walker, & Wals, 2007, p. 10). 

     While it is unlikely any case-study ever falls entirely within the definition 

Corcoran, Walker and Wals (2007) offer for either the exploratory, 

explanatory, or descriptive types, this proposed study of the T’sou-ke First 

Nation is envisioned as largely being of the exploratory variety. This project 

draws upon existing research into communities exhibiting qualities widely 

associated with adaptability and resilience and explaining how these 

attributes manifest themselves within the unique cultural, historical, 

environmental, and economic context in which the T’Sou-ke community 

exists. 

     Among the goals of the literature review and conversations undertaken 

during this case-study is a description of many of the key values informing 

the discussions, decisions, and actions undertaken by the T’Sou-ke First 

Nation as well as providing an account of some of those discussions, 

decisions, and actions in their own right. Therefore, while it is often 

necessary to list these values and the various events linked to them directly, 

this case-study nonetheless takes a holistic approach with the understanding 

that neither the values informing the decision-making process nor the actions 

ultimately taken exist within a vacuum. 

      In her 2019 thesis, Ktunaxa Knowledge and Governance: Reframing 

Cumulative Effects Assessment and Management, Nicole Kapell describes 



 

17 
 

“group[ing] the literature” she reviewed “into theme areas.” In her case these 

included “current cumulative effects management and assessment 

methodology and critique, Ktunaxa Nation perspectives, governance and 

stewardship principles, and weaving together Indigenous knowledge systems 

with western knowledge systems” (Kapell, 2019, p. 28). 

     Apart from Kapell’s first theme, these themes have also been adopted for 

use here. In addition, her third and fourth theme have been combined into a 

single theme. In reviewing literature and notes taken during conversations 

occurring during the preparation of this case-study material was divided into 

one or more of the following categories: 1) T’Sou-ke perspectives; 2) 

governance and stewardship principles, and; 3) the use of and interaction 

between Indigenous knowledge systems and scientific knowledge systems. 

      In adopting these themes, the goal was to guide the researcher toward an 

answer to the thesis’ question and the development of a thesis narrative as 

opposed to the formulation of a quantitative analysis. Therefore, while there 

are references in the following pages to ‘a common theme’ or to a particular 

value being ‘frequently mentioned’ and the like, a tabulation of the number 

of times perspective X or governance and stewardship principle Y is 

mentioned is not included. It was felt such an analysis would get in the way 

given our tendency to conflate the frequency of something with its 

importance. It is often the case with both societies and individuals that a 

rarely mentioned or even unspoken value is of central importance while 

those mentioned more often play regular but relatively minor or supporting 

roles in the shaping of day-to-day life. 
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2.3 Involvement of the T’Sou-ke First Nation 

     In July of 2019, the author attended the first of many weekly T’Sou-ke 

First Nation culture night dinners. With few exceptions, these continued 

through March of 2020 when these regular Tuesday evening events were 

cancelled indefinitely as a precaution against potential community spread of 

the coronavirus known as COVID-19. 

      These events, attended with the permission of Chief Gordon Planes, 

facilitated introductions and provided an opportunity to listen in on what was 

happening with the T’Sou-ke Nation as well as establish the kind of 

relationships that would be essential to the case-study’s success, especially 

given the anticipated reliance upon semi-structured interviews. 

      Following completion of the first draft of the thesis proposal in 

November of 2019, a copy was provided to Chief Gordon Planes and 

members of the tribal council for their review and approval. Questions and 

requests for documents have been a regular part of the exchange between the 

researcher and the T’Sou-ke First Nation, especially since the completion of 

the proposal review. Likewise, a copy of the completed thesis was submitted 

for review and feedback prior to submission to Royal Roads University. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

3.1 Introduction 

     As noted within the methodology section of this thesis, scholarly 

literature, documentary materials, and personal communications are broadly 

divided into three themes to facilitate review, develop an appreciation for the 

context, and answer the question of whether or not the ability to incorporate 
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Indigenous knowledge and science into the decision-making process has 

helped the T’Sou-ke First Nation optimize  resiliency in the face of dramatic 

environmental and social change and, if so, what lessons their experience 

may hold for other coastal communities. The three themes outlined within 

Section 2 are: 1) T’Sou-ke perspectives; 2) governance and stewardship 

principles, and; 3) the use of and interaction between Indigenous knowledge 

and scientific knowledge systems. 

     The literature review portion of this case-study focuses on the 

overlapping and deeply connected areas of governance, resilience, and 

Indigenous knowledge and values. Governance and resilience fall under the 

governance and stewardship principles theme and are treated in separate 

subsections, while the Indigenous knowledge and values subsection deals 

with the Indigenous portion the third theme. Though Indigenous knowledge 

in relation to scientific knowledge is necessarily mentioned, the connections 

and conflicts between these two worldviews will be explored in greater detail 

in sections 5 and 6 of this case-study. The first theme, T’Sou-ke 

perspectives, is the primary focus of section 4.0. 

3.2 Governance 

       Writing in Governance: A Very Short Introduction, the political scientist 

Mark Bevir (2012) defines “Governance” as referring “to all processes of 

governing, whether undertaken by a government, market, or network, 

whether over a family, tribe, formal or informal organization, or territory, 

and whether through laws, norms, power or language.” Bever continues, 

“Governance differs from government in that it focuses less on the states and 

its institutions and more on social practices and activities.” (p. 1). 



 

20 
 

Governance includes government but also includes civil society, the private 

sector, as well as social practice and norms.  

      Unless otherwise noted, when referring to governance within this case-

study Mark Bevir’s (2012) definition is the one being applied. It is 

sufficiently broad to cover the variety of means a small close-knit tribal 

community employs to enforce norms without minimizing their importance. 

This is vitally important given the typical Western conflation of governance 

with the formal structures of government and the written laws they enact. As 

noted by Mark Dowie (2017), Bob Joseph (2018) and others, the failure to 

appreciate traditional Indigenous governance has played a central role in 

justifications for discriminatory and oppressive laws such as the Indian Act, 

a mistake Bevir’s definition enables us to avoid. 

      Governance has the quality of being at once grounded   and ephemeral. 

This is perhaps why Bevir (2012) found it necessary to stretch the definition 

from government and families to norms and language. In his book, Sapiens: 

A Brief History of Humankind, Yuval Noah Harrari (2015) stated, “Any 

large-scale human cooperation – whether a modern state, a medieval church, 

an ancient city or an archaic tribe – is rooted in common myths that exist 

only in people’s collective imagination.” (pp. 27-28) Though words like 

“myths” and “imagination” might sound to many modern ears like an 

attempt at trivialization, Harari is anything but dismissive of the power our 

shared cultural stories have. “Unlike lying,” Harari wrote a bit further on, 

“an imagined reality is something that everyone believes in, and as long as 

this communal belief persists, the imagined reality exerts force in the world.” 

(p. 32). 
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     Especially since the arrival of Europeans in the “New World”, 

governance has decreasingly been a purely local or regional concern. Indeed, 

there are very few if any places left where this can truly be said to still be the 

case. Charles Mann (2011) has made the case that globalization is not just an 

economic or political phenomenon “but it is also a biological phenomenon; 

indeed, from a long-term perspective it may be primarily a biological 

phenomenon” (p.6). Boats, and later airplanes, did not simply bring new 

people to parts of the planet they hadn’t visited before but new species as 

well – and new diseases. This cultural, political, economic, and biological 

reshuffling has also facilitated changes to the global climate. Any 

consideration of governance in the 21st century at any level needs to take the 

changes of the last 500 years in particular into account given every 

government from nation-states like Canada to small First Nations like the 

T’Sou-ke are having to adapt to the new conditions created by the new 

hyper-globalized world we find ourselves in. 

     Jared Diamond (2013) argues that “For traditional small-scale societies, 

the division of the world into friends of one’s own and neighboring groups, 

neighboring enemies, and more distant strangers resulted in knowledge of 

the world being very local” (p. 54). From a governance perspective the small 

scale of traditional societies arguably made them not only far more intimate 

than modern societies but also far more efficient. 

     That small and simple has potential advantages over large and complex 

has been argued by Western political philosophers almost from the moment 

they first began thinking about politics. In their work considering the ideal 

size of nations Leopold Kohr, Neal Ascheson, and Richard Body (1957) 

largely endorse Aristotle’s view from his Politics (Volume II, 3) that “the 

best limit of the population of a state is the largest number which suffices for 
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the purposes of life, and can be taken in at a single view.” Kohr, Acheson, 

and Body (1957) do make some adjustment to Aristotle’s ideal: 

“Economically, it [a nation-state] is big enough when it can furnish food, 

plumbing, highways, and fire trucks; politically, when it can furnish the tools 

of justice and defence; and culturally, when it can afford theatres, academies, 

universities, and inns”(p. 73). 

     However, the point here is not that small government is better as Aristotle 

and later thinkers such as Kohr, Ascheson, and Body (1957) contended. Nor 

is it that pre-Columbian governance, be it for First Nations like the T’Sou-ke 

or larger emerging nations in Europe and Asia, was much more of a local or 

regional concern than it is today as Jared Diamond (2013) has pointed out. 

Though size can provide important benefits as will be discussed in the next 

section regarding resilience, when it comes to modern governance it is raised 

here to describe the context of some important challenges. 

     For a small contemporary First Nation in Canada or elsewhere, modern 

governance means being small and limited (territorially, legally, and 

economically) while still having to make decisions that take into account 

other local, regional, and national institutions that are far more numerous and 

complex. Even as many of these institutions increasingly recognize the rights 

of Indigenous peoples, they still have agendas and jurisdictions of their own 

as well as often competing interests. In addition, modern institutions such as 

universities, museums, and NGOs can simultaneously serve many members 

of a First Nation individually while sometimes being at odds with a First 

Nation as a whole on a particular issue(s).  

It is precisely the complexity of networks and associations that today’s 

institutions must navigate that a governance perspective is intended to 
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capture. Gerry Stoker (1998) built his view of governance around “five 

propositions”. However, each of these propositions “has associated with it a 

certain dilemma or critical issue” that should be considered. These 

propositions and corresponding dilemmas as articulated by Stoker are listed 

in Table 1 below. 

Table 1: Gerry Stoker’s modern governance propositions & dilemmas 

Propositions Corresponding dilemma or  
critical issue 

Governance refers to a set of 
institutions and actors that are 
drawn from but also beyond 
government. 

There is a divorce between the 
complex reality of decision-making 
associated with governance and the 
normative codes used to explain 
and justify government. 

Governance identifies the blurring 
of boundaries and responsibilities 
for tackling social and economic 
issues. 

The blurring of responsibilities can 
lead to blame avoidance or 
scapegoating. 

Governance identifies the power 
dependence involved in the 
relationships between institutions 
involved in collective action. 

Power dependence exacerbates the 
problem of unintended 
consequences for government. 

Governance is about autonomous 
self-governing networks of actors. 

The emergence of self-governing 
networks raises difficulties over 
accountability. 

Governance recognizes the capacity 
to get things done which does not 
rest on the power of government to 
command or use its authority. It 
sees government as able to use new 

Even where governments operate in 
a flexible way to steer collective 
action governance failure may 
occur. 
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tools and techniques to steer and 
guide. 

Source: (Stoker, 1998, pp. 17 -25) 

     Donella Meadows (2008) stated “The right boundary for thinking about a 

problem rarely coincides with the boundary of an academic discipline, or 

with a political boundary.” (p. 98) Governments, especially modern national 

ones and their subsystems at the regional and local level, function in a world 

of fixed boundaries. Both geographic and legal jurisdictions strictly define 

the possible and often discourage innovation. Governments and the 

economies they strive to maintain thrive in an environment of certainty in 

which both the written and unwritten rules are well understood. 

