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Foreword, Limitations, and Terms of Use 

 In September of 2014 McMurray Métis Local 1935 (McMurray Métis) retained Willow Springs 
Strategic Solutions (WSSS) Inc. to prepare a cultural-impact assessment of the proposed Teck 
Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project.  WSSS is a consultancy firm owned and operated by social 
scientists with experience working with Métis and other Indigenous communities affected by 
energy and resource projects in Canada and Latin America.  Past projects include analyses of the 
socioeconomic and cultural impacts of industrial projects, documentation, mapping, and analyses 
of traditional land use, occupancy, and knowledge in relation to energy and mining projects, 
elaboration of community-needs assessments, and evaluation of education and learning programs. 

 This report discusses McMurray Métis cultural values, practices, and artefacts in relation to the 
proposed Teck Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project.  The information presented here is based upon a 
project-specific survey and focus groups, as well as the accumulated database of McMurray 
Métis traditional land use and knowledge archived in Community Knowledge Keeper, and oral-
history interviews carried out between 2007 and 2010 under the rubric of the Mark of the Métis 
community-history project.  More information on the sources and methodology employed for 
this study is included in the methodology section.  The information and recommendations 
contained in this report are provided solely for the purposes of impact assessment for the Teck 
Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project and are not intended for use by any other party or for any other 
purposes.  The information contained herein should not be construed as to define, limit, or 
otherwise constrain the constitutional, legislative, or Aboriginal rights and interests of the 
McMurray Métis.1

 

 This report is the exclusive property of McMurray Métis Local 1935.  The report, extracts of the 
report, and/or original information from the report may not be used, reproduced, or 
disseminated by any party without written permission from McMurray Métis. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
1  The term ‘Indigenous’ will be used throughout this report as a synonym for ‘Aboriginal’, which is more common 
in the Canadian context and includes First Nations, Inuit, and Métis peoples.  The term ‘Aboriginal’ will only be 
used (a) when the author is quoting another party using the term or (b) when referring to ‘Aboriginal rights’ under 
Canadian law. 
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Introduction 

 
Teck Resources Limited (herein “the Proponent”) is proposing to construct and operate a truck-
and-shovel oil sands mine – known as the Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project (herein “the Project”) 
– located on the west side of the Athabasca River in Northeastern Alberta, north of Fort 
McMurray.  At full operational peak, the Project is expected to produce partially-deasphalted 
bitumen at a rate of 260,000 barrels per day.  In total, the Project is expected to recover 
approximately 3 billion barrels of partially deasphalted bitumen over the life of the mine.  The 
Project Development Area is located on Teck Oil Sands Leases (OSLs) in Townships 99, 100, 
101 and 102, Ranges 9, 10, and 11, west of the Fourth Meridian (W4M), approximately 110 km 
north of Fort McMurray.  The Project Development Area includes associated infrastructure, 
external tailings areas, and other facilities. 
 
The Proponent estimates oil production will begin by 2026 and the end-of-mine life will be 
reached by 2066.  The total disturbance area is estimated at 29,217 hectares, with an estimated 
4,000 workers employed during the construction phase and an additional 2,500 workers 
employed during the operation phase.  The public disclosure document for the Frontier Project 
was issued in March 2008 and Teck submitted an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) in 
September of 2011.  The environmental assessment process was subsequently referred by the 
Minister of the Environment to a Joint Review Panel. 
 
In December of 2013 and January of 2014, the Federal Review Team made a series of revised 
Supplemental Information Requests (SIRs) regarding the provision of information on traditional 
land use and the assessment of cultural impacts of the proposed Project on First Nations and 
Métis communities.  In particular, the Federal Review Team requested that the Proponent 
“provide an assessment of cultural and spiritual impacts of the Project for each potentially 
impacted Aboriginal group, including Métis.”2  In response the Proponent provided financial 
support to McMurray Métis to assist the community in designing and carrying out its own 
independent assessment of the potential cultural impacts of the Project. 
 
Cultural impact assessments are relatively new instruments that provide the opportunity for 
potentially-affected Indigenous communities to contextualize the impacts of industrial projects.  
Whereas conventional assessment methodologies tend to focus on the easily-quantifiable and 
measurable impacts of a project upon a static and decontextualized environment, cultural impact 

                                                 
2  Teck Resources Ltd. Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project, Federal Supplemental Information Request #3, December 
23, 2013, pp. 4 and 6. 
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assessments can situate projects within the wider social structures and processes that will shape 
the impacts of projects upon specific populations. 3  Because of the importance of context, 
Indigenous ownership over the assessment process is essential, from assessment scoping to the 
design and implementation of monitoring and reclamation plans.  The methodology and methods 
section below will discuss these issues in greater detail and examine how this study can fill 
important gaps in the Project EIA and provide McMurray Métis, the Proponent, and the Joint 
Review Panel a more complete base of information upon which to make decisions. 
 
This report is divided into four sections.  The first section will present the methodology and 
methods that will guide the subsequent analysis, based upon a thorough review of the scholarly 
and professional literature in the field.  This section will discuss methodological principles, 
define key terms, review data sources, and present assessment methods.  The second section will 
provide an overview of the McMurray Métis community from the second half of the nineteenth 
century until the 1960s and will provide the deeper historical context for the cultural impact 
assessment.  This section will examine the origins and the formation of a distinctive Métis way 
of life and community in and around Fort McMurray from the 1870s.  Although urbanization and 
industrialization from the 1920s transformed community and culture in important ways, the 
McMurray Métis way of life and culture were strengthened, so that by the early 1960s Fort 
McMurray remained a vibrant Métis community. 
 
The third section will assess the potential impacts of the Project and determine their significance 
to the McMurray Métis community.  Impact assessment will be organized by Métis 
Environmental and Cultural Components (MECCs), which were selected and defined through 
discussions with the Project Steering Committee and focus-group participants. The following 
MECCs will guide the assessment of impacts: 
 

• Traditional Land Use 
• Family and Community 
• Values and Spirituality 
• Identity 
• Autonomy and Self-Determination 

 
Each MECC is conceptualized as part of an interconnected web of material, psychological, and 
sociopolitical spaces that comprise McMurray Métis culture.  These Métis spaces in turn depend 
upon the existence of physical places in which McMurray Métis cultural spaces are constructed 
                                                 
3  O’Faircheallaigh, Ciaran, “Social Impact Assessment and Indigenous Social Development,” in Frank Vanclay and 
Ana Maria Esteves (eds.), New Directions in Social Impact Assessment (Northampton: Edward Elgar, 2011), p. 138. 
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and reproduced.  The fourth and final section will provide the report recommendations in support 
of dialogue and negotiations between McMurray Métis and the Proponent and the decision-
making process of the Joint Review Panel. 
 

Methodology and Methods4 
 
Assessment methodology is a crucial field of inquiry and debate within the impact-assessment 
community.  Unfortunately, the term ‘methodology’ is often confused with ‘methods’ in impact 
assessment, with the former generally used and the latter generally meant.  But the terms are not 
synonymous.  Methodology means, literally, the theory and study of methods.  ‘Methodology’ 
refers to the analysis of the assumptions and logic that underpin and frame the methods we 
employ, whereas ‘methods’ refers more narrowly to the techniques and tools of inquiry.  The 
confusion is particularly relevant in the assessment of impacts on Indigenous peoples, because 
methodology strikes at the nexus of knowledge and power.  How concepts are defined and what 
methods are deployed shape and restrict powerfully what is assessed and how.5 
 
The methodology section of an impact assessment should address foundational questions, such 
as what is being studied and how, what kind of information is being collected, why, and how will 
it be used, and what methods are to be utilized and why.  The EIA submitted by the Proponent 
largely avoids the confusion between methodology and methods (Volume III is appropriately 
titled “EIA Methods”), but it does so by frequently excluding methodological considerations, 
particularly in relation to the traditional land use and socio-cultural impacts to Indigenous 
communities.  Because the Proponent’s assessment fails to make clear the assumptions that guide 
its analysis of impacts on Indigenous communities, the manner in which these shape the 
assessment and its conclusions remains obscured. 
 

Methodological Principles 
 
The design and implementation of assessment mechanisms for industrial projects affecting 
Indigenous peoples is a complex and contentious issue, given the distinct value, knowledge, and 

                                                 
4  Discussions of the impact assessment and mitigation measures consider only the EIA submitted by the Proponent 
as part of its Integrated Application.  For reasons of time and resources, this report does not consider responses 
provided by the Proponent to SIRs or the Project Update submitted in June of 2015.  All discussions of the impact-
assessment and mitigation measures proposed by the Proponent carry that proviso. 
5  See Howitt, Richard, 2011, “Theoretical Foundations,” in Frank Vanclay and Ana Maria Esteves (eds.), New 
Directions in Social Impact Assessment, Northampton: Edward Elgar, pp. 78-95. 



WSSS Inc. 
McMurray Métis Cultural Impact Assessment – Teck Frontier Project 

4 

 

 

livelihood systems at work, the pervasive power asymmetries between Indigenous communities 
and project proponents, and the legacy of political and socio-economic marginalization of 
Indigenous peoples in Canada.  Divergent cultural values, forms of knowledge, and power 
resources are in turn reproduced in deficient assessment methodologies.  Because cultural-impact 
assessments are fairly new and undefined tools, they provide an excellent opportunity to engage 
the kinds of methodological debates that are generally avoided in impact assessments. The 
methodology section of this report is structured around six best-practices-methodological 
principles identified from the literature on socio-cultural impact assessment (Indigenous 
participation and knowledge, interdependence and cumulativeness, sustainability, uncertainty 
and precaution, and equity) that will guide both the identification of gaps and deficiencies in the 
Proponent’s EIA and the assessment of potential cultural impacts of the Project to the McMurray 
Métis community.6 
 
Indigenous Participation and Knowledge 
 
At the heart of the question of Indigenous participation is the basic methodological disjuncture 
between the technical and scientific values and language of the conventional assessment 
framework and the values and knowledge systems of Indigenous communities.  Different 
understandings of the place of the individual, the roles of family and community in the 
reproduction of culture and identity, and the meaning and value of the environment, among 
others, have made it difficult to account for project-specific benefits and costs in a way that is 
acceptable to all parties.  Because of this basic methodological disconnect, conventional, 
proponent-driven assessment protocols tend to underrepresent Indigenous perspectives and 
underestimate potential impacts to Indigenous communities, even when proponents engage in 
sincere and committed consultation. 
 
The methodological marginalization of Indigenous perspectives and impacts takes place in at 
least two ways.  The first is the exclusion of Indigenous perspectives and knowledge from the 
assessment process.  One example of exclusion is the definition of ‘impacted communities’.  The 
Project EIA states that “Aboriginal consultation efforts have been focused on those groups that 

                                                 
6   Mackenzie Valley Review Board, Status Report and Information Circular: Developing Cultural Impact 
Assessment Guidelines, Yellowknife: Mackenzie Valley Review Board, 2009; Vanclay, Frank, “International 
Principles for Social Impact Assessment,” Impact Assessment and Project Appraisal 21(1), 2003, pp. 5-11; Esteves, 
Ana Maria, Daniel Franks, and Frank Vanclay, “Social Impact Assessment: The State of the Art,” Impact 
Assessment and Project Appraisal 30(1), 2012, pp. 34-42; O’Faircheallaigh, Ciaran, “Effectiveness in Social Impact 
Assessment: Aboriginal Peoples and Resource Development in Australia,” Impact Assessment and Project 
Appraisal 27(2), 2009, pp. 95-110; Canadian Environmental Assessment Agency, Reference Guide: Considering 
Aboriginal Traditional Knowledge in Environmental Assessments, Ottawa: CEAA, 2012; Vanclay and Esteves, 
“Current Issues,”, pp. 3-19. 
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were most likely to be directly affected or interested in the Frontier Project.”7  The McMurray 
Métis were not afforded the highest-degree of consultation and no criteria by which such 
decisions were made was provided.  As a result of their ‘second-tier’ status, no McMurray Métis 
traditional land use data, socioeconomic and cultural information, or Traditional Knowledge 
(TK) were included in the Proponent’s EIA, despite the fact that the project takes places in what 
the McMurray Métis consider to be their traditional territory.8  The precautionary principle (see 
below) suggests the net for highest-degree-consultation should be cast wider at an early stage, to 
produce the most robust assessment and mitigation of impacts possible. 
 
Another mechanism for the exclusion of Indigenous perspectives and knowledge is the unspoken 
assumptions of Euro-Canadian values and the superiority of Western-scientific knowledge.  
These assumptions result in the implicit downgrading of Indigenous values and knowledge.  For 
instance, the Terms-of-Reference (ToR) for the Project EIA require “a description of how 
traditional ecological knowledge was gathered and incorporated into the assessment, project 
design and mitigation.”9  The Proponent contends this information is provided in Volume II, 
Section 13 and Volume VIII, Section 6.4 of its EIA.  The first section, however, contains only a 
definition of traditional knowledge, several commitments to fund Traditional Land Use (TLU) 
studies in the future, and references to several studies, with little in the way of actual discussion 
of TK and no discussion of McMurray Métis TK.10  The only reference to TK in the second 
section is an observation that traditional land use and knowledge information related to the Métis 
is less readily available.11 
 
The general lack of McMurray Métis and Indigenous TK in the Project EIA stands in contrast to 
the growing scholarly literature that contends Indigenous perspectives and knowledge “be given 
the same consideration as scientific knowledge in evaluating potential effects of a proposed 
project”, in order to address power imbalances and maximize project benefits while minimizing 

                                                 
7  Teck Resources Ltd. and SilverBirch Energy, Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project: Integrated Application, 2012, p. 
17-7. 
8  See Clark, Timothy David, Dermot O’Connor, and Peter Fortna, Fort McMurray: Historic and Contemporary 
Métis Community, submitted to ML 1935, 2014.  The Frontier project similarly lies within a 160km radius of Fort 
McMurray, which would be the recognized harvesting area of the McMurray Métis under the Government of 
Alberta’s Métis harvesting policy.  Although the Government of Alberta does not presently recognize Fort 
McMurray as a historic and contemporary Métis community for the purposes of harvesting rights, the McMurray 
Métis strongly oppose this position. 
9  Teck Resources Ltd., Integrated Application, Volume I, 1A-45. 
10  There are many terms used to describe the knowledge of Indigenous peoples, including ‘Traditional Knowledge’, 
‘Traditional Ecological Knowledge’, ‘Indigenous Traditional Knowledge’, and ‘Aboriginal Traditional Knowledge’.  
These terms are sometimes used interchangeably and sometimes not.  For the purposes of simplification, 
consistency, and clarify, this report will use the term ‘Traditional Knowledge’, as defined on page 18. 
11  Teck Resources Ltd., Integrated Application, Volume 2, Section XIII and Volume VI, p. 6-15. 
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harm.12  Although there are important challenges to the integration of Western-scientific and 
Indigenous forms of knowledge,13 cutting-edge scholarship and impact assessment protocols are 
paving the way for a more considered and profound integration of TK and impact assessment.14  
A commitment to the collection and incorporation of Indigenous perspectives and knowledge 
into the assessment process does more than create spaces for alternative views; it represents the 
genuine sharing of power and the mutual construction of knowledge. 
 
The relative absence of McMurray Métis and Indigenous perspectives and knowledge is further 
evidenced in the discussions of reclamation and culture.  The ToR requires a discussion of 
“Aboriginal views on meaningful reclamation and how these were incorporated into the 
reclamation plan,” which the Proponent claims can be found in Volume VIII, Sections 6.5 and 
6.6. 15   These sections, however, contain no such discussion beyond several mentions that 
potentially-impacted Indigenous communities will be consulted at various stages of the 
reclamation process.16  Similarly, there is no mention of McMurray Métis culture and virtually 
no discussion of culture at all, beyond the observation that traditional land use is intimately 
related to culture and identity.  These absences were despite the ToR requirement to discuss 
“ongoing impacts to traditional lands and culture.”17  The baseline study of traditional land use 

                                                 
12  Elmar Plate, Malcolm Foy, and Rick Krehbiel, Best Practices for First Nation Involvement in Environmental 
Assessment Reviews of Development Projects in British Columbia, Vancouver: New Relationship Trust, 2009.  See 
also Partidario, Maria Rosario ‘Knowledge Brokerage: Potential for Increased Capacities and Shared Power in 
Impact Assessment’, Environmental Impact Assessment Review 39, 2013, pp. 26-36; Graben, Sari M. ‘Writing the 
Rules of Socioeconomic Impact Assessment: Adaptation Through Participation’ Comparative Research in Law and 
Political Economy Research Paper Series No. 23, Toronto: Osgoode Hall Law School, 2010; Paci, Chris, Ann 
Tobin, and Peter Robb, ‘Reconsidering the Canadian Environmental Impact Assessment Act: A Place for 
Traditional Environmental Knowledge’, Environmental Impact Assessment Review 22, 2002, pp. 111-127; 
O’Faircheallaigh, Ciaran, ‘Making Social Impact Assessment Count: A Negotiation-Based Approach for Indigenous 
Peoples’, Society and Natural Resources 12, 1999, pp. 63; and Natcher, David C., “Land Use Research and the Duty 
to Consult: A Misrepresentation of the Aboriginal Landscape,” Land Use Policy 18 (2001), pp. 113-122. 
13  See Usher, Peter J., “Traditional Ecological Knowledge in Environmental Assessment and Management,” Arctic 
53, no. 2 (2000), pp. 183-193. 
14  Dubé, Monique, Julie E. Wilson, and Jon Waterhouse, “Accumulated State Assessment of the Yukon River 
Watershed: Part II – Quantitative Effects-Based Analysis Integrating Western Science and Traditional Ecological 
Knowledge,” Integrated Environmental Assessment and Management 9(3), 2013, pp. 439-455; Fraser, Dylan et al., 
“Integrating Traditional and Evolutionary Knowledge in Biodiversity Conservation: A Population Level Case 
Study,” Ecology and Society 11(2), 2006, pp. 1-20; Drew, J.A., “Use of Traditional Ecological Knowledge in 
Marine Conservation,” Conservation Biology 19, 2005, pp. 1286-1293; Burkes, Fikret, J. Colding, and C. Folke, 
“Rediscovery of Traditional Ecological Knowledge as Adaptive Management,” Ecological Applications 10, 2000, 
pp. 1251-1262; Prober, Suzanne M., Michael H. O’Connor, and Fiona J. Walsh, “Australian Aboriginal Peoples’ 
Seasonal Knowledge: A Potential Basis for Shared Understanding in Environmental Management,” Ecology and 
Society 16(2), 2011, pp. 1-16; Spoon, Jeremy, “Quantitative, Qualitative, and Collaborative Methods: Approaching 
Indigenous Ecological Knowledge Heterogeneity,” Ecology and Society 19(3), 2014, pp. 1-9. 
15  Teck Resources Ltd., Integrated Application, Volume I, p. 1A-44. 
16  Teck Resources Ltd., Integrated Application, Volume VIII, Section VI. 
17  Teck Resources Ltd., Integrated Application, Volume I, p. 1A-44 and p. 16-12. 
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makes only one mention of culture, in reference to a study of the Athabasca River.18  Even more 
noteworthy, the assessment of impacts to traditional land use employs the term ‘culture’ only 
once, ironically in a summary of the ToR, where the Proponent is instructed to provide an 
analysis of impacts to culture.19 
 
Finally, McMurray Métis and Indigenous perspectives are lacking in the assessment of the 
socioeconomic and political impacts of the project.  The Socio-Economic Impact Assessment 
(SEIA) carried out by the Proponent contained no McMurray-Métis specific socioeconomic 
information and the secondary literature cited contained few sources related to Indigenous 
communities.20    As a result, there is no analysis of socioeconomic impacts upon the McMurray 
Métis.  Project impacts on housing and social services were carried out for Fort McMurray 
without attempt to parse the differential impacts upon the McMurray Métis population.  Nor was 
there an assessment of the impacts of the project upon the governance capacity of the McMurray 
Métis, despite the evidence that impacts to Indigenous governance structures is a critical 
component in industrial-project impacts and assessment.21 
 
The second way in which potential impacts to Indigenous people are underestimated is via the 
transformation of Indigenous knowledge, as a complex system of learning, understanding, and 
meaning, into informational ‘facts’ that can be assimilated into the value structure of the 
assessment framework. 22   One common means by which Indigenous knowledge is 
decontextualized and transformed is via the definition of key questions, terms, and practices.  For 
instance, the Project EIA identifies two key questions that will guide its assessment of impacts 
on traditional land use: (1) “could the Frontier Project affect traditional land uses?” and (2) 
“could the Frontier Project in combination with other developments cumulatively affect the 
potential for traditional land uses?”23  Posed in this way, the questions narrow the assessment 
scope to whether and not how the Project will impact traditional land use and its interconnected 
                                                 
18  Teck Resources Ltd., Integrated Application, Volume II, p. 13-28. 
19  Teck Resources Ltd., Integrated Application, Volume VIII, p. 6-2. 
20  Teck Resources Ltd., Integrated Application, Volume I, 16-101 to 16-104. 
21  Booth, Annie L. and Norman W. Skelton, ‘Improving First Nations’ Participation in Environmental Assessment 
Processes: Recommendations from the Field’, Impact Assessment and Project Appraisal 29(1), 2011, pp. 49-58; 
Booth, Annie L. and Norman W. Skelton, ‘Industry and Government Perspectives on First Nations’ Participation in 
the British Columbia Environmental Assessment Process’, Environmental Impact Assessment Review 31, 2011, pp. 
216-225. 
22  One can think of the distinction in the following terms: whereas information consists of ‘facts’, while knowledge 
consists of a complex system of learning and understanding rooted in historical patterns of interpretation and 
behaviour that give meaning to the world.  See Turner, Nancy J., Anne Marshall, Judith C. Thompson, Robin June 
Hood, Cameron Hill, and Eva-Ann Hill, “Ebb and Flow: Transmitting Environmental Knowledge in a 
Contemporary Aboriginal Community,” in Making and Moving Knowledge: Interdisciplinary and Community-
Based Research in a World on the Edge, edited by John Sutton Lutz and Barbara Neis, Montreal and Kingston: 
McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2008, pp. 45-63. 
23  Teck Resources Ltd., Integrated Application, Volume VIII, p. 6-5. 
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web of values and knowledge, cultural meaning and identity, and family and community 
relations. 24  The questions decontextualize traditional land use from its wider sociocultural 
context, which facilitates its integration into the assessment framework in narrowly quantitative 
terms, for instance as a percentage of available land lost.25 
 
The Proponent’s EIA deploys a similarly narrow definition of traditional knowledge: “traditional 
knowledge refers to Aboriginal knowledge and understanding of the [traditional land use] 
activities.”26  Beyond its circularity, the definition of traditional knowledge provided by the 
Proponent is far more restrictive than those found in the scholarly and professional literature.  
For example, the Canadian Environmental Assessment Agency (CEAA) defines Aboriginal 
Traditional Knowledge (ATK) as follows: 
 

ATK is a body of knowledge built up by a group of people through generations 
of living in close contact with nature.  ATK is cumulative and dynamic.  It 
builds upon the historic experiences of a people and adapts to social, economic, 
environmental, spiritual and political change.  While those involved in EA will 
likely be most interested in traditional knowledge about the environment (or 
traditional ecological knowledge), it must be understood to form a part of a 
larger body of knowledge which encompasses knowledge about cultural, 
environmental, economic, political and spiritual inter-relationships.27 

 
By restricting traditional knowledge to knowledge of specific traditional-land-use activities,28 the 
Proponent’s EIA in effect precludes an assessment of impacts to TK beyond impacts to 
traditional land use.  And in fact, the impact-assessment chapter upon “Peoples and Places” 
contains no discussion of impacts to traditional knowledge, beyond the inclusion in the appendix 
of a traditional land use study carried out by the Fort McKay Sustainability Department and the 
Integrated Ecology Group.  Its weak integration is unfortunate because the integration of TK is 
associated with improved prediction of impacts, better understanding of local sensitivities and 

                                                 
24  Scholarship on the subject suggests traditional land use should be understood as a central axis around which 
cultural identity, family, and community are reproduced.  See Brody, Hugh, Maps and Dreams: Indians and the 
British Columbia Frontier (Vancouver: Douglas and McIntyre, 1981); Niezen, Ronald, ‘Power and Dignity: The 
Social Consequences of Hydro-Electric Development for the James Bay Cree’, Canadian Review of Sociology and 
Anthropology 30(4), 1993. 
25  Teck Resources Ltd., Integrated Application, Volume VIII, p. 6-24. 
26  Teck Resources Ltd., Integrated Application, Volume VIII, p. 6-1. 
27  Canadian Environmental Assessment Agency, Reference Guide Considering Aboriginal Traditional Knowledge 
in Environmental Assessments Conducted Under the Canadian Environmental Assessment Act, 2012 (Ottawa: 
CEAA, 2015), p. 1. 
28  Teck Resources Ltd., Integrated Application, Volume III, p. 6-11.  
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resiliencies, a wider range and improved quality of evidence, and measures that better avoid and 
mitigate impacts.29 
 
Interdependence and Cumulativeness 
 
The importance of Indigenous participation, knowledge, and values in the assessment of the 
impacts of industrial projects underscores the importance of the principles of interdependence 
and cumulativeness.  Like for many Indigenous peoples,30 McMurray Métis culture consists of 
and exists within an array of interdependent environmental, cultural, socioeconomic, and 
political components and changes rooted in the deep past and extending into the distant future.  
Focus-group participants spoke regularly of the inseparability of culture, environment, and 
economy, and of the need to consider the assessment of project impacts over a longer time 
horizon. 31   One McMurray Métis businessman explained the relationship between culture, 
economy, and environment in his description of the training he provides to employees: 
 
 So part of her employment is, I asked her, I said, ‘At least once a week, I need you 
 to do research on…I want you do learn about your culture.’ So part of her 
 workload was to learn about her culture so she understood that.  Because I think, 
 especially in a situation like this, and for her own well-being, the more she 
 understood about who she was, what her background was and what – her life, 
 and hopefully her children down the road…And so,  you know, it goes to what 
 we’re saying, seven generations down being prepared, you know, passing that 
 along, so that [job training] becomes so much more.32 
 
The interdependence of the environment, culture, economy, and politics stands in stark contrast 
to the ‘silo’ model of conventional assessment methodologies.  The typical environmental impact 
assessment fails to account adequately for the cascading and combined impacts across disciplines 
and environmental components.33  The Proponent’s EIA is no exception, with few meaningful 
linkages between the biophysical sciences and sociocultural impacts, for instance between 
impacts to moose habitat and effects on cultural identity and family relations. 
 

                                                 
29   Ehrlich, Alan, M. Haefele, and C. Hubert, “Incorporating TK Into EIA”, presentation at the International 
Association for Impact Assessment (IAIA) Annual Conference, 2011, pp. 1-10. 
30  Brody, Maps and Dreams, p. 253. 
31   The interconnectedness of the distinctive components of Métis identity and culture has been documented 
elsewhere.  See Macdougall, Brenda, One in the Family: Métis Culture in Nineteenth-Century Northwestern 
Saskatchewan (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2010). 
32  TFCIA-FG2-P31. 
33  Noble, Bram, Cumulative Environmental Effects and the Tyranny of Small Decisions: Towards Meaningful 
Cumulative Effects Assessment and Management (Prince George: Natural Resources and Environmental Studies 
Institute, 2010). 
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Because of these interdependencies, cumulative effects are one of the main concerns raised by 
Indigenous groups affected by industrial and energy projects.  McMurray Métis community 
members repeatedly stressed the need to assess each individual project within the cumulative 
effects of more than five decades of oil sands development. 34   One community member 
expressed his frustration at the project-by-project approach taken by regulators and proponents: 
 
 It’s the only argument that’s on the table.  They said they would be our stewards 
 of the lands.  They haven’t lived up to that.  That’s the argument.  You know, we 
 can fight all day, we can fight about, you know, sorry, this company, that 
 company, but the more we divide up the argument, the more chances they have to 
 win, because you’re dividing your resources.  There’s a reason they say the old 
 adage, “divide and conquer”, because it’s effective.35 
 
The importance of cumulativeness to impact assessment is supported by scholars and regulators.  
As Peter Duinker observed, “Cumulative effects are the only real effects worth assessing in most 
EIAs.”36  The Canadian Environmental Assessment Agency (CEAA) concurs, writing in its 
practitioner guide that “CEA [Cumulative Effects Assessment] is environmental assessment as it 
should always have been: an Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) done well.”37   
 
Conventional impact assessments tend to underestimate impacts on Indigenous peoples because 
their methodologies bias the process in favour of short-term, isolated, and easily-quantifiable 
impacts at the expense of longer term, interdependent, and qualitative effects.38  For instance, the 
ecological and sociocultural impacts of a particular project may appear to be minor.  Ecological 
and sociocultural impacts, however, are not restricted to discrete valued components and project-
specific boundaries and timetables.  Rather, environmental and sociocultural transformations 
take place along cumulative and intergenerational timelines.  As a result, assessment procedures 
– including cumulative assessments – that begin from project-specific or limited-temporal 
horizons distort baseline data and minimize the apparent impacts of any one particular project.39 
 

                                                 
34  Elmar Plate, Malcolm Foy, and Rick Krehbiel, Best Practices for First Nation Involvement in Environmental 
Assessment Reviews of Development Projects in British Columbia, Vancouver: New Relationship Trust, 2009, p. 35. 
35  TFCIA-FG2-P18. 
36   Peter N. Duinker, “The Impotence of Cumulative Effects Assessment in Canada: Ailments and Ideas for 
Redeployment,” Environmental Management 37 (2), 2006, p. 157. 
37  Hegmann, G. et al., Cumulative Effects Practitioners’ Guide (Ottawa: Canadian Environmental Assessment 
Agency, 1999), p. 3.  
38   This is certainly true of the assessment of oil-sands projects: “Project-by-project assessment of oil sands 
development was found to downplay the cumulative nature of social effects.”  See Robert James Early, “Disconnect: 
Assessing and Managing the Social Effects of Development in the Athabasca Oil Sands,” unpublished MES thesis, 
University of Waterloo, 2003, p. iv. 
39  Amelia Clarke, Report to the Hearings of the Keeyask Generation Project, Winnipeg: Manitoba Wildlands, 2013. 
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To its merit, the Proponent’s EIA does integrate cumulative effects into each valued component, 
rather than presenting cumulative effects as a separate chapter.  The robustness of the 
Cumulative-Effects Assessment (CEA), however, is restricted by its project-centricity and 
temporal horizons.  The beginning point of the CEA is the proposed Project and its specific 
impacts, which are then examined in concert with those of other concurrent and future projects.  
A CEA is best conceived, however, at the level of the affected ecological and sociocultural 
space, and how the project contributes to its broader evolution over time, in conjunction with 
other past, present, and future projects.40  Put in other terms, what matters is less the scale of the 
project and its impacts in relation to other current and future projects, but rather the scale of the 
issues at hand in the affected space.41 
 
The project-centricity of the CEA in turn produces an insufficient temporal scope.  The Project 
EIA states that “The purpose of the traditional land use (TLU) baseline study is to determine how 
the area around the Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project (Frontier Project) is used for traditional land 
uses by First Nations and Métis groups, and whether any traditional uses might be affected by 
the Frontier Project.”42  By treating the baseline as a static point from which Project effects can 
be measured instead of a historical and dynamic space within which the scope and significance 
of project impacts will be determined, the Project EIA restricts how previous impacts are 
considered.43  Such deficiencies are evident in the historical-overview of the SEIA that contains 
one paragraph on traditional land use, five sentences on the wage economy, and one paragraph 
on Indigenous communities between the 1960s and 1980s.44  There is no attempt to integrate 
historical transformations systematically into a dynamic baseline. 
 
It should be noted that there is a tension between cumulativeness as an assessment principle and 
project-specific impact assessment.45  By grounding the analysis in the receiving environment 
and its main valued components, however, a great deal of this awkwardness can be remedied.  
Nor does the integration of cumulativeness as a core methodological principle for project-
specific assessments mean that one company be held responsible for all prior, present, and future 
                                                 
40  Franks, David M., David Brereton, and Chris J. Moran, “Cumulative Social Impacts,” in Frank Vanclay and Ana 
Maria Esteves (eds.), New Directions in Social Impact Assessment (Northampton: Edward Elgar, 2011), p. 202. 
41  Ehrlich, Alan, “Cumulative Cultural Effects and Reasonably Foreseeable Future Developments in the Upper 
Thelon Basin, Canada,” Impact Assessment and Project Appraisal 28, no. 4 (2010), p. 7. 
42  Teck Resources Ltd., Integrated Application, Volume II, p. 13-1. 
43  This subsequently allows the Proponent to introduce a cumulative assessment in the Regional Study Area (RSA) 
that is limited to a quantitative analysis of the percentage of territory disturbed, which completely decontextualizes 
traditional land use and knowledge. 
44  Teck Resources Ltd., Integrated Application, Volume I, p. 16-12 and 16-13. 
45  Peter N. Duinker, “Cumulative Effects Assessment: What’s the Big Deal?” in A.J. Kennedy (ed.) Cumulative 
Effects Assessment in Canada: From Concept to Practice (Calgary: Alberta Society of Professional Biologists, 
1994), pp. 11-24; Gunn, Jill and Bram F. Noble, “Conceptual and Methodological Challenges to Integrating SEA 
and Cumulative Effects Assessment,” Environmental Impact Assessment Review 31 (2011), pp. 154-160. 
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impacts.  What it does mean is that proponents utilize CEAs to gauge more meaningfully the 
context and significance of proposed projects and potential project impacts.  In the context of a 
strong and vibrant cultural community, the impact of one project might be minor; in the context 
of a culturally-vulnerable community where community-defined thresholds have been exceeded, 
the impact of one project might take on a much greater significance.  Companies cannot be 
expected to be held responsible for all change, but robust cumulative assessments can help to 
ensure industrial projects make net positive contributions to sustainable Indigenous communities 
and cultures. 
 
Sustainability 
 
The principle of cumulativeness is inseparable from sustainability.  After all, what is the point of 
a cumulative assessment if not to determine the impacts of a particular project on the long-term 
sustainability of socioecological spaces?  The Proponent’s EIA is replete with references to 
ecological sustainability, but there is a marked absence of consideration for socioeconomic and 
cultural sustainability.  The lack of attention to cultural sustainability is unfortunate, given that 
(1) cultural diversity is being lost at perhaps an even faster rate than ecological diversity, (2) the 
impairment of the mechanisms for intergenerational knowledge transfer within Indigenous 
populations is a major source of cultural erosion, and (3) cultural resilience is itself a driver of 
sustainability and sustainable development.46 
 
The literature on sustainability in impact assessment has identified seven basic principles: 
integrity, sufficiency and opportunity, equity, efficiency, democracy and civility, precaution, and 
immediate and long-term integration.47  For our purposes here, the key principle is integrity, 
which focusses on the resilience and dynamic integrity of sociocultural systems that are 
embedded within wider socioeconomic and ecological spaces.  The definition and criteria of 
sustainability, then, are inseparable from the determination of impact significance.48  The key 
questions for our purposes here are (1) is McMurray Métis culture sustainable under present 

                                                 
46  Turner et al., “Ebb and Flow,” p. 45; UNESCO, Culture: A Driver and Enabler of Sustainable Development, 
Paris: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 2012.  
47   Gibson, Robert B., Specification of Sustainability-Based Environmental Assessment Decision Criteria and 
Implications for Determining ‘Significance’ in Environmental Assessment, 2001, submitted to the Canadian 
Environmental Assessment Agency.  Available at: http://publications.gc.ca/site/eng/241764/publication.html; 
Gibson, Robert B. et al., Sustainability Assessment: Criteria and Processes, London: Earthscan, 2005; Lamorgese, 
Lydia and Davide Geneletti, “Sustainability Principles in Strategic Environmental Assessment: A Framework for 
Analysis and Examples from Italian Urban Planning,” Environmental Impact Assessment Review 42 (2013), pp. 116-
126.  Although there are dominant definitions and principles, significant areas of methodological debate.  See Bond, 
Alan J. and Angus Morrison-Saunders, “Re-evaluating Sustainability Assessment: Aligning the Vision and the 
Practice,” Environmental Impact Assessment Review 31, no. 1 (2011), pp. 1-7. 
48  Gibson, Specification of Sustainability-Based Environmental Assessment, p. 35. 



WSSS Inc. 
McMurray Métis Cultural Impact Assessment – Teck Frontier Project 

13 

 

 

conditions and trajectories, and (2) how will the Project contribute to the sustainability of 
McMurray Métis culture? 
 
If we think about sustainability on a scale49 from the low-end of compliance and mitigation, i.e., 
doing less harm, to the high-end of maximizing net positive outcomes, projects are assessed in a 
different light.  Sustainability requires that impact assessment move towards a more 
comprehensive consideration of whether the project contributes to the development of 
sustainable Indigenous communities.  The responsibility of project proponents to minimize and 
mitigate harm and contribute more actively to sustainable communities is emerging as an 
internationally-accepted principle and norm of corporate behaviour.50  The Project EIA proposes 
important measures for higher-end sustainability, such as commitments to Indigenous 
employment, contracting, and cultural programming, but there are no firm commitments. 
 
Uncertainty and Precaution 
 
Uncertainty and forecasting error are inevitable in environmental and socioeconomic impact 
assessments.  The relevant question, then, is not simply how do we minimize uncertainty and 
error but how can impact assessment, mitigation, and accommodation procedures be adjusted to 
account for uncertainty?  The Proponent’s EIA recognizes uncertainty in its effects assessment 
on traditional land use, labelling its confidence in predicted impacts as ‘moderate’.51  In addition, 
the Project EIA assumed that all traditional uses and culturally-important areas in the Project 
Assessment Area (PAA) would be inaccessible during project construction and operations.52  
Although such steps help to reduce the uncertainty of impact prediction, they do not integrate 
fully the precautionary principle as a mechanism to reduce negative impacts. 
 
Given their numerous methodological blind spots, the mixed record of impact assessments for 
industrial projects should come as no surprise.53  As a result of this legacy, the precautionary 
principle is now widely institutionalized in international, national, and customary law, including 

                                                 
49   Clarke, Amelia and Allan Taylor, Report to the Hearings of the Keeyask Generation Project, Topic: 
Sustainability and Sustainable Development, 2013, submitted to the Clean Environment Commission Hearings on 
the Keeyask Generation Project.  Available at: http://www.cecmanitoba.ca/resource/hearings/39/MWL-
008%20Sustainability%20and%20Sustainable%20Devt%20Report.%20A.Clarke.pdf, p. 16. 
50   See for instance the United Nations Global Compact and the report of the Special Representative of the 
Secretary-General on the Issue of Human Rights and Transnational Corporations and Other Business Enterprises, 
John Ruggie, titled Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights: Implementing the United Nations ‘Protect, 
Respect and Remedy’ Framework. 
51  Teck Resources Ltd., Integrated Application, Volume VIII, p. 6-44. 
52  Teck Resources Ltd., Integrated Application, Volume VIII, p. 6-21 and 6-22. 
53  World Commission on Dams (WCD), Dams and Development, p. xxxi. 
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in the Canadian Environmental Assessment Act, 2012.54  From the local-community perspective, 
the main benefit of the precautionary principle is to lower the threshold required to trigger 
negotiations concerning measures to prevent or mitigate negative effects.  As such, the 
precautionary principle involves and empowers greater numbers of stakeholders and legitimizes 
project negotiations and implementation, as well as clarifies risk for investors and communities 
at the beginning, contributing to the minimization of negative impacts and the maximization of 
positive benefits for affected communities.55  The precautionary principle is integrated into the 
assessment framework of this report via the general principle that where uncertainty and 
information gaps are significant, impact assessment and recommendations should tend towards 
over-estimation of impacts and over-mitigation rather than the opposite. 
 
