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16.0 TRADITIONAL ECOLOGICAL KNOWLEDGE AND LAND USE 

16.1 Introduction 

This section describes historic and current First Nations’ traditional land use (TLU) activities in 
the Mildred Lake Extension Project (MLX Project) local and regional study areas. Potential 
effects on TLU from the proposed MLX Project are assessed and possible mitigation measures 
are identified.  
 
TLU consists of activities that First Nations and their members may practice in their Traditional 
Territory, such as trapping, hunting fishing and plant gathering (Robinson et al. 1994). A First 
Nation’s traditional territory is defined as geographic area used to sustain their traditional 
livelihood. The pursuit of traditional activities falls under constitutionally-protected treaty and 
Aboriginal rights.  
 
Traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) is defined as knowledge derived from the experiences 
and traditions of Aboriginal peoples about historic and current use of the environment for 
subsistence, cultural or commercial purposes. This knowledge is based on observations of 
specific events or phenomena, experiences over time, observations based on personal 
experience, cultural transmission and experiences documented in stories or oral histories 
shared by Aboriginal peoples (Usher 2000). 
 
Riedlinger (2001) suggests that TEK can enhance scientific knowledge of environmental change 
by providing: 

 local context confirmation of scientific finds that are most often at a more finite 
geographic and temporal scale; 

 a diachronic (cumulative, relational) perspective that shows deviations from normal 
environmental variations; 

 hypotheses from an Aboriginal perspective that expand the scope of inquiry beyond a 
non-Aboriginal perspective and “bridge the gap between community concerns and 
research efforts”; and 

 environmental monitoring due to use of the region through traditional activities. 
 

16.1.1 Key Issues 

16.1.1.1 Aboriginal Engagement 

The MLX Project is located in the overlapping traditional territories of five First Nations:  

 the Fort McKay First Nation; 

 Chipewyan Prairie Dené First Nation (CPDFN); 

 Fort McMurray First Nation #468 (FMFN #468); 

 Mikisew Cree First Nation (MCFN); and 

 Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation (ACFN).   
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Syncrude has been in contact with these communities regarding the engagement/consultation 
process and to determine how best to collect TEK/TLU data. Each of these First Nations 
communities has its own process in place to engage their Elders and other traditional land users 
who practice in the MLX Project Area. 
 

16.1.1.2 Secondary Data 

A review of secondary data including regional TEK/TLU studies, impact assessments, and other 
documents specific to the MLX Project region has revealed various components that 
First Nations value and about which they are concerned (Table 16.1-1). These concerns have 
been addressed throughout the environmental impact assessment sections of Volume 2. 
 

16.2 Methods 

The TLU assessment includes a review of secondary information collected from existing reports, 
a traditional plant use capability analysis, and a review of the biophysical data collected and 
assessed in other sections of Volume 2. The information in this assessment will be used in 
further MLX Project TLU discussions with the First Nations land users.  
 

16.2.1 Assessment Data 

16.2.1.1 Primary Project Specific Data 

Syncrude is continuing to engage all of the First Nations in the MLX Project Area with the aim of 
collecting current community specific TEK/TLU data (Volume 1, Section 1.0) and to determine 
meaningful opportunities for mitigation of MLX Project effects on TLU.  
 

16.2.1.2 Secondary Information Review 

Completed environmental impact assessments (EIAs), previous EIA TLU research programs, 
TLU and occupancy studies and other applicable studies/public documents conducted by or on 
behalf of Aboriginal communities in the region were reviewed for this assessment. This data is 
not specific to the MLX Project Area, but does give an indication of traditional activities being 
practiced in the region. 
 

16.2.1.3 Traditional Use Plant Potential 

A traditional plant potential analysis was conducted to assess the suitability of the terrestrial 
local study areas (TLSAs) as habitat and the potential effects to resources that might result from 
the development of the MLX Project. Vegetation data collected for the TLSAs were used to rank 
ecological land classes (Volume 2, Section 10.0) for their potential to contain known traditional 
use plant species (Volume 3, Appendix K).  
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Table 16.1-1: Environmental Components Valued by First Nations in the Region  

Components Concerns

Wildlife  Decline in diversity or relative numbers of species (Fort McKay IRC 2010). 

 Effects on health and quantity of animals (ACFN 2012; Fort McKay IRC 2006). 

 Adverse change in the availability and/or access to species due to change in migration 
patterns, change in species behaviour or change in water and land travel routes 
(Ivanhoe 2010). 

 Effect on wildlife of high traditional value (i.e., moose, rabbits, furbearers, grouse, waterfowl, 
and squirrels) (Fort McKay IRC 2010; EnCana 2009). 

 Uncertainty regarding the wildlife species that can be supported on reclaimed land and 
whether the wildlife species on reclaimed areas will be those of traditional value 
(Dover 2010; Fort McKay IRC 2010). 

 Increased resource competition with non-traditional land users (Candler et al. 2010; 
Fort McKay IRC 2006). 

 Concerns that moose and other species have become habituated to humans and traffic 
(Fort McKay IRC 2010). 

 Concerns regarding contamination of harvested wildlife and quality of wild meat (ACFN 
2012; Fort McKay IRC 2010). 

 Concerns for the safety of the animals during and after reclamation (Fort McKay IRC 2010). 

 Decline in opportunities for harvesters to pursue activities due to increased competition or 
restricted access (Cenovus 2011). 

Trapping  Decline in diversity or relative numbers of species (Husky 2004). 

 Effects on health and quantity of animals (Fort McKay IRC 2006). 

 Change in texture, size and appearance in furs (Husky 2004). 

 Effect on ability to conduct traditional trapping activities and opportunities to pass on 
traditional practices to younger generations (Dover 2010; EnCana 2009). 

 Increased resource competition with non-traditional land users (Candler et al. 2010; Fort 
McKay IRC 2006). 

Fishing  Decline in diversity or relative numbers of species and loss of aquatic habitat (Fort McKay 
IRC 2010). 

 Effects on health and quantity of animals and ecosystems (Fort McKay IRC 2010, 2006). 

 Effect on fish and fish habitat (including water flows) (Connacher 2010; Dover 2010; Fort 
McKay IRC 2010; EnCana 2009). 

 Increased resource competition with non-traditional land users (Candler et al. 2010; Fort 
McKay IRC 2006). 

Vegetation  Decline in opportunities for harvesters to pursue activities and cultural transmission due to 
increased competition or restricted access (Fort McKay IRC 2010). 

 Decline in the food qualities (such as nutritional value) and/or safety (due to contaminants) 
(Cenovus 2011). 

 Change in texture, colour, taste, and appearance (Cenovus 2011). 

 Effects of heavy metal and acid deposition on traditional plants (EnCana 2009). 

 Concerns that reclamation will result in the increase of upland forest reducing species 
diversity including many traditionally used species harvested in organic wetlands 
(Fort McKay IRC 2010). 

Water Quality and 
Quantity 

 Water flow and water level effects on ice formation, wildlife and fish, and water quality 
(Husky 2004). 

 Decreased water levels limiting accessibility for traditional land use (ACFN 2012; Candler et 
al. 2010; Fort McKay IRC 2010). 

 Water quality indicators – change in taste and smell; presence of unusual foams or films 
absence or decline of particular species (ACFN 2012; Candler et al. 2010). 
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Components Concerns

Water Quality and 
Quantity (cont) 

 Reduced quality of water for consumption due to contaminants and debris (Ivanhoe 2010; 
Husky 2004). 

 Flooding of critical shoreline habitat (Ivanhoe 2010; Husky 2004). 
 Potential water contamination and animal and human health effects (EnCana 2009). 

 Effect on muskeg, which acts as water filter (EnCana 2009). 

 Potential effects of watercourse crossings on traditional resources (Dover 2010). 

 Effects on water quantity (SilverBirch 2011). 

 Construction and operation effects on groundwater quality (Fort McKay IRC 2010). 

 Reclamation effects on groundwater flows, levels and flow patterns and quality (Fort McKay 
IRC 2010). 

 Aquifer dewatering (Fort McKay IRC 2010). 

 External tailings disposal/ Plant-site material handling (Fort McKay IRC 2010). 

 Aquifer depressurization (Fort McKay IRC 2010). 

 Mine pit backfill (Fort McKay IRC 2010). 

 Water flow and water level impacts on ice formation (Ivanhoe 2010). 

 Water quality effects on wildlife and fish (Ivanhoe 2010). 

Land  Disturbance of critical habitat (i.e., muskeg and salt licks) (Ivanhoe 2010). 