      Governance, on the other hand, includes and transcends government. 

Meadows (2008) continued, “It is a great art to remember that boundaries 

are of our own making, and that they can and should be reconsidered for 

each new discussion, problem, or purpose.”(p. 99) (Italics in original) At a 

time when governments as well as individuals, cultural institutions, and 

entire societies are increasingly acknowledging the historic injustices 

Indigenous peoples have endured as well as grappling with unprecedented 

global environmental problems, could there be a better time to reconsider the 

boundaries we have established between each other as individuals, as groups, 

and as worldviews? That is both the promise and the challenge governance 

posses. 

3.3 Resilience 

     For much of the history of the sciences, environmental and social systems 

have been treated as both separate and and as responding linearly “in 
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predictable and controllable” ways with specific causes leading to specific 

effects. Increasingly, this view is seen as overly simplistic and naïve (Folke, 

et al., 2002; King, 2004; Pretty & Ward, 2001). 

     Resilience is a meaningful or useful? concept in that it applies to both 

environmental and social systems and is a primary aim of good governance, 

or at the very least ideally a positive side effect of it.  Zolli and Healy (2012) 

define “resilience” as “the capacity of a system, enterprise, or a person to 

maintain its core purpose and integrity in the face of dramatically changed 

circumstances.” (p. 7) They add, “In our travels, wherever we found strong 

social resilience, we also found strong communities.” (p. 15). 

     As Thomas Homer-Dixon put in The Upside of Down (2006) states, “If 

social breakdown occurs now – whether it encompasses one country, many 

countries, or the whole world, and whether its consequences are moderate or 

severe – we can be sure it won’t unfold at the same leisurely pace as 

seventeen hundred years ago [during the long decline of the Roman 

Empire].” (p. 125) It is precisely because both the rewards and success and 

the costs of failure have become so much more amplified than they used to 

be both in time and scale that resiliency is seen as so much more relevant 

than it once was. 

      However, the concept of resilience does not come without some 

welcome and constructive critics whose concerns are worthy of our attention. 

Such friendly challenges to the idea call upon us to remain vigilant of 

possible disastrous or unjust misapplications of the process or overly vague 

uses of the term that potentially beg far more questions than they answer. 
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     Marc Welsh (2014), for example, raises the concern that the concept of 

resilence is a kind of overly blunt scientifically sounding term, especially 

given its increasing use across multiple disciplines ranging from psychology, 

economics, and politics to ecology. “In providing a framework for governing 

uncertainty in complex networked social systems/settings resilience 

foreground the where, when and how of change-inducing events but might 

this be at the expense of giving much consideration to the why of them?” (p. 

20) This thesis’ introduction attempts to provide as detailed account of the 

history and setting as possible in part to deal with this issue. Indeed, the 

question of why the T’Sou-ke First Nation needed to be resilient in the first 

place is hardly irrelevant or unrelated to the choice to focus upon their 

experience in this case-study. 

      Welsh (2014) also raises the problem of resilience being used, whether 

intentionally or not, to reinforce the status-quo rather than provide insights 

into how it may be constructively changed in order to promote values such as 

sustainability and social justice. “Resilience holds out the promise of 

knowing ‘when’ change enters a system, in turn holding out the promise of 

managing change, of ameliorating its unacceptable effects. However, 

paradoxically through that technology it also holds the promise of avoiding 

fundamental change.” (p. 21). 

      These types of concerns are not trivial or insignificant. However, this 

thesis is built upon the premise that the types of misuses/abuses of the 

concept of resiliency that Welsh (2014) raises can be avoided by paying 

close attention to both the questions being asked and the scale of the socio-

ecological challenges to which those questions are being applied. For 

example, Welsh often cites examples of resilience being applied in the 

context of emergency preparedness. In a policy setting this involves planning 
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for events such as earthquakes or severe storms that can neither be avoided 

nor predicted with any high degree of certainty, at least not more than a few 

days in advance. 

      Resiliency in the emergency planning context typically takes the form of 

building redundancies into an existing system and stockpiling essential 

supplies that can be drawn upon in a crisis. While such preparations are 

essential to maximizing the ability of a society to bounce back from disaster, 

resiliency manifests itself in decision-making/planning in distinct if 

sometimes overlapping ways when the temporal, geographic, and cultural 

scales are vastly different, as is the case with environmental management and 

most social policies where individual and group interests often don’t align as 

readily as they typically do when it comes to recovery following a natural 

disaster. 

     One consistent characteristic of resilience described by multiple authors, 

including within critiques of the principle, is an openness to flexibility when 

the situation calls for it (Diamond, 2005; Diamond, 2013; Diamond, 2019; 

Folke, et al., 2002; Meadows, 2008; Welsh, 2014; West, 2017; Zolly & 

Healy, 2012).  In fact, situational flexibility appears to be something of an 

example of the so-called ‘Anna Karenina principle”, given that every 

functioning resilient society seems to possess this rather enigmatic but 

important quality to at least some degree while examples of its absence 

manifest themselves in a variety of ways.  

      In his book Upheaval (2019), Jared Diamond lists twelve “factors related 

to the outcomes of national crisis.” (See Table 2) These are drawn from 

twelve factors Diamond identifies as elements in the recovery of individuals 

from personal crisis, including severe trauma. While “Situation-specific 
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national flexibility” is listed as number ten on Diamond’s list, the capacity to 

bend without breaking is central to his thesis. Admittedly, some factors are 

more relevant at the scale of the nation-state, the focus of Diamond’s 

analysis, and less so for much smaller communities like First Nations with 

fewer resources at their disposal and for whom much of the past trauma is 

still very much a part of the lived experience. However, broadly speaking all 

twelve of Diamond’s factors have at least some relevance at all scales of the 

human experience. 

Factors related to the outcomes of national crisis 

Consensus that one’s nation is in crisis – Acknowledging a national 
crisis means reaching a meaningful degree of national consensus that one 
exists. 

Acceptance of national responsibility to do something – Nations 
“accept national….responsibility to take action to solve the problem…” 

Build a fence, to delineate the national problem needing to be solved -  
“Nations make selective changes in their institutions and policies by 
‘building a fence,’ to delineate instituions/policies requiring change from 
those to be preserved unchanged.” 

Getting material and financial help from other nations – The ability 
(and willingness) to receive financial and other material assistance. 

Using other nations as models of how to solve the problem(s) – 
“Nations may model their institutions and policies on those of other 
nations…” 

National identity – Corresponds to “ego strength” of an individual. For 
nations, as with individuals, possessing traits like a self-confidence and 
some idea of who they are can be critical to surviving a crisis. 

Honest national self-appraisal – Honestly assessing strengths & 
weaknesses as well as successes & failures. 
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Historical experience of previous national crises – Nations, like 
individuals, have experiences that they can learn from. 

Dealing with national failure – “Nations differ in how they deal with 
failure, and in their willingness to explore other solutions to a problem if 
the first attempted solutions fail.” 

Situation-specific national flexibility -  Nations can exhibit both 
flexibility and its opposite, rigidity, at different times and to various 
degrees. Unlike individuals, nations do not have personalities that cen be 
categorized as ‘flexible’ or ‘rigid’. Thus the qualifier “situation-specific”.  

National core values – Overlaps with national identity. However, while a 
specfic style of art or cultural practice may be part of a nation’s identity a 
core value is what will inform/motivate a particular stance. Diamond uses 
the example of the works of Shakespeare as becoming part of Britain’s 
national identity while the refusal to negotiate with Hitler following the 
invasion of Poland in 1939 as being motivated by core values. 

Freedom from geopolitical constraints – “Nations experience varying 
limitations on their freedom of choice, for reasons especially of 
geography, wealth, and military/political power.” 

Table 2. Source:  (Diamond, Upheaval: Turning Points for Nations in Crisis, 

2019, pp 38-47) 

     Geoffrey West (2017) states, “Being overly rigid and constrained means 

that there isn’t sufficient flexibility for the necessary adjustments needed to 

withstand the inevitable small shocks and perturbations to which any system 

is subjected” (p. 143). In Getting to Maybe: How the World is Changed, the 

authors echo this sentiment stating, “Complexity science embraces life as it 

is: unpredictable, emergent, evolving and adaptable – not the least bit 

machine-like.”  (Westley, Zimmerman, & Patton, 2007, p. 7). 

      While changes to the environment, particularly unpredictable and/or 

rapid changes already being experienced and anticipated as a consequence of 
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climate change, will require every community and government to 

demonstrate flexibility, Indigenous communities are both uniquely 

positioned to exhibit it as well uniquely challenged by the changes in 

question. Indigenous peoples’ long presence on the land means their history 

includes a number of past environmental changes, including changes to the 

climate. This experience is something both Indigenous peoples and the larger 

society within which they exist can draw on. (Folke, et al., 2002; King, 2004; 

Lynn, et al., 2013). 

     On the other hand, the rapidity, unpredictability, and duration of 

contemporary climate change poses a unique challenge. “Native species and 

indigenous peoples’ use of them are attuned to particular climates and 

ecosystems. Climate change will affect these balances, throwing ecosystems 

and traditional foods into disarray.”  (Lynn, et al., 2013, p. 41) In this 

scenario, the limits of resilience might be severely tested. 

      In this context, discussions of qualities like flexibility and adaptability, 

especially when discussing Indigenous peoples or other historically 

persecuted or oppressed groups, can come across as dismissive or shifting 

the responsibility for adjusting to new or challenging circumstances upon 

these groups and away from others that should be held accountable for their 

contribution to climate change and other issues (Welsh, 2014). Given our all-

too-common tendency for blame shifting and avoidance, it is essential to be 

clear what terms like flexibility do and do not mean. They do not mean that 

First Nations or other communities must give up their values or abandon 

generations of accumulated wisdom and knowledge as a means of ‘better 

adjusting’ to their circumstances.  
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     In other words, flexibility should not be used as though it is synonymous 

with assimilation or accommodation. The terms flexibility and adaptability, 

when applied to the T’Sou-ke Nation in particular or First Nations more 

generally in this thesis, are defined as the ability to find new and creative 

means of employing traditional knowledge and values to both new problems 

and opportunities arising within our rapidly changing world (Zolli & Healy, 

2012). 

3.4 Indigenous Knowledge and Values 

     What is Indigenous knowledge (IK)? What constitutes Indigenous values? 

Who gets to decide the answer to such questions? The knowledge holders 

themselves get to decide. 

     However, it is necessary to acknowledge upfront just how fraught these 

questions are within the broader society at large. The desire to nail down the 

answers has no single ideological or historical source. Individuals with 

agendas as diverse (and divergent) as developers, environmentalists, lawyers, 

and loggers have all at one time or another craved a final answer to these 

questions against which all current and future debates surrounding 

Indigenous rights, treaty negotiations, and other controversies could be 

measured. 

     According to Fikert Berkes and Mina Kislalioglu Berkes (2008), 

“Indigenous knowledge is a body of knowledge built up by a group of people 

through generations of living in close contact with nature. It is local 

knowledge held by indigenous peoples or local knowledge unique to a given 

society, including some non-indigenous ones” (p. 7). Berkes and Berkes 

(2008) add that traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) is indigenous 
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knowledge regarding ecological nature, meaning all TEK is Indigenous 

knowledge while not all Indigenous knowledge is TEK.  