Equity 
 
The principle of equity, or the examination of the balance between and distribution of benefits 
and costs, is a crucial and yet generally overlooked component of impact assessment.  The 
Proponent’s assessment is no exception.  In fact, there is only one reference to ‘equity’ in the 
chapters assessing impacts to human populations, related to the protection of home equity.56 
There are three axes along which the equity impacts of a project can be examined: 
 

• Global benefits versus costs, or the balance-sheet approach, which asks whether 
the positive impacts of a project outweigh the negative impacts; 

• The distribution of benefits and costs within affected communities or groups, in 
order to determine how many would realize net gains and losses, as well as gauge 
the impact of a project on local economic development, social cohesiveness, and 
community governance; 

• The distribution of benefits and costs between affected communities or groups, 
whether in spatial, identity, or inter-generational terms.57 
 

The Project EIA does recognize the potentially-inequitable distribution of costs and benefits 
between the study area and other parts of the country and within the study area.  For assessment 

                                                 
54   Government of Canada, Canadian Environmental Assessment Act, 2012.  Retrieved from http://laws-
lois.justice.gc.ca/PDF/C-15.21.pdf. 
55  Steve Maguire and Amelia Clarke, ‘Business and the Precautionary Principle: From Divergent Perspectives to an 
Integrated Framework’, Paper presented at the 11th International Conference of Greening of Industry Network, San 
Francisco, October 12-15, 2003. 
56  Teck Resources Ltd., Integrated Application, Volume I, p. 16-82. 
57  William Adams, The Social Impacts of Large Dams: Equity and Distributional Issues, Cape Town: Secretariat of 
the World Commission on Dams, 2000, pp. xi-xii.  
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purposes, however, the EIA focusses on the first level and declares the project a ‘net benefit’ to 
the study area, Alberta, and Canada.58 
 
The problem with this balance-sheet approach is that it fails to assess the distribution of costs and 
benefits within and between communities, and in particular for vulnerable groups.59  Because its 
assessment is restricted to the level of the study area, the Proponent’s EIA fails to examine 
equity impacts within and between communities.  The EIA makes no significant attempt to parse 
the balance of positive and negative impacts of the project to the McMurray Métis.  This is 
despite the fact that the Proponent’s EIA recognizes the reality of distributional inequity.  Nor 
does the Proponent’s EIA examine what the intra-community impacts of the project might be for 
the McMurray Métis.  Will the project ameliorate or exacerbate inequities in income distribution 
within the community?  How will project costs and benefits be distributed among community 
members by gender or age? 
 
The Proponent’s EIA similarly fails to account for the differential impact of the project between 
affected communities.  The McMurray Métis were excluded from the highest level of 
consultation, despite their historic and contemporary connections to Fort McMurray and the 
lands north along the Athabasca River.60  The absence of the McMurray Métis continued into the 
Project EIA, where no McMurray Métis traditional land use or socio-economic data were 
presented.  In fact, the chapter on health mentions the term ‘Métis’ only twice: once in the 
summary of the ToR request to include an assessment of the cumulative health effects to Métis 
receptors and again in a clarification that the information on Aboriginal food-consumption 
patterns include the Métis.61  The absence of the McMurray Métis in turn manifests itself in the 
mitigation and compensation measures proposed: the Proponent proposes to “enter into bilateral 
agreements with First Nations whose traditional land uses are directly affected by the project.”62  
There is no explanation for why the McMurray Métis and other Métis communities were 
excluded from this commitment. 
 
Finally, gender represents an emerging field in the assessment of project impacts.63  Women and 
men play different roles at the household and community levels, which means they are unevenly 

                                                 
58  Teck Resources Ltd., Integrated Application, Volume I, p. 16-99. 
59  Loo, Tina, “Disturbing the Peace: Environmental Change and the Scales of Justice on a Northern River,” 
Environmental History 12, no. 4 (2007), pp. 895-919; WCD, Dams and Development, p. xxxi. 
60  See Clark et al., Fort McMurray: Historic and Contemporary Rights-Bearing Métis Community. 
61  Teck Resources Ltd., Integrated Application, Volume VII, pp. 2-2 and 2B1-38. 
62  Teck Resources Ltd., Integrated Application, Volume I, p. 16-91. 
63  Hill, Christina and Kelly Newell, Women, Communities, and Mining: The Gender Impacts of Mining and the 
Role of Gender Impact Assessment (Carlton: Oxfam Australia, 2009); Mishra, Prajna Paramita and M. Gopinath 
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positioned to take advantage of opportunities and cope with the risks.64  Gender blindness in the 
impact-assessment process can limit the efficacy of the analysis and result in unexpected, 
negative outcomes.  To provide but one example, conventional statistical analyses of labour-
force participation consider only monetized activities as constituting participation in the 
‘workforce’.  And yet, much female labour takes places outside of the formal economy, in the 
reproductive sphere. Without a proper understanding of the full range of female roles and 
responsibilities, then, otherwise well-meaning policies, such as those to increase female 
employment in the oil sands, can have significant negative impacts on other aspects of family 
and community life.65  The socioeconomic assessment submitted by the Proponent, however, 
mentions the term ‘gender’ only once, in a sentence on the determinants of health status, and 
there is no analysis of gendered impacts.66 

 

Key Definitions and Terms 
 
The definition of culture and the determination of cultural impacts are complex undertakings.  
Because of its status as a ‘meta’ or integrative concept in social life (E.B. Tylor’s “complex 
whole”67), culture is constantly at risk of being defined either so restrictively that it fails to 
capture the centrality of culture to human societies or so expansively that it robs the concept of 
analytical precision and utility.  In his classic text, Kluckhohn expressed the problem when he 
defined culture more than ten ways, from a “set of standardized orientations to recurrent 
problems” and “a mechanism for the normative regulation of behaviour” to “the social legacy the 
individual acquires from his group” and “a way of thinking, feeling, and believing.”68 
 
The definition of culture utilized in this study is that provided by the Mackenzie Valley Review 
Board (MVRB):  “culture is a way of life, a system of knowledge, belief, values and behaviours 
passed down through each generation.” 69  Cultural systems in turn consist of tangible and 

                                                                                                                                                             
Reddy, Gender Mainstreaming in Mining: Experiences Across Countries (Begumpet: Centre for Economic and 
Social Studies, 2012).  
64  Kuntala, Lahiri-Dutt and Nesar Ahmad, “Considering Gender in Social Impact Assessment,” in Frank Vanclay 
and Ana Maria Esteves (eds.), New Directions in Social Impact Assessment (Northampton: Edward Elgar, 2011), pp. 
117-137. 
65  Kuntala, Lahiri-Dutt and Nesar Ahmad, “Considering Gender in Social Impact Assessment,” in Frank Vanclay 
and Ana Maria Esteves (eds.), New Directions in Social Impact Assessment (Northampton: Edward Elgar, 2011), pp. 
118-120. 
66  Teck Resources Ltd., Integrated Application, Volume I, p. 16-70. 
67  Tylor, Edward B., Primitive Culture: Researches Into The Development of Mythology, Philosophy, Religion, Art, 
and Custom, Volume 1 (London: John Murray, 1871), p. 1. 
68  Kluckhohn, Clyde, Mirror for Man (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1963), Chapter 1. 
69   Mackenzie Valley Review Board, Status Report and Information Circular: Developing Cultural Impact 
Assessment Guidelines (Yellowknife: Mackenzie Valley Review Board, 2009), p. 6. 
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intangible components.  Tangible cultural components are those most traditionally considered in 
the assessment of cultural impacts, such as gravesites and archaeological sites.  To be meaningful 
to Indigenous peoples, however, the assessment of cultural impacts must go beyond ‘stones and 
bones’ to consider the intangible components of culture, where one can often find the most 
significant effects.70  As Geertz observed, it is through the symbolic character of culture (its 
intangible components), through culture as a web of meaning and significance, that one can 
begin to understand a people, their knowledge and attitudes, their patterns of behaviour, their 
values and priorities. 71  The intangible components of culture include things like language, 
spiritual beliefs, values, kinship relations, and relationships to the land. 
 
This more integrated and holistic definition of culture shapes how other concepts are defined, 
particularly Traditional Land Use (TLU) and Traditional Knowledge (TK).72  Although there are 
numerous names for the use and occupancy of land and other resources by Indigenous peoples, 
this report will use the term ‘Traditional Land Use’.  For the purposes of this study, TLU 
encompasses all activities related to living on and from the land, including the utilization of 
resources for subsistence, spiritual, and sociocultural purposes, occupancy of spaces and places, 
and movement across land and water.  In addition, TLU comprises the knowledge and cultural 
norms and practices associated with the harvesting, processing, and consumption of traditional 
resources, from the cultural and spiritual significance of particular places to norms of sharing and 
reciprocity and processes of identity formation. 
 
It is important to emphasize that for traditional land use, ‘current’ use refers to sites that were 
used within living memory by community members who are still alive, while ‘historic’ 
occupancy refers to land use by deceased ancestors.73  Collectively-held harvesting rights and 
connections to particular places are not eliminated simply because those sites are not presently 
occupied for traditional purposes, whether as a result of reduced access, declining natural 
productivity, or the emergence of alternative time demands, such as wage labour.  The presence 
of mines and tailing ponds and the monetary demands of urban life, while potentially reducing 
                                                 
70  Ehrlich, “Cumulative Cultural Effects”, pp. 1-8. 
71  See Geertz, Clifford, The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays (New York: Basic Books, 1973), pp. 3-51. 
72  The customary use of the adjective ‘traditional’ to describe Indigenous land use and knowledge can produce 
confusion for those who mistakenly infer from this that Indigenous cultural practices are static.  The adjective 
‘traditional’, however, does not signify something in the past but rather the transmission of practices over time.  As 
such, ‘traditional’ land use and knowledge are by definition dynamic and current.  The adoption of new technology 
for the harvesting of resources, for instance, does not make the activity and its significance any less ‘traditional’ (all 
traditions change and adapt) or alter its status as a protected right.  See Tobias, Terry N., Living Proof: The Essential 
Data-Collection Guide for Indigenous Use-and-Occupancy Map Surveys, Vancouver: Ecotrust Canada / Union of 
British Columbia Indian Chiefs, 2009, p. 33; Berger, Thomas R., Northern Frontier, Northern Homeland: The 
Report of the Mackenzie Valley Pipeline Inquiry: Volume 1 (Ottawa: Ministry of Indian Affairs and Northern 
Development, 1977), p. 111.  
73  Tobias, Living Proof, p. 440.  
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access to and opportunities for traditional land use, do not abolish the collectively-held 
Aboriginal rights or destroy the significance of those sites for the people who remember living 
and engaging in traditional activities there and / or who intend to use sites in the future. 
 
Traditional land use transcends subsistence or recreational resource use because its practices 
connect the material to the ideational realm of cultural norms, identity formation and spirituality, 
and family and community reproduction.  The loss of areas for traditional land use, therefore, 
implies a loss much greater than access to resources for subsistence purposes: it represents a 
threat to the web of cultural norms, spiritual values, sense of self, place, and purpose, and 
knowledge that are invariably embedded within the physical act of land use and the connections 
between Indigenous peoples and their traditional territories.  Traditional land use spans and 
connects Indigenous peoples across generations by means of practices infused with cultural 
meaning.  It is not simply a ‘job’ or ‘recreation’ that can be replaced by wage labour or 
television; it represents an axis around which Indigenous culture, identity, families, and 
communities are reproduced.74 
 
Related to but distinct from TLU is Traditional Knowledge (TK).  As with TLU, there are many 
terms used to describe the accumulated knowledge held by Indigenous peoples.  The term used 
here is ‘Traditional Knowledge’ and the definition is the same as the CEAA definition of ATK: 
 
 …a body of knowledge built up by a group of people through generations of 
 living in close contact with nature.  ATK is cumulative and dynamic.  It builds 
 upon the historic experiences of a people and adapts to social, economic, 
 environmental, spiritual and  political change.  While those involved in EA will 
 likely be most interested in traditional knowledge about the environment (or 
 traditional ecological knowledge), it must be understood to form a part of a 
 larger body of knowledge which encompasses knowledge about cultural, 
 environmental, economic, political and spiritual inter-relationships.75   
 
TK is rooted in the fundamental relationship between Indigenous peoples and their traditional 
territories, but it extends beyond knowledge of traditional land use practices into other aspects of 
social life.  TK accordingly covers areas from knowledge of harvesting practices and the 
behaviour of different species to knowledge of history, values, and socioeconomic organization.  
TK can be undermined by a variety of transformations, both dramatic and subtle, from shifts in 
                                                 
74  It should be noted that while TLU represents an important cultural pillar for many Indigenous peoples, culture 
cannot be reduced to traditional land use and the assessment of cultural impacts cannot be limited to impacts on 
traditional use. 
75  Canadian Environmental Assessment Agency, Reference Guide Considering Aboriginal Traditional Knowledge 
in Environmental Assessments Conducted Under the Canadian Environmental Assessment Act, 2012 (Ottawa: 
CEAA, 2015), p. 1. 
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the socialization and educational environment and changes in value systems to delayed 
transmission mechanisms, particularly vis-à-vis learning from childhood, and reduced time spent 
on the land.76 
 

Project Design and Data 
 
Because conventional assessment methodologies are designed and implemented by proponents in 
response to the demands of regulators and culture is intensely personal and socially-rooted, 
Indigenous control over cultural impact assessments is central.  This project began with the 
identification of ten community members who would comprise the Steering Committee, which 
served as the central body for project planning, supervision, and execution.  Members of the 
committee were selected by McMurray Métis staff to reflect the diversity of the community 
(trappers, elders, youth, and women, among others).  The Steering Committee met at the 
beginning of the project in October of 2014 and every month until completion of the draft report 
in June of 2015.  Committee members contributed to and approved of all components of the 
study, from project and survey design to the selection of valued components, the organization 
and facilitation of focus groups, and the review of preliminary findings and the final report. 
 
The data presented in this report draws from three main sources.  The first was a two-page 
survey distributed to community members.  The survey consisted of 28 questions related to 
demographic profile, traditional land use, concerns regarding oil-sands development, and 
community priorities.  The final page provided space for respondents to leave additional 
comments.  These comments are references as (TFCIA-SV#) when incorporated into the text.  
Surveys were distributed by regular and electronic mail in March of 2015 to all registered 
members of McMurray Métis community.  94 completed surveys (approximately 1/3 of the 
McMurray Métis Local 1935 membership) were received by April 30, 2015, the cut-off date for 
the return of completed surveys. 
 
Of the 94 survey respondents, 56.4 percent were male and 43.6 percent were female.  This 
distribution is almost identical to that of the Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo (RMWB), 
where 57 percent of the population is male and 43 percent is female.77  The average age of all 
respondents was 44.6 years, significantly higher than the RMWB-average age of 32.  Part of the 
explanation for this difference is the fact that many of out-of-town workers in the oil sands do 

                                                 
76  See Turner et al., “Ebb and Flow,” pp. 46-52. 
77  All data presented in this section is drawn from the project survey and the 2012 Municipal Census for the 
Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo, which is available online at: http://www.rmwb.ca/Assets/Corporate/ 
Census+Reports/Census+reports+Part+1.pdf. 
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not retire in the region.  The average age of male respondents, 46.8 years, was slightly higher 
than that recorded by females, 41.8 years, while the age variance between the oldest (74 years) 
and youngest (19 years) was 55 years. 
 
The distribution of educational attainment for survey respondents, in comparison to the RMWB, 
is presented in Figure 1. 
 

 
 
62.7 percent of survey respondents had completed some form of post-secondary education, 
whether trade, college, or university, while only 37.3 percent had a completed high-school 
education or less.  Compared to the RMWB, there are several interesting results.  On the one 
hand, the McMurray Métis are more than twice as likely to have less than a high-school 
education and less than half as likely to have completed a university degree.  On the other hand, 
the McMurray Métis are 23 percent more likely to hold a trade certificate or a college diploma, 
which ought to bode well in a region where 43% of wage and salaried work is concentrated in 
the resource and construction industries and 33 percent of the population is occupied in trades 
and related positions.78 
 
The breakdown of survey respondents by employment status, however, suggests significant 
obstacles to the full integration of the McMurray Métis population into the regional and 

                                                 
78  Figures on employment by industry and occupation drawn from the 2006 Census of Canada, available at: 
http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2006/dp-pd/prof/92-591/details/page.cfm?Lang=E&Geo1= 
CSD&Code1=4816037&Geo2=PR&Code2=48&Data=Count&SearchText=Wood%20Buffalo&SearchType=Begin
s&SearchPR=01&B1=All&GeoLevel=PR&GeoCode=4816037. 
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resource-based labour force.  At the level of survey respondents, 75.9 percent of respondents 
were employed, whether as full or part-time employees or self-employed.79 
 

 
 
This figure is below the 82.7 percent of the RMWB that is employed.  The divergences between 
the McMurray Métis and the RMWB population become more pronounced when employment 
status is separated by category.  A member of the McMurray Métis community is 33 percent less 
likely to be employed full-time and more than twice as likely to be employed part-time. 
 

 
 
The situation facing Métis women was particularly unfavourable, with only 29% employed full-
time and 71% employed part-time.  These figures are well below not only those of McMurray 

                                                 
79  “NL and Unable” refers to not looking for or unable to works. 

49.4 

11.2 
15.3 14.1 12.9 10.6 

73.4 

5.2 4.1 7.3 6.7 3.3 
0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

Full-Time Part-Tme Self-Employed Unemployed NL or Unable Retired

Figure 2 – Employment Status by Population (%) 

McMurray Métis RMWB

29 

56 59 

85 

71 

44 41 

15 

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

Métis Women Métis Men RMWB Women RMWB Men

Figure 3 – Employment Status by Population (%)  

Full Time Part Time



WSSS Inc. 
McMurray Métis Cultural Impact Assessment – Teck Frontier Project 

22 

 

 

Métis men but also of women at the regional level, 59% of whom were employed full-time, 
compared to only 41% who were employed part-time.  The rate of self-employment for the 
McMurray Métis population is more than three times that of the RMWB.  Although reliable data 
is not available, it is possible that the higher self-employment figures are indicative of people 
using small businesses as a means of compensating for weak labour-market integration, given the 
positive relationship between economic recessions and self-employment.80 
 
The unemployment rate for the McMurray Métis was 14.1 percent.  When combined with the 
31.8 percent who were employed but considered themselves to be under-employed, 44.9 percent 
of the McMurray Métis community was either un- or underemployed.  Given the concentration 
of Métis women in part-time employment, it is likely that the bulk of the underemployed 
population is female.  In comparative perspective, the unemployment rate and the population 
either not looking for work or unable to work were 93 percent higher for the McMurray Métis 
than in the RMWB.  The percentage of McMurray Métis retirees was more than triple the 
regional average, which likely reflects the larger percentage of the McMurray Métis community 
that was born in Fort McMurray and its environs. 
 
The second data source was a series of six focus groups carried out in March and April of 2015.  
The focus groups and their participants were selected by the Steering Committee and organized 
by demographic and socioeconomic categories (elders, two with traditional land users, business 
owners, youth, and women).  Focus groups consisted of between five and ten participants and 
were facilitated by two members of the WSSS team and at least one member of the steering 
committee.  The format was semi-structured with questions organized around the meaning of 
culture, the definition of MECCs, and project-specific and cumulative cultural impacts.  Data or 
information from the focus groups is cited in this report as (TFCIA-FG#-P#). 
 
The third source is the interview data from the Mark of the Métis, a multi-phase, participatory-
action research and heritage project initiated by McMurray Métis in 2007 to collect members’ 
oral histories, document and map traditional land use patterns and practices, identify the impacts 
of local industrialization on the Métis community, and collect archival and historical information 
about the Métis in northeastern Alberta.  105 interviews with community Elders, local historians, 
leaders, and land users, including hunters, trappers, berry pickers, and other TK holders were 
conducted between 2007 and 2011.  Interview data was digitized and archived into a searchable 
database.  For each interview conducted, the full transcript, audio recording, map, and coded set 

                                                 
80   See LaRochelle-Coté, Sébastian and Jason Gilmore, “Canada’s Employment Downturn,” Perspectives 
(December 2009), p. 8. 
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of notes were uploaded, indexed, and stored.  Data or information from these interviews is cited 
in this report as (MOTM-#-P#). 
 

Assessment Methods 
 
The discussion of assessment methods is divided into four sections: temporal and spatial 
boundaries, cultural stressors and pathways of impact, residual effects characterization, and 
significance of project impacts. 
 
Temporal and Spatial Boundaries 
 
The definition of temporal boundaries is a central and yet contentious component of the impact 
assessment process.  The temporal scope of any study shapes powerfully the impacts to be 
considered and observed.  The Proponent’s EIA restricts the temporal boundaries of its impact 
assessment from current projects to those in the foreseeable future, with predevelopment 
conditions examined as a ‘snapshot’.81  This exclusion of the impacts of past projects from the 
cumulative assessment stands in contrast to CEAA guidelines, which state that “Cumulative 
effects are changes to the environment that are caused by an action in combination with other 
past, present and future human actions.”82 
 
For the purposes of this report, the temporal boundaries are defined to cover all past, present, 
planned, and foreseeable projects and impacts, in line with best practices for cumulative 
assessments.  Although restrictions of time and money limited the amount of data that could be 
gathered, this report hopes to make a contribution to understanding cumulative impacts upon the 
McMurray Métis.  Spatial boundaries are similarly central to what is assessed and what impacts 
are found.  This report will refer to the Traditional Land Use Local Study Area (TLU LSA) and 
the Traditional Land Use Regional Study Area (TLU RSA) provided in the Project EIA.  Beyond 
land use, the remaining valued components do not require formal study areas. 
 
Cultural Stressors and Pathways of Impact 
 
Incremental and cumulative impacts to MECCs will be examined by means of cultural stressors 
and pathways of impact.  Cultural stressors can originate from within or beyond the geographical 
and sociocultural space of the community and can be induced by a range of factors from 

                                                 
81  Teck Resources Ltd., Integrated Application, Volume III, p. 1-12. 
82  Hegmann et al., Cumulative Effects Assessment, p. 3.  Italics added by author. 
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governmental policy (e.g., trapline regulations) and demographic shifts (e.g., urbanization) to 
economic and technological change (e.g., industrialization and wage labour).  As will be 
discussed in the section on the Métis history of Fort McMurray, cultural stressors and 
transformation predated the 1960s.  It is the large-scale exploitation of oil-sands reserves, 
however, that has been the primary driver of socioeconomic and cultural transformation over the 
past five decades.  Oil-sands related cultural stressors consist of a wide range of direct and 
indirect mechanisms, from loss of access to land and contamination to increases in the non-
Indigenous population and wage employment. 
 
Cultural stressors work through impact pathways.  The assessment of project impacts will trace 
impact pathways via the identification and explication of the mechanisms through which cultural 
stressors exert impacts to valued components.  Impact-pathway analysis provides a useful tool 
through which to examine the relationship between impacts across complex systems.83  Impact-
pathway analysis can analyse how multiple stressors impact valued components via multiple 
mechanisms.  For the purposes of this report, there are three main kinds of impact pathways: 
 

• Direct pathways refer to the immediate effects of a project upon a cultural system 
(e.g., the loss of land within the project footprint). 
 

• Cascading pathways refer to the indirect or secondary effects that result from the 
reverberations of direct impacts within an interdependent cultural system (e.g., the 
loss of land for traditional use carries with it cascading effects into other 
components of the cultural system, such as intergenerational relations, knowledge 
transmission, and identity and belonging). 
 

• Feedback pathways refer to cascading impacts that feed back into the initial 
cultural component subject to the direct impact (e.g., the breakdown of 
intergenerational relations and knowledge transmission initiated by the loss of 
land for traditional purposes in turn feeds back into traditional land use at a future 
time because fewer young people engage in traditional land use) 

 
Impact-pathway analyses are complemented by impact mapping, which provide a visualization 
of the pathways connecting components within an impact system.  Impact-pathway analysis 

                                                 
83  Douthwaite, B. et al., “Impact Pathway Evaluation: An Approach for Achieving and Attributing Impact in 
Complex Systems,” Agricultural Systems 78 (2003), pp. 243-265; Springer-Heinze, Andreas et al., “Impact Pathway 
Analysis: An Approach to Strengthening the Impact Orientation of Agricultural Research,” Agricultural Systems 78 
(2003), pp. 267-285. 
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provides a more robust explanation of project impacts than an impact chain because it is 
multidimensional, non-linear, and provides a more detail explanation of the processes and 
mechanisms that propel and structure impact pathways. 
 
Residual Effects Characterization 
 
The assessment of cultural impacts and their significance is a complex task that seems at times 
like squaring a circle.  On the one hand, the conventional assessment methodologies preferred by 
industrial proponents and state regulators seek to separate, quantify, and measure impacts upon 
discrete valued components.  The main benefit of this approach is the greater precision of 
measurement; the main disadvantage is the restriction of the scope to be assessed, and its 
resultant underestimation and mischaracterization of impacts.  On the other hand, the holism that 
is common to the worldviews and cultures of many Indigenous peoples resists such dissection 
and parcellization.  The main benefit of more holistic and qualitative approaches is the wider 
scope and greater inclusivity of potential impacts to be considered; the main disadvantage of 
such approaches is the greater difficulty in designing precise and reliable assessment tools. 
 
In keeping with the existing best practices, this study identifies five Métis Environmental and 
Cultural Components (MECCs) that will structure the assessment of cultural impacts.  Each 
MECC will be analyzed cumulatively and the potential incremental effects of the proposed 
Project will be assessed in conjunction with the cumulative effects.  Impacts will be assessed via 
the identification of ‘stressors’ or impact origins, such as loss of access to land, contamination of 
water, or population growth.  The impact pathway of each stressor will be distinguished and the 
assessment will consist of a breakdown and analysis of the direct and indirect impacts of 
stressors upon a MECC.  The assessment of impacts upon each MECC will conclude with a 
residual effects characterization, as per best practices in the assessment industry. 
 
Although the residual-effects-characterization model helps to specify with greater precision the 
impacts of industrial projects upon valued components, it tends to overlook impacts across 
valued components and underestimate impacts to culture as a whole.  Consistent with the 
methodological principles of Indigenous knowledge, interdependence, and sustainability, several 
measures are taken to ensure a more holistic assessment of the potential cumulative impacts.  
First, the cascading effects of impacts to one particular MECC on other components of the 
cultural whole will be examined.  And second, the significance of the potential cumulative 
effects will be determined not at the level of individual MECCs but at the level of McMurray 
Métis culture as a holistic entity.  The purpose of this two-level assessment is to assist in 
mitigation and compensation efforts by providing detail on the potential pathways and impacts to 
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key cultural components, while capturing the potential effects across cultural components and 
assessing the impacts to the sustainability of the cultural system as a whole. 
 
Residual effects are defined as those effects remaining after the implementation of mitigation 
measures.  Drawn from CEAA guidelines and best practices, residual effects are categorized and 
characterized based on criteria below:84 
 
Direction of an impact may be positive, neutral, or negative in relation to the cumulative 
baseline (e.g., an impact that increases traditional harvesting would be characterized as positive, 
while one that reduced access to land for harvesting purposes would be classified as negative).  It 
is possible for stressors to have both positive and negative effects within the same valued 
component (e.g., wage employment may impact traditional land use both positively, by 
providing resources that facilitate getting out on the land, and negatively, by encouraging 
migration away from land-use areas or reducing the time available for traditional land use). 
 
Magnitude describes the severity of an effect.  Magnitude will be determined by the interaction 
between variables that are specific to project impacts (e.g., duration and frequency) and variables 
that are specific to the valued components and cultural system in the context of cumulative 
effects (e.g., cultural consequence and vulnerability).  As conceptualized here, the measure of 
magnitude seeks to capture the interplay of project-specific impacts with a cultural environment 
subjected to the cumulative impacts of oil-sands and industrial development.  The magnitude 
rating is a composite of seven factors described below.  Each of these factors will be rated and 
scored either Low (1), Moderate (2), or High (3).  Magnitude will be characterized on the basis 
of the total score of its constituent factors:85 
 

• Low (7-9) 
• Low-Moderate (10-12) 
• Moderate (13-15) 
• Moderate-High (16-18) 
• High (19-21) 

 

                                                 
84   Federal Environmental Assessment Review Office, A Reference Guide for the Canadian Environmental 
Assessment Act: Determining Whether A Project is Likely to Cause Significant Adverse Environmental Effects, 
1994.  Available at: https://www.ceaa-acee.gc.ca/D213D286-2512-47F4-B9C3-08B5C01E5005/Determining_ 
Whether_a_Project_is_Likely_to_Cause_Significant_Adverse_Environmental_Effects.pdf; Hegmann et al., 
Cumulative Effects Assessment. 
85  Averages will be rounded down where the decimal is 4 or less and up where it is 5 or more. 
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The seven factors that comprise the magnitude characterization are as follows.  These factors 
were designed to balance three project-specific factors (duration, frequency, and irreversibility), 
three cumulative and community-based factors (cultural consequence, level of community 
concern, and vulnerability), and one hybrid factor (intensity), so as to integrate incremental and 
cumulative effects. 
 

• Duration (low/moderate/high) refers to the length of time over which project 
impacts occur.  Duration considers impacts during all phases of a project from 
construction and operation to reclamation and closure, as well as the length of 
time required by the affected component to recover from the disturbance.  
Duration will be considered low if the impact lasts only for the construction 
period, moderate if it continues into the operation period, and high if the impact 
lasts from construction until end of operations and / or reclamation and closure. 

 
• Frequency (low/moderate/high) describes how often an effect occurs within a 

given time period and is classified from low-to-high in occurrence.  The 
frequency will be considered low where the impact takes place only 
intermittently, moderate where the impact takes place on a yearly but seasonal 
basis, and high where the impact takes place continuously. 
 

• Irreversibility (low/moderate/high) indicates the likelihood for recovery to pre-
project conditions in terms of the state of a valued component.  Irreversibility is 
considered low when duration and intensity are low and moderate when duration 
and intensity are moderate.  Given to the importance of intergenerational 
transmission to the reproduction and survival of cultural systems, however, 
impacts whose duration lasts beyond one generation (twenty to twenty-five years) 
are automatically considered high (irreversible) without additional mitigation and 
compensation measures. 
 

• Intensity (low/moderate/high) refers to the number of stressors affecting a valued 
component, the scale of the impact vis-à-vis the wider environment, and the 
potential for feedback effects.  Intensity will be considered low where there is 
only one stressor, the scale of the impact is small, and there are no feedback 
effects; moderate where there are two or three stressors, the scale of the impact is 
moderate, and there is one feedback effect; and high where there are four or more 
stressors, the scale of the impact is large, and there are two or more feedback 
effects from cascading impacts into other MECCs. 
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• Cultural Consequence (low/moderate/high) represents an attempt to measure the 

centrality of a particular valued component within the wider cultural ecosystem.  
The consequence of a valued component will be analyzed on the basis of the 
number of additional valued components that are subjected cascading effects.  
Cultural consequence will be considered low where there are no cascading effects, 
moderate where one or two cultural components are impacted, and high where 
cascading effects reverberate into three or more valued cultural components. 
 

• Level of Community Concern (low/moderate/high) reflects the intensity of 
concern expressed by community members in focus groups and survey results 
with respect to potential impacts to a particular valued cultural component.  The 
determination is based upon the professional judgement of the author and the 
judgement of the Steering Committee, on the basis of the information gathered in 
the present and previous projects with the McMurray Métis community. 
 

• Vulnerability (low/moderate/high) assesses the capacity of a valued cultural 
component to adapt to external stressors and disturbances.  The inclusion of 
vulnerability further integrates the principles of precaution and sustainability into 
the determination of magnitude.86  The vulnerability of a cultural component to 
additional change will be based upon the professional judgement of the author and 
the judgement of the Steering Committee, on the basis of the information gathered 
as part of this and previous projects with the McMurray Métis community. 

 
At this point it is worth addressing the fact that the aforementioned criteria for the determination 
of magnitude are based largely upon qualitative data, relevant scholarly sources, professional 
judgement, and the judgement of the Steering Committee.  For some, these facts may undermine 
the veracity of the conclusions reached.  In response, there are three points to be made.  First, it 
would have been preferable to develop more robust indicators with which to evaluate the 
magnitude of impacts where appropriate, but time and resource constraints made such a task 
impossible within the confines of the present study.  Qualitative data and professional 
judgement, supported by scholarly sources, are nevertheless accepted tools for impact 
assessment, particularly in the realm of sociocultural-impact assessment, where reliable and 

                                                 
86   Lawrence, David, Significance Criteria and Determination in Sustainability-Based Environmental Impact 
Assessment, submitted to Mackenzie Gas Project Joint Review Panel, 2005, p. 30. 
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comparable quantitative data can be hard to come by.87  The determinations of magnitude for this 
study, moreover, are based upon substantial qualitative data sets and scholarly-literature review, 
the more than ten years of combined experience of the WSSS team working with the McMurray 
Métis community, and the knowledge and judgement of the Steering Committee. 
 
Second, the distinction between subjective-qualitative and objective-quantitative data is in many 
ways artificial and misleading.  As discussed above, conventional assessment methodologies are 
biased towards quantity measurements and rooted in a range of assumptions about the social 
world that are neither objective nor objectively verifiable.  As such, the assessment of 
sociocultural impacts based upon quantitative data invariably rests upon a series of subjective 
assumptions.88  For instance, the Proponent’s EIA assesses impacts to traditional land use in 
terms of the size of the disturbance in relation to the traditional territory of the community, 
expressed in percentage terms.89  To assess impacts to traditional land use in this way, however, 
is to make a series of unstated and unsubstantiated assumptions, which include (a) that traditional 
land use is primarily if not exclusively a subsistence activity; (b) that all land within the 
traditional territory of the community is of the same value; and (c) that knowledge of traditional 
land use and its transmission across generations is an automatic process that is not disturbed by 
industrial activity.90 
 
And third, in the assessment of cultural impacts it is better to have a strong foundation in 
qualitative information, supported by quantitative indicators where possible, than quantitative 
indicators supported by qualitative data.  As discussed in detail in the methodological section, 
conventional assessment methodologies and their quantitative-analysis tools rest upon a wide 
range of unstated and unexamined assumptions about the nature and character of the social 
world.  Given the greater difficulty with which sociocultural complexity can be standardized and 
subjected to the kinds of uniform values required by quantitative measurement, the assessment of 
sociocultural impacts is better served by a robust grounding in subjective understanding and 
qualitative data sets, complemented by scholarly findings and quantitative indicators where 
possible, than the opposite. 
 

                                                 
87  Federal Environmental Assessment Review Office, A Reference Guide, p. 192; Fitzgerald, Gerard, “Computer-
based Qualitative Data Methods,” in Henk A. Becker and Frank Vanclay (eds.), The International Handbook of 
Social Impact Assessment: Conceptual and Methodological Advances (Northampton: Edward Elgar Publishing Ltd., 
2003), pp. 143-160. 
88  Lawrence, Significance Criteria and Determination, p. 7. 
89  Teck Resources Ltd., Integrated Application, Volume VIII, p. 6-41. 
90  The exception to the second point is the data for Fort McKay, which does differentiate land within the traditional 
territory of the community based upon intensity of use. 
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Prediction Confidence relates to the degree of certainty that the predicated impacts of a project 
will occur in the manner anticipated.  For the purpose of this report, confidence in predicted 
impacts is organized by the following categories: 
 

• Low is where predicted impacts are based on professional judgment with little 
primary or secondary information. 
 

• Low-Moderate is where predicted impacts are based on professional judgement 
and primary information limited in extent and/or representativeness. 
 

• Moderate is where predicted impacts are based on professional judgment and 
primary information that is limited in extent and supplemented by limited 
secondary information. 
 

• Moderate-High is where predicted impacts are based on professional judgement 
and either substantial primary information, complemented by limited secondary 
data, or extensive secondary information complemented by limited primary data. 
 

• High is where predicated impacts are based on professional judgement and robust 
primary and secondary information. 

 
Prediction confidence provides an opportunity to discuss the integration of the precautionary 
principle into impact assessment.  The precautionary principle suggests that uncertainty should 
increase the estimation of magnitude and significance, rather than be used as a mechanism to 
limit or deny impacts.91  Effects characterization will incorporate the precautionary principle in 
two ways: first, where assessment produces evidence that does not clearly fit within one of the 
rating categories (low/medium/high), the default position will be towards the higher rating; and 
second, where prediction confidence is moderate or low but the evidence suggests the risk of 
considerable impact, the assessment will default towards a higher magnitude rating as a hedge 
against potential underestimation of impacts. 
 
Significance of Project Impacts 
 
The division of culture into constituent components runs the risk of underrepresenting the 
cultural significance of project impacts.  The cumulative effects of industrial projects over time 

                                                 
91  Lawrence, Significance Criteria and Determination, p. 30. 
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are often described as “death by a thousand cuts” or the “tyranny of small decisions”.92  The 
interdependency of components within a holistic cultural system mean that cultural impacts are 
much the same.  The significance of impacts to valued components are magnified at the system 
level by interdependence and feedback effects.  Unlike the residual effects characterization, 
which is done at the level of individual MECCs to provide guidance to McMurray Métis, the 
Proponent, and the Joint Review Panel, the assessment of significance is done at the level of the 
Project and its total cumulative impact upon McMurray Métis culture.  For the McMurray Métis 
community, the relevant question is less whether Project-specific stressors entail significant 
impacts for particular valued components, and more whether the Project as a whole entails 
significant impacts for the sustainability of McMurray Métis culture. 
 
The assessment of impact significance invariably requires a series of methodological and value 
assumptions, whether these are recognized by the analyst or not.  As such, determinations of 
significance should be open and transparent, with explicit recognition of the values and 
assumptions that guide the analysis and judgements that are clear, logical, substantiated, 
systematic, and consistent. 93   For the purposes of this assessment, and adapted from best-
practices within the impact-assessment community,94 the determination of significance will be 
based upon the following three considerations: 
 

• The existence of impacts to culture (measured and/or perceived) that are 
attributable to the Project; 
 
And 
 

• The average magnitude of Project impacts to MECCs; 
 
And 
 

• Whether the sustainability threshold for McMurray Métis culture either has 
already been surpassed or will be surpassed as a result of the Project. 

 
The term threshold is defined here as “a limit or tolerance…to an effect that if exceeded results 
in an adverse response…”95  The determination of the sustainability threshold for additional 

                                                 
92  Noble, Cumulative Environmental Effects, p. 5. 
93  Lawrence, Significance Criteria and Determination, pp. 5-6. 
94  Hegmann et al., Cumulative Effects Assessment, pp. 43-44. 
95  Hegmann et al., Cumulative Effects Assessment, p. 4. 
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cultural impacts is based upon (1) cumulative effects to Métis spaces as represented by the 
MECCs, (2) community-member-judgement of the acceptability potential impacts, and (3) 
professional judgement and the judgement of the Steering Committee.96 
 
The significance rating will classify the significance of the potential cultural impacts of the 
Project taken as a whole on McMurray Métis culture.  The final rating is based upon the three 
aforementioned considerations and will be categorized as one of the following: 
 

• Low where there are no net negative cultural effects attributable to the Project, or 
where there are net negative cultural effects BUT the magnitude of impact is less 
than moderate and the threshold for sustainability of McMurray Métis culture has 
not been surpassed. 
 

• Moderate where net negative cultural effects are attributable to the Project and 
either the average magnitude is moderate or lower AND/OR the threshold for the 
sustainability of McMurray Métis culture has been surpassed. 
 

• High where negative cultural effects are attributable to the Project, the average 
magnitude is moderate-high or high, AND the threshold for the sustainability of 
McMurray Métis culture has been surpassed. 

The Métis History of Fort McMurray97 
 
When Henry Moberly arrived to build the Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC) Post in 1870 at what 
would later be called Fort McMurray, he built it near the remains of an older fort.98  Within two 
years the post was completed and the initial permanent residents were settled.  At the interstices 
of a regional Chipewyan-Métis community based in Fort Chipewyan to the north and a Cree-
Métis regional community based in Lac La Biche to the south, Fort McMurray was bound to 
have a strong Métis presence.99  By the second half of the nineteenth century, the foundations 
were in place for the formation of a Métis community in the Fort McMurray area, and Métis 
traders, boatmen, trappers, and labourers were among the earliest permanent settlers in and 

                                                 
96  When a definitive and measureable threshold cannot be identified, best-practices suggest an analysis of trends 
and professional judgement (to which we would add community consultation). 
97  This section is based upon Clark et al., Fort McMurray: Historic and Contemporary Métis Community. 
98  See Moberly, When Fur Was King (Toronto: J.M. Dent and Sons, 1929), p. 142. 
99  See Matsui, Kenichi and Arthur J. Ray, Delimiting Métis Economic Communities in the Environs of Fort 
McMurray: A Preliminary Analysis Based on Hudson’s Bay Company Records, 2014, submitted to McMurray Métis 
Local 1935.  
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around Fort McMurray.  Even after the trading post fell on hard times in the 1890s, Métis 
families continued to settle in and around Fort McMurray, forming the sociological foundations 
for what would become in many ways a Métis village in the early twentieth century. 
 