 Habitat loss, degradation, disturbance or fragmentation (Husky 2004). 

 Obstruction of wildlife/fish migratory routes (Husky 2004). 

 Obstruction of wildlife/fish migratory routes (Ivanhoe 2010). 

Access  Concern that old trails will be closed (Fort McKay IRC 2010; EnCana 2009). 

 Changes to access in region that may result in increased access for non-traditional resource 
users and/or reduced access for traditional resource users (Connacher 2010; Dover 2010; 
Fort McKay IRC 2010, 2006). 

 Effect on access to traditionally used and spiritual sites (Candler et al. 2010). 

 Effect on ease and safety of travel (Candler et al. 2010; Fort McKay IRC 2006). 

 Having to travel through and practice TLU around industrial development sites, including 
restrictions on firearms and hunting and insensitive security personnel (Fort McKay IRC 
2006). 

 Peace-Athabasca Delta, is essential to traditional use - main travel route and access to 
subsistence areas (ACFN 2012). 

Cabin Sites, Burial 
Sites and Other 
Significant Areas 

 Potential vandalism to traplines and cabins (Fort McKay IRC 2006). 

 Effect on sense of remoteness (Candler et al. 2010). 

Social/Cultural/ 
Spiritual  

 Removal or negative effects to cabins or campsites and to trails and access routes 
(Ivanhoe 2010). 

 Negative effects on historical, archaeological, cultural, paleontological or archaeological 
resources or sites (Ivanhoe 2010). 

 Impacts to indigenous values – place names, boundary markers, orientation points, 
mnemonic values (Dover 2010). 

 Decreased ability to transfer traditional knowledge onto future generations (Candler et al. 
2010; Fort McKay IRC 2006). 

 Effect on traditional diet and health (Candler et al. 2010; Fort McKay IRC 2006). 

 Psycho-social impacts from fear that fish and game are contaminated (ACFN 2012). 

 Perceived human health risks (ACFN 2012). 

 Concerns that the spiritual/cultural connection to the land will be lost upon reclamation 
(Fort McKay IRC 2010). 

 Concerns for project effects on the other First Nations in the region (Ivanhoe 2010). 
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Components Concerns

Air Quality  Discharges or release of toxic chemicals or microbiological agents in vicinity of community 
and/or within traditional territory (Ivanhoe 2010). 

 General deterioration of air quality and associated potentially adverse health effects 
(Fort McKay IRC 2010). 

 Unpleasant odours (Dover 2010; Fort McKay IRC 2010). 

 Air pollution (EnCana 2009). 

 Deposition of contaminants on vegetation and ecosystems within Traditional Lands 
(Fort McKay IRC 2010). 

Noise  Increased noise levels due to Project (Ivanhoe 2010; Husky 2004). 

Cumulative Effects  Long-term effect of industrial development and irreversibility (EnCana 2009). 

 Effect on future livelihood of community (EnCana 2009). 

 Effects of human population levels (Dover 2010). 

 Concern regarding space to carry out cultural/spiritual activities without disturbance 
(JACOS 2010). 

 Increased human activity, and thus noise levels, increase and enjoyment diminishes 
(EnCana 2009). 

 Increased noise from projects and traffic (Fort McKay IRC 2006). 

 Concerns over an overall loss of land (Fort McKay IRC 2010). 

 Concerns that current reclamation technology does not allow for the re-establishment of 
muskeg (Fort McKay IRC 2010). 
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16.2.1.4 Review of Data Collected from Other Biophysical Disciplines 

As a means of supplementing the available TEK and TLU data and the vegetation mapping, 
biophysical data collected for Volume 2, Sections 9.0 (fisheries), 10.0 (vegetation), and 
11.0 (wildlife) were reviewed to identify the presence of traditional resources in the TLSAs and 
potential MLX Project effects. For example, moose is a traditional hunting resource and moose 
presence in the TLSAs would indicate there is potential to hunt moose in this area.  
 

16.2.1.5 Spatial Boundaries 

To assess potential MLX Project effects on TLU, three study areas were used: 

 a traditional use regional study area (TURSA);  

 the MLX West (MLX-W) TLSA (specific to the west portion of the MLX Project); and 

 the MLX East (MLX-E) TLSA (specific to the east portion of the MLX Project). 
 
The boundaries and rationale for each area are described below. 
 

Regional Study Area 

The TURSA is defined as the traditional territories for each of the First Nations. These areas are 
defined by both the historical and current TLU patterns of each of the communities. These 
territories are not absolute in nature, in that maps only delimit an approximate traditional 
territory. Information obtained from secondary sources gives an approximation of each 
community’s territory. The MLX Project falls well within each community’s identified traditional 
territory. Figure 16.2-1 denotes each of the First Nations traditional territories relative to the 
TLSAs where available.  
 

Fort MacKay 

The community of Fort MacKay defines its traditional territory by the areas used historically and 
currently by the community to sustain its traditional livelihood. These areas were initially 
mapped in From Where We Stand (Fort McKay Tribal Association 1983) and have been 
redefined by Tanner et al. (2001) and elaborated upon by McKillop (2001). In Fort MacKay’s 
Cumulative Effects Project (Dover 2013), Fort MacKay identified an area exceeding 
3.62 million ha that comprised over 84% of Fort MacKay’s traditional territory (ALCES Group 
and IEG Group 2013). From this, we can extrapolate that Fort MacKay has a total territory of 
approximately 4.1 million ha. 
 

Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation  

The ACFN traditional territory “spreads out in all directions from the Peace Athabasca Delta, 
including the Lower Athabasca River and areas to the south of Lake Athabasca, and areas in 
and around Fort MacKay and Fort McMurray” (ACFN 2012). The traditional territory identified by 
the ACFN is approximately 6.6 million ha. 
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Mikisew Cree First Nation 

The MCFN traditional territory “extends from Lake Athabasca over the Peace-Athabasca Delta 
and south to include Fort McMurray and the Clearwater River” (MCFN 2012). The traditional 
territory identified by the MCFN is approximately 7.5 million ha. A map of MCFN’s traditional 
territory is not currently available for public use.  
 

Fort McMurray First Nation #468 

The FMFN #468 has a traditional territory that totals approximately 11.1 million ha and extends 
north to McClelland Lake, south to Lloydminster, west to Peerless Lake and east to include 
Primrose Lake and Lac La Loche in Saskatchewan (Ivanhoe 2010; EnCana 2009).  
 

Chipewyan Prairie Dené First Nation 

The CPDFN TLU areas extend to Lake Athabasca in the north and Edmonton in the south; and 
from Pelican Portage in the west through to Pelican Pond Lake (in Saskatchewan) in the east 
(Ivanhoe 2010). The traditional territory identified by the CPDFN is approximately 
14.7 million ha. 
 

Local Study Area 

The TLSAs represents the spatial extent of the terrestrial resources that may be directly affected 
by the proposed development and is defined as the MLX Project footprint plus an approximate 
1 km buffer.  
 

16.2.2 Baseline Case Description 

The Baseline Case is presented in three parts, each specific to First Nations with traditional 
territory that overlaps the TLSAs. Baseline TLU is presented in the following contexts:  

 Regional Study Area – Historic Setting: The historic setting documents early TLU 
activities in the TURSA by the First Nations, including fishing, hunting, trapping, plant 
harvesting, and other traditional or cultural uses as identified by Aboriginal groups. 
Evidence of early human occupation in the region is outlined in Volume 2, Section 15.0. 

 Regional Study Area – Current Setting: The description of TLU in the current setting 
provides a regional summary of the current traditional territories for each the 
First Nations in the TURSA.  

 Local Study Area – Historic and Current Setting: This section documents historic and 
current use of the TLSAs by traditional users, including fishing, hunting, trapping, plant 
harvesting, and other traditional or cultural uses. 

 

16.2.3 Assessment Criteria 

The criteria applied to the TLU assessment were as described in Volume 2, Section 3.3. 
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16.3 Baseline Case 

16.3.1 Traditional Land Use in the Regional Study Area 

16.3.1.1 Fort MacKay 

Historic Setting 

For years, the ancestors of residents of what is now the community of Fort MacKay have been 
relying on the land and resources for survival. This relationship with the land and its resources is 
an integral part of the cultural history and tradition of the community. Understanding the effects 
to these human-environment relationships requires an engagement with the experiences and 
heritage of each respective community that has been identified as having potential to be 
affected by the Project (Fort McKay Environmental Services 1996).  
 