       Ultimately, the desire for resolution to the question of what constitutes 

Indigenous knowledge has taken the form of an effort to maintain a clear 

separation between the so-called ‘modern world’ and the ‘premodern’. Bruce 

Braun (2002), used British Columbia’s “war in the woods” as the backdrop 

in his exploration of the perils and paradoxes of maintaining this distinction 

with the concept of “indigeneity” playing a central role. Braun writes, “The 

notion that modernity distances humanity from its sources is, of course, not 

new…On the one hand, it has been equated with enlightenment and progress; 

on the other, with denial, repression, and domination” (p. 135). 

     Unfortunately, whether we embrace the more positive view that 

modernity is effectively synonymous with “progress” or the more negative 

outlook that sees it through the lens of “denial, repression, and domination”, 

Indigenous peoples must in either case be seen as being on the “other side of 

this great divide”. It is only from there that “non-European and premoderns 

[can] appear as an index to a hidden and good nature, or the zero degree 

against which one can track the ongoing degradation of the modern West”  

(Braun, 2002, p. 135). 

       Batiste (2005) echoes Braun’s (2002) take on the problem of fixing 

Indigenous knowledge in the past and in opposition to “modern” ways of 

knowing such as science. “The question ‘What is Indigenous knowledge?’ is 

usually asked by Eurocentric scholars seeking to understand a cognitive 

system that is alien to them” (p. 1) Batiste (2005) goes on to state, 

“Eurocentric thought asserts that only Europeans can progress and that 
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Indigenous peoples are frozen in time, guided by knowledge systems that 

reinforce the past and do not look towards the future”(Ibid). 

    Braun (2002) and Batiste (2005) are drawing attention to a persistent 

problem with our discussions surrounding Indigenous peoples, a problem 

that has been felt in everything from academia and environmentalism to 

economics and the law. Our framing of questions regarding issues such as 

Indigenous knowledge and aboriginal title has, almost without exception, 

required us to start by embracing one of two mutually exclusive premises: 1) 

“premodern” existence was, as the philosopher Thomas Hobbes (1651) 

famously put it, “nasty, brutish, and short” and therefore an excellent 

baseline against which we can both qualitatively and quantitatively measure 

our “progress”, or, 2) “premodern” cultures existed in a kind of pristine 

Garden of Eden like world in a perfect or near-perfect balance with nature, in 

which case Indigeneity serves as a means of measuring how far we have 

fallen.  

      This thesis takes the position that these two premises offer us a false 

choice. In either case, we are required to conceptualize Indigenous peoples, 

cultures, and knowledge as frozen in time. Whether that time is prior to the 

passage of the British North America Act of 1867, prior to the arrival of 

Columbus in the Bahamas in 1492, or some other significant date in history 

hardly matters. There is no date on the calendar that marked the conclusion 

of Indigenous cultural development or the definitive high-water mark of the 

extent of Indigenous knowledge. Put another way, “As a concept, Indigenous 

knowledge benchmarks the limitations of Eurocentric theory - - its 

methodology, evidence, and conclusions - - reconceptualizes the resilience 

and self-reliance of Indigenous peoples, and underscores the importance of 
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their own philosophies, heritages, and educational processes.”  (Batiste, 

2005, p. 2) 

     In A Community Guide to Protecting Indigenous Knowledge prepared by 

the Canadian Government (Brascoupé & Mann, 2001, p. 3), Indigenous 

knowledge is defined as “an ancient, communal, holistic and spiritual 

knowledge that encompasses every aspect of human existence.” According 

to the guide these include “such major areas as: 

●    Agriculture and horticulture 

●    Astronomy 

●    Forestry 

●    Human health, traditional medicines and healing 

●    Knowledge of animals, fish and ecological systems 

●    Sustainable use of natural resources and the environment 

●    Traditional classification systems for living and other resources 

●    Learning systems and oral traditions 

●    Spirituality 

●    Symbols 

●    Traditional arts and culture” 
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     The Canadian Government’s 2001 guide goes on to provide a table that 

describes how “IK differs from western scientific thought”. 

FACTOR SCIENCE INDIGENOUS 

KNOWLEDGE 

How approached Compartmental Holistic 

How 

communicated 

Written Oral 

How taught Lectures, theories Observations, experience 

How explained Theory, ‘value 

free’ 

Spiritual, social values 

   Table 3 (Brascoupé & Mann, 2001, p. 4) 

    It is not clear how many of these differences between science and 

Indigenous Knowledge must be maintained according to the Canadian 

government’s 2001 guide for IK to still qualify as IK. For example, must 

Indigenous Knowledge forever be communicated orally as opposed to in 

written form, or at least mostly communicated this way? Of course, the 

opposite is also an open question when it comes to science being taught 

using “observation and experience” as opposed to “lectures and theories.”  

     Regardless, the guide itself provides space for users to “list specific 

examples” of their community’s IK, thereby transferring what was 

previously orally communicated into written form. If we take the table as an 

accurate assessment of the essential differences between science and IK, the 

more such lists are made the more science-like IK necessarily becomes. 
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     This desire on the part of governments, academics, and others to 

catalogue Indigenous knowledge is understandable, especially given so much 

of this knowledge has already been lost or is in danger of being lost in the 

near future. There is even something inevitable about it given the globalized 

and information driven world we live in. However, the data we collect and 

archive regarding Indigenous knowledge, like so many things, should come 

with a warning label. As Arun Agrawal (2002) argues, simply listing 

examples of IK in a database or citing it in scholarly papers can lead to the 

“scientisation” of the knowledge being catalogued. Agrawal “use[s] the term 

scientisation to refer to the three processes of particularisation, validation, 

and generalisation”, each of which can strip the IK in question of the context 

and meaning it holds for the culture that produced it. “Scientisation of 

indigenous knowledge helps it emerge as fact,” Agrawal concludes, thereby 

freezing it in time and effectively foreclosing future interpretations or 

application of that knowledge or other opportunities for that knowledge to 

grow as the Indigenous culture that produced it encounters new 

circumstances, challenges, and opportunities in the future  (Abram, 1996), 

(Agrawal, 2002). 

     In a July 2020 interview, writer and cultural ecologist David Abram 

provided what amounts to a critical insight into the nature of Indigenous 

knowledge or, perhaps more accurately, Indigenous ways of experiencing the 

world. Abram’s phenomenological take on what he describes as an 

interaction with the “sensuous terrain” that is the world we interact with is 

quoted at length below. 

A fallen leaf on the ground calls my attention and so I slow down to stop 

and gaze it, and so, in my experience, this leaf is not dead though it has 

been lying on the ground for days. It has its own agency, it has its own 
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power, its potency. And so it is with everything we experience, and so 

this has become very basic insight to me that our bodily senses, left to 

their own devices, are inherently animistic. That sensory perception is 

participatory, that the senses are gregarious organs that actively 

participate in the surrounding terrain and that when we speak of the 

world around us as a set of objects, or objective mechanical processes, 

we actually frustrate our senses and force our awareness to withdraw 

from our skin and from our eyes and from our ears and we climb up into 

our heads and live in a set of verbal abstractions because the human 

animal cannot help but experience the world as animate and alive 

through and through.  (Abram, The Ecology of Perception, 2020) 

     Though Abrams nowhere uses the term Indigenous knowledge here, he 

nonetheless opens the door to one possible definition of Indigenous 

knowledge as the understanding that “sensory perception is participatory, 

that our senses are gregarious organs that actively participate in the 

surrounding terrain…” What Indigenous cultures have not forgotten and are 

struggling mightily to hold onto is the knowledge of how we as animals 

living in a vital and interdependent world innately, “if left to [our] own 

devices”, interact with each other and with the rest of the world. 

      In his 1996 book, The Spell of the Sensuous, Abrams opens the door to 

the notion of IK as more phenomenological and “participatory” rather than 

abstract and categorical more explicitly. Abrams writes, “In indigenous, oral 

cultures, nature itself is articulate; it speaks. The human voice in an oral 

culture is always to some extent participant with the voices of wolves, wind, 

and waves – participant, that is, with the encompassing discourse of an 

animate earth. There is no element of the landscape that is definitively void 

of expressive resonance and power: any movement may be a gesture, any 
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sound may be a voice, a meaningful utterance.”  (Abram, The Spell of the 

Sensuous, 1996, pp 116-117) (Italics included in original) 

     Using this view of Indigenous knowledge, it cannot be readily reduced to 

a list of things this or that culture knows about the local plants and animals. 

Such a list informs us of the information Indigenous cultures came by via 

their way of being in the world, just as a list of scientific findings provides us 

with information regarding what was learned via lab experiments or other 

studies relying entirely/mostly upon the scientific method. In both cases, the 

knowledge itself is independent of the means people used to come by it. 

What the qualifiers “Indigenous” and “scientific” actually tell us is 

something about the process used and the relationship the people using it had 

to the knowledge they uncovered. 

     Indigenous knowledge, at least for purposes of this thesis, is therefore 

taken to be a way of being – our innate way of being – rather than a 

catalogue of facts about the world collected by a particular group(s). Perhaps 

it would be more accurate, given the use of the word knowledge, to say that 

what Indigenous peoples “know” or understand is the personal and collective 

benefits of encountering the world as animate, relational, and 

communicative. This knowledge does not necessarily deny the possibility of 

approaching some problems from a scientific perspective, depending upon 

the circumstances. There are, after all, many examples of Indegenous 

peoples working in the sciences. Indeed, when taken together with science 

such a way of being in and relating to the world can add considerable depth 

and insight to the scientific endeavour. However, the impact of such an 

approach to experiencing the world might have on the sciences is beyond the 

scope of this thesis. Section 4 will discuss how the way of being described 
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here as Indigenous knowledge has, together with science and technology, 

manifest itself in the governance decisions of the T’Sou-ke First Nation. 

THE T’SOU-KE PERSPECTIVE 

4.0 Introduction 

     This section is divided into three parts. The first (subsection 4.1) provides 

an overview of T’Sou-ke knowledge and values as identified by the T’Sou-

ke themselves through personal communications, news articles, and within 

other research. The second (subsection 4.2) focuses upon the current state of 

governance within the T’Sou-ke First Nation (i.e., governance structure, 

programs, land codes, and collaboration with other First Nations and 

organizations). The third (subsection 4.3) brings the first two subsections 

together in an examination of how the structural aspects of governance 

focused upon within subsection 4.2 has translated into decisions that reflect 

the T’Sou-ke knowledge and values discussed within subsection 4.1 as well 

as contemporary science and technology. 

4.1 T’Sou-ke Knowledge and Values 

     A consistent theme of virtually every personal conversation with Chief 

Gordon Planes in the months the author spent introducing himself to the 

T’Sou-ke First Nation in preparation for this thesis included references to the 

deep and abiding connection both the chief personally and the T’Sou-ke 

people have with the ocean and land that has been their home for countless 

generations. This connection informs every decision and is the guiding 

principle behind every aspiration and plan to be discussed in the pages that 

follow. 
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       In a 2019 interview conducted by the author and other members of a 

team working jointly on a course project at Royal Roads University, Chief 

Planes stated that the “animals own [the land] and we’re there to support it.” 

Later in the same interview, the chief expressed his concern that the T’Sou-

ke “Soon won’t be able to carve canoes because there will be no trees.”  

(Planes, Indigenous/CRD Relations: 2019 Royal Roads University MEM 

team project, 2019) 

     This deep emotional bond with the land and sea is echoed throughout 

interviews in which Chief Planes and others representing the T’Sou-ke First 

Nation are quoted as well as on the official T’Sou-ke website (T'Sou-ke First 

Nation, n.d.) and others created by members of the T’Sou-ke First Nation. 

For example, on her website entitled “Being T’Sou-ke”, Trena Lynn Sutton 

(2015) describes the “special way” children were taught in her family. 

