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FORUM: 
Media Representations of Archaeology in B.c. 

A Response to The Midden's Forum on Media Representation 

and Cultural Resource Management in British Columbia 

I
n an effort to orient my response, I would like to begin by 

noting that I am a PhD Candidate in the University of British 

Columbia's Interdisciplinary Studies Graduate Program. My cur· 

rent research addresses the issue of modem coastal change and 

maritime heritage. I have 10 years of experience in Northwest 

Coast archaeology and cultural resource management (CRM), 

studying and working on both sides of the great Salish Sea divide 

that is the U.S.lCanada border. 

It was with greal dismay thai I read The Midden's latest 
Forum comments (2011, 43[2]: 1-3) regarding the Willow's 

Beach and Qualicum Beach imbroglios. As the Archaeological 

Society of British Columbia's (ASBC) editorial staff noted there, 

the central issues at the time were who should pay for archaeo· 

logical management work and how to address potential ethical 

violations. As the three Fomm pieces highlight, the discussion 

quickly moved beyond such mundane issues of cost to more 

visceral problems with the state of archaeology and CRM today, 

and ensuing displays of racism in online newspaper comments. 

The three responses were provided by (a) the ASSC, (b) the 

British Columbia Association of Professional Archaeologists 
(BCAPA) and (c) a recent university graduate in Archaeology 

with a certificate in CRM. 
So, what did they have to say? First, and sadly, the ASBC 

really had nothing to offer, other than "supporting" the Provincial 

Government for up�olding the Heritage Conservation Act (HCA) 

and advocating for "the protection and management of cultural 

heritage" (2001: 1). In a time of such great social and environ· 

mental change, this hardly seems adequate. For the BCAPA, it 

was "especially important to note that registered Professional 

members (RPCA) of the BCAPA are required to recommend 

avoidance through project re·dcsign as the first option to miti

gate against potential adverse effects to an archaeological site" 
(20 II :2). Furthennore, they reminded us that "the HCA is in 

place to protect B.C.'s heritage, including archaeological sites, 

regardless of their location on Crown or private land." Like the 

ASBC, the BCAPA called for "greater education" and "open 

dialogue between stakeholders, ensuring that issues such as thosc 

recently experienced can be avoided." I was uplifted, however, 

by the third respondent, Nicole Slade, who astutely observed 

that it seems these controversies represent "a continuation or a 

power stnlggle that has been going on since Europeans first sel 
foot in B.C." (2011 :3). As with the others, more effort to "educate 

people" was called for. 

I will start with this observation: "Education" is not the 

answer! Resource managers have been playing this card since 

the 1970s and it no longer flies. I was born in Seattle, Washing
ton in 1971, the exact same time modem environmentalism and 

resource management emerged, and since then, and despite 40 
years of "public education" efforts, I have seen the situation in 
the Pacific Northwest (and in the world) getting much worse, 
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not beuer. The latter view is shared by virtually all social and 

environmental scientists specializing in the study of contemporary 

resource management. While education may be useful to some 

very specific ends, it is irresponsible to market it as some sort of 

panacea. It is not education that is necessarily lacking, rather the 

interest of the public in a history that is not their own--especial1y 

when that history interferes with Progress. A useful concept here 

is clllhiral cognition, which refers to "the tendency of individuals 

to form risk perceptions thai are congenial values" (Kahan et a!. 

2011:147). 

This leads to the comments by the BCAPA. Promotion of 

organizational Professionalization and State governance must be 

counter-balanced by the obsclVation that both represent concentrat

ed power, increased bureaucracy and internal policing. The bigger 

and more "Professional" the BCAPA gets, the more it wiU become 

a rigid, bloated, insular, top-down, hierarchically-stmclured orga

nization. As virtually all resource management literature shows, 

from the 1970s onwards, top-down control has been recognized 

as the core management problem-not the solution. In this way, 
the BCAPA is running counter to ongoing efforts to decentralize 

resource management and build "local," "community-based" or 

"bottom-up" resilience. There is also little evidence to suggest that 
Professionalization leads to "better management" of resources; 

there is however significant literature supporting exactly the oppo

site. BCAPA's recent move to Professionalization and fonnalized 

control (see http://www.heapa.ca)may well represent an unheallhy 
and irreversible power shift in B.C. heritage politics. 

My discontent with the issues as they are framed by theASBC 
and BCAPA emerges from my observation that many archaeolo

gists, for various reasons, seem unwilling to confront two concepts 

with which we should all be il1limarely aware. The first lesson we 
learned comes from our "Introduction to Archaeology" course: 

that is, management-be it of Ancient Mesopotamian irrigation 

systems or contemporary heritage-is all about social power and 
State control (King 2009; Smith 2004). Put another way, (State

controlled) CRM has virtually nothing to do with "preserving 

the past" and nearly everything to do with controlling access to 

"the resource." in particular, this includes transnational mega

corporations who work as proponents and advocates for the very 

developers whose interests necessitate the destruction of archaeo
logical heritage (King 2009). In B.c., and now nearly everywhere 

else, this directly facilitates the neoliberal agenda or"freeing up" 

markets (i.e., communities) for "growth and development" (i.e., 

economic "Progress"). The second lesson is that our current land 

use pmctices that impact and shape how archaeological heritage 

is "managed" are not only unsustainable; they are also an injustice 

to living people and their land. 
To proclaim that archaeologists are "saving" or "preserv· 

ing" heritage, archaeological or otherwise, in the midst of the 

most culturally and environmentally destnlctive period in human 
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history-from industrialization to globalization-is the height of 
absurdity. The "rise" of Modern British Columbia only dates to 
the 19505; as such it is hard to ignore its ideological and political 
influence on present land use, and resulting management practices. 
The ongoing commodification, scientization and bureaucratization 

of heritage (King 2009; Smith 2006), which follows perfectly 
the path laid out by W.A.C. Bennel! and his cohorts a mere sixty 
years ago, is indefensible. It must be stopped. It must be reversed. 
My conclusion is that in Modern CRM, more heritage destruction 
yields more dollars for (nearly) everyone working in the heritage 
industry_ The only losers are those whose heritage is being de
stroyed in the name of Progress-in this case, the First Nations. 

In the greatest of ironies, twenty-first century CRM is, at its 
core, about nOlhing less than global heritage destruction. By not 
addressing these ugly truths, archaeologists are merely maintaining 
(and, if we "'educate," propagating) the status quo. True heritage 
stewardship involves less concrete and steel, not more. Yet we 

continue to deceive. 
Thank you for lelling me speak, and I leave you with these 

words from 40-year heritage expert Thomas King (2009:7): 

We now have bureaucracies overseeing environmental 
impact assessment (EIA) and cultural resource manage
ment (CRM), and we have well-heeled private compa
nies doing EtA and CRM work under contract. What we 
do not have is an orderly system for actually, honestly 
considering and trying to reduce impacts on our naLural 

and cultural heritage. It's all pretty much a sham. 
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