The community of Fort MacKay was named by the Hudson Bay Company in 1821 after 
Dr. W.M. MacKay. The locale functioned as a hub connecting the many families who lived off 
the land in the surrounding region (Fort McKay Environmental Services Ltd. 1996).  
 
Historically, the Fort MacKay community lived a mobile hunting and gathering lifestyle (Fort 
McKay Environmental Services Ltd. 1996). Until the early 20th century, the community was 
spread out along the Athabasca River and occupied a variety of seasonal camping sites, 
including a main site (now Fort MacKay) on the western shore of the Athabasca River. Camps 
provided access to sustenance resources, such as moose, deer, bear, caribou, upland birds 
(such as grouse and ptarmigan), and a variety of plant resources. Families moved to and from 
different camps during the year as they harvested food resources (Fort McKay IRC 2010). 
 
The traditional lifestyles of Aboriginal families in the Fort MacKay community changed 
dramatically with the introduction of the fur trading economy by the Hudson Bay and Northwest 
Companies. Given the opportunities to trade, many families transitioned from a subsistence-
based lifestyle to one more closely linked with the fur trade. Beginning in the 1850s and lasting 
until the middle of the 20th century, legislation governing health, education and government 
benefits, such as the Family Allowance, restricted the mobility of families by requiring them to 
remain at or close to Fort MacKay (Fort McKay Environmental Services Ltd. 1996). 
 
Despite restrictions to mobility, the traditional livelihood of the people of Fort MacKay continued 
throughout the 20th century. Beginning in the late 1960s, the development of commercial oil 
sands projects has been accompanied by effects, both negative and positive, that have 
changed the community and the lives of its members (Fort McKay Environmental Services Ltd. 
1996). The exploration, mining and processing of oil sands deposits provided new economic 
opportunities for the people of Fort MacKay, but also removed substantial amounts of the 
traditional resources used by the people. The result has been an economic transition from a 
largely traditional economy to a mixed economy that concentrates heavily on the wage 
opportunities supplied by oil sands activities. One outcome is a significant reduction in the 
number of people still living a traditional lifestyle (Fort McKay Environmental Services Ltd. 
1996). 
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From an historical perspective and up until the mid-1900s, the traditional bush economy has 
been well-documented through interviews with Fort McKay Elders (Tanner et al. 2001; Fort 
McKay First Nation 1994). Traditionally, land use was based around an annual cycle that was 
divided into the seasons based on subsistence activities (Fort McKay IRC 2010). 
 
During the fall season, a majority of the time was spent hunting, fishing, gathering plants, and 
preparing for the winter hunting and trapping season. Preparation was needed to ensure that 
sufficient supplies, such as clothing, tools and food were available for the harsh winter months. 
 
In the winter season, families returned to their camps and cabins on the traplines. Trapping for 
furbearing animals lasted until mid-March and trapping for beaver and muskrat lasted until May. 
During this time, families practiced hunting and ice-fishing and were busy skinning, stretching 
and sewing hides harvested through hunting and trapping. 
 
Spring saw the close of the trapping season. Families continued hunting and fishing and 
resumed plant gathering. 
 
In the summer months, families made the journey back to the main camps, such as 
Fort MacKay. They continued hunting, fishing, berry picking and associated activities, such as 
preparing hides and building tools. 
 
The 1960s is described by the Fort McKay Tribal Administration Industry Relations Corporation 

(IRC) as a period in which year-round living started to centre more permanently in Fort MacKay. 
This took place so that children could attend school and so that families could receive allowance 
payments. It was at this time that the department of Indian and Northern Affairs introduced 
permanent housing (Fort McKay IRC 2010). Despite these changes, for much of the 1960s, the 
Fort MacKay economy was primarily supported by traditional activities, such as hunting, trapping 
and fishing with monetary income coming from the trapping Industry (Fort McKay IRC 2010). 
 
In 1964, construction began on the Great Canadian Oil Sands Company plant that spurred the 
immigration of thousands of people to the region and construction of a permanent road linking 
Fort MacKay to Fort McMurray and the south. With this increased industrial influence came 
greater exposure to the wage economy and a reduction in TLU activities (Fort McKay IRC 
2010). 
 
Volume 3, Appendix K includes a list of traditionally used species and locations. 
 

Current Setting 

Fort McKay First Nation has five reserves:  

 Fort McKay 174; 

 Fort McKay 174C; 

 Fort McKay 174D; 

 Namur Lake 174B; and  

 Namur River 174A.   
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The Fort McKay First Nation is based in Fort MacKay, located in the Regional Municipality of 
Wood Buffalo at the junction of the MacKay and Athabasca rivers, approximately 65 km north of 
Fort McMurray, off of Highway 63 (Fort McKay First Nation 2014). There is year-round access to 
the community. Namur Lake 174B is located approximately 50 km northwest of Fort MacKay 
(Fort McKay First Nation 2014). As of October 2014, the Fort MacKay community has a 
registered population of 827 (AANDC 2014). 
 
Today, the community of Fort MacKay includes those of Cree, Dené, Chipewyan and Métis 
heritage. The community of Fort MacKay has experienced and continues to manage changes to 
their local economy by integrating a mixed, subsistence-based traditional bush with those non-
traditional economies that are tied to developments in the region (Fort McKay Environmental 
Services Ltd. 1996; Fort McKay First Nation 2014). 
 

16.3.1.2 Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation 

Historic Setting 

For centuries, the ancestors of the ACFN lived in an area that encompassed what is now 
northeast Alberta, forest-tundra near Great Slave Lake, Lake Athabasca, Hudson Bay, and the 
Seal River. From fall until spring, these Chipewyan people lived primarily in the boreal forest 
following caribou herds. In the spring, the herds would travel north to the arctic tundra and the 
people would follow, spending spring and summer there (Southern Pacific Resource Corp. 
2011; Smith 1981). 
 
The ACFN are part of the Chipewyan (or Dené sułine) cultural group (Smith 1981). Most experts 
agree that up until the late 18th century, the Chipewyan peoples relied heavily on the barren 
ground caribou. At that time, the Chipewyan annual travel and residence patterns, social 
organization, religious beliefs, and oral traditions were based around the annual caribou 
migration. 
 
Fort Chipewyan was established by the North West Company in 1789. With the Fort as a 
trading post, some Chipewyan people began to reside more permanently in the boreal forest 
and around the western edge of Lake Athabasca. By the late 18th century, the European 
demand for furs and availability of trade goods through the fur trade became important factors in 
the Chipewyan peoples’ movement from the forest-tundra into the boreal forest, specifically the 
Athabasca Delta. This area was chosen because of the abundance of furbearers, particularly 
muskrat (Southern Pacific Resource Corp. 2011; Smith 1981). With this shift in location, the 
Chipewyan began relying increasingly on boreal forest resources, including woodland caribou, 
moose and various other kinds of fish and game (Smith 1981). 
 
During the fur trade, ancestors of the ACFN would follow a seasonal round. In winter, hunting 
and trapping were the primary activities and men would trap while women would remain in small 
settlements preparing clothing and food preserves and taking care of the children 
(Suncor 2007). In springtime, families would travel to the Athabasca Delta to trap muskrats and 
hunt waterfowl. The men would hunt and trap and the women would process the harvested 
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animals and make clothing and other valuable items. The spring was a time for social 
gatherings also (Suncor 2007). The summer months were a time of intense fishing, hunting and 
plant gathering. The men would fish and hunt for animals, such as moose and bear. The women 
would dry meat and process the hides. Also, the women would maintain vegetable gardens and 
care for the children. When fall came, berry harvesting, plant collection (both medicinal and 
edible) and hunting were the primary activities and much of this time was spent preparing for the 
upcoming winter and the trapping season (Suncor 2007).  
 
The construction of the W.A.C. Bennett Dam in the late 1960s had an effect on the water levels 
of the Peace Athabasca Delta, which caused a decline in aquatic furbearers in the region. The 
reduced amount of water entering Lake Athabasca prevented seasonal floods that were 
necessary for survival of muskrats. This decline in local furbearer population coupled with 
industrial development, lower fur prices and Canadian colonial education policies influenced the 
ACFN’s transition to a permanent settlement. Trappers had to abandon their way of life and take 
up wage employment to support their families. As a result, many families moved into 
Fort Chipewyan and Fort McMurray. The newly settled ACFN members would hunt, trap and 
fish for subsistence during specific seasons (Suncor 2007). 
 