“Granny Ida would bring her grandchildren down to Siaosun [second and 

largest of the two T’Sou-ke villages] to help pick the tall grass that grows at 

the beach…Granny Ida taught my mother how to dry, dye and weave with 

the tall beach grass when she was very young.” Trena Lynn Sutton’s mother 

had also learned to identify “so many of the organisms at the beach both in 

English and T’Sou-ke” from Sutton’s grandmother. “She could explain 

which organisms were safe to eat and how to catch and prepare them for a 

meal, or how to preserve for the winter months.”  (Sutton T. L., 2015) 

    It is precisely because experiences like those Sutton (2015) describes on 

her website are so central to T’Sou-ke identity that the preservation and 

stewardship of the waters and forests within their traditional territory are 

vital to the culture’s survival. Declining bio and cultural diversity are not two 

separate issues but one indivisible crisis in the eyes of the T’Sou-ke, as they 

are for so many other Indigenous people. As Chief Planes told another 
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student in an interview, “A First Nation cannot survive without a healthy 

environment. If we take care of the environment, the environment will take 

care of us.”  (Bhattacharya, 2017, p. 1) 

     As with so many First Nations on or near the coast of the Pacific 

Northwest, life for the T’Sou-ke has historically revolved around one species 

more than any other. The popular Sooke Potholes located along the Sooke 

River that runs through the heart of T’Sou-ke territory is known as “KWL-

Uchun”, which in English translates as “Spring-Salmon Place” (Wilson, 

2015). “We are the salmon people” Chief Planes told the Times Colonist in 

an interview, “and our language follows the salmon route. We are directly 

connected to the resource – it is part of our identity.” He added that the 

relationship between the T’Sou-ke First Nation is a reciprocal one, or at least 

it aims to be. “The spring salmon have taken care of us since time 

immemorial. It is time for us to return that favour – not only First Nations, 

but all of us.” (Ibid.) 

     According to the Sooke Region Museum, “Salmon weirs…were placed 

[by the T’Sou-ke] near the mouth of the Sooke River…to intercept the 

salmon on their returning journey to spawn.” Spearing and netting were also 

used, a “practice, still carried out in modern times…” Each generation 

learned these skills from parents and elders, and then passed them on in turn 

to their children and grandchildren both through example and storytelling. 

(Sooke Region Museum, 2007, p. 14) 

    Such planning is only possible if a community has built up considerable 

knowledge regarding the amount of time between salmon migrations (to say 

nothing of other plant and animal cycles upon which it will also depend in 

any given year), an awareness of the number of people that need to be 



 

42 
 

provided for, a means of preparing and storing resources for lengthy periods, 

and a strong sense of community that can sustain the level of cooperation 

necessary to pull it all off through both the good times and the bad. 

     In addition to the deep appreciation for and awareness of what the 

environment can provide and how much will be needed to sustain a village 

or tribe throughout the year, a “key concept in indigenous belief systems,” in 

the Pacific Northwest, including the T’Sou-ke, is the conviction that “waste 

is deplorable: ‘Take only what you need; never waste anything!’ is an 

instruction heard over and over again in traditional teachings…” Such a 

value “might not always ensure conservation, but it would certainly help 

remind people of the limits they must impose on their actions.”  (Turner & 

Berkes, 2006, p. 499) 

     In her final report prepared for her Being T’Sou-ke project (2015), Trena 

Sutton described the T’Sou-ke Nation as a “canoe family”. She writes, “The 

term ‘canoe family’ is still used today as a phrase signifying we paddled 

together.” Waste, greed, and ingratitude cannot persist for long, let alone 

thrive, within a community that is “paddling together.” “Canoe paddling, 

drumming, dancing, singing, weaving, harvesting seafood, growing 

traditional foods, travelling and carving” are “activities that sustain [the 

T’Sou-ke] as a Nation.”  (Sutton T., 2015) 

     Trena Sutton is speaking above specifically of the traditions and practices 

of the T’Sou-ke people. However, Chief Planes’ earlier reference to the First 

Nation’s reliance upon the trees for their canoes  (Planes, Indigenous/CRD 

Relations: 2019 Royal Roads University MEM team project, 2019) and 

relationship with the salmon for their sustenance  (Wilson, 2015) invites us 

to see an even wider relationship: one that the world of art, harvesting, 
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singing, dancing, and storytelling all provide a link to but should not be 

mistaken for. In this larger sense, the canoe family metaphor becomes a fleet 

with each canoe paddling in rhythm with the others in common purpose. 

Alternatively, the canoe itself might be seen as the world and each paddler a 

different species or community within the tribal or global family. Regardless 

which direction we choose to take the metaphor, the lesson is the same; we 

are all in this together. 

 

Figure 4. Photo by Trena Sutton (permission granted) 

4.2 T’Sou-ke Governance 

    The T’Sou-ke First Nation’s current form of government consists of an 

elected chief and council, with a number of staff and volunteers fulfilling 

various other administrative and more labour-intensive duties (T'Sou-ke First 
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Nation, n.d.). However, given the mandates imposed upon First Nations by 

the Indian Act, the same can be said for every Indigenous community in 

Canada (Joseph, 2018). 

      To begin a discussion of contemporary T’Sou-ke governance, 

government, particularly one taking a form imposed by a more powerful 

colonial government from above, is in many regards the least interesting or 

relevant place to start. Instead, the researcher begin with the tribal newsletter, 

which, with few exceptions, is published monthly and is available on the 

T’Sou-ke website for downloading in PDF format (T'Sou-ke First Nation, 

n.d.). 

     Many of the services listed within these newsletters are hardly surprising. 

Take, for example, the following list of health services found within the 

January 2019 T’Sou-ke First Nation’s newsletter: Meals on Wheels, fitness 

programs including Yoga, medical services including “Elder Wellness 

Days”, reflexology and acupuncture, and counselling services (T'Sou-ke 

First Nation, n.d.) Taken alone, there is nothing to distinguish this list of 

services from one we might find in just about any other community in 

Canada.  

     However, the January 2019 T’Sou-ke First Nation newsletter also 

includes a variety of culturally distinct activities. “Craft Nights”, which are 

generally held weekly each Wednesday evening, that month including 

“finishing off moccasins”, “making drum sticks”, “beading”, “making 

medicine pouches”, and youth activities such as colouring, drawing, knitting, 

crochetting, and sewing. “Craft Nights” are in addition to “Culture Nights”, 

which usually take place every Tuesday (T'Sou-ke First Nation, n.d.). These 

events can include drumming and dancing, presentations regarding issues 
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facing the T’Sou-ke or wider Southern Vancouver Island Indigenous 

community, or simply a communal meal and a chance for people to visit with 

one another and catch up on the events of the previous week. In addition, the 

author has attended culture nights that featured visitors from other 

Indigenous communities as far away as South America. 

 

     That T’Sou-ke governance, as seen through the pages of the First 

Nation’s monthly newsletter, should follow a pattern that is at once familiar 

to members of any community as well as include activities that are distinct 

and perhaps even unfamiliar to many is to be expected. Governance, like 

culture, is a dynamic process precisely because it involves choices (Bevir, 

2012; Braun, 2002). That a Pacific Coast First Nation in the 21st century 

offers its people Yoga as well as Indigenous crafts workshops is due to the 

fact that the menu of options through which Indigenous identity can be 

expressed has grown as the world has become more interconnected, not that 

the identity itself has been abandoned. 

      This dynamism is perhaps best described within the pages of the T’Sou-

ke Nation’s Comprehensive Community Plan (CCP) entitled “Vision in 

Progress.” The creation of the CCP involved the entire community through 

multiple meetings spanning every generation. The participants “felt strongly 

that this [the CCP] should not be a one-time process but should be 

continuous, responding to feedback from early achievements, learning 

lessons on the way and developing best practices for new processes.”  

(T'Sou-ke First Nation, 2017) 

     The T’Sou-ke First Nation’s view of planning as a “process” that 

incorporates “feedback” and “learning lessons” over time signals their 

implicit understanding that there will be mistakes made along the decision-
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making journey. This embrace of trial and error and openness to continuous 

re-evaluation is also consistent with conservation strategies such as adaptive 

management and adaptive co-management  (Berkes & Turner, Knowledge, 

2006; Folke, et al., 2002; King, 2004; Westgate, Likens, & Lindenmayer, 

2013). It is also a hallmark of resilience (Diamond, 1997; Diamond, 2013; 

Folke, et al., 2002; Meadows, 2008; Welsh, 2014;West, 2017; Zolli & Healy, 

2012). 

     Like all communities, especially in the modern highly globalized era, the 

T’Sou-ke First Nation does not exist in a vacuum. Nor does it see the aim of 

“Being T’sou-ke” (Sutton T. L., 2015) as requiring that it cut itself off from 

the rest of humanity to the greatest practical extent. As Chief Planes put it, 

“We’re Canadian but we were the first people here.”  (Planes, Personal 

communication, 2020) And so, governance, from the T’Sou-ke perspective, 

is not about separating or distancing from the rest of society in order to 

distinguish themselves but to distinguish themselves by having their history 

and values respected and considered within a Canadian context that 

recognizes the appropriation of their traditional territory without regard to 

either its spiritual or temporal significance to the people who came first. 

      Likewise, governance for the T’Sou-ke is not an exercise in denying or 

defying modernity, any more than it is for any other contemporary 

Indigenous culture in Canada. Rather, it is an attempt to hold onto values and 

knowledge developed and nourished over centuries and apply them to new 

circumstances. As indicated in Table 4 below, these values include a desire 

to “share” T’Sou-ke “knowledge, customs and cultural teachings” with other 

Canadians and others around the world as well as participate in the 

management and restoration of their traditional lands. 
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T’Sou-ke Traditional Teachings 

● We strive to create “aye squallen” (wellbeing) throughout our 
community. 

● We are the Knowledge Keepers for…our Nation. 
● We will revitalize our culture and teaching with the understanding 

that everything is Sacred. 
● We are a strong and proud nation and wish to share our knowledge, 

customs and cultural teachings. 
● We are the keepers of our land. 
● We are helping to reclaim and manage our land, air, sea and 

resources; plants and animals on land and in the sea. 
● We strive to integrate our teaching into everyday life. 

Table 7  Source:  (T'Sou-ke First Nation, 2017) 

     In January of 2006, the T’Sou-ke First Nation adopted a land code 

formalizing “land administration”, “interests and licences in land”, and 

“dispute resolution” (T'Sou-ke First Nation, 2006). The enactment of this 

was cited as major step for the T’Sou-ke Nation by Chief Planes when he 

first brought attention to it in the early stages of this case study. As the 

preamble of the land code implies, implementation of the code had far more 

meaning and significance to the T’Sou-ke than we normally attribute to such 

legal instruments: “Whereas the T’Sou-ke First Nation wishes to manage its 

lands and resources, rather than having its land and resources managed on its 

behalf under the Indian Act.” (Ibid, p. 1) 

     Another crucial step along the journey to begin reclaiming “the lands and 

resources” within their traditional territory came in 2015 when the T’Sou-ke 

Nation took over the operations of Spring Salmon Place Campground located 

within the Capital Regional District’s (CRD) 157-acre Sooke Potholes 

Regional Park. According to a news article published on the day the 

campground opened under T’Sou-ke management, “The T’Sou-ke Nation 
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will take care of campground operations, including camper registration, 

visitor services and maintenance. The regional district (CRD) is responsible 

for maintaining infrastructure such as water tanks, buildings and shelters.”  