Occupancy and Settlement Patterns 
 
Because of its strategic value as a nodal point – ‘the forks’ – in the regional river system, Fort 
McMurray emerged in the late-nineteenth century as the hub of a sub-regional community that 
extended east along the Clearwater River to La Loche, southeast overland towards Willow Lake, 
southwest to Grand Rapids and the House-Athabasca River triangle, and down the Athabasca 
River to the north.  The river system was the initial means of fur-trade transport connecting 
northeast Alberta with the ‘historic trail’ through Saskatchewan, and the Métis played a crucial 
role in its navigation.  Oral history accounts are clear that the House River-Fort McMurray-La 
Loche axis comprised a key component of the migratory patterns of the sub-regional community.  
As one elder described the movements of his grandfather in the late 1800s: 
 
 Interviewee: He was probably the last person that I know of that was raised in a 
 round – what anthropologists call a round. He lived in a circle. 
 Interviewer: So that was his area? 
 Interviewee: Yeah, to House River. 
 Interviewer: So his area was just south to House River from Fort McMurray – 
 south to House River over – and all the way to La Loche. 
 Interviewee: To La Loche…And back to Fort McMurray.100 
 
From the 1890s the presence of steamships in the Lower Athabasca and the new north-south-
oriented transport system would shape patterns of migration and settlement in and around Fort 
McMurray and strengthen its Métis character.  Métis captains and crewmen controlled the scow 
and steamship routes.101  Indeed, the centrality of the Métis to river transport is evident in the 
names of the most famous captains of the time, nearly all of whom hailed from Métis families 
like the Birds, Loutitts, and McDonalds.102  In the words of one community elder: 
 
 Now we start talking about the people that worked the rivers. And we start 
 talking about  Métis.  And you got to remember, each guy that had a job, he 

                                                 
100  MOTM-MT28-P53. 
101   James M. Parker, History of the Athabasca Oil Sands Region, 1890 to 1960s, Volume II: Oral History 
(Edmonton: Boreal Institute for Northern Studies, 1980), pp. 13-22. 
102  J. G. MacGregor, Paddle Wheels to Bucket-Wheels on the Athabasca (Toronto: McClelland and Steward 
Limited, 1974), 97-98. 
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 raised his children, and then tried to get his children a job in the same outfit.  So 
 you’ll find families that worked the  rivers for generations.103 
 
The rivers were more than a source of employment and income; the lots along the Athabasca and 
Clearwater Rivers were settled by Métis families in the second half of the 19th century and 
formed in many ways the socio-economic foundation of the river transport system.  Interviews 
with community Elders and other oral histories identified a variety of spots along the Athabasca 
and Clearwater rivers where Métis families settled in the 19th and early-20th centuries.104 
 
Below is a list of some of the principal settlements / trapping areas and the families associated 
with them, as described in interviews (families appearing multiple times indicate either multiple 
lines and / or changed lines): 
 

• Big Point: Dragon, Michael, Cardinal, and Cunningham 
• Embarrass Portage: Piche, Reid, Armit, Mulawka, Waniandy, Sanderson 
• Pointe Brule: Flett, Auger, Daniels, Waniandy 
• Poplar Point: Boucher, Martin, Cardinal, Loutitt, Auger 
• Firebag: Grant, Ducharme, Castor, Desjarlais, Oakley, McDonald, Bird, Shott 
• Fort McMurray / Clearwater: Golosky, Bird, Sanderson, McDonald, Shott 

 
The rivers and river-lots integrated the livelihood, transportation, and sociocultural systems of 
the Métis families, organized around the nascent hub of Fort McMurray.  As McMurray Métis 
community elder Harvey Sykes put it, “the Athabasca River was our only road at one time.”105 
 
Rooted in the moditional economy that combined subsistence harvesting and commercial 
trapping around the river lots with seasonal trips to Fort McMurray for wage labour, 
provisioning, and socialization, families forged sociocultural bonds across the sub-regional 
community. 
 
 

                                                 
103  MOTM-MT28-P53. 
104  Labour, Sherri and Barb Hermansen, Barb Hermansen: Her Story – The Last Woman to Raise Children on the 
Athabasca River (Fort Chipewyan: Métis Local 125, 2011).  
105  Simmons, Deborah, (2012).  An Aboriginal Road to Reclamation – Values, Goals, and Action for a Homeland in 
the Oil Sands Region (Fort McMurray: Cumulative Environmental Management Association, 2012), p. 7. 
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As one community elder recalled, 
 
 They [river lots] were along right from McMurray all the way down the 
 river…Used to be every four or five miles on side of the river there'd be a house, 
 other side would be a  house, other side would be a house.  Say you lived here in 
 McMurray.  Your husband would move you and the children down to the 
 trapper's shack and that's where you  would stay there…If you were only about 
 30 miles away from town, something like that, he'd load up his family, put them 
 in his sleigh, go to town, go to church, go to the dance, stay in somebody, 
 somebody else's place.106 
 
Métis families did not just settle the river lots around Fort McMurray; they were among the 
earliest permanent settlers in the immediate vicinity of the HBC Post from the 1870s.  Census, 
scrip, and homestead records, combined with the historical accounts of HBC officers and Euro-
Canadian adventurers, support the early Métis settlement of Fort McMurray.107  For instance, a 
review of the census results between 1881 and 1906, applications to the Northwest Scrip 
Commission from 1899 to 1907, and the Alberta Homestead Records of 1907 identified the 
surnames of 21 known Métis families: 
 

Table 1 – Métis Family Names Registered in Fort McMurray 
in Census, Scrip, and Homestead Records 

Atkinson Armit Biggs 
Bird Cardinal Clarke 
Cook Flett Fontaine 

Golosky Gullion Houle 
Ladouceur Manning McDonald 
McKenzie McLeod Piche 
Quintalle Sanderson  

 
The presence and role of Métis settlers in Fort McMurray at the turn-of-the-century is further 
supported by the personal accounts of HBC officers and Euro-Canadian adventurers.  These 
accounts record the names of numerous Métis captains and guides based out of or frequently 
encountered in Fort McMurray, including John McDonald, James Gullion, William Loutitt, Paul 
Fontaine, Joe Gregoire, and the legendary Louisson Emile “Shot” Fosseneuve.  Captain “Shot” 

                                                 
106  MOTM-MT15-P14. 
107  That the Métis were the earliest permanent settlers at the HBC Post is supported by the fact that the Métis of 
northeastern Alberta were more likely to be permanent settlers in the villages that grew around trading posts, while 
the Cree tended towards more nomadic patterns (see Parker, History of the Athabasca Oil Sands Region, 1890s to 
1960s, Volume II: Oral History, p. xxiii).  Whereas the Cree near the junction of the Clearwater and Christina Rivers 
moved regularly throughout the region, oral histories suggest that Métis families moved seasonally between defined 
and semi-permanent trapping areas and Fort McMurray. 
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lived mostly in Lac La Biche but spent considerable time in Fort McMurray, where he fathered 
several children who would take his nickname ‘Shot/Shott’ as their surname.108 
 
One prominent figure in the histories of Fort McMurray is John McDonald.109  Born to a Métis 
family in St. Andrew’s, Manitoba, John McDonald moved west in the aftermath of the Red River 
Rebellion, eventually settling in Fort McMurray in 1872, the same year Moberly completed 
construction of the HBC Post.  When he built his home on what is today called MacDonald 
Island, John McDonald became the first permanent settler of Fort McMurray (Figure 2).110  From 
his home at the confluence of the Athabasca, Clearwater, and Snye Rivers, John McDonald 
trapped the area on the north bank of the Clearwater in the winter, while gardening, haying, and 
raising livestock in the summer on the island that now bears his surname.  The Euro-Canadian 
adventurer Peter Baker recalled John McDonald is his memoirs of the early 1900s: 
 
 The next day when we started out, Billie said we wouldn't have to get off the ice 
 until we reached Fort McMurray…the going was fairly good except for some 
 thin slush over the ice.  We were both wearing moose skin moccasins with two 
 heavy pairs of wool socks.  We always had wet feet. We had walked about three 
 hours when we saw a man rowing a  skiff coming toward us.  He yelled, "Hi 
 Bill!" then stopped and pushed his skiff up on the ice. It was John McDonald of 
 McMurray, the owner of McDonald Island.111 
 
The McDonald family trapline provides evidence of the socioeconomic and cultural integration 
of the McMurray Métis through kinship and economy, as its management was passed over time 
to Joe Shott, son of Captain Fosseneuve, before returning to Fred MacDonald, the grandson of 
John, and then passing to the grandchildren of George Golosky and his wife Agnes Biggs, from 
two of the oldest and most influential McMurray Métis families (Figure 5). 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
108  See F.J. Alcock, “Scow Brigade on the Athabaska,” Canadian Geographical Journal 4:2 (1932), 97-108; P. 
Baker, Memoirs of an Arctic Arab: A Free Trader in the Canadian North, the Years 1907-1927 (Saskatoon: 
Yellowknife Press, 1976); A.D. Cameron, The New North: Being Some Account of a Woman’s Journey Through 
Canada to the Arctic (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1910); Comfort, Ribbon of Water and Steamboats 
North; Ernest Seton Thompson, The Arctic Prairies (Toronto: W. Briggs, 1911). 
109  See Comfort, Ribbon of Water and Steamboats, 203. 
110  The surname McDonald was spelled “Mc” in the censuses of the late-1880s and early-1900s.  By mid-twentieth-
century, however, the descendants of John McDonald spelled their names “MacDonald”, which is the contemporary 
spelling used for “MacDonald Island”, now a park owned by the Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo offering 
recreational, leisure, and social activities. 
111  Baker, Memoirs of an Arctic Arab, 72. 
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The mention of “Billie” in the above quote from Baker referred to William “Billie” Loutit, who 
served as his guide and who like McDonald was one of the earliest permanent residents of Fort 
McMurray.112  As told by Baker: 
 
 We reached the edge of McDonald Island where Billie had his house and his 
 wife and family.  There was a gap of about six feet to the shore, over which 
 Billie took a jump and barely made it…I walked about a hundred yards to the 
 channel between the island and the town of  McMurray.  It was usually called the 
 Snye and was a branch of the Athabasca River, where it joined the 
 Clearwater River from the south end of McDonald  Island.113 
 
William Loutitt was the son of Peter Loutit,114 a Métis fur trader and carpenter, and the brother 
of John James Loutit, who served as Chief Factor at Fort McMurray in 1907 and later Post 
Manager in 1928.115  William Loutitt began to work the scows as a teenager in 1894 and settled 
permanently in Fort McMurray around 1907, where he met and married his wife, Agathe 
Ladouceur, member of another of the most prominent Métis families of the time. 
 
Additional evidence of the Métis character of Fort McMurray is provided by the Dominion 
Survey of lands of 1910-11.  Of the 15 individuals who had plots of land surveyed, 10 were 
either Métis or Euro-Canadian patriarchs of well-known Métis families.116  Of the remaining five 
homesteaders, two (William and Christina Gordon) were the adoptive parents of George 
Golosky.  The presence of Christina Gordon, who was the only Euro-Canadian female resident 
of Fort McMurray until the 1910s, raises an additional consideration: that most of the Euro-
Canadian males that settled permanently would have married Métis or Cree women. 
 
In fact, scrip records show that the founder of Fort McMurray, Henry Moberly, had multiple 
children with a Métis woman named Francoise Guilbeault, at least two of whom were born in 
Fort McMurray. 117   The father of the first ‘white’ child born in Fort McMurray, Charles 
Eymundson, estimated the permanent population of Fort McMurray in 1912 to be approximately 
70 people, including 34 children, which would make the clear majority of the settled population 
Métis.118  This evidence taken together strongly suggests that most of the settled population of 
                                                 
112  The boat used by Thompson was purchased in Fort McMurray from Joseph Bird, steamship captain and head of 
one of the earliest and most prominent Métis families in Fort McMurray.  See Thompson, The Arctic Prairies, 15. 
113  Baker, Memoirs of an Arctic Arab, 73. 
114  The different spellings of the surnames for father and son are from how each was recorded in official records, 
both census and HBC. 
115  MacGregor, Paddle Wheels to Bucket-Wheels, 141. 
116  Alberta, Provincial Archives of Alberta,  
117   Records available online at Library and Archives Canada, http://www.baclac.gc.ca/eng/search/Pages/ 
search.aspx, Mikan Nos. 1512966 and 1512967. 
118  MacGregor, Paddle Wheels to Bucket-Wheels, p. 145. 
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Fort McMurray around 1910 was either Métis or would soon be assimilated into the Métis 
community through marriage, kinship, and a shared way of life. 
 
The McMurray Métis Way of Life 
 
The Métis way of life as it took shape in the Fort McMurray area from 1870 was rooted in a 
hybrid economy consisting of both modern (commercial) and traditional (subsistence) elements. 
Lutz defines a ‘moditional’ economy as "neither traditional nor modern...combining wage 
labour, capitalist investment, prestige, subsistence, and welfare." 119   Haggarty applies the 
moditional concept to describe how the Métis economy in northwest Saskatchewan combined 
local modes of subsistence and kin-based sharing with participation in the mercantilist fur trade 
and the emergent Euro-capitalist economic order.120 The fur trade is the locus of the moditional 
economy in Canada and the Métis its first practitioners. 
 
The axis of the traditional economy was the kinship group.  Although Métis ethnogenesis was 
initiated in the relationship between Euro-Canadian men and Indigenous women, it was 
completed in the tendency for the subsequent offspring to seek out and marry other Métis people 
in the formation of wider and more cohesive kinship groups and communities.121  Perhaps the 
most striking element of the genealogical information provided by McMurray Métis elders in 
Mark of the Métis interviews was the distinct lack of marriages between Métis and the nearby 
Cree and Chipewyan populations.  Both the oral-history accounts and the genealogical data 
provided by community members clearly demonstrate the deep interrelations between the 
principal families of the McMurray Métis community: the Cardinals, Loutits, McDonalds, Biggs, 
Gladus, Ladouceurs, Powders, Birds, Waniandys, Goloskys, Augers, Castors, Sandersons, and so 
on.  As Reddekopp noted, “The Métis and Indian communities of Fort McMurray were among 
the easiest to distinguish in all of [the] Treaty 8 [territory].”122 
 
The kinship ties forged by intermarriage were solidified through the socioeconomic networks 
that bound kin groups – and the wider community – together through the matrilocal settlement 
patterns that shaped the Indigenous cultural milieu of the Métis.123  Métis families looked after 

                                                 
119  Lutz, John Sutton, Makúk: A New History of Aboriginal-White Relations (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2008), p. 281. 
120  Haggarty, Liam, “Métis Economics,” in Métis in Canada: History, Identity, Law, and Politics, edited by 
Christopher Adams, Gregg Dahl, and Ian Peach (Edmonton: University of Alberta Press, 2013), pp. 205-47.  
121  Devine, Heather The People Who Own Themselves: Aboriginal Ethnogenesis in a Canadian Family, 1660-1900 
(Calgary: University of Calgary Press, 2004); John E. Foster, “Wintering, the Outsider Adult Male and the 
Ethnogenesis of the Western Plains Métis,” Prairie Forum 19, no. 1: 1-13.  
122  Reddekopp, Neil, Conklin as an Aboriginal Community: Legal Analysis, submitted to Métis Local #193, 2009, 
54.  
123  See Macdougall, One in the Family. 
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elders and children and shared wild meat harvested locally within kin-groups or traded with 
extended family networks.  While furs were traded or bought on credit for consumer goods, on 
the land regulation and conservation practices were decided by cultural norms.  Prior to 
provincial regulation in the 1930s, traplines were managed by family and kinship networks 
according to local environmental knowledge. 
 
Referring to the generation of their grandparents prior to the 1930s, the oral history accounts of 
McMurray Métis elders described the practices of the moditional economy.  In late fall, winter, 
and early spring, trappers would catch and sell pelts such as muskrat, beaver, mink, fox, and 
wolf.  Out on the trapline, however, Métis harvesters required sources of meat plentiful enough 
to feed families and neighbours.124  Cabins on river lots were close to supplies of fish such as 
jackfish, pickerel, whitefish, and goldeye, which could be eaten fresh, smoked, or frozen, and 
which provided a key source of protein for families and sled dogs.125  Families would harvest 
berries in summer and fall, to be canned or stored in cellars with produce from the family garden 
to feed the family through the winter.126  From the 1870s to the 1920s then, many Métis trappers 
lived with their families on river lots, which afforded access to both tracts of boreal forest and 
the waterways that provided transportation and access to fish. 
 
Subsistence production was not restricted to life on the traplines; it also supported the growing 
village of Fort McMurray, where families regularly engaged in a range of subsistence-harvesting 
activities to complement their wage-labour work, which was primarily seasonal in the 
transportation industry.  The silt deposits on the shores of the winding Clearwater River were 
good for gardens or for growing grass and oats to feed livestock.  The wooded hills surround the 
Athabasca-Clearwater confluence provided fuel, food, and water to villagers, while the Prairies 
were used to grow hay, garden, pick berries, and produce hides and traditional clothing materials.  
In addition to food preservation, the subsistence economy required craftsmanship and 
artisanship, such as in the production of traditional clothing: “Agnes Biggs would make 
moccasins and clothing out of animal hides…as a matter of fact, down there at the end of 
Franklin, that's where she…would go and tan moose hide.”127  
 
State Encroachment and Industrialization (1910s to 1940s) 
 
By the first decade of the twentieth century, outside interest in Fort McMurray was burgeoning: 
the oil sands brought the first wave of Euro-Canadian prospectors; the Alberta and Great 
                                                 
124  MOTM-MT28-P33.  
125  MOTM-MT93-P40. 
126  MOTM-MT95-P18; MOTM-MT75-P07. 
127  MOTM-MT17-P14.   
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Waterways Railway announced its intention to build its northern terminus near Fort McMurray; 
and the first sawmills and salt mines were in operation.128  In recognition of these early industrial 
impulses, the Governments of Canada and Alberta sought to normalize and regulate property 
rights and build the infrastructure necessary to facilitate the industrialization of the region.  Fort 
McMurray was surveyed and declared a settlement by 1911 and a Dominion Lands Office was 
set up in 1913.  The Alberta Government established regulations requiring trappers to register 
their lines with and pay fees to Alberta Lands and Forests in 1937.  The first public school was 
built in 1913 and the first hospital in 1937.  The Hamlet of Fort McMurray grew steadily until it 
was designated a town in 1948.  By 1956 there were 1,110 residents.129 
 
The transformations initiated in the period should not be understood, however, as external forces 
imposed upon passive Indigenous subjects.  Consistent with their moditional socioeconomic 
system, the McMurray Métis initiated and shaped many of the changes taking place within and 
around their community.  As noted above, most of the initial landowners from the Dominion 
Land Survey were Métis.  William Biggs founded one of the first sawmills in Fort McMurray 
that would later be operated by his son-in-law George Golosky.  The arrival of public education, 
moreover, was a thoroughly Métis affair: the committee selected to oversee the establishment of 
the first public school consisted of four members, three of whom (Alex McDonald, Donald 
McKenzie, and William Biggs) were heads of prominent Métis families, and the fourth of whom, 
William Gordon, was the step-father of George Golosky.  The Métis then, were active 
proponents of the modernization of Fort McMurray. 
 
Up until the 1920s, trapline cabins on river lots were the primary residences for most of the 
McMurray Métis, with families migrating to Fort McMurray in the summer to work the barges 
and making frequent trips to town to visit friends, attend church, and purchase provisions.  These 
settlement and migratory patterns would change from the 1910s and 1920s, as industrialization 
drew more and more families to town for longer periods.  The provision of education and other 
government services strengthened the pull to Fort McMurray.  One community elder recalled 
making the move from trapline to town as a child: “We lived on the trapline for—you were five-
almost six [years old], because we had to go to school, when we came up [to McMurray]…And I 
remember…we didn't speak English.”130 
 
 
 

                                                 
128  MacGregor, Paddle Wheels to Bucket-Wheels, p. 143. 
129  Statistics Canada, Canada Year Book 1957-58, (Ottawa: Statistics Canada, 1958), 132. 
130  MOTM-MT70-P18. 
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As more and more families settled permanently in Fort McMurray, the three main 
neighbourhoods of the Métis community took shape: the Downtown, the Prairies, and 
Waterways (see Figure 6).  In general, most of the earliest Métis families, such as the 
McDonalds, Goloskys, Armits, Biggs, and Sandersons, lived in the downtown.  Most of the 
families that migrated from the river lots starting in the 1920s, such as the Castors, Augers,  and 
Waniandys, moved to the Prairies, while families that either trapped along the Clearwater or 
moved to McMurray at a later date, such the Birds, Loutitts, and Ducharmes, lived at Waterways. 
 
The Métis families that moved to town from the river lots were joined in the 1940s and 1950s by 
Métis families from the rail communities.  The construction of the Alberta and Great Waterways 
Railway from Lac La Biche to Fort McMurray between 1915 and 1925 fostered Métis 
communities along the line, such as Imperial Mills, Conklin, and Cheecham, and would 
eventually lead many of these same families to the end of the line at Fort McMurray.  Oral 
histories suggest the majority of the workers and residents along the railway between Lac La 
Biche and Fort McMurray were Métis.  In the words of one community elder who spent his 
childhood migrating along the railway line: “90 percent of them [along the railway] were Métis.  
The reserves…like Janvier, Heart Lake, they had their little areas.  But the rest of the people in 
the area was all Métis.”131  Another Elder who grew up in Imperial Mills concurred: “[Imperial 
Mills was] all Métis.”132 
 
As the river families had done, rail families initially migrated to McMurray for the summer to 
work in the transportation industry, returning to their rail communities to trap and hunt during 
the rest of the year.  By the late 1920s and 1930s, however, more families found themselves 
relocating permanently to Fort McMurray.  One Elder described how her family began migrating 
to Fort McMurray in the summer: “…that’s what my dad did, it was to trap fur in the winter 
[around Conklin] and we moved to Fort McMurray in the summertime and that’s where he 
worked on the barges.” 133   But the family would eventually move to Fort McMurray 
permanently so the children could attend school: “So we [my Elder siblings and I] never went to 
school…but from me down—up—down, my younger brothers and sisters, they went to school in 
McMurray.”134 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
131  MOTM-MT18-P32. 
132  MOTM-MT87-P14. 
133  MOTM-MT87-P7. 
134  MOTM-MT82-P15. 
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Persistence of the McMurray Métis Way of Life 
 
Industrialization from the 1920s initiated a process of urbanization and proletarianization.  These 
processes, however, were negotiated through existing socio-economic patterns in the 
reconstruction of the moditional economy established in the area during the second half of the 
nineteenth century.  Unlike Euro-Canadian settlers, Métis participation in wage labour was 
usually sporadic, seasonal, and continuously articulated with trapping, hunting, fishing, and 
foraging activities characteristic of Indigenous harvesting.  Referring to the 1930s, one 
community elder described the economy of his youth as follows: 
 
 So, people didn’t make much money, but like with my dad, he trapped in the 
 wintertime…[and] He worked in the summertime, thirty-five cents an hour 
 loading boats  or whatever he was doing at that time when we were really small.  
 My mother could go  down to the store with five dollars and buy enough stuff 
 to—you know, like, staples and stuff, to last the week.  And, then there’s the 
 rabbits and the moose meat and all that stuff and the fish, you know.  They used 
 to fish in the river, and these rivers, they were beautiful rivers you know, the 
 Athabasca, the Clearwater…135 
 
Selective and seasonal integration with the labour market supplemented and maintained 
traditional winter trapping.  In fact, the study of trapping in Fort McMurray by Fox and Ross 
found significantly higher levels of wage-labour participation among Métis trappers than their 
First Nation counterparts.136 
 
Many of those who did work year-round in industry, like the Goloskys, took traplines closer to 
Fort McMurray, which allowed them to combine the traditional and modern economies in a 
complementary fashion.  The maintenance of traditional economic activities was enabled by the 
lax enforcement of property rights in and around Fort McMurray, which facilitated the mobility 
necessary to navigate the pressures and demands of the traditional and modern economies.   
From scowmen on the Athabasca River to dock and industrial workers, the Métis successfully 
blended wage labour with traditional land use practices.  The seasonal migration pattern of wage 
work in the summer and trapping in the winter and the abundance of land to be used for 
traditional purposes around Fort McMurray ensured that the commercial economy supported 
rather than undermined its subsistence counterpart. 
 
 

                                                 
135  MOTM-MT74-P93. 
136  Fox and Ross, Trapping in the Fort McMurray Area, 66. 
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As an axis of the moditional economy and McMurray Métis way of life, traplines remained 
economically and ecologically viable well into the 1970s.  Indeed, the historic continuity of 
trapping from the last decades of the 19th century into the 1960s is striking and clearly evidenced 
by Figure 7, which overlays traditional burial grounds and historic traplines circa 1960.  The 
traditional burial grounds are utilized here as proxies for the patterns of both historic settlement 
and historic trapping.137  Given that most Métis families around Fort McMurray in the late-19th 
and early-20th centuries spent much of the year on the traplines and engaged in the traditional 
harvesting of boreal-forest resources as the principal means by which to secure their livelihoods, 
the burial grounds represent a reasonable approximation of occupancy patterns. 
 
The names on the historic trapline maps in the Fort McMurray area circa 1960 include the 
following William Castor, 1466; Fred MacDonald, 1486; Walter Loutitt, 1575; Joe Shott, 1582; 
Fred T. MacDonald, 2214; Edward Waniandy, 2222; James Powder and Michael Gladue 2317; 
George Sanderson, 2329; William and Walter Golosky, 2422; and Archie Cardinal and Gilbert 
Ducharme, 2565; among several other McDonalds and MacDonalds, and numerous Piches.138  
The historic trapline maps are themselves reasonable indicators of historic trapping patterns, with 
the qualification that they would tend to underrepresent the historic river-lot trapping areas, such 
as Pointe Brule and Poplar Point, because by the late-1950s, many McMurray Métis families had 
relocated to Fort McMurray on a more permanent basis and concentrated their trapping and 
traditional harvesting closer to the townsite. 139  Further evidence of continuity between the 
trapping and harvesting of the late-19th century McMurray Métis community and the community 
by the mid-20th century is provided by the overlap between the names and surnames from oral 
histories and the census, scrip, and homestead records and those appearing on the traplines. 
 
The historic trapline maps alone, however, do not tell the full story of the importance of the fur 
trade and related subsistence harvesting activities to the cultural identity and lifestyle of the 
McMurray Métis community by the middle of the 20th century.  As was the case at the turn-of-
the-century, subsistence activities remained central to the Métis way of life and the trapline 
remained the principal area in which families and community members engaged in subsistence 
harvesting and related socioeconomic and cultural practices.  Referring to Registered Fur 
                                                 
137  Garvin, Terry, S. Nelson, E. Ellehoj, and B. Redmond, A Guide to Conducting a Traditional Knowledge and 
Land Use Study (Edmonton: Canadian Forest Service, Northern Forestry Centre, 2001), p. 28.  
138  Provincial Archives of Alberta, Historic Trapline Maps, File Number GR1990.0377.  The historic traplines are a 
composite of 1:50,000 scale hand-drawn paper maps housed at the Provincial Archives of Alberta.  These maps 
were produced in the late 1950s and the traplines and RFMAs visualized in Figure 3 are for those families with 
demonstrated links to the McMurray Métis via oral-history and archival documents. 
139  The finding that urbanization, formal education, and proletarianization result in a shift of trapping and harvesting 
towards the townsite is consistent with evidence elsewhere.  See Vanstone, James W., “Changing Patterns of Indian 
Trapping in the Canadian Subarctic,” Arctic 16, no. 3 (1963), pp. 159-174. 
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Management Area (RFMA) 2494, where his father trapped from the 1930s until his death in 
1978, a community Elder had these poignant words:  
 
 My father, he died—he passed away at the trapline in Cheecham in 1978. And 
 he always—because he always said he just loved it there and he says, “I’ll be 
 here, and that’s where I—that’s where I’m gonna die.”  Because he loved it 
 there, and that’s where he spent every winter.  In the summer, well, he was up 
 here [at Fort McMurray] and then he worked for the NTCL [Northern 
 Transportation Company Limited] and the barging  systems and stuff.140 
 
Interviews with those who grew up in the 1950s and 1960s made clear that the continuation of 
subsistence harvesting on and around the trapline, even as families moved closer to Fort 
McMurray.  One community member recalled growing up at the family trapline on Horse Creek 
in the 1950s: 
 
 Interviewee: The trapline was our home…my mother had a root cellar, and she 
 jarred a lot of the berries, and fruits, and stuff…My dad would – well they would 
 prepare their furs. And then dad would roll them all up into a big roll, put them 
 in a bag.  And I would take them either to Haxton – Mr. Haxton was the 
 manager at the Hudson’s Bay at the  time. So I’d take them there and he’d 
 measure them.141 
 
Traplines were often organized around and managed by family and kinship networks, which 
enabled families to retain traplines and maintain the cultural importance of the trapline as a 
family and community space.  For instance, RFMA 2013 near Willow Lake was operated by a 
father-son team from the 1950s until the 1980s.142 When the father-son team relinquished that 
line to take over another trapline further east, the line was given to two of the father’s other sons, 
which ensured access to adjacent traplines across generations and for multiple descendants.  
 
Even in the 1950s and 1960s, subsistence activities were not confined to traplines.  Most families 
in Fort McMurray maintained large gardens around their homes that were built close to the water 
so that families could fish to feed themselves and their dogs and access water for agriculture and 
subsistence.  Hunting trips for moose and caribou continued to characterize the way of life, even 
for year-round residents of Fort McMurray: 
 

                                                 
140  McMurray Métis, Joint Traditional Land Use Study, 2013: 19 Interviews with Métis Community Members, (Fort 
McMurray: McMurray Métis Community Knowledge Keeper, 2015), JMLU2013-07. 
141  MOTM-MT103-P28-9. 
142  JMLU2013-05; JMLU2013-16 $TR07 12:00.   
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 Yeah, my dad was good, he was a good hunter.  I can remember back…it would 
 have been the early ‘50s and I remember them loading the hay wagon and a team 
 of horses and  heading up the Athabasca River and coming home with a whole 
 whack of caribou.  And I remember it because I was mad because I didn’t get to 
 go, I was too young.  I had to stay at Granny’s.  That really ticked me off.143  
 
In addition to hunting, Métis residents of Fort McMurray relied upon the streams and 
underground aquifers in the areas as a source of water for subsistence: 
 
 Participant 1: There was a spring there. We used to have to come and we’d have 
 water jugs…and we’d dig out a hole and people would come there and get fresh 
 water all the time, eh… But that’s the stream I told you guys about, that we used 
 to walk all the way from downtown, like [indiscernible] just to come up there and 
 have a drink. 
 Participant 2: Right, to get water, yeah. 
 Participant 3: Everybody did that.144 
 
As we have seen, the McMurray Métis continued into the 1950s and 1960s to reproduce their 
moditional economy that combined wage labour with harvesting for subsistence and commercial 
purposes by means of seasonal migration. 
 
The Métis Community in Fort McMurray in the Early Industrial Period 
 
As the transportation and resource industries based in Fort McMurray expanded from the 1920s, 
the community faced new threats to the more traditional aspects of its culture.  In particular, full-
time attendance at school led to culture shock for those young children who had previously lived 
permanently on the trapline.  As one Elder recalled: 
 
 Well, Fort McMurray, there was only just a little hamlet, eh. And, when I start 
 remembering, I remember very distinctly the day I started school. I started 
 school in the new Peter Pond School in 1927 and my brother was—well, he 
 was four years older than me and he hadn’t been in school. There was …a lot of 
 people that were fourteen, fifteen years old, hadn’t gone to school yet.145  
 
The incorporation of Métis children in the school system would create greater opportunities for 
future employment but it would come at the expense of the Cree language.  Métis children who 
were raised on the trapline tended to speak primarily Cree but this would change when they 
settled at Fort McMurray: 

                                                 
143  MOTM-MT105-P11. 
144  TFCIA-FG1-P14. 
145  MOTM-MT74-P14. 
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 When we got there…there was nothing but a bush road. I mean, the way from—
 all the  way right to downtown Fort McMurray.  And, none of us that lived here 
 could speak a  word of English. We all spoke Cree and I often think that woman 
 must have had a terrible time, the young girl that taught us, you know. But, it 
 didn’t take us long and my Aunt Katie’s daughter, Mary, Mary Bird, she was 
 already in grade nine and so she’d come to  our place and she’d teach us, you 
 know, how to speak English.146 
 
Within a generation or two, processes of cultural assimilation and Anglicization through the 
educational system would undermine Cree language retention.  Circa 1960: 
 
 They wouldn’t let us sit in the house while they had company because they were 
 speaking Cree or whatever and if we learned how to speak it, going to school 
 and [we would] get in trouble because we’re not supposed to speak - You’re 
 supposed to speak English and if you say something in Cree to your buddy or 
 something, you’re going in the office and getting a strap, because they don’t 
 know what you’re saying, right.147  
 
Despite these cultural losses, Métis families who lived in Fort McMurray were able to 
renegotiate and reproduce their traditional way of life within the growing town.  Part of the 
explanation for this likely relates to the origins of Métis society and identity in the construction 
and reproduction of a vibrant socio-economic system and culture at the interstices of Indigenous 
and Euro-Canadian societies.  The other part of the explanation, however, likely relates to the 
relative size and influence of the Métis community within Fort McMurray.  Interviews with 
Elders suggested that the Métis were the dominant population group.  In many interviews, elders 
were asked to describe Fort McMurray in the pre-1960s period and the responses were 
unambiguous: “I always classified McMurray as a Métis area, because everybody was pretty 
well Métis here… And the Métis still stayed here, you know, around the community.  But I 
always classified McMurray as Métis, and the surrounding area.”148  In numerous interviews, 
Métis Elders estimated that between 2/3 and 3/4 of the permanent population of Fort McMurray 
prior to the 1960s was Métis.149 
 
Unfortunately, there is no census data available from which to verify the ethnic composition of 
Fort McMurray in the 1940s and 1950s.    However, when one considers that (1) the evidence 
presented suggests the majority of the settled population in and around Fort McMurray in the 
first decades of the 1900s was Métis; (2) there is little evidence to suggest an influx of permanent 
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Euro-Canadian settlers prior to the 1960s; (3) that most of the Euro-Canadian settlers would have 
married Indigenous women and integrated into the Métis community; and (4) that the 
recollections of Métis Elders are of Fort McMurray as a majority Métis community into the 
1950s and early-1960s, one could reasonably conclude that Fort McMurray not only housed a 
substantial Métis community but was itself a Métis village from the last decades of the 19th to the 
middle of the 20th century. 
 
Because the Métis were prominent both demographically and culturally in Fort McMurray into 
the early 1960s and many of the residents were related through kin groups, there was a strong 
sense of shared values and identity among the McMurray Métis.  Norms of reciprocity and 
sharing shaped the distribution of harvested foods: 
 
 Years ago, we didn’t have—you just go hunt and kill anything.  And they 
 shared, you know.  They didn’t just keep it for themselves.  If they killed one 
 moose, there’d be about ten people got meat from there.  Everybody had to have, 
 you know, a piece of something, even a heart or kidneys, they brought 
 everything, you know.150 
 
Reciprocal support and the sharing of resources provided the foundations for a tightly-knit and 
mutually-supportive community: 
 
 We got along, because everybody helped, everybody helped and no matter if 
 somebody was sick across town, you know, somebody would come and ask my 
 mother and, you know, she’d go over there and she’d go and help her.  If a 
 woman was sick and she couldn’t look after her children, she’d bring the baby 
 home…everybody, you know, worked with each other and they were so good to 
 each other…when somebody died, you know, they kept the body in the house.  
 And old Joe Shott, he was a carpenter, he’d go to work building the coffin and 
 then they’d get the young boys to go to the graveyard and dig the  – got the hole 
 and then take the body to the church.  The women would get the things ready 
 and they’d take the body to the church and that was it.  It was just a big family 
 that lived together, you know?151  
 
The social bonds of the community were reproduced in regular get-togethers, whether to 
celebrate Christian holidays or simply as social visits: “Well, it was just a little—one of those 
communities that like Christmas and New Year’s and all these holidays, everybody gets together. 
And then if somebody’s having a party at their place, you just walk in. Everybody’s welcomed 
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there because they’re just like one big family.”152  More than any social activity, however, it was 
music and dancing that brought people together:  
 

Eli Auger and [indiscernible] and Colin Castor were good musicians, violin. And 
Grandmother Auger, used to play the accordion and so did my mother and then 
they’d—everybody would go to these dances. Small houses, eh, take all their 
kids with them…And then—but your parents were there too and you danced like 
crazy and went home, you know.153 

 
Even in the winter, when many families would be on the traplines for extended periods, a few 
days respite were taken in town to visit family and friends. On these occasions, music and dance 
were central to the Métis sense of community and identity: 
 

The people, like, from up north would come down and visit and spend the 
weekend – I mean, there’s no such thing as spending one day, they’d spend three 
or four days.  And naturally they’d bring their violin or their accordion or 
whatever music that they played.  And then they would dance and stuff like that, 
have a good time.154 

 
Throughout the decades of industrialization, urbanization, and proletarianization, the McMurray 
Métis continued to navigate the spaces between traditional and modern in the construction and 
reconstruction of their unique identity and way of life.  Urbanization and industrialization did 
transform the cultural community, through the decline of the Cree language and the temporal and 
geographic rebalancing of the relationship between the wage economy and traditional land use.  
But the McMurray Métis culture and way of life remained largely intact.  As families moved to 
town on a permanent basis, traditional land use activities were concentrated closer to Fort 
McMurray.  The numerical and cultural predominance of the Métis in Fort McMurray, moreover, 
meant that urbanization proved consistent with the reproduction of cultural practices and a strong 
sense of identity, family, and community.  
 