Current Setting 

The ACFN has eight reserves:  

 Chipewyan 201; 

 Chipewyan 201A; 

 Chipewyan 201B; 

 Chipewyan 201C; 

 Chipewyan 201D; 

 Chipewyan 201E; 

 Chipewyan 201F; and  

 Chipewyan 201G.  
 
ACFN reserves are located downstream of the proposed Project along the south shore of 
Lake Athabasca, on the Athabasca Delta, and on the Athabasca River. Access to 
Fort Chipewyan is available by boat in summer, by winter road in winter and by air year-round 
(ACFN 2014). As of October 2014, ACFN has a registered population of 1,130 (AANDC 2014). 
 
Approximately one-third of Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation membership live in 
Fort Chipewyan; a large percentage live in Fort McMurray and some live in Fort MacKay and 
Fort Smith, NWT. Fort Chipewyan is the second largest community in the RMWB. Many of the 
residents of Fort Chipewyan are MCFN, ACFN and Métis (ACFN 2014). The ACFN supports a 
mixed, subsistence-based economy that integrates the traditional bush economy and the non-
traditional economy tied to developments in the region.  
 



Syncrude Canada Ltd. 
Mildred Lake Extension Project 
Volume 2 – Environmental Impact Assessment 
December 2014 
 
 

 Page 16-13 

Over the years, a loss of traditional knowledge and culture occurred within the ACFN community 
because the members were no longer primarily living off the land and practicing their seasonal 
movement. Prior to 2007, ACFN began working to restore their traditional knowledge and 
culture in the community (Suncor 2007). 
 
ACFN traditional territory is “crucial for harvesting activities and other rights and culturally 
significant activities. The land is the focal point of the ACFN’s cultural, spiritual, and traditional 
well-being” (ACFN 2012).  
 
The Lower Athabasca River system, including the Peace-Athabasca Delta, is critical to 
traditional use; it is the primary travel route and provides access to subsistence areas (Candler 
et al. 2010). 
 
Wein et al. (1991) documented the use of country foods by residents of Fort Chipewyan 
(approximately half of the survey respondents), which includes members of ACFN. The study 
verified the importance of country foods to ACFN. The Wein et al. (1991) results include: 

 mean reported household frequency of use (number of occasions per year) was as 
follows: all country foods 319, including large mammals 128, berries 63, fish 62, 
birds 32, and small mammals 127; 

 country meat, birds and fish accounted for one-third of total consumption of meat, birds 
and fish; 

 40% of respondents reported presence of hunter, trapper or fisherman in household; 

 animal foods predominated, with heavy reliance on large mammals and fish;  

 except for berries, plant foods were seldom used; 

 autumn season characterized by greatest use of moose, berries, especially cranberries, 
waterfowl and upland birds; 

 winter season characterized by greatest use of large mammals, especially caribou and 
moose, and small mammals, along with frequent use of berries and fish; 

 in spring, caribou dominated the large mammal use, while use of fish remained high; 

 in summer, use of fish increased; however, except for berries, consumption of other 
categories was least of any season; 

 heavy dependence upon large game is characteristic of pattern of country food use 
among Aboriginal people living in northern forest; 

 Aboriginal people have utilized bison as food source for many decades (McCormack 
1984 cited in Wein et al. 1991)) and continue to consume them; 

 proportion of species used: large mammals 40%, berries 20%, fish 19%, small mammals 
8%, waterfowl 6%, upland birds 4% and beverages 2%; 

 seasonal pattern of country food use reflects seasonal harvesting and cultural norm of 
sharing food within extended family; 
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 location of Fort Chipewyan on Lake Athabasca, with easy access to biologically rich 
Peace-Athabasca Delta, accounts for greater use of fish, waterfowl, berries and aquatic 
mammals (muskrat and beaver); 

 frequency of country food use among the upper quintile of households may illustrate 
maximum use of country food feasible at present time; several of these households lived 
a good part of the year in the bush and engaged in trapping, hunting and fishing; others 
who lived primarily in town had one or more avid hunters in family; 

 almost all respondents expressed strong preference for country foods, especially 
caribou, moose and berries (Wein et al. 1989 cited in Wein et al. 1991); many claimed 
they would have used more, had it been available; respondents claimed that access to 
country food depended largely upon presence of skilled hunter in family who had 
adequate economic resources for hunting, including means of transportation; and 

 among native Canadians near Wood Buffalo National Park, country foods are frequently 
used; in households studied, country food was used on average more than 6 times per 
week, while individual consumption averaged 0.5 kg per week and occurred 4.2 times 
per week; animal foods from land constituted, on average, one-third of total flesh food 
consumption. 

 

16.3.1.3 Mikisew Cree First Nation 

Historic Setting 

The MCFN and their ancestors have lived in northeast Alberta for thousands of years. 
Historically, they lived a nomadic traditional seasonal round lifestyle, which involved a close 
relationship with the land (MCFN 2011).  
 
The MCFN is associated with Western Woods Cree cultural group. This group spans from 
subarctic Hudson Bay through to Manitoba, Saskatchewan and Alberta. For much of the 19th 
and 20th centuries, the MCFN were deeply involved in a mixed economy incorporating 
subsistence activities with participation in the fur trade. During this time, the MCFN relied 
heavily on the boreal forest, particularly on the unique resource opportunities of the Peace 
Athabasca River delta, in what is now Wood Buffalo National Park (Shell 2012, 2011). With 
establishment of Fort Woodland Cree and Fort Chipewyan, ancestors of the MCFN began to 
reside more permanently around the western edge of Lake Athabasca and along the Peace and 
Athabasca rivers. Towards the end of the 19th century, most of the MCFN ancestors lived in one 
of many key villages along the Athabasca and Peace rivers or in other locales in what is current 
day Wood Buffalo National Park (Shell 2012; MCFN 2011).  
 
In the late 1960s, the resource economy of what is now the RMWB began to intensify 
(particularly with development of the oil sands). MCFN members began to take part in a 
contemporary wage economy while still participating in traditional activities. 
 
The construction of the W.A.C. Bennett Dam in the late 1960s had an effect on the water levels 
of the Peace Athabasca Delta, which caused a decline in aquatic furbearers in the region. This 
decline in local furbearer population coupled with industrial development, lower fur prices and 
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Canadian colonial education policies influenced the MCFN’s transition to a permanent 
settlement in the community of Fort Chipewyan. Though the MCFN established a permanent 
settlement, reliance on the traditional economy continued (MCFN 2011).  
 
MCFN is signatory of Treaty 8, signed in 1899, but their reserve lands were not set aside until 
the late 1980s (Indian Claims Commission Proceedings 1998 cited in JACOS 2010). In 1986, in 
an agreement with the Federal government the MCFN signed a treaty that established several 
reserves along the Athabasca and Peace Rivers, close to Fort Chipewyan. 
 
In 2005, the MCFN won a landmark case with the Supreme Court of Canada citing that the 
relationship between the MCFN and their traditional lands/waterways is crucial to their 
traditional lifestyle (Shell 2012).  
 

Current Setting 

The MCFN has nine reserves on or near Lake Athabasca: 

 Allison Bay 219 (1,861 ha on shore of Lake Athabasca north of Fort Chipewyan); 

 Charles Lake 225 (64.5 ha neat the Alberta/NWT border); 

 Collin Lake 223 (near the Alberta/NWT border 36.4 ha); 

 Cornwall Lake 224 (neat the Alberta/NWT border 69.3 ha); 

 Devil’s Gate 220 (819.1 ha approximately 10 km north of Fort Chipewyan); 

 Dog Head 218 (29.7 ha and administrative centre located in Fort Chipewyan); 

 Old Fort 217 (1509 ha on east bank of Athabasca River); 

 Peace Point 222 (518 ha in Wood Buffalo National Park); and 

 Sand Point 221 (Government of Canada 2012). 
 
The MCFN’s reserves are accessible by boat in the summer, by winter road in the winter and by 
air year-round. MCFN has title interest to areas of Wood Buffalo National Park (MCFN 2012).As 
of September 2012, the MCFN had a registered population of 2,819 (Government of Canada 
2012). Most members live in Fort McMurray, Edmonton, Fort Smith (NWT) and Fort Chipewyan 
(MCFN 2012). 
 