(Wilson, 2015) 

    In April of 2016, the T’Sou-ke First Nation and CRD signed an agreement 

recognizing the T’Sou-ke Nation’s rights to enter the Leech Water Supply 

Area for “traditional use purposes”  (T'Sou-ke First Nation and Capital 

Regional District, 2016). Under the agreement, the T’Sou-ke Nation was 

provided keys to all gates restricting public access to the protected watershed 

area to allow “Hunting by traditional or contemporary methods”, “Fishing”, 

“Trapping” and the “Construction of temporary small shelters with prior 

consent of the CRD as to their location, construction and duration…” (Ibid). 

     In comments regarding the Leech Water Supply Area agreement, Chief 

Planes articulated the importance of the area to the T’Sou-ke people, stating 

“The lands that you call the Leech Watershed are in the heart of our 

territory.” Chief Planes continued, “Those smoke-house mountains are 

sacred to us, they have provided food and medicines for our people since 

time immemorial. This is one of our places our children learn the Sentocen 

language while walking the land with their elders, teaching handed down 

from our ancestors.”  (Capital Regional District First Nation Form 

Partnership for Leech Water Supply Access, 2016) 

     In 2017, the T’Sou-ke Nation and CRD followed up with another 

agreement, this time regarding the Sea to Sea Regional Park abutting the 

Leach Water Supply Area in the heart of traditional T’Sou-ke Territory. This 

agreement created a joint Parks Operations Management Committee. 

“Through this committee, decisions will be made that meet the parties’ 
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interests for conservation and use. Guiding such decisions will be the 

applications of two systems of knowledge: traditional ecological knowledge 

and western science.” In committing to an “ecosystem-based management 

approach” the parties agree to the principle that “all things are connected and 

that conservation and public safety are preeminent in operational decision-

making.”  (Capital Regional District, 2017) 

     The 2005-2020 period also saw the T’Sou-ke Nation greatly expand both 

its formal and informal participation in numerous non-governmental 

organizations. For example, in January of 2020, the T’Sou-ke First Nation 

together with the Esquimalt First Nation joined the South Island Prosperity 

Partnership (SIPP), a local economic development organization with “more 

than 50 members, including 10 local governments, three post-secondary 

institutions, more than 30 major employers and now nine First Nations.”  

(Bidal, 2020). 

     Joining with others, be they individuals or organizations, that share a 

common interest or goal, enables small communities and institutions to 

leverage the power of larger numbers to exert greater influence on the system 

as a whole. It can also be an effective means of building capacity; by pooling 

their limited resources people and groups can do things together that 

otherwise would be difficult or impossible for them to accomplish 

(Meadows, 2008). 

     In an op-ed submitted to Victoria’s Times Colonist shortly after the 

T’Sou-ke Nation joined SIPP, the organization’s director wrote “[Indigenous 

communities] pursuit of business and trade are often driven by different 

goals – goals that are more holistic and align to spirituality, the natural 

world, and the sharing of wealth.” In his view, it was because of rather than 
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in spite of this worldview that the Indigenous economy was set to take off. 

“With issues like climate change, divisive politics, and environmental 

degradation all over the world – as well as some cracks starting to show in 

Canada’s economy, it is time for a new era of progressive economic 

development.”  (Gislason, 2020). 

     In another example of leveraging the power of joining together to achieve 

common goals, in 2019 the T’Sou-ke First Nation together with the Beecher 

Bay, Esquimalt and Songhees First Nations came together to launch the 

“Multi-nation Environmental Monitoring Program” (MEMP)  (Beecher Bay, 

Esquimalt, Songhees and T'Sou-ke First Nations, 2019). Together, these four 

First Nations sent young members to receive SCUBA certification. The 

T’Sou-ke First Nation sent four youth, all of whom completed the program, 

the most of any of the First Nation’s involved  (Sxwithul'txw, 2019). 

“Representatives from each [First Nation] will be involved in identifying 

marine values important to their community… these will be used to design 

electronic surveys that will be completed underwater by SCUBA diving 

monitors using handheld devices.”  (Beecher Bay, Esquimalt, Songhees and 

T'Sou-ke First Nations, 2019). 

     The above represent just a few examples intended to indicate the overall 

direction governance has taken over the past few years on the T’Sou-ke First 

Nation. These indicate increasing assertiveness regarding the Nation’s rights 

within its traditional territory as well as proactive steps intended to increase 

economic opportunity, capacity, and an awareness of the conditions of land 

and marine resources of both cultural and spiritual significance to the T’Sou-

ke people. 
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4.3 Interweaving Traditional and Scientific Knowledge 

     Indigenous knowledge and science are sometimes seen as being 

contradictory ways of knowing. That is understandable, given the answers 

science provides can as easily be used to manufacture chemicals that pollute 

the environment as they can to enhance our environmental conservation and 

restoration efforts, cause a disease or cure one. While science itself as a 

methodology may be morally neutral, the people who use it are not and even 

those with the best of intentions are capable of error. 

     Indigenous knowledge makes no claims to objectivity or value neutrality. 

Its spiritual aspects cannot be teased apart from the uses it has been put to 

without rendering it unrecognizable as IK. However, this thesis takes the 

position that despite this quality of IK there is no inherent conflict between it 

and science. When conflict occurs it is because science is asking the wrong 

questions from an IK perspective or being used to advance ends that are 

morally and spiritually incompatible with the vision and values that are 

central to IK’s character. 

      When aligned, however, IK and science are more analogous to light’s 

ability to be seen either as a wave or a particle than they are to oil and water. 

The recently launched MEMP initiative (Beecher Bay, Esquimalt, Songhees 

and T'Sou-ke First Nations, 2019) is only the most recent instance of 

contemporary technology and monitoring techniques being combined with 

IK to better put T’Sou-ke and other local First Nation values into practice. 

Indeed, in their joint statement on the project the participating First Nations 

state explicitly that “the project will effectively integrate local Indigenous 

knowledge and values with scientific monitoring…” (Ibid). 
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     Likewise, continuously monitoring the progress of the T’Sou-ke Nation’s 

solar energy project, oyster farming operation, and green house wasabi 

farming initiative and sharing the knowledge learned with other First 

Nations, universities, communities, and NGOs has always been central to the 

T’Sou-ke vision (Bhattacharya, 2017; T'Sou-ke First Nation, 2017). 

     In a 2017 Youtube video, Eli Enns, Chief Executive Officer with the Tla-

o-qui-aht First Nation, describes how the Clean Technology Community 

Gateway has partnered up with the T’Sou-ke Centre for Sustainability in its 

effort to facilitate energy independence and sustainability in remote 

communities. According to Enns, the T’Sou-ke Centre for Sustainability 

“has a proven track record of success in renewables and comprehensive 

community planning.” Establishing the “embedded capacity” for 

communities to “do their own planning and can also have the long-term 

embedded capacity to manage the construction, operations, and maintenance 

of green assets.”  (T'Sou-ke Centre for Sustainability Housing Innovation 

Project, 2017). 

     From the T’Sou-ke perspective, partnership and knowledge sharing is 

inseparable from projects such as the solar energy project, community 

gardens, and housing innovations. As Chief Planes puts it, “We all care 

about having a good life for our children and our children not born yet. I 

think we can all agree on that, so just with those words alone, why don’t we 

get together and do that.”  (T'Sou-ke Centre for Sustainability Housing 

Innovation Project, 2017). 

     The T’Sou-ke First Nation’s chief and council members engagement with 

the broader world outside the reserve and traditional territory reflects their 

culture’s commitment to sharing knowledge in order to create a more 
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sustainable world for everyone. Some T’Sou-ke leaders have dedicated much 

of their professional lives to building capacity both within and between First 

Nations communities to facilitate practices consistent with these Nations’ 

traditional values. T’Sou-ke tribal council member Bonnie Arden, for 

example, works in First Nations Support Services for the First Nations Land 

Management Resource Centre (FNLMRC) (LAB Staff Directory, n.d.). 

     In the T’Sou-ke First Nation’s October 2020 newsletter, the previously 

discussed “Marine Team” (Beecher Bay, Esquimalt, Songhees and T'Sou-ke 

First Nations, 2019) announced that it “has started data collection for the 

Salish Sea Initiative. This initiative was co-developed between First Nations 

and Fisheries and Oceans Canada.” (T'Sou-ke First Nation, 2020) The 

Marine Liaison team also met with both the Canadian Coast Guard and US 

Coast Guard to test “spill notification protocols, information sharing between 

incident command posts, and discussion of how Indigenous and local 

community knowledge is incorporated into the response to a transboundary 

oil spill.” (Ibid) 

     In a 2019 newspaper article, Chief Planes described why this culture of 

engagement, knowledge sharing, and knowledge acquisition both within the 

community and with others outside the immediate T’Sou-ke community is so 

important from the T’Sou-ke point of view. “The beginnings of the 

municipality of Sooke happened to the settlers taking lessons from the First 

Nation. The name of Sooke was taken from our name and was one that 

recognized and respected those beginnings.” The Nation’s efforts now are an 

effort to get back to those beginnings. “We once lived sustainably taking 

only what we needed from the land and sea,” Chief Planes continues, and it 

is time to return to those “beginnings”  (Collins, 2019). 



 

54 
 

     Among the issues the T’Sou-ke Nation is working on and wishes to 

cooperate with the local community on developing solutions is “addressing 

the septic fields that leech contaminants into the water.” Chief Planes states 

that the T’Sou-ke people also “want to educate people about food security.” 

He concludes, “These things are all interrelated. We knew that centuries ago, 

and it’s a lesson we’re saying society needs to re-learn.”  (Collins, 2019) 

      None of these goals are necessarily in conflict with science, though they 

do conflict with and challenge the political and economic systems that have 

displaced and impoverished Indigenous peoples. Interconnectedness, 

sustainability, and a spiritual connection to the land are all central to T’Sou-

ke identity. Though not inconsistent with a scientific worldview they are also 

not necessary to it. It is precisely because science is ‘value neutral’ – as 

capable of being applied to facilitate the efficient clearing of a forest as to 

sustaining it – that the perspective of communities like the T’Sou-ke should 

be incorporated into local, regional, and national decision-making. Their 

combined values and knowledge provide an ethical and spiritual core that 

science lacks. 

THE CURRENT STATE AND FUTURE ASPIRATIONS 

5.0 Introduction 

   This section provides an overview of both current initiatives undertaken by 

the T’Sou-ke First Nation as well as some of the Nation’s aspirations. It also 

briefly considers how current efforts and projects are providing a foundation 

upon which the T’Sou-ke Nation can build as it moves toward achieving its 

goals. 
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5.1 Reclaiming Traditional Territory 

     The T’Sou-ke First Nation, like many others, is currently experiencing 

something of a renaissance. However, unlike the European counterpart of 

more than 500 years ago, this renaissance is built upon far greater inclusion 

and planning. 

       As was stated earlier, the T’Sou-ke are in the final stage of treaty 

negotiations (Te'Mexw Treaty Association, n.d.). An important part of this 

process is articulating traditional territory and traditional uses that have been 

minimized, ignored, or denied by Canada, British Columbia, and 

local/regional governments. (Ibid). 

       The assertion of these claims has facilitated the return of some land to 

the T’Sou-ke First Nation as well as a still small but growing role in the 

management of some portion of the Nation’s traditional lands. For example, 

in 2013, sixty hectares of land at a site known as Broom Hill was returned to 

the T’Sou-ke First Nation “as part of an incremental treaty agreement 

between the province and Te’mexw Treaty Association.” Upon completion 

of the treaty process an additional 60 hectares of land in the same area will 

also be returned to the T’Sou-ke (Lavoie, 2013). 