By the middle of the century, however, a more significant threat lurked on the horizon.  Few in 
the close-knit Métis community could have predicted the changes that would begin in the 1960s, 
when the first major oil-sands mine opened, bolstered in the 1970s by the unprecedented spike in 
global oil prices.  The following decades would witness an almost unfathomable population 
surge, from 1,100 in the early 1960s to over 8,000 by 1972 and more than 30,000 by 1981, and 
dramatic social and ecological upheaval.  To this day, the 1960s stands as a traumatic watershed 
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in the collective memory of the community, when the comfortable cocoon of Fort McMurray 
was ripped open and the McMurray Métis were subjected to an extraordinarily rapid and 
powerful political, socioeconomic, and cultural shock.  As one elder observed wistfully: 
 

There wasn’t very many people and I have very good memories of Fort 
McMurray. And, then we had the old church, the old little church that’s in 
Heritage Park now and we had just a few little stores and we were happy. We 
didn’t know what was over that hill, you know, when we were growing up.155 

 

Impact Assessment 
 
There is an extensive scholarly literature on the socioeconomic and cultural impacts of resource 
industries and frontier environments upon Indigenous communities, in Canada and around the 
world.156  Resource industries in remote areas can and do often have some positive impacts upon 
Indigenous peoples and communities, particularly in relation to economic effects.  Resource 
industries generally pay high wages (and certainly higher wages than are normally available in 
remote areas).  These wages can in turn result in a higher material standard of living, provide 
status and improve self-esteem, and produce multiplier effects in the local economy that support 
local businesses.  By hiring and training Indigenous peoples, industrial proponents can support 
the development of transferable skills and contribute to the retention of youth in the community.  
Where proponents provide financial and other assistance to Indigenous communities, whether in 
the form of Impact Benefit Agreements (IBAs) or other mechanisms, they can strengthen 

                                                 
155  MOTM-MT74-P6. 
156  Ellen Bielawski, Rogue Diamonds: Northern Riches on Dene Land, Vancouver: Douglas and McIntyre, 2003; 
Mario Blaser, Harvey A. Feit, and Glenn McRae, In the Way of Development: Indigenous Peoples, Life Projects and 
Globalization, London: Zed Books, 2004; Marcus Colchester, Sharing Power, 1999; Geoff Evans, James Goodman, 
and Nina Lansbury (eds.), Moving Mountains: Communities Confront Mining and Globalization, London: Zed 
Books, 2002; William Hipwell et al., Aboriginal Peoples and Mining in Canada: Consultation, Participation and 
Prospects for Change, Ottawa: North-South Institute, 2002; Richard Howitt, Rethinking Resource Management: 
Justice, Sustainability and Indigenous Peoples, London: Routledge, 2001; Ingrid Macdonald and Claire Rowland 
(eds.), Tunnel Vision: Women, Mining and Communities, Victoria: Oxfam, 2002; Thibault Martin and Steven M. 
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governance and support programs designed to benefit community members, from cultural 
retention for youth to housing for seniors.157 
 
The review of the available literature suggests, however, that on balance Indigenous 
communities bear a disproportionate share of the negative impacts of industrial projects, in 
comparison to their share of the benefits.  On the one hand, the histories of colonial repression 
and cultural genocide and the contemporary realities of racial discrimination and socioeconomic 
and political marginalization mean that Indigenous peoples are less likely to benefit from the 
economic opportunities of industrial projects.  And on the other hand, the negative impacts of 
industrial projects in remote areas, which tend to be ecological and sociocultural and are 
routinely underestimated by impact assessments, are borne disproportionately by Indigenous 
communities, and particularly by Indigenous women.  Fort McMurray, for its part, has gone 
through practically every recognized boom-town effect, from housing shortages and inflation to 
family stress and violence, alcohol and drug abuse, and the displacement of early residents.158 
 

McMurray Métis Culture as Métis Space 
 
Consistent with the definition of culture and the community history provided above, study 
participants described McMurray Métis culture as a distinctive way of life, organized around a 
dynamic and hybridized Indigenous identity and rooted in the connections between land and 
people and the interrelatedness of all life.159  The McMurray Métis way of life is a ‘natural’ one, 
in which people are connected to land and place.  It is rooted in a hybridized form of Indigeneity: 
“You have a native background, you also have a white background.  With Métis, I feel though that 
the Aboriginal background still is kind of more of what you’re a part of.  You know what I mean?  
It definitely is, like, a guiding force in your life.”160 
 
The Indigenous identity at the center of McMurray Métis culture, however, is not ‘traditional’ in 
the sense of relating to some fixed past point; the origins of the Métis at the interstices of 
Indigenous and Euro-Canadian cultures has imbued the McMurray Métis with a sense of evolution 
and change as central to their culture and identity: “We celebrate our culture, to keep our own 
                                                 
157   Larcombe, P.M., Summary of Mining Related Community-Based Impacts, submitted to the Canadian 
Environmental Assessment Agency for the Prosperity Gold-Copper Mine Project Review Panel, 2010, pp. 20-21. 
158   Earley, Robert James, “Disconnect: Assessing and Managing the Social Effects of Development in the 
Athabasca Oil Sands,” M.E.S. Thesis, University of Waterloo, 2003, p. 167. 
159  A study of the Métis in Northwestern Saskatchewan found a similar definition of identity.  Métis families and 
society are rooted in Cree and Dene societies and concept of wakhootowin, predicated upon the notion of the 
relatedness of all beings, past, present, and future: “Identity, in this conceptualization, is inseparable from land, 
home, community, or family.  They are all one and the same.”  See Macdougall, One in the Family, p. 3. 
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identity, but we also show people that we are a modern people…We have to show who we are 
today, as well as what our past is.  Because we always celebrate our past, that’s history, but in 
order to celebrate what our future is going to be, we have to acknowledge where we’re at.”161 
 
The centrality of the concept of interconnectedness to McMurray Métis culture was nowhere 
more apparent than in the notion of ‘Métis space’.  Métis space was initially proposed by the 
Steering Committee as a Métis Environmental and Cultural Component (MECC).  However, the 
prevalence of the concept in discussions with the Steering Committee and focus groups, and the 
particular definition given to the concept by community members, made it clear that Métis space 
was something more.  In discussions of Métis spaces, there were four recurring themes: (1) that 
Métis spaces were where people could be and feel comfortable as Métis; (2) that Métis spaces 
were connected to particular places; 162  (3) that the places that sustained Métis spaces had 
diminished greatly over time; and (4) that the decline in such places had dramatically weakened 
the transmission and reproduction of McMurray Métis culture.  In one focus group, a question 
about Métis spaces elicited the following exchange: 
 
 Participant: I think the river. That’s the first thing that come to mind is what do 
 you associate the Métis people with? It’s the river systems, right? 
 Participant: Métis highways, that’s all I could think of. 
 Participant: So I mean, the two major heritage rivers are the Athabasca and the 
 Clearwater, right?  
 Participant: Yeah. 
 Participant: But spots like Fred Macdonald’s place [on the trapline] or 
 something, right. 
 Participant: Poplar Point…163 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
161  TFCIA-FG3-P37. 
162  The view of impacts are not determined simply by the scale of impacts to particular places but rather their 
cultural significance is supported by the Mackenzie Review Board, which has repeatedly rejected projects with 
small environmental footprints because of their cultural significance (Ehrlich, “Cumulative Cultural Effects,” p. 5).  
This approach is consistent with the literature on the importance of particular places to the continuity of Indigenous 
cultures.  See Basso, Keith H., Wisdom Sits in Places (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico, 1996). 
163  TFCIA-FG1-P18. 
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Figure 8 – McMurray Métis Culture as Métis Space 
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Another discussion of the meaning of Métis space and its connection to particular places, in this 
case company worksites, arose in another focus group: 
 
 Now, how do we preserve it [Métis space] and how do we keep going?  If we 
 don’t occupy that space, we’re going to lose it…The more we withdraw from 
 business and economic development, the more space they cover, they take.  It 
 shrunk.  I remember the days here at  Fort McMurray when it [Aboriginal hiring 
 and contracting] was mandatory at the sites and stuff like that, they were 
 negotiating…And then what they did is they took the space, they took our 
 economic space.164 
 
What became evident was that Métis space was not a MECC; rather, the MECCs were 
themselves Métis spaces that together comprise the interconnected Métis space that makes the 
existence, adaptation, and transmission of McMurray Métis culture possible.  The five MECCs 
(traditional land use, family and community, values and spirituality, identity, and autonomy and 
self-determination) represent an interconnected web of physical, psychological, and 
sociopolitical spaces within which McMurray Métis culture can exist. 
 
Métis spaces in turn depend upon the physical places in which these spaces are constructed.  For 
instance, identity as a Métis space requires physical places where people can be comfortably 
Métis (e.g., pre-1960s Fort McMurray, which many participants considered to have itself been a 
Métis place).  Family and community as Métis spaces require physical places for their 
reproduction (i.e., a family home or trapline, both of which serve as places where family and 
community relations and bonds are forged and reproduced).  Considered in this way, the 
profound interconnections between MECCs are evident, for instance the trapline as a place 
where spaces for traditional land use, identity, values and spirituality, and family and community 
relations are constructed and reconstructed. 
 
Similarly, the interrelatedness of Métis spaces and their dependence upon place is evident in the 
impact of the influx of non-Indigenous residents and transient workers from the 1960s to the 
present.  Because Fort McMurray itself was a Métis place that supported a clear sense of identity 
and values, strong family and community bonds, TLU, and a feeling of control over the 
evolution and future of the community, the shift from majority to minority of the population, 
which occurred within a decade, would have unleashed powerful cultural effects.  Finally, the 
deep interconnectedness of Métis culture warns against attempts to separate out its components.  
Nevertheless, MECCs are analyzed separately here for the purposes of analytical clarify and 
precision.  It is hoped that examination of cascading and feedback effects, as well as the 
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assessment of significance at the level of Project and culture, rather than at the level of stressors 
and valued components, will help to capture many of the interdependent effects that are normally 
lost when impacts are organized by discrete valued components. 
 

MECC 1: Traditional Land Use 
 
The Project EIA committed an error common to proponent assessments of impacts to traditional 
land use: that such activities are primarily – if not exclusively – commercial or subsistence 
pursuits.  The misinterpretation is evident in the regulations that govern trapping in Alberta, 
which treat trapping as a purely commercial activity.165  Frustration with this mischaracterization 
of the purpose and use of traplines owned by McMurray Métis community members surfaced 
numerous times in focus groups: 
 
 Participant: The guy talked from the ESRD board there. To him it’s a trapline, 
 not realizing the family value of a trapline.  Like, to him, you just go out there and 
 you trap and you’re gone.  Like, in the springtime you’re gone.  But we use it year 
 round.  It’s more than—it’s got a lot more sentimental value than being just a 
 trapline… 
 Participant: If you guys ever read the trappers’ guide now, the trappers’ 
 regulations, I  read it there a little while ago and it states that you buy a 
 trappers’—a trapline with a  trappers’ license and you’re out there to harvest and 
 that’s it.  You are not supposed to live out there year round.  That’s what they 
 want.  And they don’t realize the native people, that’s what we do, is we live there 
 year round.166 
 
The decline of trapping as an economically-viable activity in the oil sands has served to reinforce 
what was always the case for McMurray Métis trappers: that trapping and its associated 
traditional-land-use activities and ecological knowledge is a way of life. 
 
 Years ago it used to be about money, but not—most of the people that are trappers 
 now, it’s in the spirit, it’s in their blood and they’re going to do it, like my brother 
 Joe and all my other brothers.  Like, I’m the black sheep of the family, I didn’t 
 trap.  But once you’re a trapper, you’re a trapper for life…It’s a way of life.167 
 
Traditional land use as a way of life, moreover, represents a central axis around which 
McMurray Métis culture is reproduced.  Trapping and traditional land use connects families 
across generations, instills values and a sense of identity, and binds communities.  Traplines and 
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traditional-land-use areas are constructed as family spaces where generations can connect and 
TK can be passed on:  
 
 Well, trapping’s been in our family since, you know, my parents trapped.  Dad had 
 his own trapline.  Mum was on a trapline.  And my mum, when she was sixteen, 
 had her own dog team, right?  So I mean, that’s—she trapped with her father, eh? 
 So actually there’s still a cabin called the Hansen cabin on the Athabasca River, 
 right on Devil’s Elbow, right…I mean, I can remember when Dad was still alive, 
 and he used to go snare rabbits all the time.  So that’s where it started, right?  You 
 know, we used to snare rabbits right here, as a matter of fact.  Right in 
 [Beacon Hill], right?168 
 
The importance of traplines to the relationships between memory and identity was captured by 
another focus-group participant: “You’re able to basically, you know, bring back the memories. 
You know, you live off the memories, you know, to remember it.  And you know, that traditional 
way that we always want to keep.”169  The connections supported by trapping and traditional land 
use extend beyond the family to the community, for which traplines often serve as gathering sites: 
“It [the trapline] was a gathering place, right, for everybody to come and meet…Kind of like 
seasonal…It was kind of like a—you checked on everybody, right?”170  Because of their role as 
connectors of families and communities, traplines and traditional land use serve as one of the 
principal mechanisms for the transmission of TK and the teaching of traditional values.  In the 
words of one study participant who grew up trapping and harvesting with his grandparents: 
 
 Participant: You’re learning stuff. He taught you how to set a net, live off the 
 land, this is that, that’s that, that thing. You were just going out talking—you were 
 just having a blast, spending time with your grandfather, right?  
 Participant: But you were also— 
 Participant: But now he’s going, you have been learning stuff. He was teaching 
 you how to do that. 
 Participant: You were also harvesting. You were cutting wood all summer. And 
 you think you’re having fun, but you’re cutting wood and you’re going with—
 gathering berries.  You had to gather berries. Go camping up the lake for three, 
 four days, and you did—you know, oh, that’s good, we’re going camping… 
 Participant: Had to go pick blueberries, right? 
 Participant: And we were given—I remember my grandmother says, ‘Okay, 
 you’ve got to pick this pail full,’ right? ‘And then after that, you go play, all 
 right?’ 
 Participant: And make sure it’s clean. 
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 Participant: Yeah, and that, so it’s just a—so you were—think you were—you 
 know,  you were having fun, but you were actually learning stuff all the time, 
 right? And then, like,  my grandfather would cut wood. That was his thing, and so 
 he had enough wood there for the whole community in case somebody didn’t—
 you know, they didn’t have boys, they just  had girls, so.  And then other people 
 would have big gardens, you know, and then when the hunting started, 
 everybody shared, right?171 
 
It is a mistake to reduce Indigenous culture – and the cultural impacts of industrial projects – to 
an observable set of activities referred to as traditional land use.  And yet, as a consequence of its 
deep interconnectedness with other MECCs within the McMurray Métis cultural system, TLU 
represents in many ways a ‘keystone’ component, whose vitality is a crucial indicator for the 
health of the wider culture. 
 
Cumulative Effects 
 
Fort McMurray is located in the heart of the oil-sands and the oil-sands mineable area is 
concentrated in the traditional trapping and land-use areas of the McMurray Métis community, 
down the Athabasca River towards Fort Chipewyan (see Figure 4).  As discussed above, the 
processes of urbanization and industrialization altered patterns of land use and settlement 
towards Fort McMurray, but the mixed economy rooted in traditional harvesting and norms of 
mutual support and sharing were maintained.  It was not until the large-scale exploitation of the 
oil-sands reserves (and particularly within the mineable area) began that TLU came under 
significant threat from industrial encroachment. 
 
Loss of Land and Access 
 
The most significant cumulative impact to McMurray Métis TLU is the cumulative loss of land 
and loss of access to land as a result of oil-sands and other industrial developments.  Figure 9 
presents a cumulative-disturbance map for the traditional McMurray Métis territory down the 
Athabasca River between Embarrass Portage and Fort McMurray.  As one can see, there exist 
only small pockets of land and points of access to the traditional lands of the community from 
the river.  The loss of lands and access to lands represents a significant cumulative decline in the 
places available for McMurray Métis harvesters, families, and community members to live the 
traditional life. 
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In addition to the cumulative effects of oil-sands and other industrial disturbances upon the 
traditional land-use areas of the McMurray Métis, the waves of oil booms have resulted in 
geographic expansion of Fort McMurray via urban sprawl.  Traditional land users repeatedly 
talked about how they used to harvest in the outskirts of Fort McMurray, in locations that are for 
the most part now paved urban spaces.  As one harvester recalled: 
 
 There was nothing [around Fort McMurray].  And it was all bush, so that’s where 
 you’re  able to walk ten minutes from your house and you’ll start setting rabbit 
 snares, right?   That’s where it all started, right, and dad bought me a little .22 
 when I was fourteen, so I mean, there you go.  You’re off and running, right?172 
 
The sentiment was echoed by a trapper who recalled harvesting in the outskirts of Fort McMurray 
as a youth: “But then you kind of look at the activity around McMurray.  There’s not much 
anymore.  Like, before, you were able to actually leave, half a mile and you’re in the bush.  Now, 
there’s nothing.  So people are going farther and farther away to actually enjoy the wilderness.”173  
The need to travel increasingly long distances to harvest connects to another cumulative impact: 
reduced access.  Although industrial development can open new access points, Figure 9 
demonstrates the development of oil-sands mines along the Athabasca River has greatly restricted 
the ability of land users to access sites via the river, which was the traditional transport route and 
access point for trappers and harvesters.  One participant described his frustration at reduced 
access: “And the grandchildren, it’s—you try to take them out, but you can’t even go where you 
used to go because the oil companies, no trespassing signs, private property, bricks and blocks.”174 
 
Greater Non-Indigenous Access 
 
The opening up of new access lines via industrial development in theory opens up new areas that 
could be used by McMurray Métis traditional land users.  As mentioned above, however, the loss 
of access from industrial development greatly outweighs the gains.  The construction of new cut 
lines and roads, moreover, opens new areas not only to McMurray Métis harvesters but also to 
non-Indigenous harvesters.  The conundrum was well-stated by one focus-group participant: 
 
 Participant: Yeah.  And you know, there’s some positives out of it.  I mean, 
 they will cut us—say they survey, they come in and they’re going to survey 
 [indiscernible].  So they’ll cut, you know, not a big wide cut line.  They’ll cut 
 enough for a quad.  They’ll go through them like an extra trail, right?  Hey, it’s a 
 nice little trail.  Saved us a lot of work.  But then it leaves other people able to use 
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 that, like Lou said, right?  In certain areas, up where we are—cuts a trail, it’s like, 
 ooh, nice.  We can access that now, right?  It’s pretty cool.  But that’s changing.  
 There’s more people because all—this is all—we’ve seen all this now, the last 
 ten years.  We’re starting to move north, right?175 
 
Competition with outside hunters reduces the game available and the greater movement tends to 
disperse game farther away.176  As one hunter commented: 
 
 Participant: Just mostly my mum.  She likes wild game still, eh.  So it’s harder 
 and harder.  We have to know where to go and you see—you go to the bush that 
 you used to go, but there’s—everybody has access because—and you go there and 
 we always clean up our site, you know. We take in, we bring out.  But you go in 
 the bush and there’s stuff left all over, a mess, right.  Where we traditionally used 
 to go, it’s harder and harder to get to, farther and farther away it seems like, 
 because a lot of people go.177 
 
In addition to the impact on resources available for harvesting, improved access to harvesting 
areas, when combined with the rapid influx of the non-Indigenous population, has reduced the 
sense of privacy and security of McMurray Métis land users.  A common refrain among the 
traditional land users who participated in the focus groups was the mounting frustration at the lack 
of respect show to Métis harvesters by non-Indigenous land users.  As one participant relayed: 
 
 Participant: How it’s affect the people in town. Well, the people in town are—
 some of these people have come from out there, but the people that haven’t come 
 from the bush  [indiscernible] in town that are non-Native, so to speak, have been 
 given opportunities now because it’s opened up, right? They’re going to go out 
 and— 
 Participant: And they say what they want to do—they do whatever they want to 
 do. 
 Participant: Yes. With no respect— 
 Participant: No respect. Yeah. 
 Participant: —to the land and to the people that are here originally that have 
 that respect for the land. The people go out there and they don’t respect it 
 anymore… 
 Participant: I mean, I been up to [redacted to protect privacy] cabin on the 
 Clearwater River there and I stopped there and I said, well, you know, I’ll just stop 
 and have a look at the  cabin. The lock’s been busted off of it, there’s more beer 
 cans in there than there is down in the bottle depot downtown and whiskey bottles 
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 all over the place, right? So I mean, people don’t respect…That’s no respect at 
 all, period.178 
 
Another participant echoed concerns about the lack of respect for the environment and for Métis 
harvesters shown by non-Indigenous land users: 
 
 Participant: Hopefully, like, the child picks up, like, [indiscernible] even my 
 girlfriend’s the same way. I mean, you go out, outside to do something, try to 
 leave it a little cleaner than you left it, right. Like, even the last ten years on the 
 river, like, people are—campsites are full of beer cans and bottles and junk up and 
 down the river, right. I mean, I even notice. Like you were saying, more trails and 
 stuff around that. The more people there is, I mean, burnt vehicles left in the bush, 
 stuff like that. It’s gross.  You want to go do something.  I mean, the Road 
 probably has ten burnt vehicles on it at all times, right?179 
 
As the population of Fort McMurray exploded over the past five decades, McMurray Métis 
trappers and harvester have found the fewer and fewer undisturbed places that can be used as 
spaces for traditional land use activities. 
 
Fewer Resources 
 
Cumulative industrial disturbance and greater numbers of non-Indigenous harvesters has resulted 
in the available of fewer resources for harvesting.  Female harvesters in particular discussed the 
dramatic decline the availability of berries for picking.  As one female elder recalled: 
 

There used to be a bunch of raspberries here. And chokecherries, strawberries, 
Saskatoons. Now you won’t even see hardly any raspberries around here 
anymore, or strawberries. Or even chokecherries. Chokecherries, we used to go 
right by the point here and go pick them, or right there by the old church. We 
used to go down, we used to pick our berries there. Raspberries.180 

 
The decline in fur-bearers and big-game animals has been particularly dramatic and impactful, 
given the importance of hunting and wild game to the diet and culture of the McMurray Métis 
community.  As one trapper remarked: 
 
 You can’t hunt no more because there’s nothing to hunt, like Ernie was saying. I 
 mean, I lived that—when I was young, we used to run [indiscernible] and trap, my 
 brother and I.  Now you can’t even do that no more, there’s nothing to trap and 
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 nothing to hunt.  The  beaver is hard to get because they make a house, 
 [indiscernible] lake, the noise alone, get them out—run away. So the history of 
 our—starting the town [indiscernible] is ruining it.  [Indiscernible] one too many 
 people, and the trappers don’t have a chance.181 
 
Community concern over the decline of big-game animals, like moose and caribou, was 
particularly intense: 
 
 Participant: And that’s what—that’s what I see happening, is—the animals 
 aren’t as plentiful because they’re pushed out, right? They’re pushed to areas 
 where they’re going to seek protection, right? And that’s usually in a heavily 
 wooded area.  So there’s not a lot of that left. 
 Participant: Not a lot anymore. 
 Participant: —any places to go, right? So fortunately, where we are, like I said, 
 they’re kind of not in there yet, but Teck resources is coming in close.  
 Participant: Like, we used to have a lot of moose and caribou on our line. And 
 now, we barely have—you know, we might even—lucky to see six. Yeah. The 
 caribou, they’re a shy animal. And they’ll calve right inside the muskeg.  They call 
 it an island.  And they’ll hang around an island because that’s the safe area for 
 them in the [floating] muskeg, right?  And that’s where they’ll calve.  And so with 
 the activity, they’ll actually drop their calves stillborn, or they won’t even 
 breed.182 
 
Concerns about the decline of big-game populations is supported by the available scientific 
evidence, which suggests moose populations in the area have declined sharply over the past four 
decades. 183   Another recent study found “widespread and dramatic” declines in the caribou 
population throughout Northeastern Alberta as a result of rapid industrial development and related 
predator-prey imbalances.  The Red Earth, West Side Athabasca River (WSAR), and East Side 
Athabasca River (ESAR) populations, traditionally hunted by the McMurray Métis, have shown 

                                                 
181  TFCIA-FG1-P52. 
182  TFCIA-FG1-P87. 
183  Fort McKay First Nation, Fort McKay’s Review of Teck Resources Ltd. Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project 
Integrated Application, submitted to Alberta Environment and Sustainable Resource Development and the Canadian 
Environmental Assessment Agency, 2012, p. 37; Charest, Kerri Spring, “Changes in Moose and White-Tailed Deer 
Abundance in Northeastern Alberta and the Relationship to Cumulative Impacts,” unpublished M.E.S. thesis, 
Department of Biological Sciences, University of Alberta, 2005. 



WSSS Inc. 
McMurray Métis Cultural Impact Assessment – Teck Frontier Project 

66 

 

 

particularly pronounced declines.184  These findings are supported by Environment Canada, which 
has classified all the aforementioned caribou populations as “Not Self Sustaining.”185  
 
Perceived Safety of Harvested Resources 
 
Oil-sands development has had a significant impact upon the perceived quality and safety of 
harvested resources.  Numerous participants reported no longer consuming water or fishing in 
their traditional areas because of oil-sands and other industrial development: 
 
 Yeah, it’s just like even in Poplar Creek there. That used to be my favourite little 
 fishing spot, eh. I’d go back there and then a few years ago—I haven’t touched the 
 fish since.  I’m down there, eh, and having a great morning, eh, [indiscernible]. 
 All of a sudden I got a hold of this fish and Jesus I said, to my buddy, I said, “I got 
 something good here.”  Reeling in, I see the head come out of the water. It just—
 holy, I said, “This pickerel got to be ten pounds, eh.” I keep bringing her up. All of 
 a sudden it started coming up and I dragged it onto the shore.  The head was like 
 this and it tapered down and it was all slimy.  I just—last time I ever touched a 
 fish out of that river.186 
 
One community elder similarly having stopped drinking water and fishing in traditional areas 
because of oil-sands development: 
 
 Interviewee: Yeah, see like this clear cut I was telling you that was only – there 
 was only GCOS eh, then it was okay.  Then all these other ones, you know... 
 Interviewer: And, how are the fish? 
 Interviewee: I wouldn’t get a fish. 
 Interviewer: You won’t eat the fish from there no more? 
 Interviewee: I wouldn’t, nah, too much pollution, polluted. 
 Interviewer: Drink the water? 
 Interviewee: You know, before, we used to drink this water, now you can’t.187 
 
Survey results support the findings of focus groups.  When asked whether oil-sands development 
has led to reductions in the traditional resources harvested and consumed, the impacts were clear 
(Figure 10). 
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Of those who had harvested traditional foods, 65 percent responded they had reduced the amount 
of harvesting they do in response to oil-sands development.  Of those who had consumed 
traditional or ‘bush’ foods, 67 percent reported having reduced the amount of traditional foods 
they consume as a result of concerns of quality and safety. 
 
The average age of those who agreed that oil sands development has impacted the amount of 
harvesting they do was 49 years, compared to 45 years old for those who reported not being 
impacted.  Considering that large-scale oil sands development began with the opening of the 
Great Canadian Oil sands in 1967, 48 years before the survey was conducted, these findings 
seem indicative of a generational differences: those whose average age puts their birth before 
large-scale development would appear more likely to perceive impacts of oil sands to harvesting.  
This finding is consistent with what one would expect of long-term cumulative impacts.  When 
one considers that the average age of those respondents who had never harvested was 39 years 
old, these findings suggest that oil-sands development has had a significant impact on the 
transmission of traditional land use practices to younger generations. 
 
Wage Labour and Cost of Living 
 
Wage labour is not a new phenomenon for the McMurray Métis.  As was shown, the Métis 
worked the riverboats, the docks, the rails, and early industries in and around Fort McMurray, all 
the while maintaining their Indigenous-harvesting economy.  An important part of that balance 
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related to the seasonal nature of much of the wage-labour work in Fort McMurray prior to the 
1960s, which was concentrated in the summer on the rivers and docks: 
 
 I mean, back then, you know, that was in the wintertime when they did most of 
 that [trapping and harvesting].  My dad didn’t work much [for wages] in the 
 winter.  He worked on the barges, right, so the barges were parked in the winter, 
 right?  So things were—the dynamics were way different back then than they are 
 now, right?188 
 
The realities and rhythms of work in the oil-sands are quite distinct.  In addition to being year-
round, oil-sands employment tends to require intense shifts that require long stretches away from 
family and community.  As one community elder described: 
 
 Like I myself, I’m not as traditional as I want to be because I have to get out there 
 and work my 12 and 13 hour shifts days and nights. I wish to goodness I could just 
 be traditional and I could live off the land and I can do the harvesting that I was 
 raised to do in my community. And my trapline, my family trapline is out 
 Highway 63.  But I can’t do that because my mortgage is—where am I going to 
 live if I don’t have the job?  And that’s what  my children are faced with. So 
 they’re—you know, we’re really hard workers, but we don’t have that luxury 
 to be traditional.189 
 
The impact of wage labour on traditional land use is particularly acute because it is the main 
harvesting population (young-to-middle-aged males) that are most likely to take wage 
employment, thus impairing the transmission mechanism of TK. 190   Young people who 
demonstrated an interest in traditional land use reported similar difficulties balancing the demands 
of wage labour with traditional harvesting: 
 
 Then I got started—I got a job and I started working.  So now my commitment 
 was I had to work…so we end up losing.  And that’s what we’re losing…the 
 Métis people are losing it [traditional land use] and myself included.  I’ve been 
 away from the bush for so long.  I started working.  I used to go out hunting, but 
 gave it up.  No time.191 
 
The shift towards the industrial economy unleashes feedback loops related to dependence on 
money and cost of living.  As the McMurray Métis moved increasingly into the market economy, 
they began to rely to an ever-greater extent upon money to purchase the goods they needed to 
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survive.  This reliance upon money to access goods like food that were once sourced primarily in 
the bush, in turn reinforced the need for money and wage labour.  As one elder remarked: 
“Everything costs money nowadays, not like years ago. Nothing—everything was free, eh?”192  
The boomtown dynamics of the oil industry have exacerbated this trend, driving up the cost of 
living to the point where Fort McMurray is now one of the ten most expensive places in Canada to 
live.193  The high cost of living in Fort McMurray feeds into the need to work full-time in the high-
paying energy sector, furthering the imbalance between the Indigenous-harvesting and market-
based economies. 
 
 I think the young people too now, it’s the cost of living is so high, like.  They can’t 
 get out.  I don’t know how we did it. We used to get two dollars and twenty-five 
 cents an hour and could have all the fun we wanted to. Now you’re getting thirty 
 dollars an hour and you’re just barely making it.  So young people now, getting a 
 home or a house, you can’t afford to  get out as much or stuff like that too.  It’s 
 just everything’s around work and survival.194 
 
The high cost of living impacts TLU in another way.  As one community elder explained: “If you 
grew up traditional then you didn’t earn an industry. If you were living on the trapline, you were 
living off the land.  You didn’t have an industry wage.”195  Because those who are most likely to 
know about TLU (trappers and elders) are also those most likely not to have worked in the oil-
sands, the high cost of living drives out knowledge holders as they get older, thus impeding the 
possibilities for the intergenerational transfer of traditional land-use practices and ecological 
knowledge. 
 
The scholarly literature on the impacts of wage-labour and commodification on traditional land 
use supports the accounts of the McMurray Métis.  Although there are several sources that are 
generally cited to claim that wage labour has either no impact or a positive impact on harvesting 
(via improved incomes to purchase equipment), some are of questionable reliability.196  For 
instance, the oft-cited Hobart study openly recognized that “Some of the data used in this 
analysis are incomplete and some are of questionable validity” and qualified its explanation with 
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the language of “seems to.” 197   The bulk of the scholarly evidence suggests that wage 
employment eventually erodes traditional land use over time.198  Wages may support traditional 
land use at first, “But in the longer run, all the evidence suggests that whatever employment 
opportunities are created, whatever the levels of earning in the industrial sector, the use of land 
and production of country foods eventually declines.”199  The impairment mechanisms identified 
by the McMurray Métis, such as the feedback loop of a rising cost of living, are precisely those 
found in the literature.200 
 
Government Regulations 
 
Government regulations were repeatedly identified by McMurray Métis traditional land users as 
a significant contributor to the erosion of TLU.  Trappers and harvesters identified a series of 
government regulations that undermine the viability and sustainability of traditional land use.  In 
particular, participants highlighted regulations that served to limit the use of traplines as 
subsistence harvesting and sociocultural spaces in favour of a narrowly commercial model of 
trapping.  On the one hand, government restrictions on the amount of time trappers can live on 
their lines and their ability to carry out parallel subsistence activities, like gardening, served to 
restrict the possibilities of utilizing traplines as family and community spaces: 
 
 Participant: So we’ve seen a big change.  The thing is that the government 
 involvement is not good.  You need this.  You need that.  You can’t have this.  
 Like, when we went in the bush, we went in the bush.  Now you can’t go and 
 camp.  You can only have a cabin so  size…You can’t put a garden in.  Everybody 
 had a garden when I was a kid… 
 Participant: There’s all kinds of maintenance to do. You’ve got to go and make 
 sure your trails are open properly and everything like that. 
 Participant: You got to fix your roof, you got to do it in the summer. 
 Participant: That’s right. You can’t do it in the winter. 
 Participant: But legally, you have the right to live there for six months out of 
 the year. 
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 Participant: And not having a garden, that’s so stupid. Like, that’s just, like, 
 [indiscernible]— 
 Participant: Doesn’t even make sense.201 
 
On the other hand, government regulations requiring minimum productivity serve to accentuate the 
commercial aspect and undermine the traditional and sociocultural components.  One trapper 
described how regulations can actually undermine the sustainability of the trapline: 
 
 Participant: Well, the pressure even coming from the government saying, okay, 
 you got to catch this many fur.  Like, you know, you trap your line and I mean, 
 I’ve never had a problem with the number.  But who are they to say?  Like, maybe 
 I don’t want to catch lynx this year.  Maybe there’s only three or four signs I seen, 
 so I’m going to leave seed, you know.  And sometimes you’re going to get an 
 abundance of fisher, and then three years later you don’t see no signs.  So maybe 
 you don’t want to trap them.  But you got the government saying, okay, you got to 
 have this many pieces of fur and— 
 Participant: Well, it definitely is a—that’s, like you said, it’s not my line, but 
 I’m working with my buddy out west here on his. And that’s one of the big ones 
 for him.  I mean, he’s obligated to get out there and do something. I mean, it’s all 
 nice to be out on the line, but you got to look from a conservation side of things 
 too.  I mean, he goes, okay, you got to have this amount.  Well, you know what? 
 Because of industry, there’s not much really happening.  Why do you want us to 
 go out and wipe out what’s left or make us do it?  And you have no choice. 
 Participant: We shouldn’t have to. 
 Participant: What are you thinking, you know? I just—it’s crazy really.202 
 
In addition to threatening the ecological sustainability of the trapline, minimum quotas place 
pressures on the trapper that can conflict with family and other priorities: 
 
 Participant: And they shouldn’t be able to dictate you every year because, like, 
 say, for example, in your family, you had a family member that was sick, like my 
 mom, per se.  She’s going to be 85 in April.  I mean, she’s not as healthy as she 
 once was.  She’ll take a lot of time to get her health—watch her health, right.  So 
 you should not be pressured like that until—you know, what do you do?  Okay, 
 well, sorry, elder you have to stay home and  I’m going to the bush.  There’s your 
 plate and see you later.  Like, I mean, there’s sicknesses in people’s lives that are 
 out of control too, right.  I guess that’s what I’m trying to say. 
 Participant: Most certainly.  Most certainly. 
 Participant: So what do you do?  Go, go trapping and feel that pressure from 
 government?  Or deal with that elder that needs your help?203 

                                                 
201  TFCIA-FG1-P62-63. 
202  TFCIA-FG1-P54-55. 
203  TFCIA-FG1-P55-56. 
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Evidence suggests that regulations that undermine traditional land use in turn feed into the 
commercialization of food and other basic necessities, which necessitates wage employment and 
further weakens the Indigenous-harvesting economy. 204   Trappers further protested that the 
efforts by the government to turn traplines into purely commercial ventures keep prices above 
what most Métis and Indigenous trappers can afford:  
 
 Trying to get a trapline that’s available, it’s all about money, right? I mean, and 
 somebody, like, has it, the highest bidder, basically. But it’s got to be—I mean, for 
 Aboriginal people, whether First Nations or Métis, they should be given the rights 
 to go back in on the land, right?  So government, I think, has got to—sure, it’s—
 you know, if it’s worth fifteen thousand or twenty thousand, it should go to the 
 Métis or First Nations people first, before.  And the people in the region, because 
 it means something to the people in the region, right?  And the people that grew 
 up here like Lou, you know, maybe he’d want his own line. But his mum’s there, 
 but I mean, Leonard wants a line and there’s all kinds of people that grew up here 
 would like to.  And then you get them back into teaching their children the ways 
 of the land, right?205 
 
The impact of government regulations on the sociocultural character and sustainability of 
McMurray Métis trapping and traditional land use is intensified by the lack of government 
recognition of the harvesting rights of McMurray Métis community members.  Community 
harvesters complained bitterly that the government refuses to recognize their Indigenous harvesting 
rights, while First Nations people in the province are able to harvest comparatively freely: 
 
 Participant: But the First Nations people, they get a bigger break, eh. 
 Interviewer: Can you say [cross talk] about that? 
 Participant: The First Nations people, they get a bigger break. 
 Interviewer: How do you mean? 
 Participant: Hunting. Well, I’ve got a son-in-law in Anzac and his dad was a 
 [redacted for privacy].  You must know— 
 Participant: Yeah, the [redacted for privacy]? 
 Participant: Yeah, what do you call them—he gets lots of tax breaks and he can 
 kill a lot of stuff that—and he’s not bothered. He went over to Fort Smith to kill a 
 buffalo. 
 Participant: Oh, yeah, well, they could get buffalo in Fort Smith. If you’re out 
 of the territories or out of the park—I mean, the territories are here, but you’re out 
 of that park.  You’re in there—you’re free. You kill them, like, Chip—across 
 that Embarras River.  Get into the—Alberta there.  Like, they just go there and 
 nail them. 

                                                 
204  Lutz, Makúk, p. 222. 
205  TFCIA-FG1-P43. 
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 Interviewer: So is it harder do you think [redacted for privacy] for Métis people 
 than it is First  Nations to go get wild meat? 
 Participant: We’re restricted.  Take, like, [redacted for privacy], when he lived 
 here, he couldn’t hunt.206 
 
Government regulations to commercialize traditional land use, when combined with the lack of 
recognition of McMurray Métis harvesting rights, together further restrict the ability of 
community members to create and maintain spaces for traditional land use activities. 
 
Cumulative Effects Summary 
 
The waves of oil-sands development, first in the 1960s and 1970s and then again from around 
2000 to the present, greatly diminished (1) the places available for traditional land use and (2) 
the ability of community members to create spaces for the reproduction of the traditional-
harvesting economy.  As one can see in Figure 11, the two decades from 1961 produced a 
dramatic transformation of the Fort McMurray labour force.207 
 

 
 
For our purposes, several facts immediately stand out.  The first is the collapse of the traditional 
sector (trapping, fishing, forestry) as a means of labour-force participation, from 7.4 percent in 
1961 to 0.1 percent by 1981.  The percentage decline was not simply a product of increasing 
employment in other activities: the absolute number of people in the traditional sector fell by 46 

                                                 
206  TFCIA-FG1-P44. 
207  The statistics for Figure 8 were drawn from Krahn, Harvey J., “Labour Market Segmentation in Fort McMurray, 
Alberta,” unpublished PhD dissertation, University of Alberta, 1983, p. 45. 
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percent over the same period.208  The second important fact to note is the decline of employment 
is the other sectors in which the McMurray Métis were traditionally employed: transportation 
and industry, which fell 88 percent and 82 percent respectively. 
 
Although it is true that some members of the McMurray Métis community found employment in 
the oil and construction industries, they were and continue to be underrepresented.  As Krahn 
concluded in his study of labour-market segmentation in Fort McMurray: 
 
 In short, examination of labour force participation rates, unemployment rates, 
 and skill and training levels of the native Canadian population in the Athabasca 
 region leads to a rather bleak conclusion: Indians and Métis residents of both 
 Fort McMurray and surrounding communities appear to be only marginal 
 participants in the oil sands economy.209 
 
The combination of push (loss of land and access) and pull (wage labour) factors on traditional 
land use was particularly severe for the McMurray Métis.  On the one hand, McMurray Métis 
harvesters tended to concentrate activities closer to town, which were greatly affected by the 
early oil-sands projects and the urban sprawl of Fort McMurray.  And on the other hand, the 
creation of public schools and the development of industry in Fort McMurray would likely have 
favoured McMurray Métis community members for oil-sands employment, compared to their 
First Nations counterparts in more remote areas.  As a result of these factors, the number of 
traplines registered to members of the McMurray Métis community has fallen by more than 70 
percent between the late 1950s to the present.210  The loss of traplines as exclusive spaces for 
traditional land use is especially impactful when considering the lack of recognition for 
McMurray Métis harvesting rights and the ever-increasing number of non-Indigenous hunters 
and land users. 
 
There is a high level of concern within the McMurray Métis community over the cumulative loss 
of TLU.  When asked, for instance, whether they are concerned about the potential impacts of oil 
sands to sites of historic, spiritual, community importance, 92 percent of respondents stated that 
they are (Figure 12). 