Today, the majority of TLU activities occur near Fort Chipewyan (SilverBirch 2011) and in Wood 
Buffalo National Park (Dover 2010; Shell 2007). Presently, most of the MCFN members in 
Fort Chipewyan rely on country foods, such as fish, birds and moose for a significant portion of 
their diet and many of community members continue to enjoy a lifestyle featuring travel and time 
spent on the land (MCFN 2011). 
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Wein et al. (1991) documented the use of country foods by residents of Fort Chipewyan 
(approximately half of the survey respondents), which includes members of MCFN. The study 
verified the importance of country foods to MCFN. The Wein et al. (1991) results include: 

 mean reported household frequency of use (number of occasions per year) was as 
follows: all country foods 319, including large mammals 128, berries 63, fish 62, 
birds 32, and small mammals 127; 

 country meat, birds and fish accounted for one-third of total consumption of meat, birds 
and fish; 

 40% of respondents reported presence of hunter, trapper or fisherman in household; 

 animal foods predominated, with heavy reliance on large mammals and fish;  

 except for berries, plant foods were seldom used; 

 autumn season characterized by greatest use of moose, berries, especially cranberries, 
waterfowl and upland birds; 

 winter season characterized by greatest use of large mammals, especially caribou and 
moose, and small mammals, along with frequent use of berries and fish; 

 in spring, caribou dominated the large mammal use, while use of fish remained high; 

 in summer, use of fish increased; however, except for berries, consumption of other 
categories was least of any season; 

 heavy dependence upon large game is characteristic of pattern of country food use 
among Aboriginal people living in northern forest; 

 Aboriginal people have utilized bison as food source for many decades (McCormack 
1984 cited in Wein et al. 1991)) and continue to consume them; 

 proportion of species used: large mammals 40%, berries 20%, fish 19%, small mammals 
8%, waterfowl 6%, upland birds 4% and beverages 2%; 

 seasonal pattern of country food use reflects seasonal harvesting and cultural norm of 
sharing food within extended family; 

 location of Fort Chipewyan on Lake Athabasca, with easy access to biologically rich 
Peace-Athabasca Delta, accounts for greater use of fish, waterfowl, berries and aquatic 
mammals (muskrat and beaver); 

 frequency of country food use among the upper quintile of households may illustrate 
maximum use of country food feasible at present time; several of these households lived 
a good part of the year in the bush and engaged in trapping, hunting and fishing; others 
who lived primarily in town had one or more avid hunters in family; 

 almost all respondents expressed strong preference for country foods, especially 
caribou, moose and berries (Wein et al. 1989 cited in Wein et al. 1991); many claimed 
they would have used more, had it been available; respondents claimed that access to 
country food depended largely upon presence of skilled hunter in family who had 
adequate economic resources for hunting, including means of transportation; and 
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 among native Canadians near Wood Buffalo National Park, country foods are frequently 
used; in households studied, country food was used on average more than 6 times per 
week, while individual consumption averaged 0.5 kg per week and occurred 4.2 times 
per week; animal foods from land constituted, on average, one-third of total flesh food 
consumption. 

 

16.3.1.4 Fort McMurray First Nation #468 

Historic Setting 

The FMFN #468 is composed of the ancestors of the Chipewyan, Beaver and Cree peoples 
who began to occupy the Athabasca region in the late 1600s. This initial settling enabled 
participation in the then burgeoning fur trade. By the late 1800s, these Cree, Beaver and 
Chipewyan peoples had settled permanently in the Fort McMurray region. By this time, the fur 
trade was a regular part of their traditional seasonal round, which consisted of a traditional bush 
economy with periodic seasonal visits to the trading posts (Labour et al. 2012).  
 
Traditionally, the FMFN #468 TLU centered on a seasonal hunter-gatherer bush economy. 
Much of the summer and fall would be spent fishing, berry picking and collecting 
medicinal/nutritional plants as well as preparation for winter, which involved preserving berries 
and drying/ smoking meat and fish. Also, big game hunting occurred in the fall. In winter, 
trapping was the primary activity and weasel, mink, fox, coyote, wolves, otters, rabbits, squirrels 
and lynx were the species of focus. In spring aquatic furbearers, such as beaver and muskrat, 
were harvested (Ivanhoe 2010).  
 

Current Setting  

FMFN #468 has four reserves:  

 Clearwater 175; 

 Gregoire Lake 176; 

 Gregoire Lake 176A; and  

 Gregoire Lake 176B. 
 
FMFN #468 Clearwater 175 reserve is located 20 km east of Fort McMurray and the three 
Gregoire Lake reserves are located near Anzac on Gregoire Lake, 50 km southeast of 
Fort McMurray (ATC 2014). There is year-round access to the community. As of October 2014, 
FMFN #468 has a registered population of 715 (AANDC 2014). 
 
Gregoire Lake 176 is the largest and most populated reserve; however, the majority of band 
members (68%) live off reserve with many living in Fort McMurray (ATC 2014). FMFN #468 TLU 
activities appear to be concentrated north of Christina Lake and close to Fort McMurray 
(Harvest 2009). FMFN #468 supports a mixed, subsistence-based economy that integrates the 
traditional bush economy and the non-traditional economy tied to developments in the region 
(Statistics Canada 2014).  
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FMFN #468 TLU activities appear to be concentrated north of Christina Lake and close to 
Fort McMurray (Harvest 2009). 
 

16.3.1.5 Chipewyan Prairie Dené First Nation 

Historic Setting 

The CPDFN has been in the Athabasca region for thousands of years and identify as Dené, or 
Dené Sųłıné, meaning “the original people”. The Chipewyan language is part of the Athapaskan 
linguistic group. For thousands of years the CPDFN were a nomadic people who followed the 
caribou herds in boreal forest and tundra areas from near Hudson Bay, north of the Seal River 
in northern Manitoba, to the mouth of the Coppermine River north of the Arctic Circle in the 
northwest (Ivanhoe 2010). Historically, the Chipewyan Prairie Dené peoples have trapped 
furbearing mammals for food, clothing, medicine and various other traditional uses (JACOS 
2010). 
 
In the early 1700s the Hudson’s Bay Company attracted many Chipewyan people into the 
commercial fur trade. As a result, ancestors of the CPDFN livelihood changed from a 
subsistence that revolved around harvesting barren ground caribou to one supplemented by 
commercial participation in the fur trade. As a result, they moved further south and west 
between Lake Athabasca and Great Slave Lake (Ivanhoe 2010). 
 
At this time, TLU was based around an annual cycle divided into the seasons based on 
subsistence activities. 
 
In the fall, a majority of the time was spent hunting, fishing, gathering plants and preparing for 
the winter hunting and trapping season. Preparation was needed to ensure that sufficient 
supplies such as clothing, tools and food were available for the harsh winter months 
(Ivanhoe 2010; CPDFN 2007). 
 
Winter saw families returned to their camps and cabins on the traplines. Trapping for fine furs 
began in mid-October and generally lasted until mid-March. The trapping season for beaver and 
muskrat began in late winter and extended into May. Hunting also occurred during the trapping 
season.  
 
With spring came the end of trapping season. Hunting and fishing continued and plant gathering 
resumed. 
 
In the summer months, families made the journey back to the main camps for hunting, fishing, 
berry picking and associated domestic activities like preparing hides and making/replenishing 
the necessary tools, clothing and other necessities (Ivanhoe 2010). 
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Current Setting 

CPDFN has three reserves (AANDC 2014): 

 Janvier Reserve 194; 

 Cowper Lake Reserve 194A; and,  

 Winefred Lake Reserve 194B.  
 
CPDFN reserves are located 97 km southeast (Janvier Reserve 194), on the north shore of 
Cowper Lake (Cowper Lake Reserve 194A), and on the north end of Winefred Lake (Winefred 
Lake Reserve 194B). There is year-round access to the community. As of October 2014, the 
CPDFN has a registered population of 871 (AANDC 2014). 
 
Approximately 370 members currently live on reserve with the highest concentration residing on 
the reserve in Janvier. The CPDFN supports a mixed, subsistence-based economy that 
integrates the traditional bush economy and the non-traditional economy tied to developments 
in the region (Statistics Canada 2014). 
 
The CPDFN is a member of the Treaty 8 First Nations Grand Council and a member of the 
Athabasca Tribal Council. The CPDFN is a signatory to Treaty 8, which was initially drafted in 
1899, but signed by CPDFN (families and communities) between 1900 and 1914 
(Ivanhoe 2010). 
 
The traditional territories of CPDFN encompassed a large area, extending from the Richardson 
Backcountry in the north to the North Saskatchewan River in the south and from Wabasca in the 
west to Peter Pond Lake in the east.  
 