    As has already been discussed in earlier sections, other recent actions 

include agreements involving T’Sou-ke management of the CRD Spring 

Salmon Place Campground (T'Sou-ke First Nation, n.d.) and traditional use 

access to the region’s watershed (Capital Regional District First Nation Form 

Partnership for Leech Water Supply Access, 2016). These were not given to 

the T’Sou-ke First Nation but actively sought after by the community and its 

leaders. 
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     In a May 19, 2020, personal conversation with T’Sou-ke Chief Gordon 

Planes, the chief was explicit that the treaty process that his people had 

returned to is a means to an end. Through engagement in that process the 

T’Sou-ke “should be able to build back our reserve.”  (Planes, Personal 

communication, 2020) 

     In an unsolicited email dated October 28, 2019, Chief Planes sent as an 

attachment a 2018 report on tribal parks and conservation areas produced by 

the David Suzuki Foundation (Plotkin, 2018). The email contained only the 

attachment and no additional comments. However, Chief Planes had made 

clear in both our casual and more formal conversations alike that something 

like a T’Sou-ke Tribal Park within the Nation’s traditional territory was both 

a personal priority of his and an ambition of his people (Planes, 

Indigenous/CRD Relations: 2019 Royal Roads University MEM team 

project, 2019) (Planes, Personal communication, 2020). 

     In our May 19 phone call, Chief Planes stated explicitly his view of the 

centrality of traditional lands to the survival of Indigenous cultures in 

Canada. “To have territorial lands back is very important for cultural health”, 

according to Planes. He points out that “There’s 5% of old growth left on our 

lands and 5% of our people still speak [the] language.” To the T’Sou-ke 

people the loss of their land, degradation of its ecosystem, and the struggle to 

preserve their language are related phenomenon, not coincidental ones 

(Planes, Personal communication, 2020). 

     The David Suzuki report the Chief provided articulates a similar view of 

the link between traditional lands and culture as the one shared by Chief 

Planes. The report, entitled Tribal Parks and Indigenous Protected and 

Conserved Areas: Lessons Learned from B.C. Examples, describes 
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“Indigenous Protected and Conserved Areas (IPCAs)” as places that “aim to 

safeguard Indigenous rights – including the right to exercise free prior and 

informed consent – while also maintaining biodiversity, and securing a space 

where communities can actively practice Indigenous ways of life.”  (Plotkin, 

2018, p. 4) 

     This “aim” is one that Indigenous communities across Canada are 

increasingly able to implement. However, it is on the West Coast where the 

aspiration is most often becoming a reality. For example, up the coast from 

the T’Sou-ke First Nation in the archipelago of Haida Gwaii, the Haida 

Nation has successfully reasserted its right over its territory. In 2005, the 

Council of the Haida Nation adopted a Haida Land Use Vision (HLUV). 

This was followed two years later by a Haida Gwaii Strategic Land Use 

Agreement between the Haida Nation and the Province of British Columbia 

(Dowie, 2017). 

     Likewise, on Vancouver Island itself, the Tla-o-qui-aht First Nation has 

successfully defended Meares Island within its territory from unwanted 

development and resource extraction through the establishment of the Wah-

nah-juss Hilth’hoo’iss (Meares Island) Tribal Park  (Tla-o-qui-aht Tribal 

Park Allies, n.d.; Plotkin, 2018; Braun, 2002; Robinson, Bennett, King & 

Murray, 2012). While Wah’nah’juss Hilth’hoo’iss, like Haida Gwaii, 

benefits from its relative isolation in a thinly populated area, it nonetheless 

serves as an example of the greater sovereignty and cultural renewal a tribal 

park can provide for a First Nation willing to take that step. 

     For the T’Sou-ke First Nation, the greatest likely opportunity to establish 

a tribal park in the near term exists in the form of the current 450-hectare 

Sooke Mountain Provincial Park. Located in the heart of the Sooke Hills, this 
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park is inaccessible to all vehicular traffic. “The park is undeveloped, has no 

road access and no maintained hiking trails.”  (BC Parks, n.d.) Based on the 

researcher’s experience, the hike to Shields Lake at the northern most part of 

the park from the nearest access point takes about 3 hours at a steady but 

comfortable pace. 

 

Figure 5:  Sooke Provincial Park boundaries (Source: BC Parks, 2003) 
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     Sooke Mountain Provincial Park is an excellent candidate for a T’Sou-ke 

First Nation IPCA, not simply because it is relatively remote and difficult to 

access but also because BC Parks is open to giving up its control of the area. 

In their 2003 Purpose Statement and Zoning Plan for the plan, BC Parks 

states its intention to “Participate in the CRD planning process to develop a 

management plan for Sea-to-Sea Blue/Green belt initiative” and to “Use this 

process to investigate the opportunity to transfer the park to the CRD.”  (BC 

Parks, 2003). 

      BC Parks also recognizes in the same document that the area is within 

T’Sou-ke traditional territory and Chief Planes has indicated on numerous 

occasions via personal informal conversations the T’Sou-ke Nation’s desire 

to regain title to this area (Planes, Indigenous/CRD Relations: 2019 Royal 

Roads University MEM team project, 2019; Planes, Personal 

communication, 2020;  BC Parks, 2003). BC Parks’ willingness to cede 

jurisdiction of the park therefore represents an opportunity that may soon 

become reality through the treaty process now in its final stage. 

5.2 Capacity Building 

     Any return of traditional lands to the T’Sou-ke, as well as greater 

participation in land management within their traditional territory more 

generally, requires the capacity to effectively monitor resources, maintain 

trail and other infrastructure appropriate for the uses the T’Sou-ke Nation 

chooses to allow, and effectively regulate and police prohibited activities. 

These can be challenging responsibilities even for provincial and federal 

ministries with considerable resources at their disposal. 
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        The First Nation SCUBA dive team launched by the T’Sou-ke in 

cooperation with the Beecher Bay, Esquimalt, and Songhees First Nations  

(Beecher Bay, Esquimalt, Songhees and T'Sou-ke First Nations, 2019) 

provides one recent example of how such capacity building has taken shape 

and could continue to do so in the future. As pointed out earlier, the creation 

of this team has already provided the T’Sou-ke and neighbouring First 

Nations with a corps of trained SCUBA divers that can work collaboratively 

with federal departments such as Fisheries and Oceans Canada, thus enabling 

them to better leverage the resources these agencies bring to the table (Ibid). 

It is not difficult to imagine this team doing the same with universities and 

others for whom access to a team of trained SCUBA divers with the mission 

of monitoring the marine environment would be a huge asset. 

     This case-study accepts the premise that “The ability of Indigenous 

communities to develop the capacity to participate effectively in co-

management or assessment processes in ways that prioritize their own 

interests is significantly curtailed by government funding arrangements” 

(Bowie, 2013, p. 100). Without the resources to hire staff and purchase the 

materials needed to facilitate monitoring, infrastructure development and 

maintenance, and to run culturally appropriate educational programs such as 

culture camps it can be difficult to impossible to successfully take on 

something as ambitious as a tribal park. 

     However, in British Columbia at least, there have been some recent 

changes that could significantly improve the capacity of First Nations to 

undertake such endeavours if they so choose. In November of 2019, the 

province’s legislative assembly passed the B.C. Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples Act. This legislation “sets out a process to align B.C.’s 

laws with the UN Declaration [on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, 
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UNDRIP]. It mandates government to bring provincial laws into harmony 

with the UN Declaration.”  (B.C. Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples Act, 2019). 

     While the Province of British Columbia is still only in the early stages of 

aligning and harmonizing its laws with UNDRIP, it is nonetheless the case 

that doing so will likely have significant implications for capacity building 

within Indigenous communities. With greater opportunities for participation 

in planning and management decisions involving their traditional lands, the 

demands on First Nations’ leadership and staff will only increase. This is not 

to say BC’s recognition of UNDRIP is not welcome but only that new 

opportunities also create new challenges. 

       Fortunately, British Columbia’s provincial government is also making 

additional resources available to First Nations at the same time it is 

harmonizing its laws with UNDRIP. On September 16, 2020, the First 

Nations Gaming Commission (FNGC) acting “under the authority of the 

First Nations Leadership Council” reached an agreement with the provincial 

government that ensured an estimated $3 billion in funds would flow to BC 

First Nations over the following 23 years. This is in addition to $200 million 

received during the two-year period covered by an earlier interim agreement 

agreed to while the final agreement was being negotiated.  (BC Legislative 

Assembly, 2021), (BC First Nation Revenue Sharing LP, 2020). 

     Under the terms of the September 2020 agreement, “7% of net gaming 

revenues went to BC First Nation Communities” and “A limited partnership 

of BC First Nations has been created to receive, manage, distribute, and 

report on the funds.” The six areas for which funds may be used include: 

“Health and wellness; Infrastructure, safety, transportation and housing; 
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Economic and business development; Education, language, culture and 

training; Community development and environmental protection; Capacity-

building, fiscal management, and governance” (BC First Nation Revenue 

Sharing LP, 2020). 

     The T’Sou-ke First Nation has already aggressively pursued grants and 

business opportunities in pursuit of its goal to build its self-sufficiency and 

provide employment for its people, its earlier solar energy initiative being a 

prime example (Bhattacharya, 2017; T'Sou-ke First Nation, n.d.). The new 

source of financial resources provided through the agreement with BC and 

the FNGC will add considerably to the T’Sou-ke First Nation’s ability to 

build its capacity further in the future. 

     Just prior to the arrival of the COVID-19 pandemic, the T’Sou-ke First 

Nation was preparing to undertake a passive housing project on the reserve. 

The project is a partnership between the CleanTech Community Gateway 

(CTCG) and the T’Sou-ke First Nation’s Centre for Sustainability (CTCG, 

n.d.). Funders supporting the project include “the Real Estate Foundation of 

BC, Vancouver Foundation, and MITACS. . . The project also received 

funding from CMHCs (Canadian Housing and Mortgage Corporation) 

National Housing Strategy Solutions Lab to document the building and 

learning process so that other Indigenous communities can learn through 

their experience.”  (Hildebrand, 2020, p. 44) 

      In addition to providing sustainable and affordable housing for members 

of the T’Sou-ke Nation, the passive housing project will serve as a model for 

other First Nations. In this regard, it is very similar to the T’Sou-ke Nations 

earlier solar energy initiative (Bhattacharya, 2017; T'Sou-ke First Nation, 

n.d.). “The [passive housing] project will be led by T’Sou-ke First Nation 
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with all activities directed through the T’Sou-ke Centre for 

Sustainability. The purpose of this project is two-fold: First, we aim to 

function as an incubator for capacity building within participating 

communities, and second, we aim to test various technologies for energy 

efficient housing.” Finally, “Our goal is to place an emphasis on both social 

and technical innovation.”  (CTCG, n.d.) 

     Throughout many of the informal conversations with the Chief Planes and 

other members of the T’Sou-ke Nation had during pre-COVID visits to the 

reserve for their weekly Culture Night meals, the community’s pride in 

serving as a model or “incubator” for projects that could benefit other First 

Nations throughout the province and throughout Canada was evident. To the 

T’Sou-ke, there is clearly no conflict between helping their own community 

achieve greater wellbeing sustainably and helping others do the same. 

 

       To this end, the T’Sou-ke are always looking for additional funding and 

partnership opportunities with foundations or donors that share their vision 

for the future (Planes, Personal communication, 2020; Planes, 

Indigenous/CRD Relations: 2019 Royal Roads University MEM team 

project, 2019). Such funding will be critical in the event BC Parks eventually 

relinquishes management of Sooke Mountain Provincial Park to the T’Sou-

ke First Nation. Those lands will require some degree of maintenance, 

monitoring, and policing to ensure their long-term protection. In addition, 

funds will be needed to buy back lands within T’Sou-ke traditional territory 

that are currently in private ownership, and these too will require various 

degrees of restoration and/or investment in sustainable development. 