                                                 
208  Krahn, “Labour Market Segmentation,” p. 45. 
209  Krahn, “Labour Market Segmentation,” p. 73. 
210  See Clark et al., Fort McMurray: Historic and Contemporary Métis Community, p. 96. 
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These concerns are bolstered by findings that suggest that industrial activity “has removed or 
degraded land and resources to the extent that those resources can no longer support subsistence 
harvest or related uses by First Nations and Métis populations.”211  Even among those trappers 
whose lines have yet to be directly impacted by industrial activity, there is a strong sense of 
forbearance and concern over the future sustainability of trapping in the region: 
 
 But it was—like [name redacted] said, it’s quiet. It’s a place to go and, you know, 
 sit on the river, a cup of coffee in your hand in the middle of the evening and just 
 no buzz or telephones or traffic or TV on, it was just quiet. Like, you’d hear the 
 ducks flying over and  all that.  So I kind of got the bug there, and then I went 
 trapping with [name redacted] and trapped with [name redacted] for eight years. 
 And then [name redacted] actually had this trapline up north. He asked me to 
 come with him and show him a few things and everything, so I’ve kind of been 
 helping him out up there for the last little bit. And it’s—we’re fortunate because 
 it’s starting to happen now, but the industry hasn’t really bothered us as much as 
 [name redacted] and all these people closer to here, right? [Name redacted] 
 and—I mean, we’re further away.  But it’s coming.212 
 
As traditional land use comes under pressures from oil-sands and other industrial activities, 
concern over the preservation and transmission of TK mounts.  Studies demonstrate that TK is 
undermined by diminished time spent on the land, delayed or impeded transmission mechanisms, 
and peer influence, all of which have exerted powerful effects upon the McMurray Métis.213  

                                                 
211   Human Environment Group, Indicators of Cultural Change (1960 to 2009): A Framework for Selecting 
Indicators Based on Cultural Values in Fort McKay, submitted to Fort McKay Industrial Relations Corporation, 
2009, p. 16. 
212  TFCIA-FG1-P59. 
213  Turner et al., “Ebb and Flow,” p. 49. 
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Study participants identified the generation that came into adulthood in the 1960s and 1970s as 
the first to lose much of the TK of the community: 
 
 Participant: And that generation too because we were the ones who were 
 working the 12 hour shifts, right.  So we lost that.  So I think it’s very important… 
 Participant: Yeah, it’s that simple [laughs].  So that’s what I mean, it’s got to be 
 some knowledge sharing right, from the—you know, from Ernie and—everybody.  
 It’s got to be shared. 
 Participant: And then there you go, that’s exactly what we’ve got to do.  Taking 
 the youth out and telling them and teaching them where and how the rat root looks 
 and the purpose of it. 
 Participant: And the teas, the sweet grass teas and stuff, right. Same thing.214 
 
The severity of the impact has made it difficult to locate and connect elders with this knowledge 
and young and middle-aged community members who would like to learn more about traditional 
ways.  As one participant described: 
 
 As a kid, I used to…spend summers with my grandparents, and you know, old Art 
 Haines used to have that camp out back.  They used to smoke meat in there, eh?  
 Make dry meat, right?  These are things that I’m talking—these are traditions that, 
 if we don’t pass them  on, they’re going to get lost, right?  And it’s hard to find 
 people to teach it…I’d love to find somebody to show me how to scrape a moose 
 hide and make—any time I kill a moose, I cut it out so it’s all one big piece, right? 
 So that I could bring it back and do that.  But I can’t find nobody to do it.215 
 
The impacts on traditional land use in the 1960s and 1970s resounded forward, to the point where 
community concern over the lack of TLU of youth has reached an extraordinarily high level.  As 
one can see if Figure 13, 94 percent of respondents stated they were concerned that young people 
are not learning traditional ways of life and knowledge.  The finding was equally robust across age 
groups, with young people demonstrating similar levels of concern as their elders. 
 

                                                 
214  TFCIA-FG1-P41. 
215  TFCIA-FG1-P32. 
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The steady and progressive erosion of traditional land use and knowledge has left community 
members with a profound sense that if these practices and knowledge are not defended and 
strengthened, they could be lost forever.  As participants remarked in a focus-group session: 
 
 Participant: History is gone, like I said identities, it’s all gone and now we’re 
 going to start over again. And it is a sad, sad—we’d even have to talk like this, 
 to feel like— 
 Participant: Well, 40 years from now it’s going to be, well, you know what, 
 the white man had this trapline here. It’s no more Métis. What’s the good of 
 that?216 
 
And yet, the scale of the loss has not yet produced resignation or defeatism.  Intermixed with the 
senses of loss and anguish, there is a desire to make a greater commitment, on the part of elders, 
trappers, and youth, to protect traditional land use and knowledge and recapture some of what was 
lost over the past five decades: 
 
 But I think there’s got to be—you know, if the Métis people could put a culture 
 centre in and start that way, respect for the elders and the earth.  And the way—I 
 don’t think it’s going to get back, you know, because of the black gold, like you 
 say, and stuff.  It’s not going to go back to the land the way it was, right.  That’s 
 gone.  But you can teach the land that hasn’t been touched, the Birch Mountain 
 areas and the areas outside.  You could teach people to respect that.217 
 

                                                 
216  TFCIA-FG1-P78. 
217  TFCIA-FG2-P47. 
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Incremental Effects 
 
With the cumulative effects to TLU presented, this section will examine the incremental effects 
attributable to the Project.  The section will be divided into three parts: the first will identify the 
main Project-specific stressors to TLU within the context of past and present cumulative effects; 
the second will trace out the cascading and feedback effects that emerge from the Project 
stressors; and the third will consist of a residual-effects characterization table that summarizes 
and rates the Project-specific effects to McMurray Métis TLU. 
 
Loss of Land and Access 
 
The Métis Traditional Land Use and Occupancy study carried out for the Project produced 80 
potential land-use-value conflicts with the Project Traditional Land Use Local Study Area (TLU 
LSA).218  Over 50% of the values that intersected with the Project TLU LSA were found in the 
category of Trails, Cabins, and Cultural/Spiritual Sites (TCCS), followed by Hunting and 
Trapping, which made up 30 percent of the intersecting values (Figure 14).219  In addition to 
concerns about Project impacts on loss of land upon which community members harvest 
traditional resources, there is significant concern over the impacts of the Project upon the animal 
habitat.  Métis harvesters indicated that the Project would be developed in habitat for moose, 
deer and bison. 
 

 

                                                 
218  Willow Springs Strategic Solutions, Métis Traditional Land Use and Occupancy Study: Teck Resources Limited 
– Frontier Oil Sands Mine Project, submitted to McMurray Métis Local 1935, 2014, p. 4. 
219  Data for Figure 10 drawn from Willow Springs Strategic Solutions, Métis Traditional Land Use and Occupancy 
Study: Teck Frontier, p. 20. 
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The question of access to traditional land use sites and animal habitat relates intimately to the 
Athabasca River, to which the Project is adjacent.  The Athabasca River has profound historical 
and contemporary significance to the McMurray Métis.  The historic significance of the 
Athabasca River to the McMurray Métis was established above.  When asked whether the 
Athabasca River was a place of cultural and community significance to the McMurray Métis, an 
overwhelming 98 percent of respondents either strongly agreed or agreed that it is (Figure 15).   
The river was, from the second half of the nineteenth century until the middle of the twentieth 
century, the primary residence and source of economic and cultural sustenance (both traditional 
harvesting and wage labour) for most community members. 
 

 
 
The McMurray Métis continue to utilize the Athabasca River as a means to access harvesting 
areas, traplines, cabins, and culturally-important sites along the river.  Community members 
described regular trips along the Athabasca River from Fort McMurray to Firebag River, Big 
Point, or Fort Chipewyan to engage in traditional land use activities. 220   McMurray Métis 
community members similarly expressed concerns regarding the potential Project impacts to 
water levels on and contamination of the Athabasca River. 
 
Non-Indigenous Access 
 
The EIA submitted by the Proponent estimates the population growth in the urban service area 
associated with the Project will peak at 4,000 in 2026, before settling at an estimated long-term 

                                                 
220  Willow Springs Strategic Solutions, Métis Traditional Land Use and Occupancy Study: Teck Frontier, p. 26. 
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figure of 2,000.221  In its discussion of impacts to traditional land use impacts, the EIA makes 
two notes of the potential impacts to traditional land use from non-Indigenous hunters.  The first 
is the observation that the authority to access other areas lies with Alberta Sustainable Resource 
Development (ASRD). In spite of this, Teck will facilitate and participate in discussions 
regarding access to the PDA and immediate surroundings.”222  The second was mention that the 
Proponent will take measures to limit impacts by “restricting hunting or firearm use by Project 
personnel.”223  No details of how this policy will be designed and enforced were provided and 
there were no concrete details as to what can be done to limit non-Indigenous hunting in the 
areas around Fort McMurray and the Project. 
 
Nor is there a substantive discussion of Project impacts upon the noted lack of respect shown by 
non-Indigenous recreational users for McMurray Métis harvesters.  The EIA does commit the 
Proponent to “provide cultural diversity training to employees and contractors focussing on 
respect for traditional land users”, but there is no mention of whether such programs will address 
the Métis specifically or whether they be rigorous and mandatory.  An audit of a similar training 
program for a major resource project in Northern Manitoba, for instance, found only 35% of 
employees participated, despite the program being a mandatory requirement.224 
 
Fewer Animals 
 
In addition to the impacts of non-Indigenous land users on the availability of traditional 
resources for McMurray Métis harvesters, community members expressed concerns regarding 
the impact of Project construction and operation on animal availability and population viability.  
In particular, harvesters pointed to the potential impacts of the Project via noise driving out 
animals and habitat fragmentation.  The Project EIA notes that “the Project will result in a 
temporary loss of habitat for all species of traditional importance.”225  However, McMurray 
Métis harvesters questioned the optimistic portrayal of reclamation efforts and the 
characterization of impacts as ‘temporary’.  In terms of traditional land use, the removal or areas 
of land and the reduced access to traditional species can have irreversible effects when the 
‘temporary’ effects last for a generation or more.  Finally, the Proponent’s EIA did not include 
woodland caribou as a species to be assessed, despite the fact that McMurray Métis traditional 
land users have observed caribou movement within the Frontier Project Development Area.226 

                                                 
221  Teck Resources Limited, Integrated Application, Volume I, p. 16-45. 
222  Teck Resources Limited, Integrated Application, Volume I, p. 13-114. 
223  Teck Resources Limited, Integrated Application, Volume VIII, p. 4-37. 
224  Deloitte, Wuskwatim Training and Employment Initiatives: Final Evaluation (Winnipeg: Deloitte, 2013), p. 10. 
225  Teck Resources Limited, Integrated Application, Volume VI, p. 4-252. 
226  Willow Springs Strategic Solutions, Métis Traditional Land Use and Occupancy Study: Teck Frontier, p. 24. 
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Aesthetics, Contamination, and Safety Concerns 
 
A recurrent theme in the focus groups was the significance of the peacefulness and quiet to the 
enjoyment of traditional land use.  Although the Project EIA does address noise pollution, it does 
so only from a purely Western-scientific perspective and takes no consideration of McMurray 
Métis values or definitions of acceptable noise levels.  The Human Health Risk Assessment 
(HHRA) suffers from similar limitations.  McMurray Métis community members repeatedly 
expressed concern about the contribution of the Project to the cumulative contamination of the 
soil, air, and water upon which traditional land use activities depend.  Although the HHRA 
carried out by the Proponent found few acute and long-term health risks associated with the 
Project, this is based upon a narrow definition of health as environmental contamination and 
failed to consider the impact of the Project upon perceptions of contamination and how these 
might affect traditional land use, beyond mention of these issues in the Fort McKay/Integral 
Ecology Group study appended to Chapter VIII of the EIA.  Exclusive reliance upon the 
Western-science-based approach to contamination in the EIA will do little to bridge the gap in 
trust and improve community perceptions of risk and safety. 
 
The omission of consideration for the impacts of the Project upon McMurray Métis perceptions 
of the quality and safety of harvested resources is unfortunate, given that Health Canada has 
recognized the impact of environmental contamination on traditional land use and culture.227  
Concerns over the quality and safety of traditional resources, moreover, are supported by 
academic and governmental reports, including a recent study that linked oil-sands activities to 
health problems in Fort Chipewyan.228  Concerns over safety were reinforced by a recent study 
by the Auditor General of Alberta of regulatory oversight and safety at tailings ponds, which 
offered this sober appraisal: 
 
 The department [of Environment and Sustainable Development] does not have 
 adequate systems to regulate dam safety in Alberta…We found that critical 
 elements of a well-functioning regulator are either not being performed or 
 evidence is lacking that processes are being carried out as intended…At present, 

                                                 
227   Health Canada, Addressing Psychosocial Factors Through Capacity Building: A Guide for Managers of 
Contaminated Sites (Ottawa: Health Canada, 2005), pp. 4-12. 
228  McLachlan, Stéphane M., Water is a Living Thing: Environmental and Human Health Implications of the 
Athabasca Oil Sands for the Mikisew Cree First Nation and Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation in Alberta, Canada, 
2014.  Available at: https://landuse.alberta.ca/Forms%20and%20Applications/RFR_ACFN%20Reply%20to%20 
Crown%20Submission%206%20-%20TabD11%20Report_2014-08_PUBLIC.pdf. 
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 the department is not completing foundational activities like a plan and the 
 reporting of the results of regulatory activities.229 
 
Given the first-hand experiences of McMurray Métis harvesters, studies that support the health 
and safety impacts of oil-sands contamination on Indigenous health, and the clear lack of proper 
regulatory oversight, the Proponent should address these concerns in a more substantial and 
transparent fashion. 
 
Wage Labour and Cost of Living 
 
The experiences of the McMurray Métis population and the scholarly literature clearly 
demonstrate that wage labour and rising cost of living can undermine traditional land use 
activities, particularly over the medium-to-long term.  Nevertheless, the Project EIA contains no 
real discussion of the impacts of wage labour upon traditional land use of employment in the oil 
sands, beyond the brief observation that “A wage economy can contribute to an overall sense of 
self-worth for Indigenous people, although it presents challenges with respect to diminishing 
opportunities for the practice and passing on of cultural values.”230  Nor does the EIA contain 
specific mitigation measures designed to address the impacts of employment in the oil sands 
upon the traditional land use of the McMurray Métis. 
 
As for cost of living, the Project EIA contains no estimates of the impacts of the Project on the 
cost of living in Fort McMurray.  It does, however, note that the Application Case will require 
1,085 dwelling units by 2027 and 700 associated with the permanent housing needs during the 
operations phase.231  There is no estimate of the impact of the Project upon rental and purchases 
prices for homes in Fort McMurray, nor does the Proponent propose mitigation measures to 
address potential impacts of rental and purchase-price increases on the McMurray Métis 
community members, and particularly for traditional land users and elders. 
 
Cascading Effects 
 
The analysis of cascading effects is designed to capture how impacts of industrial stressors to 
one valued component reverberate into other components within an interconnected cultural 
system.  Because of its centrality to McMurray Métis culture and space, cascading effects of 

                                                 
229  Water is a Living Thing: Environmental and Human Health Implications of the Athabasca Oil Sands for the 
Mikisew Cree First Nation and Athabasca Chipewyan; Auditor General of Alberta, Report of the Auditor General of 
Alberta (Edmonton: Auditor General of Alberta, 2015), p. 87 
230  Teck Resources Limited, Integrated Application, Volume I, p. 18-115. 
231  Teck Resources Limited, Integrated Application, Volume I, p. 16-55. 
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impacts to TLU were identified for four MECCs: family and community relations, identity, 
values and spirituality, and autonomy and self-determination. 
 
Family and Community Relations 
 
Traditional land use and land-use sites provide spaces where families and communities can connect 
across generations.232  As a result, the decline of traditional-land use activities restricts the spaces 
and opportunity of families and communities to gather to forge and reinforce reciprocal bonds.  For 
the Métis in particular, the family, which generally consisted of several related or extended 
families, was traditionally the kinship unit around which hunting and other harvesting activities 
were organized. 233   Integration into the Euro-Canadian capitalist economy reduced the 
opportunities for traditional land-use activities, which in turn fragmented family units, with the 
nuclear family assuming greater importance and community-wide relations fragmenting.234 
 
The importance of traditional land use to family and community cohesiveness was a frequent topic 
of discussion in focus groups.  As one trapper explained: 
 
 And like I said, that’s—kind of growing up with it, that’s kind of how we—not 
 connected—that’s kind of our bond, right.  I’m the first grandson, okay, give me 
 some hunting stuff. That’s just kind of our thing, right. That’s how we connect 
 with each other.  And it’s—like, he enjoys it quite a bit, right. They were—they 
 came up this year.  We went out fishing on the river for a couple of days just to 
 have fresh walleye for him, right.  That’s kind of our thing.235 
 
The pride and passion with which elders and trappers spoke of getting out on the land with their 
children and grandchildren made clear the importance of traditional land use to families: 
 
 My son has a passion for the bush.  Just loves it.  And—because he was kind of—
 he was—he grew up at that cabin also, right.  And he’s, like, 28 today, and my 
 daughter’s 32  and she loves the bush, and she’s all about it.  Now their little kids 
 are getting involved, and they love it out there.  So it’s a generational thing.  You 
 start at this hill and you play here, type deal, where I play.  And it just keeps 
 going.  I mean, the biggest risk is that’s lost.236 

                                                 
232  Brody, Maps and Dreams. 
233  Haggarty, “Métis Economics,” p. 212. 
234  Haggarty, “Métis Economics,” p. 226. 
235  TFCIA-FG1-P26. 
236  TFCIA-FG1-P27. 
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Figure 16 – Impact-Pathway Map: Traditional Land Use 
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Study participants also identified an additional mechanism through which declines in traditional 
land use impact family and community relations: the lack of accessible and clean land upon 
which to harvest can lead to the migration of community members to other places: “He moved to 
Lac La Biche so that he’d have more things to do there. There was nothing for him to do here. 
Like, he can go fishing and hunting more over there. Like, here, I guess it was too far to go places 
to go fishing and hunting, I think.”237 
 
Identity 
 
The erosion of TLU similarly cascades into the category of identity, which as we will see is 
intimately connected to Indigenous roots and practices.  On the one hand, traditional land use is 
in-and-of-itself an important source of identity for many Indigenous peoples, providing them a 
sense of purpose and place.238  McMurray Métis harvesters spoke powerfully of traditional land 
use as a source of identity.  As one trapper observed, “Traditional valleys are gone.  It’s an 
identity gone.  History is gone, like I said identities, it’s all gone and now we’re going to start 
over again. And it is a sad, sad—we’d even have to talk like this, to feel like…”239  These 
sentiments were echoed by a community herbalist, who observed: “So our ways of medicines 
[indiscernible] they work, okay?  That’s our Aboriginal/First Nation roots, you know?  That’s still 
part of us.  That’s who we are.”240 
 
Another trapper eloquently and succinctly described the importance of trapping and traditional 
land use: “Basically, it’s your soul.”241  Indeed, so central is traditional land use to the identity of 
elders and harvesters that many talked about how trappers’ lives fell apart when they were 
pushed off the land by industry: 
 
 Participant: But he was strong as a bull, healthy as a horse and he’d work all the 
 time.  And soon as industry came around and he couldn’t get any more money 
 for the furs and everything, he was always in Edmonton drinking.  Couldn’t live 
 off the land anymore.  Couldn’t live in McMurray, too expensive.  
 Participant: I think when they get on the streets, it—I think it’s basically they 
 lost [themselves].  
 Participant: [indiscernible] land for— 
 Participant: They—this. They seem like they either sold their soul and—or the 
 industry took their soul. And they [give up].  

                                                 
237  TFCIA-FG4-P19. 
238  See Brody, Maps and Dreams. 
239  TFCIA-FG1-P78. 
240  TFCIA-FG4-P37. 
241  TFCIA-FG1-P55. 
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 Participant: They lose their contact with Mother Earth. And that’s where they 
 lose—they lost it.  
 Participant: Lost that connection.242 
 
On the other hand, the decline of traditional land use, combined with an influx of non-Indigenous 
residents, produces upheavals in the social order of Indigenous communities, disturbing existing 
hierarchies, roles, and identities.  Parker found that economic modernization undermined the 
cultural status of trapping and trappers in Indigenous communities in the oil-sands region.243  
These findings are consistent with those of other studies that have found the decline in the 
frequency and importance of trapping undercuts the role of the trapper in the community, and 
hence their sense of belonging and identity.244  The impact of the marginalization of traditional 
land use upon the role and identity of the harvester has accelerated over time was echoed by a 
present-day trapper:  “But that’s when the trapper kind of meant something…there we kind of had 
a little bit of respect I guess…At one time we were somebody doing something.”245 
 
Values and Spirituality 
 
The cascading effects of the decline of traditional land use continue into values and spirituality.  
The decline of traditional land use results in the erosion of traditional values and their 
transmission across generations.  Time and again harvesters spoke about the importance of 
respect for the environment as central to TLU: 
 
 Participant: That’s right. Yeah. You’re learn the [indiscernible]. Yeah. It’s—
 basically, you learn the land. And you learn how to—I would say— 
 Participant: Respect it. 
 Participant: Well, not really. Yeah, respect it, but— 
 Participant: Respect the land. 
 Participant: —to read it. You read the land. You try to understand it. If you 
 don’t understand it, you’re just not going to—just not going to make it… 
 Participant: You need to be a conservationist. And that’s what we are, right?  
 Participant: Yeah.246 
 
A similar sentiment was offered by another community elder and harvester: “You know, every 
time you go out there, you want to respect that peace and the animals.  And you know, we also—
we give—well, the old Native way is you bless the land.  So you know, you say your prayer and 
                                                 
242  TFCIA-FG-57. 
243  Parker, History of the Athabasca Oil Sands Region, 1890s to 1960s, Volume II: Oral History, p. 116. 
244  Liebow, Elliot and John Trudeau, “A Preliminary Study of Acculturation among the Cree Indians of Winisk, 
Ontario,” Arctic 15, no. 3 (1962), p. 200; Brody, “Industrial Impact in the Canadian North,” p. 336. 
245  TFCIA-FG1-P84. 
246  TFCIA-FG1-P49. 
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you bless the land so it gives you something back, right?”247  The decline of traditional land use 
and harvested foods has also been connected to the decline in the traditional values of mutual 
support and sharing, 248 an observation confirmed by community elders in interviews cited above 
from the Mark of the Métis project. 
 
Autonomy and Self-Determination 
 
Finally, the erosion of traditional land use and the related integration into the industrial economy 
produces a dependence that undermines the sense of control exerted by community members over 
their future.  As one elder described the McMurray Métis way of life: 
 
 Well, they go out hunting.  They go out and hunt moose.  They go out there and 
 shoot the beaver and all [inaudible].  But to go out and trap like they used to, years 
 ago people raised families, big families out in the bush.  They never worked for 
 nobody.  It’s the same you go on the highway, [going up, everything].  You see a 
 little old tumble down shack.  You just think, the great grandparents, a woman and 
 a man, raised their family there in that little chunk of land.  And they were happy.  
 They ate good.  They had money.  They had  everything they wanted.249 
 
A contemporary trapper observed that trapping still provides a sense of freedom and control, 
even if the circumstances have changed: 
 
 Participant: What does the line mean to me? A little bit of freedom, I guess.  A 
 quiet time.  Fur is not that great, so it’s really a living anymore. 
 Participant: Yeah. 
 Participant: Like, you get away from, you know, all your electronics, right? 
 Your old TVs and stuff and— 
 Participant: It’s quiet. 
 Participant: No phones. You got to survive, to haul water and cut wood, right? 
 Participant: Yeah. 
 Participant: And that’s the beauty, I guess. You’re out there doing something 
 and at the end of the day, you accomplished something, right?  So you—you 
 know,  you’ve got wood to do.  And then you know, in the trapping season, you 
 got traps to boil and get ready to go and it takes—you know, it takes a few days to 
 set everything up and then it’s relaxing.250 
 
Traditional land use, then, has supported a sense of control in two ways: first as an economic 
alternative to wage employment, which reduces the dependence of the community and its 
                                                 
247  TFCIA-FG1-P48. 
248  Lutz, John Sutton, Makúk: A New History of Aboriginal-White Relations (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2008), p. 222. 
249  TFCIA-FG2-P62. 
250  TFCIA-FG1-P15. 
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members upon industrial investment and employment; and second as a place where community 
members can construct and control particular spaces for their personal and familial wellbeing.  
The loss of these spaces, therefore, undermines the sense of autonomy and self-determination of 
community members. 
 
Feedback Loops 
 
Feedback loops refer to instances where the cascading effects of stressors to a particular MECC, 
say from traditional land use into family and community, in turn exert feedback effects upon the 
originally-impacted MECC.  For TLU, the information provided by study participants suggests 
feedback effects from three MECCs: family and community relations, identity, and values and 
spirituality. 
 
The feedback mechanism from family and community relations works as follows: the decline of 
traditional land use results in an erosion of family and community bonds as the spaces where 
such bonds were traditionally forged are undermined; however, the weakening of family and 
community bonds in turn reverberates back into TLU, as the transmission mechanism for the 
reproduction of traditional land-use practices and the transmission of TK is undercut.251  Indeed, 
one trapper identified how family and community bonds in fact serve as a driver for traditional 
land use: 
 
 And I mean, so I went out and shot a moose last year. But, you know, the 
 neighbour down the road, this other neighbour, this person, this person, and I 
 mean, a moose should last me all winter or something like that. Look, my deep 
 freeze is pretty empty and it’s, like, well, it would be nice to go out and shoot 
 another one or to get out and do some more fishing and stuff like that.  But it 
 seems like it takes more time, and by the time—this person wants some, this and 
 this, it doesn’t last as long, right?  So then it’s—you know, you have to spent 
 more time or instead of spending—going out for a couple of days to go shoot a—
 you know, I spent a month on the river trying to find a moose or something like 
 that.  It takes a lot more time and stuff like that.  And the biggest is, you know, my 
 parents, my grandparents, other people, there’s always someone who wants some 
 fresh moose or wants  some fish or stuff like that. So in order to have that kind of 
 give and take relationship with the family stuff like that, in order to do that, I have 
 to spend a lot more time and a lot more effort and like I said.252 
 
It stands to reason, then, that the weakening of family and community bonds would over time 
diminish this particular motivation to get out on the land. 
                                                 
251  Turner et al., “Ebb and Flow,” p. 49. 
252  TFCIA-FG1-P37. 
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The feedback loop from identity works as such: the decline of traditional land use disturbs and 
puts in flux social hierarchies and identities, as the trapper or hunter goes from a position of 
status, as the provider of resources and the bearer of traditional ways to the opposite pole, as 
identity and status orient around money and consumer goods.  This decline in the status of the 
traditional harvesters reverberates back into traditional land use as these activities become less 
attractive to young people, who will orient themselves according to the new sources of high-
status identity.253  A similar feedback loop is at play for values and spirituality: the decline of 
traditional land use produces a decline in the values associated with and transmitted during 
harvesting; the changes in values in turn reduce the normative pressure upon younger 
generations to take up traditional land-use activities and learn traditional forms of knowledge.254 
 
Over the past five decades, the McMurray Métis community has witnessed the dramatic decline 
in the ability of its members to get out on the land and live a traditional lifestyle.  On the one 
hand, oil-sands mining, urban sprawl, and the lack of government recognition of McMurray 
Métis harvesting rights have limited the accessible places where community members can get on 
the land.  And on the other hand, wage labour and the need for money, non-Indigenous hunters, 
and government regulations have undermined the ability of community members to transform 
the remaining places into Métis spaces for traditional land use activities.  Impacts from the 
decline of TLU, moreover, have cascaded throughout the cultural system and produced strong 
feedback effects. 
 

Residual Effects Characterization 
Traditional Land Use 

Direction Negative: The negative impacts of the Project 
to TLU will clearly outweigh the positive. 

Duration High (3): Project impacts to traditional land 
use will occur from the clearing and 
construction until the completion of 
reclamation efforts. 

Frequency High (3): Project impacts to TLU will occur on 
a constant and year-round basis over Project 
lifetime. 

Irreversibility 
 

High (3): Project impacts to traditional land 
use will last for more than 30 years and there 
exist considerable uncertainties as to whether 
the impact site can be reclaimed and will be 
used again by the McMurray Métis. 

Intensity High (3): There are five stressors and three 

                                                 
253  Brody, “Industrial Impact in the Canadian North,” p. 336. 
254  Vanstone, “Changing Patterns of Indian Trapping,” p. 171; Turner et al., “Ebb and Flow,” p. 49. 
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feedback loops.  Despite the fact that the scale 
of the impact is low, the overall rating is high 
when the precautionary principle is factored in. 

Cultural Consequence High (3): Project stressors on TLU cascade 
into four additional MECCs. 

Level of Community Concern High (3): The expressed level of community 
concern for impacts to and loss of TLU was 
high and registered across all demographic 
groups. 

Vulnerability High (3): Given the dramatic loss of traplines, 
the concentration of cumulative industrial 
disturbance in the traditional territory of 
McMurray Métis, and the concern registered 
by harvesters that traditional land use could be 
lost within a generation, vulnerability is 
considered high. 

Magnitude High (21): Given the consistent and long-term 
nature of the impact, the intensity of land-use 
impacts, the cultural consequence of TLU, and 
its vulnerability after decades of cumulative 
effects, the magnitude rating of Project impacts 
is high.  

Prediction Confidence (High): Prediction confidence is based upon 
substantial primary and secondary data and 
considerable knowledge of the analyst of the 
community history and contemporary realities. 

 
 

MECC 2: Family and Community 
 
Extended families are the cornerstone of Métis societies.  Métis families were historically 
organized by patrilineal descent and matrilocal settlement.  Family boundaries and bonds were 
fluid and shifting, but this reflected the centrality of family to social cohesiveness, where family 
was based not simply on biology but also on social bonds.  The extended family represents the 
core connective unit within and beyond physical settlements that fuses together wider 
community structures and affiliations.  Extended family structures regulate values and norms of 
behaviour, economic activities, and internal and external community organization.  They are the 
places in which identities are forged and social control is managed.255  Discussions of culture and 
cultural impacts, therefore, must afford family and community relations a central place. 
 
                                                 
255  Driben, Paul, We Are Métis: The Ethnography of a Halfbreed Community in Northern Alberta (New York: AMS 
Press, 1985), pp. 73-82; Macdougall, One in the Family, pp. 56-83. 
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Despite the impacts of urbanization and proletarianization on the McMurray Métis community 
from the 1920s until the middle of the century, the tight network of Métis family and community 
structures and relations were by-and-large maintained.  The elders of today recall growing up 
surrounding by extended-family networks: “Growing up I was always, always around aunties, 
great uncles, great aunties, cousins, and relatives, all my life.”256  Another community elder shared 
a similar story of growing up in an extended family and how this shaped her understanding of her 
identity and values: “Well, my role for myself is my family. I’m a grandmother and a great-
grandmother, and we were raised to—we all helped each other out.  We were taught to be that way, 
and that played a big part in my family…So that’s my role.”257 
 
The tight connections within and between extended families meant frequent communication and 
gatherings for social events, even when families were on traplines for the winter: 
 
 Participant: And usually if we—if the gathering—if some people didn’t make it 
 to the gathering, they would start to question it. Like— 
 Participant: That’s right. 
 Participant: —somebody must be still stuck out on the trapline and maybe 
 there’s  something wrong.  Then maybe somebody would go out and check on 
 him. 
 Participant: Yeah, yeah. You’d always have that communication, right?  
 Participant: Moccasin telegram.  
 Participant: Yeah. 
 Participant: Or I went by Bob Grant’s on the way up or something and the—
 yeah, he’s just packing up all his kids and he’s coming, right?258 
 
The fluidity and extensiveness of family relations in turn bound members into the wider 
community.  As one elder observed, comparing the cohesiveness of the community today to the 
community of his youth: 
 
 I mean, you look at the people that you used to hang around with when you were 
 kids, nobody seemed to care [what you were]; we were just a community.  Now 
 it’s all  divided, you got status, you got Métis, you got non-Aboriginal, you got 
 immigrants, and now it’s all mixed and everybody seems to be divided, which 
 doesn’t lend much to the idea of a community anymore.259 
 
 
 
                                                 
256  TFCIA-FG2-P18. 
257  TFCIAFG4-P27. 
258  TFCIA-FG1-P48. 
259  MOTM-MT79-P23. 
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Cumulative Effects 
 
As discussed, traditional family and community relations remained relatively strong and stable 
until the onset of modern oil-sands extraction in the 1960s.  Over the last five decades, however, 
the transformations wrought by oil-sands development have significantly and negatively altered 
the structure and cohesiveness of family and community bonds.  Over the course of meetings and 
focus groups, community members identified three primary cumulative stressors to family and 
community relations: wage labour, the influx of non-Indigenous population, and the increasing 
cost of living in Fort McMurray. 
 
Wage Labour 
 
The traditional McMurray Métis way of life successfully merged and balanced work with family 
and community life.  Indeed, the trapline and traditional harvesting areas were simultaneously 
economic, family, and communal spaces where material provisioning was carried out by family 
units and extended family and community bonds were forged and strengthened.  The nexus 
between economic provisioning, on the one hand, and family and community relations, on the 
other, would be transformed and strained by the arrival of the oil-sands industry and its intense 
shift-work regime. 
 
Community elders identify the 1960s and 1970s as the period when family relations began to 
change because of the oil sands: “And you know, like, we were all families, tight-knit families, at 
one time, and now, you know, like, I say, we’ve become more disconnected because everybody’s 
on shift work, days, nights…”260  The demands of employment in the oil sands, as is the case in 
other boomtown communities, places enormous stress upon McMurray Métis families: 
 
 Participant: People don’t realize that not only our way of life, but changes, our 
 families broke up and everything because of oil.  There’s a lot of divorces and 
 stuff because, you know, the big boomers come in because where it is, in a 
 boomtown.  And they wreck families, [indiscernible] families and stuff.  A lot of 
 divorces and stuff like that. 
 Participant: Yeah, sure do. 
 Participant: Yeah, wasn’t easy on us.261 
 
Those who grew up within this new labour and family environment spoke powerfully about its 
impacts upon them and their relationship to their parents: 
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 Participant: No, that makes perfect sense.  When I was a kid, I felt super 
 disconnected from a lot of my—like, my mother and father.  Not disconnected 
 because I love them and I got to see them a lot, but they were constantly working 
 shift work, you know what I mean.  And then when they weren’t working shift 
 work, they were having to do other things to  provide for the family and stuff.  And 
 it’s, like— 
 Participant: Cooking and then putting us to bed. 
 Participant: Right, putting us to bed, or they’d have to go drive people to this 
 place and this place and this place and look after their parents as they were getting 
 older.  It’s, like, the shift work was the main thing.  It was, like, I would wake up 
 and they wouldn’t be home, and then I would come home and they wouldn’t be 
 home, you know what I mean.  It makes you feel really lonely as a kid, or 
 something.  And then—and that was—that’s kind of weird to think of where 
 you’re, like, I can talk to a lot of people about their relationship with their parents.  
 And though, like, I love my parents dearly, I don’t know if I’ve ever asked my 
 dad, like, what were your hopes and dreams? [laughter] I think I asked him once 
 and he was, like, “What, so you want know [about something that] never 
 happened?”  No, no, but I mean, like, I’ve talked to my parents a lot.  I’ve known 
 them a  lot, but at the same time—and then because of that, I feel like—I’m, like, 
 oh, they’re working to provide.  I’m going to kind of close myself off because I 
 don’t want to worry them.  You know, as a young kid, I would try to work really 
 hard not to get in the way or not be kind of seen or heard or something so it 
 wouldn’t bother them because they were working so hard all the time.262 
 
The McMurray Métis youth of today are known to elders as latch-key kids, to describe the toll 
shift work imposes upon children: 
 
 Participant: Saying that, even trying to push them to go down to the Friendship 
 Centre, it’s very difficult because it’s either they have to have a job.  They have to 
 go to work at four o’clock.  They don’t get out till four. So our times are very 
 late. Our school—our high school is very late.  And then they have to go home 
 and baby-sit because the parents are still working 12 hours. They’re 
 latchkey kids, right.  Is that what you call them? 
 Participant: Yeah. 
 Participant: And I think we talked about that before.  And the latchkey kids are 
 meaning when kids have no parents at home and they’re sent to go and pick up 
 their younger brother and sister, then they have to go home.  They’re not allowed 
 to get involved with nothing,  that no after school activities or cultural activities, 
 nothing.263 
 
The impacts of shift work and the influx of money on Indigenous families and communities is 
well documented and supports the accounts of study participants.  Shift work is known to stress 
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and disrupt family relationships; men who work for prolonged periods away from their family in 
high-stress environments that are conducive to alcohol and drug usage often struggle to 
reintegrate into family and community life and are more prone to infidelity and separation; and 
women and children bear the brunt of these impacts, ranging from increased domestic 
responsibilities and isolation to greater incidences of behavioural problems among children.264  
The literature on the impacts of resource industries similarly notes how the time and energy 
demands of shift work weaken community bonds. 265   Study participants affirmed that 
community bonds have been similarly undermined as a result of oil-sands development and the 
demands of wage labour: 
 
 But it seems like when you have something like that, it’s a certain date, certain 
 time, and half of the people, they’re either working, they can’t make it, right?  So 
 they miss it.  And then they’re kind of waiting for the next time it happens.  But 
 then all of a sudden, either a shutdown hits, now they’re working again.  Like, it 
 just seems like it’s—if you’re not working, you’re not eating.  And you know, so 
 that’s what, it kind of prevents the people from gathering.  You know?  Before, 
 you lived off the land, you lived off the season, and you knew exactly when 
 you’re going to have time.  You know, either after Christmas or something.  You 
 knew you were coming out.  Everybody came out at that time.266 
 
Influx of Non-Indigenous Population 
 
Perhaps the single, most traumatic impact of oil-sands development was the population boom of 
the late-1960s and 1970s, which saw an almost unfathomable surge in the population of Fort 
McMurray from around 1,110 in the early 1960s to more than 8,000 by 1972 and more than 
30,000 by 1981.267  Although the Métis were among the first property owners to have their lands 
surveyed and registered in 1910, there was little concern with and enforcement of property rights 
in the following decades, once the speculative fever of the early-1900s had subsided.  As a result, 
many of the Métis families who moved to Fort McMurray between the 1920s and the 1950s built 
homes and lived on lands to which they did not have title, whether on unclaimed land or lands 
owned by other community members. 
 