The CPDFN traditional lands consist of approximately 36,000 km2, extending west of the 
Athabasca River to east of the Saskatchewan border. It ranges from as far north as Richardson 
Lake to as far south as Highway 16 east of Edmonton. According to Chipewyan Prairie Industry 
Relations Council, the majority of TLU activities take place in the area between Christina Lake 
and Winefred Lake (CPDFN 2009).  
 
Various components of the environment had, and continue to have, spiritual, domestic, 
medicinal, nutritional, and economic significance. The Chipewyan Prairie Dené people hold a 
spiritual attachment to the environment and their culture and economy is intimately linked to the 
land and its resources. Resources harvested from the land are still used in the home as tools, or 
as material for cultural objects. The fur industry remains a viable source of supplemental income 
for a few, and a burgeoning traditional craft industry is creating new opportunities for local 
artists. Aboriginal people still rely on the medicinal properties of plants and animals to treat 
illness and maintain health and well-being and animal and fish resources still comprise a 
significant proportion of the protein consumed in Aboriginal communities (CPDFN 2009). 
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16.3.2 Historic and Current Setting in the Terrestrial Local Study Areas 

Syncrude is continuing to engage with each of the potentially affected First Nations in an 
attempt to obtain traditional land use data specific to the MLX Project. This data will be used by 
both Syncrude and the First Nations to determine meaningful opportunities for mitigation of 
MLX Project effects on TLU. 
 
The data comes from the review of secondary sources such as completed EIAs, TLU studies 
and other documents as well as review of other related biophysical disciplines (i.e., wildlife, 
fisheries, vegetation, land and resource use).  
 

16.3.2.1 Hunting 

Information in the secondary sources confirms that First Nations traditional land users hunt a 
wide variety of animals in the TURSA. Volume 3, Appendix K includes a list of traditionally used 
species. The TLSAs supports a wide range of these traditionally hunted wildlife species. The 
wildlife assessment for the MLX Project has identified several species in the TLSAs that are 
traditionally harvested (Volume 2, Section 11.0). 
 
The MLX-W TLSA is located within Wildlife Management Units (WMUs) 531 and 518. The 
majority of MLX-W TLSA (92.7%) falls within 531, and only very small portions of WMU 518 
(7.3%). MLX-E TLSA is located within WMUs 530, 531 and 518 (Volume 2, Section 14.0). The 
majority of MLX-E TLSA (91%) falls within 531, and only very small portions call within 
WMU 530 (7.3%), and WMU 518 (1.6%) (Volume 2, Section 14.0).  
 
Access to MLX-E TLSA hunting areas are via Highway 63, as well as by numerous cutlines, 
trails and seismic lines. Hunting is almost entirely from off-highway vehicles or on foot, as 
highway vehicles generally cannot travel across the muskeg terrain outside of frozen conditions 
(generally, December to April) (Volume 2, Section 14.0). 
 
Evidence of hunting in both TLSAs has been observed during wildlife surveys for the 
MLX Project. Evidence includes recordings of hunters in on wildlife field cameras. A hunting 
platform (tree stand) was also observed by archaeology crews along the lower terrace of the 
Athabasca River, overlooking a seasonal access road on the eastern side of Horseshoe Lake. 
 

16.3.2.2 Trapping 

Trapping of furbearing animals is an important tradition for members of the First Nations in the 
TURSA. Trapping generally occurs along traditional trails, streams and creeks. Trapping 
provides an important source of food, medicine and income. Volume 3, Appendix K includes a 
list of traditionally trapped furbearing species. Volume 2, Section 11.0 confirms that the TLSAs 
supports a wide range of traditionally trapped furbearers. 
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16.3.2.3 Fishing  

Fish resources continue to be an important resource for the traditional economies of the First 
Nations in the region. Traditional fisheries include lakes, rivers, streams, and creeks scattered 
throughout the TURSA. Volume 3, Appendix K includes a list of traditionally used species. 
 
The MLX-W aquatics ecology local study area intersects the MacKay and Dover rivers. The 
confluence of the MacKay and Dover rivers, immediately outside the northern boundary of 
MLX-W TLSA, is a reportedly good fishing location and is a popular overnight location for 
canoeists accessing the river as part of a two to three day trip (Volume 2, Sections 9.0 and 
14.0). Sport fish species present in the MacKay River watershed include arctic grayling, burbot, 
goldeye, lake whitefish, mountain whitefish, northern pike, walleye, and yellow perch (Volume 2, 
Section 9.0). 
 
Fishing on the MacKay River occurs primarily during the summer months, and usually tends to 
coincide with boating season. The river is typically used by private anglers, and is a popular 
river for canoeists who also enjoy sport fishing. Access to the MacKay River is via the Alberta 
Oil Sands Technology and Research Authority road bridge, located approximately 25 km off of 
Highway 63 (Volume 2, Section 14.0). 
 
Fish species typically caught in Aboriginal fisheries of the TURSA include sport fish such as 
walleye, northern pike, Arctic grayling, lake whitefish, mountain whitefish, burbot, and goldeye 
(Volume 2, Section 9.0). These species are also taken in recreational fisheries. 
 
Other fish species caught in Aboriginal fisheries include large-bodied forage species such as 
longnose sucker, white sucker, and trout-perch, plus two small-bodied forage species – flathead 
chub and lake chub. Apart from goldeye and trout-perch, these forage species are not typically 
captured in recreational fisheries. 
 

16.3.2.4 Plant Gathering 

Plant resources are an important component of the traditional economies and wellbeing of the 
First Nations in the TURSA. Plants have a wide variety of dietary, medicinal, cultural, and 
spiritual uses. Volume 3, Appendix K includes a list of traditionally used species and locations. 
 

16.3.2.5 Cabin Sites, Burial Sites and Other Significant Areas 

Cabin sites, burial sites and other significant areas specific to any of the First Nations in the 
TLSAs have not yet been identified. Syncrude is continuing to engage with the First Nations with 
the hopes of identifying and mitigating MLX Project effects to areas of significance. 
 
One trapping cabin was identified within the MLX-E TLSA, east of the Athabasca River and 
south of La Saline Natural Area. This cabin was identified in Volume 2, Sections 14.0 and 15.0. 
 
While there are no trapping cabins within the MLX-W TLSA, one falls just outside the TLSA in 
registered fur management areas (RFMA) 587 (Volume 2, Section 14.0).  
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A historic period sawmill was also identified on the west side of the Athabasca River (Volume 2, 
Section 15.0). It is situated within the MLX-E TLSA, but outside of the development footprint. 
The site featured a scatter of historic artifacts including parts of machinery, oil cans, milled 
lumber, and other waste from the sawmill operations. 
 

16.4 Application Case 

As Syncrude continues in its engagement efforts with the First Nations in the region, additional 
information will be acquired to better understand potential MLX Project effects to First Nations. 
Because of the current lack of data, this assessment is not specific to any one First Nation, but 
rather outlines the potential MLX Project effects to potential, unconfirmed TLU activities within in 
the TLSAs. Mitigation measures that could potentially minimize MLX Project effects to TLU 
activities in the TLSAs are also identified. 
 

16.4.1 Hunting and Trapping 

The MLX Project will result in a decrease in traditional hunting and trapping opportunities and 
success in the TLSAs. The factors contributing to a decrease in traditional use activities include: 

 loss of wildlife habitat; 

 loss and changes to access to the area; 

 increased traffic;  

 additional workers and increased population; and 

 potential environmental effects. 
 
The mine footprint (development area) will directly affect 6,731.8 ha of wildlife habitat, leading to 
a decrease in wildlife abundance during the life of the MLX Project. Deer, moose and black bear 
that are currently common in the TLSAs will be displaced as a result of mine operation. As well, 
the diversion of streams will affect species such as beaver, muskrat, mink, and otter. The mine 
will remove access to some undisturbed areas within the TLSAs where wildlife are hunted and 
trapped. The result will be a decrease in hunting and trapping opportunities in the TLSAs. 
 
Changes to access will either increase or decrease individual travel times for traditional land 
users depending on their starting point. If the travel times are increased, the effect will be 
negative. 
 
The MLX Project will contribute to an incremental increase in population within the region 
because most workers will be shifted from existing Syncrude operations (Volume 2, 
Section 18.0). Increased population and traffic in the area could increase wildlife-vehicle 
collisions and mortalities as well as create competition with recreational hunters, which further 
decreases hunting, and trapping opportunities and success for traditional users. 
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A total of three trapping areas or RFMAs overlap the TLSAs: 

 47.4% of RFMA 587; 

 1.3% of RFMA 2718; and 

 0.1% of RFMA 2894.  
 