       However, the T’Sou-ke First Nation accepts capacity building is a 

process, not a destination. Assuming it achieves the capacity needed to 
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adequately sustain the land and marine resources within its traditional 

territory, maintaining this capacity while also enabling it to retain the 

flexibility to accommodate new circumstances in our ever-changing world 

will be an ongoing challenge that will require persistence.  

5.3 Education & Culture 

     In August of 2020, the T’Sou-ke First Nation announced its plan to 

construct a new $7.4 million 10,400-square-foot community centre. The 

centre would include space for its medical clinic and provide “classrooms to 

support the teaching of Indigenous language and culture” as well as “a 

community hall for gathering” (Kloster, 2020). 

     This new building will be a symbol of many T’Sou-ke values at once. The 

architectural drawing includes solar panels on the roof, reflecting the 

Nation’s commitment to sustainability. Its community hall signals the T’Sou-

ke understanding that a culture that does not gather together regularly to 

celebrate its successes or to deliberate its challenges will not long endure, 

especially a community of little more than 250 people. 

      Finally, in dedicating space to both a medical clinic and classrooms the 

building is emblematic of the T’Sou-ke Nation’s ongoing regard for health, 

wellbeing, and education as it strives to preserve both its unique identity and 

prepare its people to thrive in the larger world. In the words of Chief Planes, 

“The work we do today is for our children and our children not born yet, and 

we know we need to all do this together as Naut’sa Mawt (together as one)” 

(Kloster, 2020). 

     According to the most recent Report on the Status of B.C. First Nations 

Languages, “24/34 languages have a FirstVoices.com archive of their 
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language.” However, “Access to curriculum and other language resources for 

teaching remains limited for most languages” (Dunlop, Gessner, Herbert, & 

Parker, 2018, p. 5). The T’Sou-ke First Nation is represented through the 

SENĆOŦEN language First Voices page, along with other Straits Salish First 

Nations (Elliot, n.d.). In addition, T’Sou-ke members like Trena Lynn Sutton 

have done excellent work preserving T’Sou-ke stories (Sutton T. L., 2015; 

(Sutton T., 2015). 

     Among the ten B.C. communities that speak some dialect of the 

SENĆOŦEN language, only 0.2% of the 3,340 speakers documented are 

considered fluent in the language and only 1.5% are considered “semi-

speakers”. However, 15.1% are active learners participating in either one of 

the six early childhood education programs or four active adult language 

classes within the southern Vancouver Island region (First Peoples' Cultural 

Council, 2018, p. 47). The addition of the new 10,400 square foot T’Sou-ke 

Community Centre will add considerably to the local Straits Salish 

infrastructure available to facilitate expanded language and cultural programs 

and activities beyond those currently being offered. 

       One of the primary repeated themes of the T’Sou-ke Nation’s 

comprehensive community planning process was the need to revitalize 

T’Sou-ke culture (T'Sou-ke First Nation, 2017). The 2017 Vision in Progress 

report the T’Sou-ke Nation produced states that “losing culture” as one of the 

threats the First Nation faces and mentions revitalization several times, 

calling for the community to “Enable a renaissance of arts and culture 

amongst community members including language, dance, and songs.” (Ibid) 

     Culture and language “camps” are among the revitalization activities that 

tribal park and conservation areas can facilitate (Plotkin, 2018). However, it 
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is also the case that by enhancing infrastructure via the development of larger 

facilities with greater access to modern technologies and other contemporary 

resources more opportunities for cultural revitalization will become available 

to the community. With learning and community activities better able to 

continue throughout the year both outdoor and indoor programs can expand 

in scale and flexibility. In addition, a nearby fully equipped community 

centre is better situated to facilitate the participation of elders and others no 

longer able to travel great distances, a benefit which in turn will benefit the 

young who might otherwise not have a chance to hear their stories and learn 

from their experiences. 

      The T’Sou-ke Nation already has a long and active history of arts and 

culture upon which to build. Pre-Covid, a T’Sou-ke Arts Group met weekly 

each Thursday night (Tsou-ke Arts and Culture, n.d.). In addition, during the 

author’s frequent attendance at weekly culture night dinners starting in 2018 

and continuing through early 2019, drumming and dancing were regular 

occurrences. 
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Figure 6: T’Sou-ke Arts & Crafts. Permission granted.  
(Tsou-ke Arts and Culture, n.d.) 
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     With greater resources, both in the form of public funding and potential 

grants or private donations, the T’Sou-ke First Nation is well positioned to 

continue expanding educational opportunities and cultural activities that will 

enable it to maintain its unique identity well into the future. In addition, these 

new opportunities will facilitate greater interaction between the T’Sou-ke 

and the surrounding community, providing it with an even greater voice as 

together the peoples of southern Vancouver Island confront challenges such 

as climate change.  

 

6.0 DISCUSSION 

     T’Sou-ke governance is centered around four goals: “energy security, 

food security, cultural renaissance and economic self-sufficiency, all centring 

on traditional aboriginal values.”  (Gerszak, 2014; T'Sou-ke First Nation, 

2017). While contemporary issues such as the loss of territory, the decline in 

fluent speakers, the struggle to retain traditional knowledge, and the 

challenges of reconciliation have made it necessary to make these goals 

explicit they are nonetheless a natural outgrowth of the T’Sou-ke worldview. 

     Unfortunately, COVID-19 made it difficult to connect for the kind of one-

on-one recorded interviews originally envisioned for this case-study, making 

it necessary to rely heavily upon prior knowledge and discussions with 

T’Sou-ke knowledge holders. This was a limited sample. In addition, this 

study relies heavily upon newspaper articles that often refer to the T’Sou-ke 

vision for the future in vague terms or through the rather narrow lens of 

economics and politics alone. These articles, and therefore to a large extent 

this thesis, cannot adequately convey the depth of feeling or meaning the 
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land and the culture it sustains has for the T’Sou-ke people or why their 

efforts to assert their rights are so vital to their identity and survival. 

     Nonetheless, using grey literature together with prior knowledge and 

numerous personal communications it is possible to create a broad outline of 

how values and Indigenous knowledge has shaped and continues to shape the 

T’Sou-ke First Nation’s governance, as well as identify clear instances in 

which contemporary advances in science and technology are being used to 

enhance its self-sufficiency in a manner consistent with these values and 

knowledge. The most identifiable example is the T’Sou-ke Nation’s early 

adoption of solar energy to achieve a greater degree of energy independence 

in accordance with its stated value of “care about having a good life of our 

children and our children not yet born” (T'Sou-ke Centre for Sustainability 

Housing Innovation Project, 2017; T'Sou-ke First Nation, n.d.; Bhattacharya, 

2017). 

     Likewise, the T’Sou-ke First Nation forms the backbone of the “Marine 

Team” (Beecher Bay, Esquimalt, Songhees and T'Sou-ke First Nations, 

2019) local First Nations have created to monitor marine resources, 

pollution, and the impact of human sources of noise in the ocean. In training 

several of its youth as certified SCUBA divers, this effort represents not only 

a marriage between traditional values and knowledge with marine science, 

but also an example of capacity building. Through the creation of this 

“Marine Team”, the T’Sou-ke and other local Coast Salish communities 

have made themselves an invaluable asset to government and university 

partners doing research vital to the future of coastal marine environments in 

the area. 
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     New cooperative agreements between the T’Sou-ke First Nation and the 

CRD also indicate both a growing willingness and capacity to play an active 

role in the management of the Nation’s traditional territory. The restoration 

of traditional lands and the rights associated with those lands has empowered 

the T'Sou-ke to become not merely members of the local Sooke community 

and wider Indigenous community, but leaders within these larger 

communities as well. 

      However, to fully understand the implications of this T’Sou-ke 

renaissance for the First Nation and what it can teach other coastal 

communities, both Indigenous and settler alike, will require, at a minimum, 

extensive interviews with T’Sou-ke leaders, elders, and youth such as those 

participating in the recently launched “Marine Team”. While several 

informal and unscheduled conversations did take place leading up to the 

formal launch of this thesis project, only one of these included notes taken in 

real time. In all other instances, neither audio recording devices nor 

notebooks were available to record these exchanges. As alluded to earlier, 

COVID-19 and the associated lockdowns came along just a couple of weeks 

following formal ethics approval and all efforts to schedule interviews via 

telephone or video conference proved unsuccessful. 

    Therefore, this thesis represents a broad description of T’Sou-ke efforts to 

weave their values and knowledge together with modern technology and 

science rather than the kind of in-depth exploration originally envisioned. 

The author understands there is a great deal of additional information and 

insight that at best is only hinted at or can only be speculated about here. The 

T’Sou-ke First Nation’s journey incorporating both traditional knowledge 

and science into their governance decisions as they seek long-term 
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sustainability and self-sufficiency is only just beginning and is worthy of 

much additional direct research and consideration. 

      Some specific areas that may be of particular interest to future 

researchers include, but are not limited to: the process leading up to and 

possible future establishment of a tribal park; sustainability projects such as 

the passive housing development just getting underway  (T'Sou-ke Centre for 

Sustainability Housing Innovation Project, 2017); the use of culture camps 

and other outdoor (or indoor) education programs; envisioned integration of 

outdoor programs with language and cultural preservation efforts; the future 

of renewable energy within the T’Sou-ke First Nation; the role of 

cooperative management agreements with other government entities; and, 

the ongoing and planned future efforts of the “Marine Team”  (Beecher Bay, 

Esquimalt, Songhees and T'Sou-ke First Nations, 2019) and other similar 

monitoring/cooperative research efforts. 

     The exploration of each of these will require further visits to the T’Sou-ke 

First Nation as well as interviews with the leaders and other individuals 

involved in planning and implementation. For example, pre-COVID it was 

originally the intent of this researcher to follow up initial interviews with 

Chief Gordon Planes with interviews of the newly formed “Marine Team” 

participants then just completing their SCUBA certification training. Initial 

interviews with Chief Planes would provide a view of the big picture while 

interviews with the team members would provide an in-depth closer look at 

one specific example of how the First Nation’s larger vision was being 

implemented and what lessons might be learned that could be applied to 

other similar efforts in the future.  
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         Because Chief Planes initiated contact via email to share the Suzuki 

Foundation report on tribal parks and conservation areas  (Planes, Personal 

Email Communication, 2019; Plotkin, 2018), and due to the fact the idea of 

establishing a T’Sou-ke tribal park was brought up on other occasions  

(Planes, Personal communication, 2020; Planes, Indigenous/CRD Relations: 

2019 Royal Roads University MEM team project, 2019), the author has 

concluded that the establishment of such a park, likely within the existing 

Sooke Mountain Provincial Park, is a priority. However, the absence of 

interviews prevents an in-depth exploration of the challenges the T’Sou-ke 

First Nation foresees related to the establishment and subsequent 

management of such a park. As a result, the journey toward the 

establishment of a tribal park, or possibly a co-management agreement 

involving BC Parks and/or the CRD involving the lands within the current 

park boundaries, remains an opportunity for future researchers interested in 

how the T’Sou-ke are pursuing a greater role in the management and use of 

their traditional territory. 

      Finally, the T’Sou-ke First Nation’s passive housing project was only 

just getting underway when the COVID-19 pandemic struck (T'Sou-ke 

Centre for Sustainability Housing Innovation Project, 2017). To what degree 

this sustainability project is used to provide training and employment 

opportunities for members of the T’Sou-ke Nation, how the Nation intends to 

apply the knowledge acquired and sharing the information acquired with 

other indigenous and non-indigenous communities, or how much energy and 

financial savings this project will provide to the community over time remain 

unknown. It is sincerely hoped that all of these and many more topics 

relating to the T’Sou-ke people will be the focus of future research. 
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7.0 CONCLUSION 

         Indigenous knowledge and values are neither separable nor static. Like 

all ways of being in and relating to the world, they are products of processes 

with a history, a present, and a future. 