When the first large-scale and commercially-viable oil sands operation began in the 1960s, the 
government responded to the rising demand for land needed to house outside workers by 

                                                 
264   Gibson, Ginger, and Jason Klinck, ‘Canada’s Resilient North: The Impact of Mining on Aboriginal 
Communities’, Pimatisiwin: A Journal of Aboriginal and Indigenous Community Health 3, no. 1 (2005), pp. 115-
139; Larcombe, Summary of Mining, pp. 4-6. 
265  Lacombe, Summary of Mining, p. 14. 
266  TFCIA-FG1-P28. 
267  Clark et al., Fort McMurray: Historic and Contemporary Rights-Bearing Métis Community, p. 87. 
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enforcing property rights in Fort McMurray.  According to the Provincial Government, in the 
1960s there were approximately 3,200 Métis living on crown land without satisfactory tenure in 
Northeastern Alberta. 268   The government leveraged land-tenure irregularities to move and 
expropriate families without formal title in a sweep of the city that still conjures anger and 
resentment among many of the McMurray Métis.  One community member and local historian 
described the scene: 
 

They wouldn’t even tell them it was on sale until after it was sold. And all of a 
sudden, you start seeing MacDonald Island being taken away for taxes, and Fred 
MacDonald not knowing anything about it until one time we went and tried to 
find out how come he lost the land, you know.  And there was land all over 
McMurray that was all of a sudden taken away.  You know, down below the hill 
here, old Mrs. Bob White, she lived on one side of the bridge, and – she was sort 
of funny.  She was one of the Fontaine families – Phil Fontaine’s relatives, and – 
well, she come from La Loche.  And she and Bob White owned all this land.  
And he died.  The town didn’t do anything until she died.  And all of a sudden, 
they developed a great big low area there where she – where she lived on her 
land.  And nobody got anything.  You know, when they cleared out Waterways, 
you know, they straightened the road.  They straightened the creek.  And they 
put in 500 trailers.  The local people – Uncle Dan and my Uncle Jimmy and all 
the people that were living along – from Waterways to the Prairie were 
told…they had to move…My Uncle Jimmy didn’t get nothing.  My Uncle Dan, 
they moved him to Lions Park there, and they put a little shack, and they left him 
until he died – you know, no compensation for land…Like all of a sudden, 
they’re being phased out.269 

 
This basic account of events appeared repeatedly in the historical accounts of community elders.  
In order to build apartment towers along the Clearwater and the Snye, Métis families without 
formal title to the land upon which their homes stood were evicted.  Another Elder described the 
events surrounding the eviction of Pat Shott from his home along the Snye: 
 

Interviewee 1:  Pat Shott had a nice little house there.  He had a big one. 
Interviewee 2:  Where? By the Snye? 
Interviewee 1: Yeah. Well, they went and – when they went to – I was in there 
when they went and took over when they had that big rigmarole when they put 
Pat in jail.  Oh my god. That was wicked that time.  Do you remember that? 
Interviewee 2:  Remember when they built the towers – when they built the 
towers there.  Walter was mad.  Walter Malcolm.  He was mad.  He took his 
shotgun and he was going to shoot that guy [indiscernible] [laughs] 
[indiscernible].  What do you call them, cranes?  [Indiscernible]…with a 
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shotgun.  He took a couple shots at him. [Indiscernible] the towers went up.  
There was a big field there. 
Interviewee 1:  One of the court workers came into the office, and he said to me, 
"You better get down there, (--------).  They're going to – they're really causing a 
ruckus down there."  And I went down, and they were just grabbing old Pat 
Shott's stuff and his blankets and pictures and throwing them on the floor in a 
great, big pile.   
Interviewer:  Did he try to put up a fight? 
Interviewee 1: He didn't.  No, he didn't.  He just was worried because Marie—
she had a heart condition, I think, and she was really upset, and he was worried 
about her.  He never—what could he do, eh? 
Interviewer:  So they threw all his stuff on the floor? 
Interviewee 1:  Right on the floor in a great, big pile.  And they put him in jail.  I 
don't know.  One of the women said that he pushed her or something, but I don't 
think so.  And they hauled him off to jail, and I got mad and I went up to see 
him, and I told those guys he didn't do nothing.  There was no reason for him to 
be here.  So they let him out.  And Chuck Knight was the mayor, and he came 
down there and he was upset at what they did…And then they had, I don't know 
how many RCMP lined up on the dyke with their rifles like this, holding their 
rifles.  Yeah. But they got them all out of there anyway.  I forget who else was 
living down there. 
Interviewer:  So what did they do?  They knocked their house over after, or what 
happened? 
Interviewee 1:  They moved it, I think.  I don't think they knocked it down.  
Because it was kind of big.  And there was some little shacks there.  I don't know 
what they did with those.  I can't remember.  And I don't know who did 
that…But anyway, after that, they were homeless, and we got them trailers.  
Helen, Roy and I, and I forget who.  Anyway, we got them those trailers that 
they had put there.  They're all gone now.  But they all got a trailer after that.  
All I remember is them coming into Pat Shott's and doing that, and the police all 
standing up there with their rifles. 
Interviewer:  They had kids at that time? 
Interviewee 1:  Yeah, he had the boys. 
Interviewer:  They still put him out, eh?  Put him out on the street.270 

 
Newspaper accounts from the period mention the removals of ‘squatters’ in Fort McMurray, but 
do not provide much detail about the actions taken to evict the families.  Referring to Fort 
McMurray as “Alberta’s boom town in the bush”, Ben Tierney of the Edmonton Journal 
described how the Métis population living in shacks on crown land was largely ignored by local 
authorities until the location of the shacks conflicted with plans for roads or buildings, prompting 
removals.  Tierney mentions how local RCMP officer Terry Garvin and the President of the 
Nistawoyou Association, Henry White, were working to ensure alternate locations for Métis 
families in a local real estate market that had seen the price of a single family lot increase more 
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than fivefold. 271   Not all attempts to remove the Métis living on informal lots have been 
successful, however.  From the 1940s to the present, the Sykes family continues to maintain its 
traditional Métis cabin with wood-stove and absent running water in the heart of Waterways. 
 
The displacement of the McMurray Métis and the rapid influx of non-Indigenous people 
radically shifted the sociocultural geography of Fort McMurray. 
 

The biggest one I remember is the culture shock.  Like, here we were, a small 
community, in the middle of nowhere, kind of isolated from the world and there 
wasn’t very many of us…there was only 1100 or 1200 of us there.  And we had 
a way of life, there was a structured community, everybody had their role.  
There was the hunters, there was those who looked after the old people.  There 
were those who looked after the young people, and it was just a big community 
and everybody had their role.272 

 
Where once family and community members lived in close proximity and routinely visited and 
gathered, over time the time demands and distance between family and community members 
began to erode those formerly-tight bonds.  As one focus-group participated observed: 
 
 Participant: Yeah. Right. And even—and that’s part of what I’m saying. You 
 think back, you know, when we were kids, you know, eight, nine—five, six, 
 seven, eight, nine years old, it was uncommon to see any of your family members, 
 whether it was your brother or your sister or your close aunts and uncles, to be 
 living away.  You all stayed in the same community pretty well, right?  That’s just 
 the way it was, right? 
 Participant: Yeah, yeah. 
 Participant: And as time progressed and, you know, the industry come in and 
 this, everybody, you grew apart, right?  
 Participant: Right. 
 Participant: You kept in touch with the phones and all this stuff, and ‘you 
 should be doing this.’ And I remember when my granny was alive, one time she—
 we’d have these—and there was a death in the family, that’s when you seen 
 everybody you hadn’t seen for a long time. She wanted to change that. So we just 
 had a gathering one time, just a happy gathering, so to speak, right? But not 
 enough of that, is what she said, right?  ‘Every time  we get together, somebody’s 
 dead,’ she said.273 
 

                                                 
271  Tierney, B., “Fort McMurray Métis Are Forced to Move,” Edmonton Journal (September 5, 1964), p. 12. 
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The cumulative effect of the explosion in the non-Indigenous population and the new 
sociocultural dynamics of the boomtown was an almost unimaginable shock for those who had 
grown up in this small Indigenous town: 
 
 Participant: Yeah, because nowadays you’re brought up with it.  See our 
 parents, they were brought up in the bush we’ll say, like, Waterways.  Those three, 
 Waterways, Prairie and Fort McMurray.  And when all these boom come in and 
 all the guys and all that come  in and that and the bars were happening and it just 
 grew.  Like, there’s more bars and stuff.  And I don’t think jobs were a problem 
 them days, but—Yeah, so I think now it is better because our children are brought 
 up in that, where our parents weren’t. 
 Interviewer: It was all—it was just a shock to them. 
 Participant: Yeah. All of a sudden—you know. 
 Interviewer: But I mean, you’re still feeling the effects of it, you know.274 
 
Cost of Living 
 
The impact on families and communities of the removal of many McMurray Métis families from 
their homes was aggravated by the skyrocketing cost of living, which is characteristic of resource 
boomtowns.  One of the most frequent concerns expressed by participants in focus groups was 
the cumulative effects of living costs on the ability of community members to stay in Fort 
McMurray, especially after retirement.  As mentioned above, elders and trappers are the most 
affected by cost-of-living concerns, given their lower and fixed-incomes.  One community elder 
who was forced to move from Fort McMurray spoke poignantly of the impact of her move and 
the anguish she continues to feel, years after the fact: 
 

I've lived most of my life McMurray, my ancestors are from here; it broke my 
heart when I had to move out of here.  I was renting a place in Thickwood, my 
husband and I.  Before we knew it the house was going up for sale.  The landlord 
said it was the best time to sell.  The house was being sold for triple if not more 
and we couldn't afford to buy it, so we started looking for another place.  After 
three months of looking, we couldn't afford  the prices they were asking for.  If 
you worked for one of the oil companies you could, but neither of us did.  Had to 
move out of here.  I cried for days, it wasn't fair, my family lived there, I didn't 
want to leave, it wasn't fair at all.  Everything revolved around the oil 
companies.  We moved out of town, leaving behind children, grandchildren, 
family.  I am  not happy to this day about our move, which will be seven 
years.275 
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Another elder described the impact of high costs and the looming move from Fort McMurray on 
a long-time friend: 
 
 Participant: Her, it’d be more affordable, but then once again, you’re moving 
 her out of the community.  You might as well just put her in the jail, right? 
 Participant: It’s hurting the community, and it’s also hurting the elders because 
 all their friends are going.276 
 
The departure of elders is in some ways the tip of the iceberg, as the exit of one family members 
can lead to the departure of others: “Yeah, I guess the families would be more affected, if there was 
any more left in McMurray.  But some of the family, one moves and the other one follows, and 
pretty soon the whole family moves.”277  As community members grow older, the cumulative 
exodus of family members and friends mean they can end up with stronger social networks outside 
of Fort McMurray, contributing to a sense of isolation and frustration: 
 
 Participant: Yeah.  They move for two reasons, right?  Number one is they 
 can’t afford to live here no more.  Right?  And the other one is, as we grow older, 
 there is no resources for the parents to be into long term—I mean, my mum is 
 going through that, right? They want to ship her down to Tofield, right? I mean— 
 Participant: I mean, that’s not acceptable, right? 
 Participant: No. 
 Participant: Yeah. So I mean, it’s that too, right? I mean, it’s cost and then 
 there’s no room for people to grow old. 
 Participant: And then all the friends—all you friends you had too.  
 Participant: Yeah. 
 Participant: Like, I’ve got more friends living in Athabasca now than— 
 Participant: That were here before.278 
 
Cumulative Effects Summary 
 
Industrial transformation can disrupt the basic units of socialization (i.e., family and community) 
and undermine the spaces required for cultural continuity and survival.279  There was a clear 
sense in the focus groups that families were smaller and less cohesive since the beginning of 
large-scale oil-sands development in the 1960s.  When asked whether McMurray Métis families 
were less united than before, 78 percent affirmed that they were (Figure 17).   
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279  Larcombe, Summary of Mining, p. 15. 
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The effects of the disintegration of families and the emigration of elders and kin to other parts of 
the province slowly bleed into the wider community.  An exchange between elders at one of the 
focus groups was demonstrated this cumulative-community effect: 
 
 Participant: Those were the first people that moved, Grahams and—you know, 
 they used to live— 
 Participant: The Webbs. 
 Participant: —on that no-name street back there. The Castors moved away 
 from there. 
 Participant: Yeah, that’s right. 
 Participant: The Malcolms, Yeah. 
 Participant: Well, they were all friends to me, but they all went away, so—
 Grahams or—yeah. 
 Participant: That’s what one of my neighbours said the other day, because he 
 was born and raised here, and he was saying the other day—so he’s been here, 
 like, 70 years—“Where everybody went?”  Because, you know, he was growing 
 up, he’d go by the river there, waterways, and he’d see…the grandmothers down 
 there on the river, and they’d have their drying racks to dry their meat and…And 
 he remembers all that, and he says, “You know, but now,” like, he says, “now 
 they’re all gone, everybody’s gone.” 
 Participant: Yeah.  There’s just a few of them left. 
 Participant: —doesn’t even seem like it’s McMurray anymore.  It’s like a new 
 town to me.  Should be New Fort McMurray.280 
 
The combined effect of a rapid influx of non-Indigenous groups and the emigration of many 
McMurray Métis families to other parts of the province has been a decline in the sense and 
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experience of community.  In the words of one community member, “Just that feeling of the 
community, being part of the community is gone, for me…It’s too bad.”281  Figure 18 supports the 
focus-group findings regarding the decline of McMurray Métis community bonds.  When asked if 
the McMurray Métis are losing their sense of community, 76 percent responded in the 
affirmative.  The decline of community bonds, moreover, becomes in many ways a self-fulfilling 
prophecy, as erosion of the gathering spaces for family and community hampers the mechanisms 
for the future reproduction of these institutions. 
 

 
 
As focus-group participants explained, community gatherings were critical places where young 
people met and forged the bonds that would sustain families and the community moving 
forward: 
 
 Participant: Like, and I mean, a gathering and a celebration, like, it’s to get 
 everybody together from the whole area. And we can do that now because you 
 know, you got highways, you got vehicles, you got this, you got—you didn’t 
 have that before, right?  
 Participant: That’s where the young people actually got to meet other young 
 people  and they, you know, start getting married and you know, from this family 
 here and this—it’s, you know, it’s— 
 Interviewer: So do you think—do you feel like that still happens today?  
 Participant: No. 
 Participant: Not enough.282 
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The decline of familial and community bonds have in turn resulted in serious concerns about the 
future of the McMurray Métis community, given the centrality of these institutions for cultural 
learning and transmission.  Over the course of the focus groups, the future of the McMurray 
Métis community and culture weighed heavily: “But going back to industry, how industry 
changes the Métis way of life, you go back 20 years.  Métis were still here.  But now we look 
more—today we’re here, what’s going to happen in another 20 years if we don’t continue to try to 
support youth and seniors?”283  Concern was expressed repeatedly that the community is at a 
critical juncture, that the present trajectory is not sustainable, and that if something is not done 
now, the impairment of the mechanism of cultural continuity could end in irreversible damage: 
 
 Interviewer: Do you think your kids relate to you and your culture the same way 
 you did with your parents? 
 Participant:  No. No. 
 Participant: It gets lost if they don’t know, and I mean…all this history just 
 kind of goes by the wayside, right. You know, it takes one generation of people 
 who aren’t interested in it and it just—that’s it.284 
 
Over the past fifty years, the spaces of family and community have steadily declined.  The rapid 
rise in the non-Indigenous population wiped out the physical proximity that underpinned strong 
family and community connections; wage labour and shift work increasingly drew workers out 
of the places where family and community spaces are constructed; and cost of living drove elders 
and other community members out of Fort McMurray towards less expensive places within the 
wider regional Métis community.  Taken together, these cumulative effects on place have 
produced a significant and long-term decline in the ability of the McMurray Métis to construct 
and maintain strong family and community spaces. 
 
Incremental Effects 
 
With the cumulative impacts of industrial development on McMurray Métis families and 
community presented, this section will examine the incremental effects attributable to the 
Project.  The section will be divided into three parts: the first will identify the main Project-
specific stressors to McMurray Métis families and community within the context of past and 
present cumulative effects; the second will trace out the cascading and feedback effects that 
emerge from these Project stressors; and the third will consist of a residual-effects 
characterization table that summarizes and rates the Project-specific effects on McMurray Métis 
families and community.  It should be noted that the Project EIA has virtually nothing to say 
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about impacts to Indigenous families and communities.  Although this exclusion is not 
surprising, given the tendency of the EIA to examine impacts (e.g., cost of living) in isolation 
and the role of family and community as a connector of stressors and cultural effects, the 
omission nevertheless represents a fundamental flaw in the Proponent’s assessment. 
 
Wage Labour 
 
The Project EIA does not attempt to assess the impacts of wage labour on Indigenous families 
and communities, beyond the brief observation that “A wage economy can contribute to an 
overall sense of self-worth for Aboriginal people, although it presents challenges with respect to 
diminishing opportunities for the practice and passing on of cultural values.”285  Nor does the 
EIA contain specific mitigation measures designed to address the impacts of employment in the 
oil sands upon McMurray Métis families and communities, despite the considerable literature 
(only some of which is referenced in this report) on such impacts.  McMurray Métis community 
members wish to participate more actively in the oil-sands economy; in order to do so, however, 
proponents should properly assess the potential cultural impacts of such employment and provide 
adequate mitigation and compensation initiatives so as to offset negative impacts upon 
McMurray Métis families and communities. 
 
Non-Indigenous Population 
 
The Project EIA estimates the population growth in the urban service area associated with the 
Project will peak at 4,000 in 2026, before settling at an estimated long-term figure of 2,000; the 
Planned-Development Case (PDC) will see the urban population of the Regional Municipality of 
Wood Buffalo rise to 137,000 by 2027, up from 76,797 in 2010.286  The estimated impacts of the 
Project on the population of Fort McMurray, moreover, may prove overly-conservative.  Despite 
the commitment of the Proponent to provide lodges and fly-in-fly-out programs, evidence shows 
the nearest urban centre becomes the de facto operations centre for employees and contractors 
and that this influx of outsiders disturbs the sociocultural equilibria of resource towns.287 
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287  Larcombe, Summary of Mining, p. 10. 



WSSS Inc. 
McMurray Métis Cultural Impact Assessment – Teck Frontier Project 

104 

 

 

Figure 19 – Impact-Pathway Map: Family and Community 
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In addition, more than 50 percent of workers in project accommodations in the region visit Fort 
McMurray at least once a month.288  The Project EIA states that high housing costs will act as a 
deterrent to out-of-town workers relocating to Fort McMurray on a permanent basis.289  This 
claim is supported by data from the municipality, which found that housing was the single largest 
deterrent to workers from existing oil-sands projects relocating to Fort McMurray.290  The recent 
decline in oil prices and the likelihood they will stay below the prices of the past fifteen years in 
the short-to-medium term, however, suggest the deterrent effect of housing prices on the 
relocation of Project workers to Fort McMurray may be diminished.  Given the scale of the 
Project within the cumulative context of past and future population increases, it is noteworthy 
that the Project EIA fails to consider the impacts of population increases on McMurray Métis 
families and community and propose adequate mitigation measures. 
 
Cost of Living 
 
As for cost of living, the Project EIA contains no estimates of the impacts of the Project on the 
cost of living in Fort McMurray.  It does, however, note that the Application Case will require 
1,085 dwelling units by 2027 and 700 associated with the permanent housing needs during the 
operations phase.291  There is no estimate of the impact of the Project upon rental and purchases 
prices for homes in Fort McMurray, nor does the Proponent propose mitigation measures to 
address potential impacts of rental and purchase-price increases on the McMurray Métis 
traditional land users and elders.  Given the cumulative impacts of cost-of-living on McMurray 
Métis families and community to date, this is a considerable oversight. 
 
Cascading Impacts 
 
The analysis of cascading effects is designed to capture how impacts of industrial stressors to 
one valued component reverberate into other components within an interconnected cultural 
system.  As a result of their importance as mechanisms for cultural transmission, cascading 
effects from impacts to family and community were identified for three MECCs: identity, values 
and spirituality, and autonomy and self-determination. 
 
 
 

                                                 
288  Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo, Municipal Census 2012 (Fort McMurray: Regional Municipality of 
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Identity 
 
The erosion of family and community bonds cascades powerfully into the process of identity 
formation, as the disruption of traditional roles results in a sense of identity displacement.  On 
the one hand, parents lamented the loss of family and community spaces in which traditional 
cultural activities could take place and the identities of young people could be forged.  The 
discussion of the historical community referenced the importance of gathering, music, and dance 
to the cultural identity of the McMurray Métis.  The family and community spaces for those 
kinds of identity-building activities and experiences, are now in short supply: 
 
 Participant: Yeah, her and are the same grade then, my little granddaughter. 
 Participant: So this is when they’re impressionable, age when they’re— 
 Participant: Yeah, exactly. They want to learn. 
 Participant: Now is the time—like [name redacted] said, “Mum, let me know if 
 they’re teaching jigging somewhere.” 
 Participant: I’ll definitely let you know. 
 Participant: She’ll have to get into it soon, because [name redacted] was 
 interested in jigging, and that never happened, so she—they forget about it.292 
 
On the other hand, young people and elders spoke powerfully of the effects of the disintegration 
of family and community on their senses of self and belonging.  For instance, one participant in 
the youth focus group spoke about the struggle to find one’s identity in the absence of a strong 
family and community environment: 
 
 And then as you grow up, people don’t understand it at all, right. They’ll think, 
 like, what are you, like, some type of Arab?  Or maybe some type of Italian or 
 Spanish guy or something, right? And then, you know—and it’s weird 
 sometimes to, like—I think a lot of it’s an identity struggle too.  As you grow 
 older, you know what I mean, because I think a lot of the world tries to form your 
 identity.  When you—as a child you may know your identity.  You may feel 
 whatever.  But then as you’re growing up, people are kind of telling you, you’re 
 this, you’re this, you’re this.  And then sometimes it’s, like, a weird fight where 
 you’re, like, no, no, I’m this.  I’m this.  This is who I am, right?  And then you 
 kind of, like—it’s weird…Do you know what I mean?  It’s like, are you doing it 
 for them?  Or are you doing it for you?293 
 
The effects of loss of elders on roles in the community, the transmission of values and 
knowledge, and the formation of identity is particularly evident for young people, who might 
benefit greatly from the presence of and contact with community elders.  The elders who do 
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remain, moreover, pay a similarly high price in terms of their sense of self and place.  As their 
world unravelled from the 1960s to the present, many elders struggled to adapt.  In the powerful 
and touching words of one community Elder, speaking to the depth of identity, experience, and 
memory of the Métis in Fort McMurray: “Even when I dream, I don’t dream of McMurray as it 
is now.  I dream of it as it was when I was a little girl.”294 
 
Values and Spirituality 
 
The decline of family and community bonds impacts the transmission of traditional values, in 
combination with other direct effects, such as the exposure to alternative value systems through 
population shifts and economic change.  The weakening of the family-community-economic 
nexus with the arrival of the oil sands undermined the values of reciprocity and sharing within 
the community, similar to the experience of other Métis communities in Canada.295  As the 
principal social institutions in which community values were transmitted and reproduced 
declined, so did the values of the McMurray Métis community come to be defined by the wider 
non-Métis community and economy in which they found themselves. 
 
Autonomy and Self-Determination 
 
The weakening of family and community bonds cascades into the perceptions of and capacity for 
the exercise of autonomy and self-determination.  On the one hand, the deterioration of the social 
networks of the community and the ensuing sense of isolation impact perceptions of the strength 
and ability of the McMurray Métis community to influence and shape relations with external 
actors, including industrial proponents and governmental officials.  And on the other hand, the 
decline of community cohesiveness and organization limits the capacity of the community for 
collective organization in order to defend and advance community interests and collective rights 
vis-à-vis external social forces.296 
 
Feedback Loops 
 
Feedback loops refer to instances where the cascading effects of stressors to a particular MECC, 
exert feedback effects upon the originally-impacted MECC.  For family and community, the 
information provided by study participants suggests feedback effects from two MECCs: identity 
and values and spirituality.  The feedback loops from identity and values and spirituality are 
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similar: the erosion of family and community networks weakens the main social institutions in 
which identity and values and spirituality are formed and transmitted; as identity and values 
come to be formed to an ever-greater extend outside the boundaries of family and community, 
this further undermines McMurray Métis bonds as the values and identities that underpin 
families and communities diverge, furthering disintegration. 
 

Residual Effects Characterization 
Family and Community 

Direction Negative: the net cultural impacts of the 
Project to family and community will be 
negative in direction. 

Duration High (3): Project impacts will take place on a 
constant basis over nearly the entire course of 
the Project, albeit with a peak in the 2020s. 

Frequency High (3): Project effects will occur year-round 
over the course the Project. 

Irreversibility 
 

High (3): Project effects will take place over a 
time period greater than one generation. 

Intensity Moderate (2): There are three stressors and 
two feedback loops.  Because the population 
effect is likely low, the rating is moderate. 

Cultural Consequence High (3): There were two cascading effects 
identified for family and community. 

Level of Community Concern High (3): The expressed level of community 
concern for the weakening of family and 
community bonds was high and registered 
across demographic groups. 

Vulnerability High (3): Given the scale of the shock to 
families and communities in the 1960s, 1970s, 
and over the past decade, as well as the 
reported impacts to families and community 
integrity as a result of shift work and 
migration, vulnerability is considered high. 

Magnitude High (20): Given the scale of the Project, the 
cultural consequence of the MECC as a 
mechanism for the transmission of TK and 
cultural identity and practices, and the level of 
community concern, the magnitude rating for 
the Project is high. 

Prediction Confidence Moderate-High: Assessment is based upon 
robust primarily materials, but would have 
benefitted from better secondary information. 
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MECC 3: Values and Spirituality 
 
Values are the norms and codes of behaviour that set the informal rules by which communities can 
exist.  Over the course of discussions with community members for the study, there emerged a 
set of core community values revolving around the concept of ‘respect’: respect for elders, 
respect for community members (mutual support and sharing), respect for the environment, 
respect for future generations, and self-respect (hard work).  In focus-group meetings, the 
concept of respect emerged clearly as the organizing principle of Métis values, which began with 
respect for elders: 
 
 Participant: I mean, as a—growing up as any kid, we were taught to respect, 
 right.  Respect the earth. Respect your elders and everything else… 
 Participant: I think being a Métis—more Métis are respectful, I think. 
 Participant: Yeah. Oh, for sure. 
 Interviewer1: That’s a big part of it. 
 Participant: Yeah. We were taught to excuse ourselves in front of elders. When 
 they came to the house, we weren’t allowed to walk in front of them unless we 
 excused ourselves.297 
 
The value of respect for your elders flows into respect for the community and those who help to 
build it.  As elder described in an interview: 
 
 But I really think that’s something that should really be looked at, is taking and 
 honouring those people who gave us those values and those principles and 
 taught us that not everything’s about money.  Success isn’t attached to money.  
 It’s—success is your station  in the community.  Because that was important in 
 those days, was community, and I think of people—you know, and somehow 
 those people, we should honour them.  People like  Granny Waniandy, people 
 like George Golosky.298 
 
Respect for the community involved more than respect for those who came before; it also meant 
values of mutual support and sharing, whereby community members supported each other in 
ways that bonded them into a cohesive community: 
 
 Interviewer: So did—was there quite a sense of community here? Like, did 
 people really  support each other or know each other and--? 
 Participant: Oh, big time, there was. Everybody helped everybody, [name 
 redacted] and I often talk about that, [name redacted]. 

                                                 
297  TFCIA-FG4-P15. 
298  MOTM-MT79-P53. 
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 Interviewer: Right, and where that seems to—the general sense and what people 
 have been telling me is that that really seems to have been lost over the years, as 
 the place grew. 
 Participant: Yeah, it has. I see a little bit coming back, like with people that grew 
 up with each other. Like, somebody who doesn’t have a truck, they need a truck, 
 okay, sort of thing. 
 Interviewer: Yeah, so there’s sort of a reconnection then, as people have gotten 
 older. 
 Participant: Yeah, because you’re still connected with people that grew up 
 here.299 
 
Focus-group participants shared similar stories of the systems of mutual support that existed in Fort 
McMurray prior to the oil boom: 
 
 Participant: It used to be so friendly. 
 Participant: Yeah, friendly. You if you break down. I mean [indiscernible]. 
 Participant: You don’t have to wait five minutes or a half hour [indiscernible]. 
 Participant: That’s right. 
 Participant: Somebody was there. Guarantee that they’ll have, you know, three 
 or four  different vehicles helping you out, you know? Just that’s how it was.  
 Participant: No. You’re guaranteed you’re going to sit in minus forty-four 
 waiting for a tow truck.300 
 
One the main ways in which individuals and families supported each other was through the 
sharing of harvested foods, which was regulated by community-wide norms of reciprocity and 
sharing.  As one community observed, these norms were monitored by community members: 
 
 Participant: People used to share in those days.  Like, if somebody got a 
 moose. 
 Participant: Oh, yeah.  If you got a moose there, you'd give half of it away 
 anyway.  Same as anything you got.  Deer.  Fish. 
 Interviewee: Everybody shared? 
 Participant: Everybody.  If you got more than [indiscernible].  Everybody 
 [indiscernible] everybody give [everybody] away or they’d just squawk on them 
 [laughs].301 
 
As the following two quotes suggest, these reciprocal bonds could take the form of barter or 
sharing.  The key point is that they served as systems of mutual dependence that reinforced 
community bonds: 

                                                 
299  MOTM-MT54-P18. 
300  TFCIA-FG1-P18. 
301  MOTM-MT43&46-P35-36. 
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 Well, the most important animal that I grew up with probably would be a moose, 
 because we used everything from the moose.  And it fed a lot of families.  If 
 somebody shot a moose, say, Grant or somebody like that, they always shared 
 the meat to everybody around there that never shot a moose.  So it was good, 
 you know?302 
 
 Mm-hmm.  Sharing, or maybe they would trade, like, exchange for something 
 else.  I  remember my mother would do laundry for some people, and they would 
 give her some  flour, lard, you know, exchange.303 
 
The respect for your community was itself interrelated with respect for the environment upon 
which fellow community members depend for their existence.  In contrast to the Euro-Canada 
conceptualization of land and the environment as privately-owned resources to be exploited for 
economic gain, the McMurray Métis vision was one of interdependence between humans and 
their environment: 
 
 We never owned the land, we never did. We were part of the land. There’s a 
 difference.  Aboriginals, they talk about the land, how can you own something, 
 you know, you talk about the land, the air, the water. We didn’t own it, we were 
 part of it; that was who we were.  You know, when we died, we became a spirit, 
 part of the land…We’re naturalists, because we’re part of the environment.304 
 
Respect for the environment in turn relates to respect for future generations.  One focus-group 
participant effectively connected the importance of sacrifice and respect for the environment so 
that future generations can enjoy similar opportunities: 
 
 So I went through all that and then, you know, I’m just saying, well, you know, 
 some of the things that—what do we do, and why do we give back and who do we 
 give back to.  Why are we—you know, I’m always curious, you know, what are 
 we giving back to, and why.  Are we giving—what are giving to? We’re giving 
 back to our families, that’s who we’re giving back to. Like, I’ve got kids, I’ve got 
 grandkids.  You know, I’m—first off and most is the safety in your family and the 
 environment and who we are and what we do for our family.  It’s about giving 
 back, because we’re really preparing the next generation of our kids.  We’re not 
 doing their generation, but we’re doing the next seven generations.305 
 
In fact, one study participant noted a degree of tension and conflict between the older and younger 
generations, with youth feeling their parents had failed to heed the values of generations past: 

                                                 
302  MOTM-MT26-P29. 
303  MOTM-MT34-P21. 
304  TFCIA-FG3-P30. 
305  TFCIA-FG3-P32. 
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 Because we’re so closely linked to the environment, you know, so closely linked, 
 because we are the environment, that the kids are feeling awkward. We got a new 
 generation coming out, and they’re militant, they’re smart, they’re innovative. 
 They’re asking me, “What the hell happened?” And I’m going, “It was injustice, 
 you’re right.”  They’re asking me for the answer, and I never did nothing on my 
 watch, because that’s—another generation’s coming in, right?306 
 
Finally, numerous study participants identified self-respect in the form of hard work as a core 
value of the McMurray Métis community.  As one elder commented on his generation: “They 
worked.  Not just sitting around there.  They worked.  They worked like hell.”307  The importance 
of self-respect and hard work to the Métis is likely related to and reinforced by the negative 
stereotypes of Indigenous peoples within Euro-Canadian society.  One community member 
described his reaction to racial discrimination as a Métis youth in Fort McMurray in the 1970s: 
“And I felt bad, I felt awkward.  And so, I started saying, well, what can I do, right, you know, to 
make that happen?  So my combat was to work harder, you know, that’s how I—that’s how I hid 
the humiliation and that’s how I—I figured, well, if I worked hard, then others can see that.”308 
 
Cumulative Effects 
 
Traditional values and spirituality remained largely intact prior to the onset of modern oil-sands 
extraction in the 1960s.  Over the last five decades, however, several stressors associated with 
oil-sands development have altered and undermined the traditional value structure of the 
community.  Over the course of meetings and focus groups, community members identified two 
primary cumulative stressors to values and spirituality: wage labour and money and an influx of 
the non-Indigenous population. 
 
Wage Labour and Money 
 
The traditional, Indigenous-harvesting economy not only linked family and community to 
economic provisioning; it connected economic provisioning to traditional values such as respect 
for the environment, mutual support, and sharing.  The Indigenous-harvesting economy of the 
McMurray Métis kept community members in direct contact with their natural environment and 
the consumption of harvested goods tended to be governed by Indigenous norms of mutual 
assistance and sharing.  Indeed, for many who grew up on the traplines, money was rare: 
 

                                                 
306  TFCIA-FG3-P33. 
307  TFCIA-FG2-P16. 
308  TFCIA-FG3-P23. 
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 Interviewee 1: Mind you, I was sixteen years old when I first seen money, paper 
 money.  My dad used to trap and then all this money goes to the store… But 
 that’s what we live on all summer, right?  But they never give my dad a cent but 
 he trade, you know.  You go  there and write down what you want.  So I don’t 
 know, and my dad couldn’t read, I don’t know if they took some money from us 
 there but for us, we didn’t have any money, but we don’t know.  ‘Cause we 
 never seen a cent.  They won’t give cash, just in trade, eh?  My dad give all his 
 fur there; my brothers the same thing.  Wherever they give their fur, they don’t 
 get no money.  And I haven’t seen money before since I was sixteen years old. 
 Interviewer: So they just would give you something you needed from the store? 
 Interviewee 1: Yeah.  When we want something, we go to the store and we ask 
 them and they get it and they mark it down.  Of course, we didn’t really need no 
 cash because there was nothing going on there. 
 Interviewee 2: There was nothing to buy, anyhow. 
 Interviewee 1: The reason how I seen the money, my mother happened to do 
 some sewing, like making parkas and mukluks for the RCMP.  So the RCMP 
 pays my mother with money, first time I seen money.  I told my mother, “Why 
 did he give you a piece of paper [laughs]?”  She says, “That’s money,” so I 
 didn’t know.  And I was sixteen years old.  I didn’t even see a red penny.309 
 
The normalization of wage labour and the introduction of money and the market economy tends 
to undermine these traditional values.  High-wage, capital-intensive industries like the oil sands 
breed a strong sense of individualism. 310   Moreover, because money is earned outside the 
confines of the community, it and the consumer durables it is used to purchase are generally 
regarded as personal property and are less likely to be shared.311 
 
Influx of a Non-Indigenous Population 
 
The kinds of jobs and the working environment provided in resource boomtowns tends to attract 
mobile and individualistic workers with little attachment to place.  The evidence gathered 
following the boom of the 1970s confirmed that the population of Fort McMurray was 
characterized by a highly individualistic and materialistic ethos.312  As one community elder 
described: “Too many different people came to Fort McMurray with negative values and greed 
for money.” 313   In contrast to the McMurray Métis ethic of respect for the environment, 
harvesters have noted an increase over their lifetimes in recreational hunting and hunters whose 
practices violate the norms of respect for animals and the environment: 
 

                                                 
309  MOTM-MT14&15-P42. 
310  Larcombe, Summary of Mining, p. 14; Brody, “Industrial Impact in the Canadian North,” p. 334. 
311  Larcombe, Summary of Mining, p. 14; Brody, “Industrial Impact in the Canadian North,” p. 335. 
312  Krahn, “Labour Market Segmentation,” p. 285. 
313  TFCIA-SV8. 
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 Participant: And they don’t go and pick it up. They just leave it there, leave it 
 there and they—because they know that their gun is sighted now. When they see 
 the moose, they’re going to be able to hit it. 
 Participant: No respect. 
 Participant: Yeah, there’s no respect. And then when they get their moose, they 
 cut the  horns off, leave the rest.  
 Participant: Take a couple hindquarters.  
 Participant: Just like those two big buffalos that I seen out at the Birch 
 Mountains [ph] there.  I was so disgusted when I seen those two big bulls.  The 
 only thing they took off them  was the horns.314 
 
As family and community bonds erode, the influx of non-Indigenous peoples and values 
contribute to the decline of traditional community values. 
 
Cumulative Effects Summary 
 
In the view of community members, five decades of oil-sands development have weakened the 
traditional values that underpinned the historic McMurray Métis community (Figure 20).  When 
asked whether they agree with the statement that the McMurray Métis community is losing its 
traditional values, 75 percent of survey respondents answered in the affirmative.  The survey 
findings are supported by the information collected in focus groups, where elders in particular 
lamented the decline of mutual support and sharing: 
 
 Those days, when they killed moose, they don’t just say well here, this is yours.  
 Those  days when they kill moose, they’d share it with the whole community.  
 Everybody gets a piece.  Like my parents would say, here’s the meat, you go 
 give it to that person.  If the person wants meat, then they come and get it.  
 That’s how they share.  Not like now, when you kill moose, they don’t pass it, 
 nothing.315 
 
Over the course of more than five decades of oil-sands development, the traditional values of the 
McMurray Métis have declined.  This process was driven by the loss of physical places for and 
of the community: the influx of non-Indigenous peoples transformed Fort McMurray from a 
space in which traditional McMurray Métis values were the norm to a space in which they were 
increasingly out-of-sync with the wider community. 

                                                 
314  TFCIA-FG1-P19. 
315  MOTM-MT3-P17. 
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At the same time, shifts in the places where economic activities were carried out, from the 
traplines and harvesting areas to oil-sands camps, resulted in the increasing dominance of money 
and consumer goods, altered the value system towards individualism and consumerism. 
 
Incremental Effects 
 
With the context of the cumulative impacts of industrial development on McMurray Métis values 
and spirituality presented, this section will examine the potential incremental effects attributable 
to the Project.  The section will be divided into three parts: the first will identify the main 
Project-specific stressors to McMurray Métis values and spirituality within the context of past 
and present cumulative effects; the second will trace out the cascading and feedback effects that 
emerge from these Project stressors; and the third will consist of a residual-effects 
characterization table that summarizes and rates the Project-specific effects to McMurray Métis 
values and spirituality.  The Project EIA had little to say about Project and industrial impacts to 
McMurray Métis and Indigenous values.  The only exception is a brief observation that industrial 
development can bring Indigenous people into contact with distinct value systems and the 
commitment to provide cultural-diversity training for all employees and contractors.316 
 
Wage Labour and Money 
 
The Project EIA does not attempt to assess the impacts of wage labour on Indigenous values and 
spirituality, beyond the brief remark that “A wage economy can contribute to an overall sense of 
self-worth for Aboriginal people, although it presents challenges with respect to diminishing 
                                                 
316  Teck Resources Limited, Integrated Application, Volume I, pp. 16-84, 16-85, and 16-91. 
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opportunities for the practice and passing on of cultural values.”317  Nor does the EIA contain 
specific mitigation measures designed to address the impacts of employment in the oil sands 
upon McMurray Métis values and spirituality. 
 
Influx of Non-Indigenous Population 
 
The Project EIA estimates the population growth in the urban service area associated with the 
Project will peak at 4,000 in 2026, before settling at an estimated long-term figure of 2,000; the 
Planned-Development Case (PDC) will see the urban population of the Regional Municipality of 
Wood Buffalo rise to 137,000 by 2027, up from 76,797 in 2010.318  The estimated impacts of the 
Project to the population of Fort McMurray, moreover, may prove overly-conservative.  Despite 
the commitment of the Proponent to provide lodges and fly-in-fly out programs, evidence shows 
the nearest urban centre becomes the de factor operations centre for employees and contractors 
and that this influx of outsiders disturbs the sociocultural equilibria of resource towns.319 
 
In addition, more than 50 percent of workers in project accommodations in the region visit Fort 
McMurray at least once a month.320  The Project EIA states that high housing costs will act as a 
deterrent to out-of-town-Project workers relocating to Fort McMurray on a permanent basis.321  
This claim is supported by data from the municipality, which found that housing was the single 
largest deterrent to project workers relocating to Fort McMurray.322  The recent decline in oil 
prices and the likelihood they will stay below levels of the past fifteen years in the short-to-
medium term, however, suggest the deterrent effect of housing prices on the relocation of Project 
workers to Fort McMurray may be diminished.  It should be noted that the Project EIA does not 
consider the impacts of non-Indigenous population increases on McMurray Métis values and 
spirituality and propose adequate mitigation measures. 
 
Cascading Impacts 
 
The analysis of cascading effects is designed to capture how impacts of industrial stressors on 
one valued component reverberate into other components within an interconnected cultural 
system.  Over the course of research, cascading impacts were identified for two MECCs: family 
and community and identity.   
                                                 
317  Teck Resources Limited, Integrated Application, Volume I, p. 18-115. 
318  Teck Resources Limited, Integrated Application, Volume I, p. 16-45. 
319  Larcombe, Summary of Impacts, p. 10. 
320  Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo, Municipal Census 2012 (Fort McMurray: Regional Municipality of 
Wood Buffalo, 2012), p. 127. 
321  Teck Resources Limited, Integrated Application, Volume I, p. 16-45. 
322  Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo, Municipal Census 2012, p. 128. 
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Figure 21 – Impact-Pathway Map: Values and Spirituality 
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Family and Community 
 
Values such as reciprocity or sharing are not simply altruistic impulses; they are rooted as well in 
power relations and mechanisms of social control, in the conditions required to reproduce family 
and community relations.  Put another way, values are the norms and rules by which humans can 
live together communities. 323  The connection between values and community roles and 
cohesiveness was made by one elder who remarked: “We need to teach our youth to respect our 
elders and the place that you have in our community.”324 
 
When values like respect for elders and sharing are undermined by external forces, they 
undermine the social institutions (i.e., family and community) that rest upon them.  Several study 
participants drew clear connections between money and the values it helped to instill, on the one 
hand, and the decline of family bonds on the other: “Too many different people came to Fort 
McMurray with negative values and greed for money…families were torn apart, leaving children 
to fend for themselves.”325 
 
The impact of values on the bonds of family and community was beautifully illustrated by one 
young person who, despite all the economic pressures to the contrary, forsook a career in the oil 
sands for work that allowed for more time with family: 
 
 The one thing that I—until he was five—four or five years old I guess, I did a lot 
 of shift work, and that’s all I worked was shift work.  So like he said, we’d come 
 home at nine o’clock at night, the kids are already going to bed.  Get up at six 
 o’clock, five o’clock in the morning, you’re gone to work, they’re gone.  You 
 don’t see them.  When my daughter came along, I had to make a decision on what 
 I wanted to do, what was best for my family…So now I try to make a change of 
 that in my life to bring those values back to my kids.  Because money is not 
 always everything.  Family is.  That’s more of how I feel and I’ve been—like, 
 it’s a big struggle though.326 
 
Improved proponent recognition of these kinds of tensions for McMurray Métis community 
members, between economic provisioning and community values, could result in the 
development of support programs that would mitigate the trade-off and help McMurray Métis 
community members to participate more fully in the oil-sands economy while preserving their 
traditional values. 