The MLX Project will remove 10% of RFMA 587 (Table 16.4-1). The total trapping area loss due 
to the Project footprint will be 3,364.9 ha. This loss of trapping opportunity represents an effect 
to one and perhaps two generations of traditional land users over the life of the MLX Project. 
 
While the MLX Project does not physically affect RFMAs 2718 and 2894, the MLX Project will 
generate environmental disturbances such as noise and air emissions. These may decrease the 
abundance of sensitive species, and decrease hunting and trapping opportunities and success. 
 

Table 16.4-1: Trapping Area Loss 

RFMA 
RFMA 
Area 
(ha) 

RFMA Area 
within TLSA 

(ha) 

% within 
TLSA 

% of 
TLSA 

RFMA Area 
within Project 

Footprint 
(ha) 

% within 
Project 

Footprint 

% of 
Project 

Footprint 

587 33,620.1 9,564.6 28.4 47.4 3,364.9 10.0 50.0 

2718 27,390.8 349.8 1.3 1.7 0.0 0.0 0.0 

2894 38,045.3 7.9 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Total 99,056.2 9,922.3 10.0 49.2 3,364.9 3.4 50.0

 
The combined effects of removal of wildlife habitat, access, environmental disturbances, and the 
subsequent decrease in hunting and trapping opportunity and success in the TLSAs is expected 
to occur throughout the life of the MLX Project, and persist for more than several years beyond 
the life of the mine.  
 
Based on the peripheral effects identified by the related biophysical disciplines, the effect to 
hunting and trapping in the TLSAs is characterized as being high in magnitude, local in extent, 
negative in direction, long-term in duration, and continuous in frequency. The confidence in this 
assessment is considered poor and the overall effect rating is moderate.  
 
Syncrude has committed several mitigation and monitoring measures to reduce MLX Project 
effects on wildlife species (Volume 2, Section 11.0). The effects to wildlife will be mitigated 
through the closure and reclamation of the MLX Project (Volume 1, Section 9.0). The closure 
and reclamation plan is based on replacement of ecological units similar to existing boreal forest 
conditions. Features of a reclaimed landscape will include: 

 a contoured landscape including functioning watersheds; 

 replacement of soils that will promote growth of native vegetation and encourage 
colonization by native wildlife species; and 

 revegetation with a diversity of native tree, shrub, and ground cover species. 
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Inclusion of these features in reclamation will allow for colonization, occupancy and persistence 
of large wildlife species, including ungulates (e.g., moose and deer), carnivores (e.g., wolf and 
raptors) and omnivores (e.g., black bear) as well as a diversity of birds, amphibians and smaller 
mammalian species. 
 

16.4.2 Fishing 

There will be a loss of 0.56 km2 of fish habitat due to the MLX Project. This is less than 1% of 
the area in the MacKay River watershed. The habitat lost does not support any commercial, 
recreational or Aboriginal species, at any life stage including spawning, rearing, migration, and 
overwintering. The forage fish species affected are not typically part of Aboriginal fisheries, but 
are instead prey for larger-bodied fish that are targets of Aboriginal fisheries. The contribution of 
these fish to the ongoing productivity of a fish species is low (Volume 2, Section 9.0). Therefore, 
the effect of the MLX Project to large-bodied fish and sport fish due to habitat loss is considered 
neutral. 
 
The mine may decrease fishing opportunities in and around TLSAs, but will not eliminate them 
altogether. Changes in the travel time to reach fishing areas may have either a positive or 
negative effect depending on the access provided by leaseholders. Depending on the 
perspective of the traditional land user, a shorter route could be perceived as positive since 
these areas will be more accessible than at present. The areas will also be more accessible for 
non-Aboriginal fishing and contribute to competition for the resource, potentially resulting in 
decreased fishing success.  
 
During MLX Project activities associated with infrastructure development, site clearing and 
preparation, mining, as well as the presence of workers onsite that may indulge in fishing 
activities, there may be a minimal effect related to sport fishing activities in the area. The 
MLX Project might temporarily obstruct and disrupt access to preferred fishing locations, 
resulting in temporary relocation to other fishing areas. This might affect fishing success rates 
due to temporary relocation to other fishing areas, inconvenience, and additional fishing effort 
(Volume 2, Section 14.0). 
 
Following mitigation, the final MLX Project effect on fishing activities and associated fishing 
success rate for traditional purposes fishing is expected to be low. The effect will be low, long-
term, continuous, and stated with poor confidence. 
 

16.4.3 Plant Gathering 

First Nations harvesting locations in the TLSAs have not been identified so it is not clear 
whether the disturbance area or other areas within the TLSAs are of importance. However, 
perception of plant viability and quality is an issue due to the proximity to the mine. Limiting 
access to plant harvesting areas and removal of traditional plants due to the MLX Project will 
decrease opportunities to harvest plants. Conversely, new access corridors may open up new 
areas for plant harvesting. Changes to access will either increase or decrease individual travel 
times for traditional land users depending on their starting point. If the travel times are 
increased, the effect will be negative.  
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The MLX Project will directly affect 6,731.8 ha of vegetation. The vegetation affected includes 
2,175 ha of moderate potential TLU plant habitat and 117 ha of high ranked and 899 ha of 
medium ranked edible berry producing habitat (Volume 2, Section 10.0). The MLX Project will 
alter moderate potential TLU plant habitat by 28% and high and medium berry producing habitat 
by 15% and 30%, respectively. 
 
The combined effects of vegetation removal, access and environmental disturbances, and the 
subsequent decrease in plant gathering opportunity and success in the TLSAs is expected to 
occur throughout the life of the MLX Project, and persist for more than several years beyond the 
life of the mine.  
 
The effect to traditional plant gathering in TLSAs is characterized as high in magnitude, local in 
extent, negative in direction, long-term in duration, and continuous in frequency. The confidence 
in this assessment is considered poor and the overall effect rating is moderate.  
 
Syncrude has committed several mitigation and monitoring measures to reduce MLX Project 
effects on vegetation (Volume 2, Section 10.0). The effects to vegetation will be mitigated 
through the closure and reclamation of the MLX Project (Volume 1, Section 9.0). The closure 
and reclamation plan is based on replacement of ecological units similar to existing boreal forest 
conditions. Features of a reclaimed landscape will include: 

 a contoured landscape including functioning watersheds; 

 replacement of soils that will promote growth of native vegetation and encourage 
colonization by native wildlife species; and 

 revegetation with a diversity of native tree, shrub and ground cover species. 
 

16.4.4 Cabin Sites, Burial Sites and Other Significant Areas 

The MLX Project will not affect any known cabins or historical sites within the TLSAs, but will 
contribute to an incremental increase in population within the region because most workers will 
be shifted from existing Syncrude operations (Volume 2, Section 18.0). Increased population 
could increase pressure on outdoor recreation wilderness areas which could lead to increased 
incidence of cabin and site vandalism. 
 
Access to this region will be changed following construction of the MLX Project. If access to 
cabin sites is reduced, this will have a negative effect on the enjoyment and use of these sites. If 
access changes such that travel times are longer, then this will have both positive and negative 
effects. The effect will be positive if it deters vandals through inaccessibility and longer travel 
times. The effect will be negative if it will take the trapper and family members longer to reach 
their destinations and thus decrease frequency of use. If the travel times are shortened, then the 
reverse will be true. 
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Volume 2, Section 14.0 identifies several management and mitigation measures for cabins in 
the TLSAs including: 

 MLX Project staff will be instructed not to disrupt and block access; 

 ongoing consultation with the owners of the cabins; 

 implementing noise mitigation (described in Volume 2, Section 5.0); 

 MLX Project staff will be instructed not to visit or disturb the cabins; 

 appropriate dust suppression methods will be applied to limit dust during construction 
and operation activities; and 

 ensuring lodges and cabin owners have a point of contact for any concerns related to 
Project construction activities and responding to any concerns when raised. 

 
The effect of the mine on cabins and culturally significant sites is low in magnitude, local in 
extent, negative in direction, long-term, and continuous. The confidence in this rating is poor 
and the final effect is rated as low. 
 

16.4.5 Application Case Summary 

The Application Case effects are summarized in Table 16.4-2. 
 