     This case-study has attempted to avoid the trap of seeing the T’Sou-ke 

First Nation’s particular contribution to Indigenous knowledge and its 

potential implications for the coastal community and broader environment in 

which it is being enacted as fixed. The word traditional in particular, when 

applied to Indigenous knowledge in general or ecological knowledge in 

particular, tempts us to accept a view of Indigenous knowledge as something 

developed in the past that Indigenous peoples bring into the present without 

being affected by changing social, political, and environmental 

circumstances. This view of Indigenous knowledge treats it like an ancient 

artifact that has survived more or less intact, needing only a little restoration 

work to make it whole again. 

      But if the T’Sou-ke people teach us anything it is surely that Indigenous 

knowledge, values, and spirituality are not merely compatible with many 

aspects of modernity but an example of how, when applied to specific 

problems, these values can put the present Nation as well as other societies 

onto a more sustainable path. In doing so, they can provide a viable means of 

improving the wellbeing of humanity as a whole by offering an alternative 

way of relating with the gifts the world freely offers. In other words, 

Indigenous cultures like the T’Sou-ke are showing us a positive alternative to 

the prevailing paradigm that can help deliver us from an era of habitat loss, 

biodiversity decline, and climate change.  
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       A New York Times article recently pointed out that a number of studies 

have shown that “Nature is healthier on the more than quarter of the world’s 

lands that Indigenous people manage on their own…” (Sengupta, Einhorn, & 

Andreoni, 2021). The article went on to state that “Indigenous-managed 

lands in Brazil, Canada and Australia have as much or more biodiversity 

than lands set aside for conservation by federal and other governments, 

researchers have found.” 

     One of the studies the New York Times article relied upon to support its 

argument for a greater Indigenous role in global conservation efforts found 

“that Indigenous Peoples manage or have tenure rights over at least ~ 38 

million km2 in 87 countries or politically distinct areas on all inhabited 

continents.” These lands intersect with “about 40% of all terrestrial protected 

areas and ecologically intact landscapes” (Garnett, et al., 2018, p. 4). 

     Garnett, et al (2018) also point out that because Indigenous people have 

lived for millennia in the areas vital to contemporary conservation efforts, 

they know the land, flora, fauna and other resources these areas contain at 

least as well if not better than the governments and officials attempting to 

protect them do. In addition, “Indigenous Peoples often express deep 

spiritual and cultural ties to their land and contend that local ecosystems 

reflect millennia of their stewardship, with Indigenous People’s lands 

representing one of the oldest forms of conservation units” (pp. 4-5). To 

exclude Indigenous people from local, regional, and national conservation 

efforts is therefore not just wrong but unwise if our goal is to preserve 

biodiversity and protect natural resources vital to our own long-term 

wellbeing. 
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      Within the T’Sou-ke First Nation’s traditional territory, more than 40% is 

already receiving some form of local or provincial protection. It includes 

lands that provide the Greater Victoria area with its water as well as 

significant portions of the CRD’s Sea-to-Sea belt of lands protected from 

development and resource extraction. In addition, it contains the Sooke 

Mountain Provincial Park.  (BC Parks, n.d.; Capital Regional District, 2017; 

Capital Regional District First Nation Form Partnership for Leech Water 

Supply Access, 2016; Government of British Columbia, n.d.; Government of 

Canada, 2013). 

     These lands receive varying degrees of attention, with the strictest 

restrictions on use existing within the CRD’s Sooke Lake Watershed, 

restrictions that are enforced in order to ensure the safety of the area’s 

drinking water supply. However, even in highly protected areas such as this a 

way forward has been found to ensure the T’Sou-ke access to their territory 

in order to engage in hunting, fishing, and other traditional activities (Capital 

Regional District First Nation Form Partnership for Leech Water Supply 

Access, 2016). 

     Recent progress aside, there are significant gaps in plant and wildlife 

monitoring and the collection of cumulative effects data that the T’Sou-ke 

are well positioned to help fill given their knowledge of and cultural/spiritual 

attachment to the area. For example, BC Parks together with the BC Parks 

Foundation has launched a citizen science project using the iNaturalist 

smartphone app and website to collect information on the plant and animal 

species inhabiting British Columbia’s more than 1000 provincial parks, 

conservancies, protected areas, and ecological reserves. Of the total of more 

than 360,000 observations this project had generated as the final draft of this 

thesis was being completed on July 30, 2021, just 278 observations had been 
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recorded within the Sooke Mountain Provincial Park at the heart of T’Sou-ke 

territory  (BC Parks Foundation & BC Parks, n.d.). 

    The involvement of First Nations in general and the T’Sou-ke First Nation 

in particular in surveys of plant and animal life within BC Parks (or other 

areas, whether officially protected or not) goes beyond simply the need to 

expand the corps of citizen scientists actively engaged in documenting 

existing species and determining population trends over time. Indigenous 

peoples can add considerable context to the results such surveys produce by 

providing stories about the various plants and animals, information regarding 

traditional uses for them, and perhaps even accounts of previous abundance 

that may shed some light on just how threatened some species have become. 

In the last case, such information could be especially important given 

ecologists and biologists often lack baseline data from which to draw 

conclusions regarding a species current status relative to the past.  

     While such information lacks the objective quantitative quality scientific 

research typically demands, it is nonetheless information relevant to the 

work of determining how much a species and/or ecosystem has been 

impacted by various changes to the environment. In the case of invasive 

species, for example, Indigenous peoples may be able to shed some light on 

when they first began to be noticed in the area and the degree to which these 

observations have increased. 

      Including Indigenous communities like the T’Sou-ke in initiatives such 

as the BC Parks iNaturalist effort provides and excellent opportunity for both 

the First Nation and government to combine raw scientific data with the 

dynamic narrative view of nature as an unfolding story that is familiar to 

most Indigenous communities around the world, providing an additional 
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means of restoring and strengthening Indigenous culture and introducing the 

wider public to an often unfamiliar but exhilarating new (from the Western 

perspective) way of relating to the world. 

      But fundamentally, the T’Sou-ke Nation faces the same challenge most 

Indigenous communities as well as many smaller non-Indigenous 

communities face: a lack of capacity. While governments from the local to 

national level have both a legal and moral obligation to take consultation 

seriously and expand the role of Indigenous peoples in management 

decisions impacting their traditional territory, the ability to take advantage of 

such opportunities, to the extent they exist, still rests upon the Indigenous 

community’s capacity to do so. 

     Most recently, T’Sou-ke governance has focused primarily upon cultural 

preservation and achieving community self-sufficiency (T'Sou-ke First 

Nation, 2017). While its solar initiative justifiably received a great deal of 

media attention for its boldness and as the largest solar project in British 

Columbia at the time (T'sou-ke First Nation, n.d.), the T’Sou-ke did not 

undertake the project to win the race to be the first or the largest, but because 

they had committed themselves to the path of sustainable development and 

greater energy independence. The solar project provided a chance to 

accomplish that goal while also creating new training and job opportunities 

for its youth that it hoped would be in demand in the future as the demand 

for solar technology outside the community grew (Bhattacharya, 2017; 

T'sou-ke First Nation, n.d.).  

     Likewise, the Spring Salmon Place campground management agreement 

with the CRD (T'Sou-ke First Nation, n.d.; Wilson, 2015) is a means of 

meeting the dual mission of playing a greater role in the management of 
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T’Sou-ke traditional territory while providing summer jobs for members of 

the community. Other projects, like the recent gas station and convenience 

store opened by the T’Sou-ke First Nation (Collins, 2019) are geared more 

toward greater economic independence and jobs alone, these types of 

economic development projects do facilitate greater overall capacity that can 

be leveraged to support cultural enhancement, land purchases, and other 

activities consistent with T’Sou-ke values. 

      All indications are that the T’Sou-ke will continue to define indigeneity 

for themselves while simultaneously embracing the most sustainable aspects 

of modernity (i.e. solar energy, passive home development, greenhouses to 

grow and sell sustainably raised products, the “Marine Team” and other 

similar monitoring and partnerships with universities and local 

governments). This is not an easy line for any Indigenous community to 

walk, but in walking it communities like the T’Sou-ke First Nation provide 

examples of how we might all live more lightly upon the earth. Having such 

examples available to us has never been more important than it is now. 

Hopefully, we are prepared to heed them. 
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ACRONYMS 

CCP …………. Comprehensive Community Plan 

CRD …………Capital Regional District (Greater Victoria, BC, Canada) 

CMHC……… Canadian Housing and Mortgage Corporation 

CTCG ………...Clean Tech Community Gateway 

FNGC ………...First Nations Gaming Commission 

HLUV ………...Haida Land Use Vision 

IK ……………. Indigenous Knowledge 

IPCA …………. Indigenous Protected and Conservation Area 

IPCC …………. Intergovernmental Panel Climate Change 

MEMP ………. Multination Environmental Monitoring Program 

SIPP …………. South Island Prosperity Partnership 

UNDRIP …United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
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GLOSSARY 

Adaptive Comanagement: “A process by which institutional arrangements 
and ecological knowledge are tested and revised in a dynamic, ongoing, self 
organized process of learning-by-doing (Folke et al., 2002, p. 20).”  (Berkes 
& Turner, 2006) 

British North America Act of 1867 (Constitution Act): Law granting 
Canada the right to form its own parliament and pass its own laws. Section 
91(24) empowers parliament to pass laws relating to “Indians, and Lands 
Reserved for Indians.”  (Joseph, 2018) 

Crown: In this context, refers to the Government of Canada, provincial 
governments, and all the lands falling within their jurisdiction under current 
law. 

Douglas Treaties: Treaties signed between First Nations of southern 
Vancouver Island and Hudson’s Bay Company on 1st of May, 1850.  (Stone, 
2017) 

First Nation: “[The] original inhabitants of the land that is now Canada, and 
were the first to encounter sustained European contact, settlement and trade.”  
(Gadacz, 2006) 

Governance: “[The] processes of governing, whether undertaken by a 
government, market, or network, whether over a family, tribe, formal or 
informal organization, or territory, and whether through laws, norms, power, 
or language.”  (Bevir, 2012) 

Indigenous Knowledge: “…a body of knowledge built up by a group of 
people through generations of living in close contact with nature. It is local 
knowledge held by indigenous peoples or local knowledge unique to a given 
society, including some non-indigenous ones.”  (Berkes & Berkes, 2008) 

Indigenous Protected and Conservation Area: Established by First Nation 
“to safeguard Indigenous rights – including the right to exercise free prior and 
informed consent – while also maintaining biodiversity, and securing a space 
where communities can actively practice Indigenous ways of life.”  (Plotkin, 
2018) 
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Indian Act (1876): Imposed current elected chief and council form of 
government upon First Nations and empowered the Canadian Government to 
take additional steps to remove Indigenous peoples from their land.  (Joseph, 
2018) 

Resilience: “…the capacity of a system, enterprise, or a person to maintain its 
core purpose and integrity in the face of dramatically changed circumstances.”  
(Zolli & Healy, 2012) 

Traditional Ecological Knowledge: The accumulated experiential 
knowledge of an Indigenous community regarding the environment within 
which they live. (Berkes & Berkes, 2008) 

Science: The systemic study of the world, including both humanity and the 
natural world.  

Social-ecological Systems: Integrated systems of people and their 
environment.  (Berkes & Turner, 2006) 
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