                                                 
323  Haggarty, “Métis Economics,” p. 208.  
324  TFCIA-FG2-P19. 
325  TFCIA-FG4-P8 
326  TFCIA-FG5-P47. 
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Identity 
 
Because values are a key component in how we define not only affiliations but also distinctions, 
they are central to the formation of identity.  As the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples 
(RCAP) observed, “Culturally-transmitted norms that once provided meaning and guided 
individual behaviour become ineffectual...”327  The erosion and denial of traditional McMurray 
Métis values, therefore, undermines the sense of identity of community members.  One focus-
group participant wonderfully captured the complex linkages between values, community 
membership, one’s place in the wider society, and one’s identity: 
 
 Métis values?  I think they're similar to a lot of the ethics and morals that govern 
 who we are as people in terms of being respectful.  So, ethically and morally, 
 you're taught as your  elders, is your grandma and your grandpa, right, is to 
 respect them and learn from their wisdom, and try and take on generation to 
 generation those given set of rules, and learn from them.  And then see how you fit 
 in today's society and actually, you know, understand that, what's right and what's 
 wrong, ethically and morally, and live within a community with those rules.328 
 
Because values form an important part of one’s relationships vis-à-vis the wider community and 
society, and hence one’s sense of identity, impacts to values necessarily cascade into identity. 
 
Feedback Loops 
 
Feedback loops refer to instances where the cascading effects of stressors to a particular MECC, 
exert feedback effects upon the originally-impacted MECC.  For values and spirituality, the 
information provided by study participants suggests feedback effects from family and 
community.  The feedback mechanism works like this: an erosion of traditional values like 
respect for elders and reciprocity and sharing undermines the social institutions (family and 
community); the weakening of family and community bonds in turn impairs the sources of social 
power and control; this further weakens the transmission mechanisms by which the values of a 
community are inculcated and reproduced throughout time.329 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
327   Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, Looking Forward, Looking Back: Final Report of the Royal 
Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, Volume III (Ottawa: Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples), p. 548. 
328  TFCIA-FG3-P57. 
329  Haggarty, “Métis Economics,” pp. 216-217. 
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Residual Effects Characterization 
Values and Spirituality 

Direction Negative: the net direction of Project impacts 
on values and spirituality is negative. 

Duration High (3): Project impacts will take place over 
nearly the entire course of the Project, albeit 
with peak impact in the 2020s. 

Frequency High (3): Project effects will occur on a 
constant basis over the course the Project. 

Irreversibility High (3): Project effects will take place over a 
time period greater than one generation. 

Intensity Moderate (2): There are two stressors and one 
feedback mechanism.  Although the scale of 
the impact is likely low, the precautionary 
principle suggests that an intermediate low-
moderate rating be upgraded to moderate. 

Cultural Consequence Moderate (2): There were two cascading 
effects identified for values and spirituality. 

Level of Community Concern Moderate (2): The level of concern over 
values and spirituality was less than for some 
other MECCs and was more strongly 
concentrated among elders and harvesters. 

Vulnerability Moderate (2): Although changes in values 
were observed, there was evidence of greater 
resilience than for other MECCs. 

Magnitude Moderate-High (17): Given the scale of the 
Project, the cultural consequence and of the 
MECC as a mechanism for the transmission of 
cultural identity and practices, and the level of 
community concern, the magnitude rating for 
the Project is moderate-high. 

Prediction Confidence Moderate-High: Assessment is based upon 
robust primarily materials, but would have 
benefitted from better secondary information. 

 
 
 

MECC 4: Identity 
 
Despite their ethnically-mixed ancestry and the tendency of Euro-Canadians to consider all 
Indigenous peoples as ‘Indians’, the McMurray Métis maintained a clear and distinctive sense of 
identity in relation to First Nations and Euro-Canadian settlers.  One indicator of the distinctive 
identity of a Métis community was marriage patterns, based on the idea that Métis ethnogenesis 
in the generations following the initial marriage between a European male and an Indigenous 
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female is reproduced by a tendency of children to seek out and marry other Métis people.330  One 
of the most striking elements of the genealogical information of the McMurray Métis was the 
distinct lack of examples of marriages between the Métis and nearby Cree and Chipewyan 
populations.331  As Reddekopp noted, “The Métis and Indian communities of Fort McMurray 
were among the easiest to distinguish in all of [the] Treaty 8 [territory].”332 
 
Another distinguishing component of the identity of the McMurray Métis, when compared to 
First Nations, was the attachment to the Roman Catholic Church, and to a lesser degree the 
Anglican Church in the case of some Métis of part-Scottish descent.  Oral histories suggest the 
McMurray Métis were primarily Roman Catholic.  As one elder observed, referring to the Fort 
McMurray of his parents’ generation, circa 1920s: “Oh no, everybody was Catholic. Maybe a 
few that were Protestant, but everybody was Catholic. We didn’t have these different churches 
coming into our town like Pentecostal and stuff like that. Everybody went to the Catholic 
Church. That was a big thing, going to church.”333  The significance of the Catholic Church, not 
simply in terms of the nominal affiliation of the population, but also the substantive attachment 
to the Church and its teachings, is supported by another Elder, who responded, when asked about 
the major celebrations and events of the McMurray Métis: 
 

Well, Christmas was a big thing for us, because everybody was made to go to 
Midnight Mass and such like that.  It was a big thing, and Easter was a big thing.  
We all got a new outfit and—because we were all made to go to church in our 
younger day.  We were Catholic religion; well, most Métis people are.334 

 
Religion was not the only significant cultural marker that distinguished the Métis from other 
populations; language further differentiated the McMurray Métis from the nearby First Nations, 
as well as the Euro-Canadian communities to the south.  Language is intimately connected to the 
culture and identity of a community.  Considering the central role of the English and Scottish 
administrators and fur traders of the HBC after 1820, the language of commerce in Fort 
McMurray was English.  Distinct from the First Nations populations, then, many of the Métis 
grew up listening to and speaking European languages fluently, primarily English and French.  
Consistent with the matrilocal settlement patterns characteristic of the Métis, however, where the 
Indigenous females determined residency and cultural milieu, Indigenous languages 
                                                 
330  See Foster, J.E., “Wintering, The Outsider Adult Male and the Ethnogenesis of the Western Plains Métis,” 
Prairie Forum 19, no. 11 (1994), pp. 1-13; Devine, Heather, The People Who Own Themselves: Aboriginal 
Ethnogenesis in a Canadian Family, 1660-1900 (Calgary: University of Calgary Press, 2004). 
331  Clark et al., Fort McMurray: Historic and Contemporary Métis Community, p. 50. 
332  Reddekopp, Neil, Conklin as an Aboriginal Community: Legal Analysis, report commissioned by Métis Local 
193, 2009, p. 54. 
333  MOTM-MT05-P19. 
334  MOTM-MT54-P10. 
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predominated in the home.  In the words of a Métis matriarch, describing her seasonal journeys 
on the Athabasca River, between the trapline to Fort McMurray: 
 

Because we used to stop…we’d come up to McMurray for a little trip on the 
houseboat. And we’d stop all along the way and visit people—the Augers too. 
There is [sic] Jenny Auger and them; Henry Auger and them. They used to live at 
Poplar Point…And then Geraldine—Geraldine was one of them, because I 
remember they were brought up like me. There’s Dorothy, Betty and Geraldine. 
Lena was dark, the oldest one, eh—oldest girl? But the rest—there’s three little 
girls there with red heads, eh, and like Jenny. And they used to talk nothing but 
Cree. They could talk Cree to beat hell.335 

 
The McMurray Métis were not only distinct from First Nations in their usage of both Indigenous 
and European languages; they were distinct from the Euro-Canadian population in that 
Indigenous languages – primarily Cree in the case of the McMurray Métis – predominated in the 
home.  The Cree language continues to represent an important identity marker for many 
community elders: “I think it’s important to me, because I was raised that way. Like, say, 
sometimes if I go to Calgary or Edmonton or somewhere, don’t know a soul, go in a store and you 
hear people talk Cree, this makes me feel real good.”336 
 
The importance of Cree symbolizes a crucial element of the McMurray Métis identity.  Although 
the Métis originate from mixed ethnic origins, the identity which emerged was Indigenous, as a 
result of the centrality of Métis women to the settlement and acculturation process.  The traditional 
focus on Métis as a cultural amalgam tend to reduce Métis culture to the sum of its parts, rather 
than as the purposeful construction of a new people and culture.  The Métis are not a cultural 
hybrid but a new form of Indigeneity: lack of attention to ‘Métisness’ as an expression of 
Aboriginality is the product of an emphasis upon the process of becoming rather than the origins 
and evolution. 337   The fundamentally Indigenous character of the hybrid identity of the 
McMurray Métis was well captured by one focus-group participant, who observed: “You have a 
native background, you also have a white background. With Métis, I feel though that the 
Aboriginal background still is kind of more of what you’re a part of.  You know what I mean? It 
definitely is, like, a guiding force in your life.”338 
 
 
 

                                                 
335  MOTM-MT66-P43. 
336  TFCIA-FG4-P18. 
337  See Macdougall, All in the Family, pp. 55-56. 
338  TFCIA-FG5-P22. 
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Cumulative Effects 
 
The tight-knit and cohesive community of the McMurray Métis prior to the 1960s meant the 
existence of clear roles and a clear sense of identity for community members.  The largest shock 
would come in the form of the two main population booms, first in the 1960s and 1970s (where 
the population surged from 1,100 to 31,000) and then again from 2000 to the present (where the 
population surged again, from 43,000 to 73,000). 
 
Non-Indigenous Population 
 
The influx of workers in the oil sands not only displaced many Métis inhabitants, some of whose 
families had been living in Fort McMurray since the 19th century, the shift from significant-
majority population to small-minority population initiated a host of cultural transformations that 
disturbed the sense of place, belonging, and identity of many of the Métis inhabitants.  One Elder 
described the 1960s the impacts upon sense of identity, personal security, and patterns of dress: 
 

Interviewer: Now this next question is, so, like, long ago, you could probably 
tell, like a Métis person, they would have, like, their moose hide maybe jacket or 
maybe some mukluks or something, right.  Was that common?  Like, to see, 
like, somebody using that kind of—those kind of—that kind of clothing? 
 
Interviewee: Yes it was, yeah.  You always had your moccasins or your mukluks 
on.  You always had some kind of hide, hide gloves or something, yes, we 
always had them.  There was quite a few of us that wore that stuff. 
 
Interviewer: I’m just curious, when did things start to change? 
 
Interviewee: Well, that’s another one there where it’s—like, I don’t know, that 
was—I don’t know, I was already nineteen when I quit wearing mukluks and—I 
think I was nineteen or eighteen I quit doing that.  It was fifty-five years ago or 
something, you know, it just was out.  You know, because you’d see the older 
guys used to have their leather jackets on, buckskin jackets.  My cousins all 
wore them, but I quit. 
 
Interview: Is there any specific reason, do you think?  Or you just didn’t— 
 
Interviewee: Well, I think it was because I—when I left, eh, like I was out in the 
city and stuff like that, you didn’t take this stuff with you because you’re out in 
the open, eh.  You’re good game for these guys that want to get in trouble with, 
right.  And, so you didn’t…you’re in the white boy’s world there, you got to—
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you know, you got to protect yourself and—so that’s why I think it—it just went 
from there and didn’t do it anymore.339 
 

The massive influx of non-Indigenous migrant workers and their families subjected the Métis 
and First Nations residents of Fort McMurray to racial prejudice: “Well, for me, growing up, we 
were ridiculed as being an Indian. We were, I guess, classified poor and we were looked down 
upon.”340  Discrimination and resentment fomented social conflict and identity crisis for many 
members of the community.  One focus-group participant described her experience going to 
school in the 1970s: 
 
 I went to the [redacted for privacy] school.  Well, that’s a white school.  I didn’t 
 know that.  So I go there and I don’t—it’s like, hmm—I think probably one, two 
 people, that’s it, you know?  And I didn’t fit in, but, you know, I just tried.  And 
 fights all the time.  As soon as we crossed schools, the Métis and the white—and 
 the First Nations fought and fought and fought, because people had to, you know, 
 put themselves on this pedestal, say, “This is who I am.  Now, you don’t mess 
 with me.”  You know what I mean?  And all these kids did that.  And I even found 
 myself  scrapping.  I was, like, whatever.  It was just a way of growing up, I guess, 
 and, whatever, dances, get in a fight, you know?341 
 
The shift from majority to minority and the intensity of the racial prejudice and conflict resulted in 
some members of the McMurray Métis community feeling ashamed of their culture and identity: 
“Absolutely. But that was different times. Like to be Métis and that, you know, when I was 
younger, in the early '80s, nobody wanted to be an Indian.”342  One community member told of 
how she suppressed and renounced her Métis identity as a young child: 
 
 Participant: You should tell them the story when you were a little girl, to 
 choose whether you’re white or native. 
 Participant: If I was put on the spot, if I was new, in a new school, if they asked 
 me if I  was white or an Indian, I would say I was white, because— 
 Participant: Easier life. 
 Participant: Yeah, you know— 
 Participant: Because you were lighter than the rest. 
 Participant: Yeah, I could get away with that. I wasn’t as dark as Virginia was, 
 or my  other brothers.  And for a long time I did that.343 
 

                                                 
339  MOTM-MT29-P40. 
340  TFCIA-FG4-P52. 
341  TFCIA-FG4-P51. 
342  TFCIA0-FG2-P23. 
343  TFCIA-FG4-P52. 
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The rapidity of the transformation, in the period of one decade, undermined community roles and 
sense of identity and belonging, captured eloquently by one Elder below: 
 

Probably the biggest one I remember is the culture shock.  Like, here we were, a 
small community, in the middle of nowhere, kind of isolated from the world and 
there wasn’t very many of us.  Like I said, in ’63, there was only 1100 or 1200 
of us there.  And we had a way of life, there was a structured community, 
everybody had their role.  There was the hunters, there was those who looked 
after the old people.  There were those who looked after the young people, and it 
was just a big community and everybody had their role.  And what happened 
was, when they opened the highway in the mid ‘60s, and all of a sudden there 
was a population explosion and our whole way of life was just turned upside 
down.  We no longer had any say in what we were doing.  Our whole way of life 
changed.  Outside influences came in and said everything we were doing was 
wrong, etcetera, etcetera.344 

 
The disintegration of community cohesiveness and community roles in turn left future 
generations ill-equipped to deal with the second oil-sands population boom that began in the 
2000s.  As one elder observed, describing her grandchildren, “I don’t think my grandkids care if 
they’re Métis or what because they grew up here with the white kids, and they don’t speak Cree. 
They don’t—my granddaughter [name redacted], she knows she’s a Métis, but that’s all she 
knows.”345  Young people have continued to struggle with their identity and discrimination at 
school, as a result of the erosion of cultural roles and identities in the community: 
 
 Yeah, when I started in grade nine at [school name redacted], I had [to] choose my 
 options.  I wanted art and photography, and I ended up getting stuck with info pro 
 and I was put into my [redacted] class, Aboriginal Studies.  And so at first I was 
 kind of, like, well, I want to do art and photography, right.  So—but at the same 
 time, I was, like, okay well, I don’t want to disrespect my family stuff and be, 
 like, I don’t want to be in Aboriginal Studies.  So I stayed in that, and then my 
 [redacted] helped me get into art.  But even then I found it was kind of hard in that 
 class just to be accepted because everyone in that class looked native.  And I was 
 this little pale person and everyone was, like, are you even native?  I’m, like, 
 yeah, my [redacted] teaches the class.346 
 
 Well, you know, with [indiscernible], my little jigger, this is her comment, this 
 comes  from her, she went to [redacted], because it’s convenient, you know, that’s 
 the only school up in [redacted].  And so, she went to school and then she 
 transferred down to [redacted]… She says—this is, like, the first week of school, 
 and I picked her up and she’s all excited, she says, “Mama, I love this school so 
                                                 
344  MOTM-MT105-P24. 
345  TFCIA-FG2-P33. 
346  TFCIA-FG5-P48. 
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 much.”  And I said, “Really?  Why, my girl?  You meet lots of friends?”  “No, 
 because everybody’s brown, just like me.”  She was, like, six years old, seven, 
 when she said that. I was, like, “Wow.”  That was a pretty strong statement just 
 coming from her.347 
 
The discomfort felt by some Métis residents of Fort McMurray stands in stark contrast to their 
experiences when they travel to smaller and primarily-Métis communities: 
 
 So, my heritage is being mixed with both. And growing up as a Métis person we 
 did things, like we made bannock, we went and we picked berries…and there was 
 that unity, and there was a harmony when we bumped into other Métis people.  
 There was, it was a little bit more comfortable.  I go to Conklin and Chard, and I 
 can go to these little places, out to Fort McKay, and bumping into other Natives 
 and recognizing them, it was like you were kind of, you're safe, and they were safe 
 to be open in terms of the ability to communicate on a relaxed basis being of 
 Aboriginal descent and recognizing that openly.348 
 
Despite the gains made in terms of cultural-sensitivity and the training programs implemented by 
oil-sands companies, the McMurray Métis continue to suffer from prejudice and discrimination, 
and many of its members continue to feel uncomfortable in the place where they were born. 
Work Environment 
 
The influx of non-Indigenous peoples affected the McMurray Métis community beyond the town 
of Fort McMurray; discrimination extended and extends into the workplace.  Extractive-industry 
workplaces, which tend to bring together young non-Indigenous males with Indigenous workers 
in an environment of long hours, shift work, and extended periods of time away from family and 
community, provide fertile ground for racial discrimination.349  The evidence from the literature 
is supported by the experience of McMurray Métis community members, who contend 
discrimination in the oil-sands workplaces is significant, and is exacerbated by the use of fly-in-
and-fly-out residents as contractors and workers.350  One community member described how 
racial stereotyping has affected McMurray Métis workers in the oil sands: 
 
 We just had the same thing happen at [company redacted] just recently.  One of 
 my employees came over, and somebody came over and said, “Hey, we don’t like 

                                                 
347  TFCIA-FG4-P29. 
348  TFCIA-FG2-P67. 
349   Gibson, Ginger, and Jason Klinck, ‘Canada’s Resilient North: The Impact of Mining on Aboriginal 
Communities’, Pimatisiwin: A Journal of Aboriginal and Indigenous Community Health 3(1), 2005, p. 122; see 
Clark, Timothy David, Métis-Specific Socioeconomic Baseline Study and Impact Assessment of the Keeyask 
Generation Project, submitted to the Manitoba Métis Federation, 2014. 
350  TFCIA-DV18. 
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 [name  redacted].  The Indian drinks too much.” [Name redacted] doesn’t even 
 drink…We launched an incident.  [Company redacted] was, like, Aboriginal 
 awareness training.  You know?  We don’t have to be stuck with that stigma 
 today…We don’t have to have that around us.  You know, we can say no.  But, 
 you know, I mean, it’s still out there and it’s  really real.351 
 
Discrimination towards the McMurray Métis in the workplace is not restricted to contact with non-
Indigenous employees; discrimination comes from relations with First-Nations workers as well.  
As one community member described the experience of their daughter, working for an oil 
company: 
 
 My daughter, there’s another side of the prejudice, too.  Like, she was hired to 
 work as a tour guide by [company redacted] one year, and the Indian people did 
 not treat her well, because they were calling her “white woman”.  You know, “she 
 thinks she knows it all” and all this stuff.  Like, [name redacted] doesn’t speak 
 Cree at all and she doesn’t look like she—she could  pass for a white girl, so the 
 Indian people on the bus were really, really mean to her.  And she said, “Grandma, 
 I couldn’t do anything.”  She said, “I knew they were talking bad about me, but I 
 couldn’t say, “I’m one of you guys.”352 
 
  
Cumulative Effects Summary 
 
Boomtown environments, with their itinerant-worker populations, abundance of money, 
environmental impacts, uncertainty and instability, and their individualism and consumerism, 
have had pernicious impacts upon Indigenous peoples and their sense of cultural identity.353  As 
the RCAP found, situations of cultural stress can cause Indigenous peoples to “…lose confidence 
in what they know and in their own value as human beings.  They may feel abandoned and 
bewildered and unsure about whether their lives have any real meaning or purpose.”354  Periods 
of cultural shock and rapid transformation are particularly harmful, as cultural continuity and a 
clear sense of cultural identity have been positively correlated with psychological well-being, 
while discontinuity is associated with depression and psychological issues.355 

                                                 
351  TFCIA-FG3-P47. 
352  TFCIA-FG4-P56. 
353  Brody, “Industrial Impact in the Canadian North,” p. 336. 
354  Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, Looking Forward, Looking Back, p. 548. 
355  Chandler, Michael J. and Christopher Lalonde, “Cultural Continuity as a Hedge Against Suicide in Canada’s 
First Nations,” Transcultural Psychiatry 35, no. 2 (1998), pp. 191-219; Condon, R.G., P. Collings, and G. Wenzel, 
“The Best Part of Life: Subsistence Hunting, Ethnicity, and Economic Adaptation Among Young Adult Inuit 
Males,” Arctic 48(1), pp. 31-46; Kirmayer, L.J., G.M. Brass, and C.L. Tait, “The Mental Health of Aboriginal 
Peoples: Transformation of Identity and Community,” Canadian Journal of Psychiatry 45, 2000, pp. 607-615; 
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The cultural shock initiated by oil-sands development and the two population-boom cycles 
provoked a crisis of identity for many in the community.  As one participant described: 
 
 Because as a Métis person, there’s a huge, like, kind of identity crisis. Because 
 you may know exactly who you are, right, you may know who your family is, you 
 may know your lineage, but the outside world will look at you and they just 
 won’t—like, they’ll just be,  like, “Do you pay taxes?” You know what I mean? 
 They have no understanding.356 
 
The identity crisis was particularly acute among youth.  For many of those who grew up in the 
second boom cycle, there was a marked sense of not belonging, of being caught between two 
worlds, fully accepted by neither: 
 
 I always say it’s, like, you’ve got two groups of people. Your—part of your family 
 is the white part of you and the native aspect of it. So you got two different kind of 
 generations that you look at. It’s hard to explain to people who you are, what you 
 are because everybody has a different idea of how they feel about it. I would say 
 it’s like this.  The white man don’t want me and the native don’t want me, so I’m 
 stuck in the middle, is what I  always tell the guys.357 
 
This sense of not belonging is a recurrent theme in Métis history, where the Métis are accepted 
by neither Euro-Canadian nor First Nation populations, and has been linked to Métis-specific 
psychological stressors.358  On the one hand, the Métis are often lumped in by Euro-Canadian 
society as ‘Indians’ and correspondingly suffer from similar racial discrimination and 
stereotypes.  One focus-group participant described powerfully the psychological impact of the 
racist stereotype of Indigenous peoples and alcohol: 
 
 White people do not feel ashamed when they see a white person drunk in the 
 streets.  But when you got off the job site, it was a different story, you still felt the 
 intensity that you were Aboriginal.  You know, that was still—the stigma was still 
 there, you know?  You could walk—wherever you went—wherever I went in my 
 life, you know, the bottle of booze and the guy on the corner, right?  Who was he?  
 Was he Aboriginal?  You know, those stories hurt, and I didn’t like them.359 
 

                                                                                                                                                             
Taylor, Donald M. and Esther Usborne, “When I Know Who ‘We’ Are, I Can Be ‘Me’: The Primary Role of 
Cultural Identity Clarity for Psychological Well-Being,” Transcultural Psychiatry 47, no. 1 (2010), pp. 93-111. 
356  TFCIA-FG3-P41. 
357  TFCIA-FG5-P21. 
358  Driben, We Are Métis, p. 6; Iwasaki, Yoshi, Judith Bartlett, and John O’Neil, “An Examination of Stress Among 
Aboriginal Women and Men With Diabetes in Manitoba, Canada,” Ethnicity and Health 9, no. 2 (2004), p. 208. 
359  TCFIA-FG3-P39. 
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On the other hand, the Métis often feel like their Indigenous identity is denied them, particularly by 
First Nations, in part because of the policies of governments and industrial proponents that foment 
divisions within and between Indigenous communities.  A telling exchange between two young 
people highlighted the sense of constantly having to prove you are a ‘real’ Native: 
 
 Participant: Yeah, it is a struggle because you’re trying to prove something.  
 Like, I used to make dreamcatchers and then try to go sell them.  But it’s, like, I’m 
 not a native because I don’t look it, you know.  It’s not like—I don’t know, it’s 
 just, like, the way that people  look at you…They’re, like, well, you don’t look 
 native.  I’m, like, well, it’s in my blood and I’m going to carry on what I’ve 
 learned through my family.  So it is a struggle. 
 Interviewer: Did you guys have any thoughts about that? 
 Participant: I don’t know—well, you know, when people know—when people 
 find that I’m Métis, I’m like a fresh sheet of brand new snow [laughs].  It’s really 
 hard for people to believe and even when you tell them, they don’t—they still—
 they don’t care…They’re, like, oh, you know, doesn’t matter.  You say you’re 
 Métis, to a lot of people, they don’t think there’s any cultural background to it.  
 You just got somebody else in your family [that] was Aboriginal.360 
 
Despite the erosion of cultural identity and the struggle of many young members of the McMurray 
Métis community to find their place and identity, there remains a strong sense of pride and 
resilience, that being Métis is being part of building Canada, is something to be proud of.  As one 
participant stated: “You know, as a Métis, I’m super proud, because I don’t believe Canada would 
be Canada without the Métis.” 361   Even in the face of decades of cultural erosion and 
discrimination, the McMurray Métis continue to defend their unique identity and way of life.  As 
one young person noted: 
 
 Like, I tell my friends that I eat moose meat and I eat traditional food.  They all 
 look at me like I’m insane for certain foods I eat.  And I tell them, yeah, I like it.  
 It’s my—your guys’ opinion.  This is how my dad and—cooks it.  I don’t care.  
 It’s good.  It’s delicious, and I don’t care what they think.  But it also makes me 
 proud that well, I’m Métis.  If they don’t understand it, well, who cares?  They 
 don’t know. They won’t understand. But if I try to talk to them, they’ll 
 understand after a while.  I have a few friends like that.362 
 
And yet, the community faces significant obstacles to the strengthening and propagation of their 
cultural identity.  Reaching young people continues to be a challenge, as a result of the absence of 
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elders and spaces where young people can meet and learn, as well as time constraints and apathy.  
As one elder remarked, in discussing a class designed to teach Cree to youth: 
 
 We had a Cree teaching class last year which was held twice a week.  And the 
 outcome was pretty good.  However, it was mainly parents that were there, not the 
 kids.  Now wasn’t that funny?  Like, it was supposed to be for the youth, but the 
 parents came.  And they didn’t think it was important for the kids to come, but 
 they wanted to learn because that’s something that they said, they’re sorry they 
 never, ever took it up when they were younger, or didn’t listen.363 
 
The deterioration of cultural identity is again related to cumulative impacts upon places, 
particularly shifts in the demography of Fort McMurray and workplaces, from spaces in which the 
McMurray Métis can comfortably be Métis to spaces where many community members feel 
uncomfortable and unwelcomed.  As with other MECCs, moreover, there was a palpable sense 
within the community that action must be taken now in order to reverse the erosion of cultural 
identity.  As one participant noted, in describing the pressure from his father to learn more about 
McMurray Métis history and culture: “When he passes away or when I pass away, he doesn’t want 
anyone else to not be—you know, left.”364 
 
Incremental Effects 
 
Within the context of the cumulative impacts of industrial development on McMurray Métis 
cultural identity, this section will examine the potential incremental effects attributable to the 
Project.  The section will be divided into three parts: the first will identify the main Project-
specific stressors to the cultural identity of McMurray Métis members; the second will trace out 
the cascading and feedback effects that emerge from these Project stressors; and the third will 
consist of a residual-effects characterization table that summarizes and rates the Project-specific 
effects to McMurray Métis identity.  Unfortunately, the Project EIA has very little to say in the 
way of impact on McMurray Métis identity.  In fact, with the exception of the study submitted 
by the Fort McKay Sustainability Department, the sections on socioeconomic impacts and 
traditional land use mention the term ‘identity’ twice: once in sentence noting the link between 
traditional land use and identity (which is upon touched upon only superficially elsewhere) and 
again in one sentence observing that the relationship between Indigenous peoples and their 
traditional lands forms part of their identity, an insight that is never developed. 
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Non-Indigenous Population 
 
The Project EIA estimates the population growth in the urban service area associated with the 
Project will peak at 4,000 in 2026, before settling at an estimated long-term figure of 2,000; the 
Planned-Development Case (PDC) will see the urban population of the Regional Municipality of 
Wood Buffalo rise to 137,000 by 2027, up from 76,797 in 2010.365  The estimated impacts of the 
Project to the population of Fort McMurray, moreover, may prove overly-conservative.  Despite 
the commitment of the Proponent to provide lodges and fly-in-fly out programs, evidence shows 
the nearest urban centre becomes the de factor operations centre for employees and contractors 
and that this influx of outsiders disturbs the sociocultural equilibria of resource towns.366 
 
In addition, more than 50 percent of workers in project accommodations in the region visit Fort 
McMurray at least once a month.367  The Project EIA states that high housing costs will act as a 
deterrent to out-of-town-Project workers relocating to Fort McMurray on a permanent basis.368  
This claim is supported by data from the municipality, which found that housing was the single 
largest deterrent to workers from existing oil-sands projects relocating to Fort McMurray.369  The 
recent decline in oil prices and the likelihood they will stay below prices over the past fifteen 
years in the short-to-medium term, however, suggest the deterrent effect of housing prices on the 
relocation of Project workers to Fort McMurray may be diminished.  Beyond noting that 
concerns over pace of development and loss of culture as indirect effects of population pressures, 
there is no analysis of population impacts upon McMurray Métis and Indigenous identity. 
 
The relevant suggested mitigations are cultural diversity training for employees (addressed 
below) and “bilateral agreements with First Nations.” 370   In addition, Table 17.3.3 on the 
socioeconomic concerns of Indigenous communities proposes three additional mitigation 
measures: (1) “input into Project planning and environmental assessment at an early stage, as 
well as capacity funding for consultation and a traditional land-use study; (2) funding for the 
production of five-year strategic plans, provided to both the Fort McKay and Fort Chipewyan 
Métis; and (3) consultation.371  Unfortunately, the “bilateral agreements” reference only includes 
First Nations and not the McMurray Métis.  And given that there is no traditional land use or 
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socioeconomic information specific to the McMurray Métis in the Project EIA, input into the 
environmental assessment at an early stage did not occur. 
 
Workplace Discrimination 
 
There is significant concern regarding the impacts of workplace discrimination upon the 
McMurray Métis.  The EIA does mention the Proponent will “provide cultural diversity 
awareness training to employees and contractors focusing on respect for traditional land users, 
traplines, cabins, trails and equipment, as well as respect for Indigenous world views, customs 
and values.” 372  There are two questions that ought to be clarified, however: first, will the 
program be mandatory or voluntary, and what measures will the Proponent take to ensure all 
contractors and employees complete the training?  And second, what Métis-specific content will 
be included in the cultural-awareness training?  This question is of relevance given the specific 
forms of discrimination and identity-related issues faced by the McMurray Métis. 
 
Contamination 
 
An important part of the McMurray Métis identity is respect for the environment and access to a 
healthy and productive ecosystem for cultural and other purposes.  Unfortunately, the Project 
EIA does not adequately assess the impact of the Project upon the perceptions of contamination 
of the McMurray Métis community and how these might impact cultural identity.  A study by 
Health Canada, for example, examined a range of psychosocial impacts upon communities 
impacted by environmental contamination. 
 

Table 3 -- Psychosocial Impacts of Site Contamination373 
Fear Vulnerability and Powerlessness 

Anger Distrust 
Grief Guilt 

Frustration Isolation 
Depression Depersonalization 

Community Conflict Cultural Effects 
 
As one can see from Table 3, there are a range of psychosocial impacts that result from 
environmental contamination that the Government of Canada suggests project proponents should 
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consider and address, ranging from fear and frustration to isolation and guilt.  Although the 
Project EIA does consider the health impacts of environmental contamination, it fails to assess 
the psychosocial effects of perceptions of contamination on cultural identity. 
 
Cascading Impacts 
 
The analysis of cascading effects is designed to capture how impacts of industrial stressors on 
one valued component reverberate into other components within an interconnected cultural 
system.  Over the course of research, cascading impacts from identity were detected for two 
MECCs: family and community and autonomy and self-determination. 
 
Family and Community and Autonomy and Self-Determination 
 
Métis families and communities were historically tightly interwoven with a sense of identity 
derived from participation in these social institutions.  One community youth described the 
importance of extended family in terms of better understanding her Métis identity: 
 
 Interviewer: What—who in your family, whether—connects you to sort of your 
 Métis heritage and identity do you think? 
 Participant: My dad, 100 percent my dad, just because well, my mom’s not 
 Métis… 
 Interviewer: What about extended family? 
 Participant: I’m not—yeah, my Aunt Sarah. Like, there’s so much on my dad’s 
 side of  the family that I’m not really close with everybody. It’s just kind of, like, I 
 have my family and then— 
 Participant: Sarah even taught my daughter how to jig. 
 Participant: Yeah, like, and then I have basically my second family, which is 
 my Aunt  Sarah and my cousins from her, but—yeah, no, they’re both 
 definitely really, really into helping us know more about it.374 
 
 
Family, community, and identity, moreover are not simply mechanisms of internal social 
organization and cohesion; they are also the mechanisms by which autonomy is asserted against 
external forces.375  Not surprisingly, the weakening of cultural identities reverberated into family 
and community and the perceptions and capabilities for autonomy and self-determination.

                                                 
374  TFCIA-FG5-P43. 
375  Macdougall, One in the Family, p. xi. 
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Figure 22 – Impact-Pathway Map: Values and Spirituality 
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The formation of identity increasingly beyond the boundaries of the family and community in 
turn undermines the cohesiveness of these social institutions, while the erosion of cultural 
identity destabilized the foundations upon which autonomy and self-determination can be 
asserted, as a collective-identity group defined in contrast to other such groups. 
 
Feedback Loops 
 
For identity, the information provided by study participants suggests feedback effects from 
family and community and autonomy and self-determination.  The feedback effect from family 
and community works as follows: the erosion of identity weakens the foundations of family and 
community.  As identities are formed outside these social institutions, they increasingly diverge, 
which can generate tension and conflict.  And as family and community bonds deteriorate, the 
spaces in which cultural identities are forged and reproduced diminish and the opportunities for 
the development and transmission of cultural identity become fewer and fewer.  The feedback 
loop for autonomy and self-determination works as such: the erosion of cultural identity 
undermines the foundations upon which the McMurray Métis community can organize and press 
its demands, thereby limiting its capacity for the exercise of self-determination; the decline of the 
capacity to organize and make collective demands, in turn, diminishes the sense of pride and 
collective belonging that are central to the development of identity. 
 

Residual Effects Characterization 
Identity 

Direction Negative: the net direction of Project impacts 
on identity is negative. 

Duration High (3): Project impacts will take place over 
nearly the entire course of the Project, albeit 
with peak impact in the 2020s. 

Frequency High (3): Project effects will occur year-round 
over the course the Project. 

Irreversibility 
 

High (3): Project effects will take place over a 
time period greater than one generation. 

Intensity Moderate (2): There are three Project stressors 
and two feedback loops.  Given that the scale 
of impact is likely low, the intensity is 
classified as moderate. 

Cultural Consequence Moderate (2): There were two cascading 
effects identified for values and spirituality. 

Level of Community Concern High (3): There was a high level of community 
concern expressed with the respect to the 
cumulative effects of oil sands development 
upon McMurray Métis identity. 
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Vulnerability High (3): The primary and secondary data 
strongly suggest the vulnerability of cultural 
identity is high. 

Magnitude High (19): Given the intensity, the cultural 
consequence, community concern, and 
vulnerability of the MECC as a mechanism for 
the transmission of cultural identity and 
practices, the magnitude rating for the Project 
is high. 

Prediction Confidence Moderate-High: Assessment is based upon 
robust primarily materials, but would have 
benefitted from better secondary information. 

 
 

MECC 5: Autonomy and Self-Determination 
 
Autonomy and self-determination refer to the perceived and actual capacity of communities to 
shape their future in relation to external forces.  There are two principal variables that work to 
shape the perceptions of and capacity to exercise autonomy and self-determination.  The first is 
the level of internal political organization of the community, i.e., the quality, representativeness, 
and effectiveness of its governance institutions.  The second variable is the wider sociopolitical 
environment within which the community exists.  This environment consists of, among other 
things, the broader demographic realities faced by community members that shape their ability to 
influence larger political institutions; industrial proponents via their consultation and negotiation 
strategies with potentially-affected communities; and governments via their regulatory policies. 
 
From their roles as intermediaries in the fur trade and the decision to take scrip over treaty, 
autonomy and self-determination have always been central to the “people who own themselves.”  
The fur trade and the moditional economy that flourished in Fort McMurray from the latter 
decades of the nineteenth century until the middle of the twentieth century saw the McMurray 
Métis largely shape their own destiny as a community.  The Métis were likely the majority of the 
permanent population in the town; their community members were among the largest landowners 
and founders of some of the earliest industries; and they provided much of the seasonal labour in 
the transportation industry, by boat and then rail. 
 
As happened elsewhere, an underlying shift in the economic structure would dramatically alter 
the balance-of-power in the town.376  As the fur trade and the Indigenous-harvesting economy 
declined, the rise of the oil sands radically transformed the economic and sociocultural 
                                                 
376  Berger, Northern Frontier, Northern Homeland, p. 89. 
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geography of Fort McMurray.  Where once the McMurray Métis were the majority, community 
members soon found themselves a small minority; where once industry and wage labour 
complemented the Indigenous-harvesting economy, they now began to undermine it; and where 
once McMurray Métis community members were among the leading political and economic 
figures of the town, they were quickly brushed aside and marginalized by the state and industry. 
 
Cumulative Effects 
 
Over the last five decades, the transformations wrought by oil-sands development have 
negatively altered the autonomy and possibilities for self-determination of the McMurray Métis.  
Over the course of meetings and focus groups, community members identified three primary 
cumulative stressors to autonomy and self-determination: the influx of non-Indigenous 
population, pace of development and relations with oil companies, and relations with 
governments. 
 
