Tsawwassen: Moving forward, without reservations

By Lee Hewitt, CBC News
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Steven Point, right centre, speaks at the first meeting of the Tsawwassen First Nation's legislature in November 2009. (Darryl Dyck/Canadian Press)
The Tsawwassen First Nation’s legislature was hushed as the assembly’s distinguished guest, British Columbia Lt.-Gov. Steven Point, approached the microphone.

An unprecedented agreement – B.C.’s first urban native treaty – had come into effect 20 months earlier. Under that treaty, the century-old reserve effectively ceased to exist. The Tsawwassen people removed themselves from the protections, and restrictions, of the federal Indian Act.

Members of the tiny First Nation, population 420, now have the ability to shape their own economic and social destiny. But over time, they will begin to pay taxes. Transfers from Indian and Northern Affairs Canada will wind down.

A new government has been built literally from the ground up. A community is more engaged and active. Construction crews are at work developing infrastructure. Plans to develop commercial and industrial lands are afoot. 

The landscape of the First Nation, both literally and figuratively, will never be the same again.

“Your journey is one that we’re all on, because we all seek the freedom to be self-reliant, self-determining, the dignity to be self-governing,” Point, a former elected chief of the Skowkale First Nation, said in his Nov. 2, 2010 address.

“This will not be an easy journey,” he continued. “But never take up the banner of self-doubt, fear or despair. Take strength from knowing that we are with you.”

Tossing out the Indian Act 
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Chief Kim Baird sees the self-governance provision as a major benefit to the Tsawwassen treaty agreement (Evan Mitsui/CBC)
For several thousand years, the Tsawwassen people lived on more than 270,000 hectares of southern B.C. territory, stretching from Pitt Lake across B.C.’s Lower Mainland and the modern day cities of Langley and Surrey, all the way across the Georgia Strait to Saltspring Island.

After Europeans settled Canada’s west coast in the 19th century, the Tsawwassen people were relocated to a tiny reserve south of Richmond, B.C., under federal government control.

It led to a century of neglect, says professor and native affairs expert Doug McArthur. The federal Indian Act basically treats natives as wards of the state, he explained – native individuals can’t own property and the community’s land use and development are tightly controlled.

In the early 1990s, negotiations began on a treaty to resolve Tsawwassen’s claim to their traditional rights and territories. 

Chief Kim Baird, the First Nation’s political leader for the past decade, says the original lure of a potential deal was land and money to help out the community.

A tentative agreement emerged in 2006 to do just that, providing cash payments of $33.6 million and a land base of 724 hectares – 434 hectares of provincial Crown land and 290 of former reserve.

The value of these lands was recently reported at $249 million.

But along the way, an idea percolated among Baird and other Tsawwassen leaders. What if the First Nation could govern itself? That, they thought, could be the real benefit.

‘It’s a scary thing’ 

As you might imagine, the idea of such a radical change caused a quite a stir in the Tsawwassen community.

"It's a scary thing," elder Ruth Adams, a treaty supporter, told the Globe and Mail in the days before a July 2007 vote to ratify the tentative agreement. "Not paying taxes was the only thing that still showed we had a special status in Canada. It's a huge thing to be giving up."

Other First Nations groups voiced their opposition to the treaty as well, concerned with potentially precedent-setting concessions, like the provision that members will need to start paying taxes.

But Baird stood fast, believing in her heart of hearts that – despite the risk – a Tsawwassen government couldn’t do worse for her people than federal bureaucrats.

The community eventually agreed, voting yes by a 69.5 per cent margin. 

Over the next 20 months, a land use plan was drafted, a constitution written and administrative procedures put into place, ready for when the provisions took effect on April 3, 2009.

The treaty still has its opponents in the community, but they now have the First Nation’s institutions as a means to express their discontent.

“To be clear, not everyone will agree on the best way forward,” Baird says. “That’s the thing about democracy. Everyone has their views. We’re proceeding with the will of the majority the best that we can.”

Creating revenue, improving conditions 

The community still has some serious problems to confront. The employment picture, while improving, is still not acceptable, Baird says. Half of the community has graduated from high school and five per cent have a university degree. Lack of housing is a persistent problem.

Even as the new Tsawwassen government tries to make life better for its citizens, it still needs to look ahead to its future economic development.

Moving away from the Indian Act provisions made the First Nation eligible for project work under the federal stimulus plan. An infrastructure project, with the help of $6 million in federal and provincial funds, is under way. 

And working from its land use plan, the First Nation is exploring commercial and retail developments for some of its new lands along Highway 17 to the south.

The plans have created some anxiety in the neighbouring communities about excessive development – particularly around the potential conversion of prime farmland.

It’s going to be important to keep communication open with neighbouring communities and the public, Baird says – “even if they don’t always like what we’re doing” in an economically vulnerable time for the First Nation.

“If we don’t create our own sources of revenue, we’ll be in financial trouble in fairly short time,” she explains. “So we’ll really trying to spend our money wisely that we have and need to make more to replenish what we’ve spent to create a sustainable funding situation.” 

A bright future 

All indications are that they’ll succeed, says Doug McArthur, the professor who advised the Tsawwassen during the negotiations.

The land use plans are “world-class” and the government is headed in the right direction on infrastructure and private-sector development, he says.

“It pulls at your heartstrings to see the people so engaged and so enthusiastic in their community, which for 100 years was just poverty-stricken and unable to do anything,” McArthur says. 

It’s a sentiment that Point, the province’s lieutenant governor, echoed when he spoke to the Tsawwassen legislature back in 2009.

“Self-government is not just an objective,” he said. “It is our path to self-dignity.”
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