Table 16.4-2: Summary of Application Case Effects 

Valued Component Magnitude 
Geographic 

Extent 
Direction Duration Frequency Confidence 

Final 
Effect 

Hunting and trapping  High Local Negative Long-term Continuous Poor Moderate  

Fishing  Low Local Negative Long-term Continuous Poor Low 

Plant Gathering High Local Negative  Long-term Continuous Poor Moderate 

Cabin Sites, Burial 
Sites and Other 
Significant Areas 

Low Local  Negative  Long-term Continuous  Poor Low 

 

16.4.6 Mitigation and Monitoring 

Mitigation strategies and monitoring programs will be designed to incorporate TEK and TLU. 
Strategies to mitigate and manage MLX Project effects include: 

 reclaim using vegetation communities that may include a variety of plant species with 
value for TLU; 

 minimize disruptions to trapline permit holder’s access to trapline areas overlapping the 
MLX Project through the development of an access management plan; 

 provide compensation to trapline permit holders for direct loss of trapping opportunities; 

 where practical, maintain access to trails and other significant sites during operations 
and reclamation; 

 share environmental information about the traditional land with the affected Aboriginal 
groups as they develop their TEK approaches;  
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 provide opportunities for local Aboriginal employment and business opportunities;  

 consider flexible employment opportunities to allow participation in the non-traditional 
economy; and 

 adhere to mitigation measures outlined in other sections of the applications (fisheries, 
wildlife, and air quality, vegetation, etc.) to minimize potential effects on traditional 
resources.  

 

16.5 Planned Development Case 

Syncrude recognizes that the MLX Project and other proposed, approved and existing regional 
developments will have cumulative effects on TLU.  
 
Quantitative calculations are based upon the available footprints of existing, approved and 
proposed developments (Figure 16.5-1). The effects to the traditional territories of the First 
Nations from operating, approved and planned development are shown in Table 16.5-1. 
 

Table 16.5-1: Regional Disturbances to Traditional Territories 
in the Planned Development Case  

Traditional 
Territory 

Total 
MLX Project 

Footprint 
Regional Baseline 

Case Projects 

Regional Planned 
Development Case 

Projects 

MLX 
Contribution 
to Regional 
Disturbance 

ha ha % ha % ha % %

Fort McKay First 
Nation Traditional 
Territory 

3,896,193.4 6,731.8 0.1 147,495.1 3.8 203,593.9 5.2 3.3 

ACFN Traditional 
Territory 

6,517,981.9 6,731.8 0.1 144,973.5 2.2 191,931.8 2.9 3.5 

MCFN Traditional 
Territory 

7,491,650.5 6,731.8 0.1 148,385.4 2.0 207,267.5 2.7 3.2 

FMFN #468 
Traditional Territory 

11,081,014.7 6,731.8 0.1 150,028.9 1.4 181,958.2 1.6 3.7 

CPDFN Traditional 
Territory 

6,419,302.1 6,731.8 0.1 84,041.6 1.3 105,692.8 1.7 6.4 

 

16.5.1 Traditional Territory Effects 

16.5.1.1 Fort MacKay 

Baseline disturbance covers approximately 3.8% of the total traditional territory within Alberta 
belonging to Fort MacKay (Table 16.5-1). With the addition of approved and proposed projects, 
disturbed area will increase to 5.2% (additional 1.4% disturbance) of the total traditional territory 
within Alberta of the Fort MacKay. The MLX Project represents 3.3% of the 1.4% increase in 
total regional development disturbance. 
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16.5.1.2 Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation  

Baseline disturbance covers approximately 2.2% of the total traditional territory within Alberta 
belonging to the ACFN (Table 16.5-1). With the addition of approved and proposed projects, 
disturbed area will increase to 2.9% (an additional 0.7% disturbance) of the total traditional 
territory within Alberta of ACFN. The MLX Project represents 3.5% of the 0.7% increase in total 
regional development disturbance. 
 

16.5.1.3 Mikisew Cree First Nation  

Baseline disturbance covers approximately 2.0% of the total traditional territory within Alberta 
belonging to the MCFN (Table 16.5-1). With the addition of approved and proposed projects, 
disturbed area will increase to 2.7% (an additional 0.7% disturbance) of the total traditional 
territory within Alberta of ACFN. The MLX Project represents 3.2% of the 0.7% increase in total 
regional development disturbance. 
 

16.5.1.4 Fort McMurray First Nation #468  

Baseline disturbance covers approximately 1.4% of the total traditional territory within Alberta 
belonging to the FMFN #468 (Table 16.5-1). With the addition of approved and proposed 
projects, disturbed area will increase to 1.6% (an additional 0.2% disturbance) of the total 
traditional territory within Alberta of FMFN #468. The MLX Project represents a 3.7% of the 
0.2% increase in total regional development disturbance. 
 

16.5.1.5 Chipewyan Prairie Dené First Nation 

Baseline disturbance covers approximately 1.3% of the total traditional territory within Alberta 
belonging to the CPDFN (Table 16.5-1). With the addition of approved and proposed projects, 
disturbed area will increase to 1.7% (an additional 0.4% disturbance) of the total traditional 
territory within Alberta of CPDFN. The MLX Project represents 6.4% of the 0.4% increase in 
total regional development disturbance. 
 

16.5.2 Hunting and Trapping  

Consumptive outdoor activities will be precluded at and in the immediate vicinity of many 
industrial facility and operation areas within the region and dispersion or decline in wildlife 
populations may lead to decreased hunting and trapping success (Volume 2, Section 14.0). 
 
Increased and improved access created by development will facilitate consumptive outdoor 
activities. However, increased use could lead conflicts between traditional and recreational land 
users (Volume 2, Section 14.0). 
 
Although these effects cannot be quantified, these negative and positive effects are anticipated 
to be moderate in magnitude, regional, long-term and continuous, and are stated with poor 
confidence. The MLX Project contribution to these effects is low.  
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16.5.3 Fishing 

Development within the region has the potential to affect fish populations and fisheries, but any 
effects to commercial, recreational or Aboriginal fisheries will require compensation through 
Fisheries and Oceans Canada. Therefore, it is assumed that any fishery effects due to other 
regional projects will be mitigated.  
 
The increased population as a result of each planned development could increase fish mortality 
due to angling in the Athabasca River watershed. Also, regional projects may decrease fishing 
opportunities in and around each study area, but will likely not eliminate them altogether. 
Changes in the travel time to reach fishing areas may have either a positive or negative effect 
depending on the access provided by leaseholders. Depending on the perspective of the 
traditional land user, a shorter route could be perceived as positive, since these areas will be 
more accessible than at present. The areas will also be more accessible for non-Aboriginal 
fishing and contribute to competition for the resource, potentially resulting in decreased fishing 
success.  
 
Although these effects cannot be quantified, these negative and positive effects are anticipated 
to be moderate in magnitude, regional, long-term and continuous, and are stated with poor 
confidence. The MLX Project contribution to these effects is low.  
 

16.5.4 Plant Gathering 

Consumptive outdoor activities may be precluded at and in the immediate vicinity of many 
industrial facility and operation areas within the region. Cumulative effects on vegetation and 
wetland resources from project development are primarily due to vegetation clearing. In the 
Planned Development Case, vegetation clearing will result in a loss of 14,728 ha of land cover. 
Overall, the MLX Project is predicted to have a low magnitude contribution to the total 
disturbance in the Planned Development Case. 
 
The loss of vegetation resources in the region for consumptive TLU is a moderate in magnitude, 
negative, long-term, regional, continuous effect, stated with poor confidence. 
 

16.5.5 Cabin Sites, Burial Sites and Other Significant Areas 

Increased and improved access created by development will facilitate consumptive outdoor 
activities. However, increased use and increased population could lead to trapline and cabin 
vandalism and other cultural sites as well as conflicts between traditional and recreational land 
users. These negative effects are anticipated to be moderate in magnitude, regional, long-term 
and continuous, and are stated with poor confidence. The MLX Project contribution to the 
Planned Development Case effect is rated as low. 
 
  



Syncrude Canada Ltd. 
Mildred Lake Extension Project 
Volume 2 – Environmental Impact Assessment 
December 2014 
 
 

 Page 16-31 

16.6 Summary 

TLU activities are practiced by the First Nations both in their respective traditional territories and 
potentially in the TLSAs. The development of several projects in the region has resulted in 
continuous effects to TLU activities associated with the First Nations in the region. The 
contribution of the MLX Project to regional cumulative effects on traditional territories is low. 
Reclamation of other regional developments will restore much of the land to a state suitable for 
long-term traditional resource use.  
 
Syncrude is continuing to engage with each of the potentially affected First Nations to collect 
additional community specific TLU data, as well as to identify and address potential project 
concerns and effects.  
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