Influx of Non-Indigenous Population 
 
As a result of the changes initiated by the growing influence of governmental institutions and oil-
sands proponents over the lives of Fort McMurray residents (including most prominently the 
displacement of significant parts of the community), by the late-1960s and early-1970s it became 
necessary for the McMurray Métis to mobilize around their shared Métis identity in the defense 
of their Aboriginal rights and distinctive way of life.  In response to the threat of infringement, 
the McMurray Métis began to organize into a cohesive social movement via several groups and 
venues, including local labour unions, the Native Friendship Association, and the Métis Nation 
of Alberta Association (MNAA).  One of the central actors in the struggle for the political rights 
of the McMurray Métis described the movement of the 1960s and 1970s as such: 

 
And like I said, you know, there is no real economic virtue in identifying 
yourself as either Métis or Indian until the ‘60s or ‘70s. So a lot of the people 
were poor bush people….But now we’ve got political enlightenment. And we’re 
starting to demand rights. And we’ve got people like myself who are questioning 
the status quo. So we demanded change, and we got change, you know. But at 
the same time—well, Stan Daniels and us were arguing on one side for the 
Métis. Harold Cardinal’s writing a book on the other side for the Indians, eh? 
And they formed the Alberta Indian Association. And we had the—we had the 
Alberta Métis Association. And we argued. We got—we got, you know, housing 
where we needed emergency housing and stuff like that for the people.  And 
people always asked me, “You did all these things, how come you got nothing?” 
I said, “Because I did it for the people. I didn’t do it for myself.”  See, and once 
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the people started to demand their rights, and recognized they had rights, the 
government started to change the laws. And some of the laws were the hunting 
and gathering laws. All of a sudden, the Métis couldn’t kill their moose 
anymore, you know, and go hunting on crown land and kill a moose. They had 
to hunt on their—in their Métis settlements. Well, up in this country, we didn’t 
have Métis settlements. So where could they hunt? They hunted on the land and 
they got charged. They took my father’s trapline away because he had a job.377 

 
As seasonal labourers making the transition to full-time or permanent work, many Métis workers 
joined labour unions to ensure adequate wages and working conditions.378  While the labour 
unions were one way to ensure rights, the interests of the McMurray Métis, in terms of identity 
and way of life in particular, did not always align with the interests of outside or migrant workers 
newly arrived in the area, the result of which was the proliferation of Métis and Indigenous 
organizations.   
 
One of the seminal organizations of the period was the Nistawoyou Association, founded under 
the Alberta Societies Act on September 17, 1964, which would become the Nistawoyou 
Association Friendship Centre in 1971.379  Although open to all members of the Fort McMurray 
community, the Association was in many ways a Métis social movement, and its early officer 
and employee lists were dominated by the surnames of prominent Métis families, such as 
Golosky, Grant, Sanderson, White, Castor, Auger, McDonald, Malcolm, and Oakley.  The 
Association set numerous objectives, among the most important of which were to provide a 
centre and meeting place for the discussion of community affairs, acquire lands upon which to 
build social housing for community members, and organize a variety of community activities 
from literacy and debating clubs to public lectures and musical and cultural events. 
 
Of its many early accomplishments, one of the most significant was the founding of the 
Nistawoyou Housing Cooperative in 1965, which built 27 homes in the Fort McMurray area.  As 
one community Elder and activist recalled: “And then there was the Nistawoyou Association that 
we were really active in.  We really were.  I loved that association, I did.  We had dances, we had 
everything, money raisers.  We worked really, really hard in that.” 380   By the mid-1970s, 
however, the Friendship Centre and the McMurray Métis social movement would wane, under 
the pressures of internal conflict, resources scarcity, and the continued pace of development and 
lack of governmental support. 

                                                 
377  MOTM-MT28-P53. 
378  MOTM-MT44-P26. 
379  See Waquan, D., Nistawoyou Association Friendship Centre: Its history, 1964-1982 (Fort Chipewyan: Mamawi 
Developments Incorporated, 1983). 
380  MOTM-MT98-P22. 
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Pace of Development and Relations with Oil-Sands Companies 
 
A rapid pace of socioeconomic change is positively correlated to a sense of losing control among 
Indigenous peoples.381  When community members were asked whether oil-sands development 
was happening too fast, 83 percent responded in the affirmative (see Figure 23). 
 

 
 
This view that the pace of development is too fast should not be mistaken with the view that oil-
sands development itself is undesirable.  For many in the community, it is not so much the 
development itself as the way it is being handled, and the extraordinary pace of development 
over the past fifteen years is an important part of that.  The concerns regarding pace relate to 
three issues identified by community members.  The first is that when the pace of development 
exceeds the capacity of governments and communities to regulate and participate adequately, the 
damage can often exceed the benefit.  As one harvester noted: 
 
 You know, so I mean it’s—the damage unfortunately—damages have already 
 been done, or a good portion of it.  I think it’s—they’ve got to start listening.  
 They’ve got to pay attention to people that actually know the land  and been here 
 for years and they see it. It doesn’t take an engineer to walk out and pull a water 
 sample and have a look at it and say it’s bad.  We could do that for  you.382 
 
One of the main benefits of a slowdown in the pace of industrial development, then, would be to 
allow all parties to take stock and develop more adequate regulatory and consultation policies: 
 

                                                 
381  Larcombe, Summary of Mining, p. 15. 
382  TFCIA-FG1-P17. 
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 Like, say you go back [indiscernible] right now the oil prices are down. Hopefully 
 they stay down because McMurray cannot handle it without some people sitting 
 back and thinking, what are we doing?  Let government feel a little better now. 
 Let everybody come back to the table when it does decide to pick up, and I hope 
 people put the thought into it to what are we really doing as an industry and 
 government?  We can’t keep building plants in this area or else in another 40 years  
 think nobody will want to live here.383 
 
The second issue related to pace is that the regulatory and consultation demands upon 
communities, when the pace of development accelerates for a prolonged period, can undermine 
and aggravate governance-capacity limitations.  These regulatory processes can require 
considerable time and resources that exceed the capacity of many communities and can divert 
resources from other activities and priorities.384  The third issue is the potential for Dutch-disease 
effects from oil-sands development upon Fort McMurray, whereby oil-sands development 
squeezes out other industries and sources of employment and income, generating a dependence 
upon oil investment that undermines the position of Indigenous communities and governments 
vis-à-vis oil companies: 
 
 Going back to how it affects the community, a lot of the communities now are 
 relying on the oil.  Like, they’re brought up, so—like, a lot  of them are working 
 indirectly for the oil company or for a company that’s involved in the oil.  So 
 that’s how the communities—now they’re not—like, when  we were younger we 
 had Swanson’s Lumber, something like that to start out with.385 
 
Relations with Oil Companies 
 
The issue of Dutch-disease and dependence upon the oil economy ties into the question of relations 
with oil companies and their impacts upon the autonomy and self-determination of the McMurray 
Métis community.  As for relations with oil companies, community perspectives were more mixed 
than for other survey questions.  When asked whether they agree with the statement that oil sands 
companies listen to and respect the perspectives of the McMurray Métis, 67 percent of survey 
respondents disagreed (Figure 24).  Not surprisingly, those who worked in the oil industry tended 
to have more favourable views of relations with the oil industry, while trappers and harvesters 
tended to be the most critical. 
 
Trappers in particular expressed that the rise of the oil industry had fundamentally transformed 
their place in the community.  Whereas trappers were once respected and treated well by 
                                                 
383  TFCIA-FG1-P18. 
384  Larcombe, Summary of Mining, p. 19. 
385  TFCIA-FG1-P29. 
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government officials, “Now that all the big oil companies come in there, they just throw us in the 
corner. I mean, we’re just a nuisance now.”386 
 

 
 
Among traditional harvesters, there was a marked sense that for most oil companies, consultation is 
simply a formality and that the commitments made are rarely fulfilled.  Comments to these effects 
were made repeatedly in focus groups: 
 
 Well, you know, too, the trapper there on the land, [indiscernible] when an oil 
 company decides to give a notice, it’s not nice and early.  It’s always towards the 
 fall, eh.  Or even in the winter you’ll get the notices.  So then you got to 
 [indiscernible] what you’re planning  and either go pull your traps, get them out of 
 their way or they’re just going through anyway.387 
 
 Participant: And you just—you go to a meeting and they say, okay, if it’s got 
 value,  sentimental value or something like this and that, and then they go and do 
 it anyway.  Like, they listen, but that’s all they do. 
 Participant: Yeah, I think that’s a big frustrating part. I’ve been in a few 
 different things here, you know, they’ll sit down and talk to you. And I guess I 
 was a little bit more involved with the Métis side of things a few years ago. But I 
 got pretty frustrated with it, eh.  We’d come in and we’d sit down.  We’d talk 
 about this.  Boy, what a beautiful plan we got in this beautiful little room here. 
 Walk away and it’s done.  That’s frustrating. 
 Participant: Well, I don’t think I’ve ever went to one meeting yet where we did 
 a follow-up meeting and anything productive come out of it.388 
 
                                                 
386  TFCIA-FG1-P92. 
387  TFCIA-FG1-P94. 
388  TFCIA-FG1-P93. 
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 One thing, too, that we were talking about earlier is that, you know, for the 
 companies, it  would be nice for them to have people who actually care about 
 learning about the culture, about understanding it, not just understanding it to the 
 point of their mandate to kind of cover themselves, you know, not hire Aboriginal 
 liaisons who are just kind of the intermediate between trying to hold these things 
 together.389 
 
To the degree that industrial proponents consult and address community concerns, they have the 
ability either to strengthen the governance capacity of the McMurray Métis or weaken it. 
 
Relations with Government 
 
Relationships with the government were similarly cited by study participants as a factor that has 
undermined the autonomy and self-determination of the McMurray Métis community.  There is a 
strong sense in the community that all levels of government by-and-large serve the interests of 
the oil companies instead of those of the community, and that already-poor relations with 
governments are further aggravated by the limited resources of the state to deal with concerns 
arising from the pace of industrial development: 
 
 You can take them out and show them, but the thing is, they get their permits too 
 easy, like, I think. Because like I say, they listen to you, but that’s all they do. 
 They don’t get—they  don’t act on it, what you’re trying to say. And that’s what 
 you got to say.  Okay, hey, if this ain’t done or this ain’t done on paper, you’re not 
 getting your permit to go and do this  drilling this year or do this or that. Instead 
 of—somebody from outside, like, okay, we’ll give them these permits.  Give the 
 government this much more money…But then now when you get oil industry 
 busy, well, right now government resources are, like, too small to deal with all 
 this.  So that’s why here—you go there, you go—let’s just keep shovelling it 
 out there and get ‘er done.  Because their manpower resources are stretched to the 
 nines as they’re supposed to be looking after.390 
 
For many in the Métis community, the evidence of the lack of recognition and respect on the part 
of governments and regulators is evident in policy.  For instance, despite the considerable 
evidence to the contrary, the Government of Alberta refuses to recognize Fort McMurray as a 
historic and contemporary Métis community, which denies community members their 
constitutionally-protected Aboriginal harvesting rights under Powley and undermines their 
demands to be consulted by proponents.  The lack of recognition and respect for the McMurray 
Métis – and the Métis of Alberta – is further evidenced by the continued absence of a formal 

                                                 
389  TFCIA-FG2-P67. 
390  TFCIA-FG1-P99. 
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Métis consultation policy, with the Government opting instead for an ad hoc approach that is 
dependent upon whether the Government considers there to be a “credible assertion” of rights, 
the standard for which remains unclear.391 
 
Cumulative Effects Summary 
 
Hugh Brody developed the concept of the ‘total intrusion effect’ to describe the scale of the 
impact of industrial development on Indigenous communities: “The impact of a large-scale 
development is felt by everyone in the community: there is not so much a selection as a total 
intrusion…” 392   It is this ‘total intrusion’ that strikes most directly at the perceptions and 
capacities of the McMurray Métis community to exercise autonomy and self-determination vis-
à-vis the wider society.  There is a clear sense among many in the community that oil companies 
are in total control and there is no political space for genuine consultation and negotiation: 
“Right now industry has got control. I’m not running Wood Buffalo down, but they got most of the 
control in here of the whole area, the housing, the land, and there’s no place to go.”393 
 
The perception that industry is in control and neither respects nor compromises with the McMurray 
Métis community in turn produces a sense of frustration, resignation, and anger. 
 
 Participant: There’s nothing you could do about it.  
 Participant: There’s a word in the dictionary called “acceptance” [laughs].  You 
 have to accept it. You can’t change back… 
 Participant: We’re talking black gold. There’s nothing you can do about it.394 
 
 These people are—like, the young people that I know, they are militant, they want 
 change, but they need guidance, right? Because there’s a lot of anger. There’s a lot 
 of anger…395 
 
And yet, despite the frustration, resignation, and anger, there are signs that the McMurray Métis 
community is beginning to reorganize and develop the kinds of community and political 
organization that will permit members to express concerns, make clear demands, and negotiate 
more adequate terms with oil and other industrial interests: 
 

                                                 
391   Aboriginal Consultation Office, Aboriginal Consultation Office Q&As, 2015.  Available at: http://www. 
aboriginal.alberta.ca/573.cfm. 
392  Brody, “Industrial Impact in the Canadian North,” p. 339. 
393  TFCIA-FG2-P55. 
394  TFCIA-FG2-P56. 
395  TFCIA-FG3-P32. 
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 Participant: Well, I don’t know if control is the right word. I mean, we have 
 help, right?  We have help.  We have resources now, right, that we never had in 
 the past.  I will say one thing about it, this local is very strong.  And it’s been 
 getting a whole lot stronger in the last five, seven years, right, than it has been in 
 the past.  [Name redacted] said, you know, our voice is louder now… 
 Participant: I think we got some clear direction, too, you know…They’re taking 
 some of the local Métis people’s concerns forward or where they’re going with 
 something, right?  I mean, just this Teck Energy talking about land use and, you 
 know, elders and stuff, I think it’s—before, you know, in the past, it was a—just a 
 phrase you heard once in a while, right?  But now it’s—at least it’s coming—I 
 mean, there’s some meat behind it now, right?  And like [name redacted] says, I 
 think we have a very good local, but you know, more and more people—I think 
 more and more people are starting to get involved.  
 Participant: More and more people are coming in to— 
 Participant: In, yeah. And that’s what I see. And it’s because of the leadership 
 that’s here, I think.  And I mean, it’s drawing more and more people in.  And 
 before, I think in the past, I wasn’t involved.  But you know, it’s, ‘Oh, yeah, it’s 
 one of those,’ right?  But now it’s, ‘Hey, you want to—?’  We’re trying to make a 
 change.  
 Participant: The name is out there more. There’s more talk about the Métis. 
 Participant: That’s right. Yeah. 
 Participant: And the industry is starting to notice us more. 
 Participant: Yeah. 
 Participant: You see progress, right?396 
 
The continuation of the positive momentum of the past several years, however, will require both 
industrial proponents and the Government of Alberta to make a more sincere and substantial 
commitment to supporting McMurray Métis develop the kind of organizational and political 
capacity required to ensure the voices, perspectives, and interests of their members are not only 
heard, but incorporated into the decision-making process. 
 
Incremental Effects 
 
Within the context of the cumulative impacts of industrial development on autonomy and self-
determination, this section will examine the potential incremental effects attributable to the 
Project.  The section will be divided into three parts: the first will identify the main Project-
specific stressors to the autonomy and self-determination of the McMurray Métis community; 
the second will trace out the cascading and feedback effects that emerge from these Project 
stressors; and the third will consist of a residual-effects characterization table that summarizes 
and rates Project-specific effects. 
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Non-Indigenous Population 
 
The Project EIA estimates the population growth in the urban service area associated with the 
Project will peak at 4,000 in 2026, before settling at an estimated long-term figure of 2,000; the 
Planned-Development Case (PDC) will see the urban population of the Regional Municipality of 
Wood Buffalo rise to 137,000 by 2027, up from 76,797 in 2010.397  The estimated impacts of the 
Project to the population of Fort McMurray, moreover, may prove overly-conservative.  Despite 
the commitment of the Proponent to provide lodges and fly-in-fly out programs, evidence shows 
the nearest urban centre becomes the de factor operations centre for employees and contractors 
and that this influx of outsiders disturbs the sociocultural equilibria of resource towns.398 
 
In addition, more than 50 percent of workers in project accommodations in the region visit Fort 
McMurray at least once a month.399  The Project EIA states that high housing costs will act as a 
deterrent to out-of-town-Project workers relocating to Fort McMurray on a permanent basis.400  
This claim is supported by data from the municipality, which found that housing was the single 
largest deterrent to workers from existing oil-sands projects relocating to Fort McMurray.401  The 
recent decline in oil prices and the likelihood they will stay below prices over the past fifteen 
years in the short-to-medium term, however, suggest the deterrent effect of housing prices on the 
relocation of Project workers to Fort McMurray may be diminished. 
 
Beyond noting that concerns over pace of development and loss of culture as indirect effects of 
population pressures, there is no analysis of population impacts upon McMurray Métis autonomy 
and self-determination.  The relevant suggested mitigations are (1) bilateral agreements with 
First Nations; (2) “input into Project planning and environmental assessment at an early stage, as 
well as capacity funding for consultation and a traditional land-use study”; (3) funding for the 
production of five-year strategic plans, provided to both the Fort McKay and Fort Chipewyan 
Métis; and (4) consultation.402   

                                                 
397  Teck Resources Limited, Integrated Application, Volume I, p. 16-45. 
398  Larcombe, Summary of Impacts, p. 10. 
399  Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo, Municipal Census 2012 (Fort McMurray: Regional Municipality of 
Wood Buffalo, 2012), p. 127. 
400  Teck Resources Limited, Integrated Application, Volume I, p. 16-45. 
401  Regional Municipality of Wood Buffalo, Municipal Census 2012, p. 128. 
402  Teck Resources Limited, Integrated Application, p. 17-42. 
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Figure 25 – Impact-Pathway Map: Autonomy and Self-Determination 
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Relations with Proponent 
 
These mitigation measures and their implementation (or lack thereof) speak to the second 
stressor upon the autonomy and self-determination of the McMurray Métis: relations with the 
Proponent.  The Proponent has taken positive steps, at the level of consultation and the financing 
of a traditional land use study and cultural impact assessment (though it should be noted that the 
latter was only financed after such information was requested by the Joint Review Panel).  These 
positive steps, however, are diminished by the lack of socioeconomic, traditional land use, and 
cultural information related to the McMurray Métis in the Project EIA.  In order for the 
assessment process to incorporate such materials properly, they should be requested and 
produced before the Proponent carries out its impact assessment, not after.  Similarly, the lack of 
an explicit commitment to negotiate a bilateral agreement with the McMurray Métis, given the 
scale of the Project and of the cumulative effects suffered over the past five decades by the 
community, serves to undermine further the perception and capacity of the McMurray Métis to 
exercise autonomy and self-determination. 
 
Cascading Impacts 
 
The analysis of cascading effects is designed to capture how impacts of industrial stressors on 
one valued component reverberate into other components within an interconnected cultural 
system.  Over the course of discussions with the steering committee and focus groups, cascading 
effects were from autonomy and self-determination into two additional MECCs: identity and 
values and spirituality. 
 
Identity 
 
Where large-scale industrialization is rapid and beyond the control of Indigenous communities, 
the impacts are often to provoke a sense of anguish and hopelessness and the erosion of 
community confidence. 403   The ‘total intrusion’ implied by industrial development can 
overwhelm the capacity of Indigenous communities to defend their interests and participate fully 
in developmental processes.  This inability to influence and shape the way in which industrial 
development impacts Indigenous communities in turn holds powerful psychosocial effects on the 

                                                 
403  Brody, “Industrial Impact in the Canadian North,” pp. 333-339; Erikson, K. and C. Vecsey, “A Report to the 
People of Grassy Narrows,” in C. Vecsey and R.W. Venables (eds.), American Indian Environments: Ecological 
Issues in Native American History (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1980), pp. 152-161; Sztompka, Piotr, 
“Cultural Trauma: The Other Face of Social Change,” European Journal of Social Theory 3, no. 4 (2000), pp. 449-
466; Whitbeck, L.B., G.W. Adams, D.R. Hoyt, and X. Chen, “Conceptualizing and Measuring Historical Trauma 
Among American Indian People,” American Journal of Community Psychology 33, no. 3-4 (2004), pp. 119-130. 
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sense of identity: “It is when people or even whole societies cannot do the things they regard as 
most important and most useful that human pathologies spring up – retreatism, apathy…”404    
By the same token, however, when industrial proponents and governments support the 
governance capacity of Indigenous communities, engage seriously and respectfully, and make 
substantial commitments and then follow through, they can exert a remarkably positive effect on 
the sense of pride and identity of community members: 
 
 See, that’s one of the big changes, is we’ve put a stop, or we’ve really halted—we 
 made industry notice that hey, these people aren’t going to be pushed, right?  We 
 need to sit at the table with them first.  They have concerns…Like, we’re holding 
 our head up now.  We’re not looking at the ground, people.  You know, we’re 
 proud.  And we’re getting prouder as  things go on.405 
 
The degree to which the Proponent deals fairly – and is perceived to deal fairly – with the 
McMurray Métis community, therefore, will hold important impacts on the process of identity 
formation of community members. 
 
Values and Spirituality 
 
The interconnectedness of identity and values means that impacts to autonomy and self-
determination similarly cascade into values and spirituality.  When the McMurray Métis 
organize to consult and negotiate, to make demands and defend their interests, they do so on the 
basis of the fundamental values that sustain them as a community.  As such, relations with 
industrial proponents and governments can either bolster or undermine community values.  One 
focus-group participant described the impact of a company declining to discuss and negotiate 
around environmental impacts in the following terms: 
 
 It’s kind of like—it’s kind of racist, because it’s part of your heritage and culture 
 to think about the environment, right?  This is part of your identity…They’ll pay 
 all this money and they’ll put up—have all these events, and they’ll talk about, in 
 their speeches, like, the wise words about, you know, when all the fish and water 
 is gone, like, money cannot be eaten.  And then when you talk about 
 environmental factors, they completely shut you down.406 
 

                                                 
404  Brody, “Industrial Impact in the Canadian North,” p. 339. 
405  TFCIA-FG1-P78. 
406  TFCIA-FG2-P54. 
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When industrial proponents refuse to consult, negotiate, and deal fairly with the McMurray 
Métis, the impacts do beyond the particulars of benefit agreements; they ripple into the very 
sense of identity of community members and the values that sustain them. 
 
Feedback Loops 
 
Feedback loops refer to instances where the cascading effects of stressors to a particular MECC 
exert feedback effects upon the originally-impacted MECC.  For autonomy and self-
determination, the information provided by study participants suggests feedback effects from 
identity.  The feedback mechanism works like this: impacts on the perceptions of and actual 
capacity for the exercise of autonomy and self-determination weaken the sense of pride and 
identity of community members; the impact on identity in turn feeds back into the perceptions 
and capacity for the exercise of autonomy and self-determination by undermining the sense of 
collective identity upon which communities can mobilize and articulate demands. 
 

Residual Effects Characterization 
Autonomy and Self-Determination 

Direction Negative: the net direction of Project impacts 
on autonomy and self-determination is 
negative in the absence of more robust 
consultation and mitigation. 

Duration Moderate (2): The main Project impacts will 
take place prior to Project approval, but some 
consultation and the population effects will 
take place over nearly the entire course of the 
Project. 

Frequency Moderate (2): The main Project impacts will 
be relatively infrequent (negotiations and 
consultation) but population effects will occur 
year-round over the course the Project. 

Irreversibility 
 

High (3): Most project effects will take place 
over a time period greater than one generation. 

Intensity High (3): There are two Project stressors and 
two feedback loops.  When combined with the 
scale of the Project, the demonstration effects 
of community relations and negotiations, the 
impact intensity is estimated to be high. 

Cultural Consequence Moderate (2): There were two cascading 
effects identified for this MECC. 

Level of Community Concern High (3): There was a high level of community 
concern expressed with the respect to the 
cumulative effects of oil sands development 



WSSS Inc. 
McMurray Métis Cultural Impact Assessment – Teck Frontier Project 

150 

 

 

upon the autonomy and self-determination of 
the McMurray Métis community, particularly 
given the scale of the Project. 

Vulnerability Moderate (2): Although the shock of the 
1960s and 1970s eventually produced 
significant levels of apathy and 
disorganization, over the past decade the 
community has made important gains in this 
respect. 

Magnitude Moderate-High (17): Given the scale of the 
Project, the cultural consequence and 
vulnerability of the MECC as a mechanism for 
the transmission of cultural identity and 
practices, and the level of community concern, 
the magnitude rating for the Project is 
moderate-high. 

Prediction Confidence Moderate-High: Assessment is based upon 
robust primarily materials, but would have 
benefitted from better secondary information. 

 

Significance Determination 
 
For the purposes of impact assessment, the division of culture into components runs the risk of 
underrepresenting the cultural impacts of industrial projects and their significance.  The 
cumulative effects of industrial projects over time are often described as “death by a thousand 
cuts” or the “tyranny of small decisions”. 407  The interdependency of components within a 
holistic cultural system mean that cultural impacts are much the same.  The significance of 
impacts to valued components are magnified at the system level by interdependence and 
feedback effects.  Unlike the residual effects characterization, which is done at the level of 
individual MECCs to provide guidance to the community, the Proponent, and the Joint Review 
Panel, the assessment of significance is done at the level of the Project and its total cumulative 
impact upon McMurray Métis culture.  For the McMurray Métis community, the relevant 
question is not whether Project-specific stressors entail significant impacts for valued components, 
but whether the Project as a whole entails significant impacts for the sustainability of McMurray 
Métis culture. 
 
As discussed above and adapted from best-practices within the impact-assessment community, 
the determination of significance will be based upon the following three considerations: (1) the 

                                                 
407  Noble, Cumulative Environmental Effects, p. 5. 
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existence and direction of impacts to culture attributable to the Project; (2) the average 
magnitude of Project impacts upon MECCs; and whether sustainability threshold for McMurray 
Métis culture has either been surpassed already or will be surpassed as a result of the Project. 
 
Direction 
 
The potential positive effects of the Project upon McMurray Métis culture, such as resources for 
cultural programming, depend upon the level of commitment demonstrated by the Proponent not 
only to mitigating the incremental effects of the Project but helping to reverse the cumulative and 
decades-long decline of the McMurray Métis community and culture that began in the 1960s.  As 
presently proposed, the direction of Project impacts from (1) the increase of the non-Indigenous 
population; (2) shift work and workplace discrimination; (3) loss of land and access to 
traditional-harvesting areas; (4) environmental contamination; (5) cost of living; (6) and relations 
with the Proponent is NEGATIVE. 
 
Magnitude 
 
The second variable to be considered in the determination of significance is the average 
magnitude of Project impacts to MECCs. 
 

Table 4 – Average Magnitude Rating of Project Impacts 
MECC Rating 
Traditional Land Use 21 
Family and Community 20 
Values and Spirituality 17 
Identity 19 
Autonomy and Self-Determination 17 
Average 19 

 
As one can see from Table 4, the average magnitude of Project impacts to the five MECCs that 
comprise McMurray Métis culture is HIGH. 
 
Sustainability Threshold 
 
The determination of the sustainability threshold for additional cultural impacts is based upon (1) 
cumulative effects to Métis spaces as represented by the MECCs, (2) community-member-
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judgement of the acceptability potential impacts, and (3) professional judgement and the 
judgement of the Steering Committee. 
 
If Métis cultural spaces rely upon particular places for their existence and reproduction, the 
cumulative decline in the places in which the McMurray Métis can construct and maintain the 
spaces required for their cultural survival over the past five decades is staggering.  Consider 
these two facts alone.  Since the early 1960s: (1) the McMurray Métis have gone from a majority 
of the Fort-McMurray population of 1,100 to less than two percent of the current Fort 
McMurray-population of nearly 73,000 (which does not include the ‘shadow population’);408 and 
(2) the number of traplines held by McMurray Métis community members has declined by more 
than 70 percent and the land available in the traditional trapping and harvesting territory of the 
community, down the Athabasca River to Embarras Portage, has been dramatically curtailed by 
oil-sands, urban sprawl, and other industrial developments (Figure 9). 
 
Five decades ago, much of Fort McMurray and its surrounding areas were Métis places.  As one 
elder recalled: 
 
 Like, a lot of the Métis that came up from the traplines there, they’d move up into 
 the bush up here, or some of them came up on the hill.  Some of them even moved 
 towards Anzac or something like that, just to get away. I mean, there was all kinds 
 of different places to go.  But the main meeting places, that’s where you’d call 
 Métis places.409 
 
The McMurray Métis used to consider Fort McMurray and MacDonald Island, the Prairies and 
Waterways, the land all along Horse and Hangingstone Rivers, Klausen’s Landing and 
Bitumount, Lobstick and Poplar Point, Pointe Brule and Embarrass Portage, and many other 
places in the area, as Métis places.  Now only small pockets of any of these places can be 
meaningfully considered so.  As one elder lamented, 
 
 The industry, oil companies, Wood Buffalo housing, they take the land.  They 
 take—they were supposed to take a little.  Now they’re taking more than what 
 their share of.  Same as the industry.  The Métis has no place to go.  Got no land or 
 housing.  They got no land for anything…This area has no land.410 
 

                                                 
408  There is no definitive census data, but if one takes the percentage of the ‘Aboriginal’ population of the Urban 
Service Area of the RMWB (3%) and the Métis percentage of the ‘Aboriginal’ population of the RMWB from the 
2006 Census of Canada (47%), the Métis share of the Fort McMurray population is likely under 2 percent. 
409  TFCIA-FG1-P24. 
410  TFCIA-FG2-P48. 
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The unsustainable decline in Métis places in and around Fort McMurray has in turn resulted in 
the decline of the spaces required for the survival of McMurray Métis culture.  Traditional land 
use spaces have been demolished by industrialization and the ecological damage occasioned by 
oil-sands development; family and community spaces have been eroded by the influx of non-
Indigenous residents, the demands of shift work, and the high cost of living; the psychosocial 
spaces of values and identity have deteriorated under the weight of individualism and 
consumerism, eroding the family ties and community spaces through which identities and values 
are passed on; and the sociopolitical spaces for the exercise of autonomy and self-determination 
have withered under the weight of the population boom and the power and influence of oil-sands 
companies.  In the town where the McMurray Métis once built the first public school, they now 
struggle to find their place. 
 
Over the course of discussions and focus groups, two clear points emerged: (1) that the 
McMurray Métis believe their present cultural trajectory to be unsustainable, and (2) that if 
action is not taken within the next generation to reverse the decline and rebuild the foundations, 
the very survival of McMurray Métis culture in Fort McMurray and its environs will be at risk.  
The following five quotations are indicative of perception of the gravity and urgency of the 
cumulative threat to McMurray Métis culture: 
 
 Because a lot of the elders are—we’re losing a lot of them now. A lot of them 
 aren’t passing on a lot of the information…It’s probably our parent’s generation 
 who have most of the knowledge from our grandparents and our ancestors. And 
 we lost most of the knowledge that was passed down and it’s our responsibility to 
 pass it down.  But we only have a little bit to give.411 
 
 To have that passed on to our young generation because if our kids lose it—well, 
 they’re on the verge already of losing most of our culture.412 
 
 But there is still a few people that will take people aside and say this, right.  We go 
 trapping, me and my brother and that and stuff.  And his son likes to go and stuff.  
 So there’s still a few people out there that’ll teach culture and fiddle, you do and 
 that and stuff.  So they’re still there, but I see it dying.  After we’re gone, it’s not 
 going to be passed on because there’s nothing there, right.413 
 
 Look how much is lost from our parents, what they lived to what we’re living and 
 to like you say, what your son is living. So the generation after your son, all you’ll 

                                                 
411  TFCIA-FG5-P67. 
412  TFCIA-FG2-P52. 
413  TFCIA-FG1-P35. 
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 be is hearsay.  You heard stories of it, if we don’t capture it and hang onto it and 
 pass it on.414 
 
 Participant: They just don’t have the people to teach them because everybody’s 
 losing their knowledge of it. So all the people who were teaching it were raised up 
 to do that, to pass it on.  But they’re getting to an age where they’re stopped, and 
 their generation below them, they had no interest of doing it.  So there’s nobody to 
 cover for them. 
 Interviewer: So how does that make you feel [name redacted]? 
 Participant: That makes me feel like I don’t have hope for me or my 
 children.415 
 
 You know, it just takes one more generation…and that’s it.416 
 
On the basis of the cumulative loss of Métis places over the past five decades, the perceptions of 
study participants, and the professional judgement of the author and the judgement of the Steering 
Committee, the sustainability threshold for cultural viability and propagation has been 
SURPASSED. 
 
Significance Rating 
 
On the basis of the following considerations: 
 

• The existence of net negative impacts of the Project upon McMurray Métis 
culture; 
 

• An average impact magnitude of moderate-high; and 
 

• The fact that the sustainability threshold for McMurray Métis culture has already 
been surpassed 

 
The significance rating for the impacts of the Project upon McMurray Métis culture is therefore 
deemed to be HIGH. 
 
 

                                                 
414  TFCIA-FG2-P54. 
415  TFCIA-FG5-P56. 
416  TFCIA-FG1-P78. 



WSSS Inc. 
McMurray Métis Cultural Impact Assessment – Teck Frontier Project 

155 

 

 

Recommendations 
 
There is considerable evidence documenting negative cultural impacts upon Indigenous 
communities as a result of oil sands activity in Northern Alberta.  There is also a legal duty to 
mitigate these impacts and accommodate Indigenous groups where the impacts cannot be 
mitigated.  It is possible that some of the impacts outlined in this report for some of the 
individual MECCs can be mitigated, compensated, and even reversed.  Generally the Crown 
delegates its duty to mitigate impacts or accommodate Aboriginal rights to proponents.  When 
impacts cannot be mitigated, it is not unusual for agreements between proponents and affected 
communities aimed at accommodating the impacts from the project to be signed.417  Considering 
the deficiencies identified in the Project EIA; the need to incorporate McMurray Métis 
knowledge and perspectives into the regulatory process; the need for mitigation and 
compensation initiatives to minimize potential negative impacts while maximizing the potential 
positive effects industrial development on McMurray Métis culture; and based on the input from 
community members who participated in this study, the following recommendations are made to 
support ongoing consultation and negotiation. 
  
It should be noted that this list is neither complete nor necessarily represents the views of 
McMurray Métis.  As such, the inclusion of these recommendations should not be interpreted in 
any way so as to define and delimit the assertion of McMurray Métis rights and/or the 
advancement of McMurray Métis interests.  Recommendations are based upon the idea of 
reclaiming places in which the McMurray Métis can strengthen and reconstitute the Métis spaces 
required to preserve and reconstruct McMurray Métis culture. 
 
Culture and Community 
 
Over the course of this study, the most common concern expressed in terms of the sustainability 
of McMurray Métis culture was the lack of places where community members can gather, 
whether for socialization or for cultural programs and events. 
 

 Recommendation 1: Funding and other forms of assistance are required for the 
construction and operation of a McMurray Métis Cultural Centre in Fort 

                                                 
417  On the potential of impact-benefit agreements and the relationship between impact assessment and negotiated 
agreements, see Gibson, Ginger and Ciaran O’Faircheallaigh, IBA Community Toolkit: Negotiation and 
Implementation of Impact Benefit Agreements (Toronto: Walter and Duncan Gordon Foundation, 2011); Le Meur, 
Pierre-Yves, Leah S. Horowitz, and Thierry Mennesson, “’Horizontal’ and ‘Vertical’ Diffusion: The Cumulative 
Influence of Impact and Benefit Agreements on Mining Policy-Production in New Caledonia,” Resources Policy 38 
(2013), pp. 648-656; O’Faircheallaigh, Ciaran, “Making Social Impact Assessment Count,” pp. 63-80. 
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McMurray.  The existence of a physical place in which the community could 
gather and construct spaces for the transmission of knowledge, the strengthening 
of family and community bonds, and the promotion of cultural identity, among 
others things, would be invaluable.  Teck could contribute to this project through 
a community funding agreement. 

 
Another of the greatest concerns expressed by community members over the course of this study 
was the emigration of community elders who leave the community due to the high-cost of living.  
The impacts of the loss of elders reverberate throughout the community, from fellow elders who 
lose their long-time social circles and support networks to young people who lose their 
grandparents and the main traditional-knowledge holders within the community. 
 

 Recommendation 2: Funding is required, in conjunction with the Regional 
Municipality of Wood Buffalo (RMWB), for the construction of subsidized 
housing for McMurray Métis elders.  Teck could contribute to this project through 
a community funding agreement. 

 
In addition, community members identified cultural initiatives aimed at young people as a priority, 
to support the transmission of McMurray Métis culture to younger generations. 
 

 Recommendation 3: Funding is required to support the development of an annual 
summer culture camp for McMurray Métis youth, to create a space for young 
people to connect with other youth and community elders and explore their history 
and culture.  Teck could contribute to this project through a community funding 
agreement. 

 
Traditional Land Use 
 
Concerns emerged in discussions with trappers and harvesters regarding the ability of 
community members to purchase traplines as they become available, given their high cost and 
limited income generation: 
 

 Recommendation 4:  McMurray Métis Local 1935 should establish a McMurray-
Métis Trapline Reclamation Program to ensure not only that existing traplines 
stay within the community, but that community members have access to future 
traplines as they become available.  Teck could contribute to this project through 
a community funding agreement. 
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 Recommendation 5: McMurray Métis Local 1935 should establish a Youth 

Harvesting Program that bring together elders, traditional harvesters, and young 
people in order to support the transmission of traditional harvesting and 
knowledge to the next generation.  Teck could contribute to this project through a 
community funding agreement. 

 
Socio-Economic 
 
Community members expressed concern about the lack of transparency with regards to the hiring 
and contracting policies of oil-sands companies and mistrust regarding the commitment of 
industry to employment for the McMurray Métis community.  In particular, community members 
expressed concerns regarding the struggles of McMurray Métis youth to find employment that 
pays salaries and provides conditions adequate to raise families.  The results of the survey, 
moreover, suggested that McMurray Métis women face considerable barriers in the local jobs 
market, which is typical of resource towns in general.  Finally, there were concerns with regards 
to the impacts of oil-sands employment upon McMurray Métis families and culture that could be 
mitigated by the Proponent. 
 

 Recommendation 6: Employment targets should be set across various 
employment categories and should emphasize long-term, permanent positions, so 
that global targets are not simply met by hiring community members into the 
lowest-paying or temporary positions.  Targets should prioritize young people and 
women and should be enforceable with penalty for non-compliance.  Teck could 
contribute to this project through a community funding agreement.  
 

 Recommendation 7: A recruitment and training program that specifically targets 
McMurray Métis youth and women for employment in the Project should be 
developed, the skills from which are readily transferrable. Teck could contribute 
to this project through a community funding agreement.  
 

 Recommendation 8: The Proponent should establish targets for Direct 
Negotiated Contracts with McMurray-Métis-owned businesses. 
 

 Recommendation 9: A day-care subsidy for McMurray Métis employees of the 
Project should be established to offset the cost of daycare and the burden imposed 
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by shift-work of family members, and particularly mothers and grandmothers. 
Teck could contribute to this project through a community funding agreement.  
 

 Recommendation 10: the Proponent should work with McMurray Métis Local 
1935 in the design and implementation of its Aboriginal-cultural-sensitivity 
training program so that content specific to the McMurray Métis community is 
included and community members are active participants.  Participation and 
completion of the program should be mandatory. 

Conclusion 
 
This report has presented an assessment of the potential cultural impacts of the Teck Frontier Oil 
Sands Mine Project on the viability of McMurray Métis culture.  Data gathering, analysis, and 
writing were carried out over a period of eight months in 2014 and 2015.  Approximately one-
hundred community members were consulted for this project by means of participation on the 
Steering Committee, via survey responses, or in focus groups.  It is the hope of the author and 
the Steering Committee that the findings presented here will make a productive contribution to 
the discussions between the Proponent and McMurray Métis Local 1935, as well as to the 
decision of the Joint Review Panel. 
 
The language and conclusions of this report are at times stark and gloomy.  And rightfully so: the 
cumulative cultural impacts on the McMurray Métis of more than fifty years of oil-sands 
development are considerable.  And yet, it would be a mistake to give the impression or to think 
there is no hope.  Indeed, the remarkable level of community participation and engagement over 
the course of this cultural impact assessment is a testament not only to the gravity of the 
situation, but to the determination of community members to reverse the cumulative erosion of 
their unique culture and way of life. 
 


	Foreword, Limitations, and Terms of Use
	Acknowledgements
	Introduction
	Methodology and Methods3F
	Methodological Principles
	Key Definitions and Terms
	Project Design and Data
	Assessment Methods

	The Métis History of Fort McMurray96F
	Impact Assessment
	McMurray Métis Culture as Métis Space
	MECC 1: Traditional Land Use
	MECC 2: Family and Community
	MECC 3: Values and Spirituality
	MECC 4: Identity
	MECC 5: Autonomy and Self-Determination

	Significance Determination
	Recommendations
	Conclusion

