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Pacific herring: a Cultural
Keystone Species

Pacific herring (Clupea pallasii / wa'nai), are a critical
part of the social-ecological systems of the central
coast of British Columbia.

For millennia, the Heiltsuk First Nation have
depended on this forage fish for food, social,
ceremonial, and economic purposes.

In the last 30 years, dramatic declines in herring
abundance and distribution have had lasting effects
on the Heiltsuk community.

Documenting Heiltsuk TEK and herring management
strategies can mitigate some of these effects.
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What are the components of the
Heiltsuk traditional management
system for Pacific herring, and how
have they changed over time?

Community Based Participatory
Research

Based on the central coast of
BC, and in close partnership
with HIRMD, this study was
initiated in 2011 following the
identification of Heiltsuk
community research needs
during the Herring School
Workshop.

Methods

1. Areview of scientific and historical literature and archival
documents

2. 23 structured and semi-structured interviews

3. Content analysis

4. Participation in potlatches, feasts, DFO-Gladstone
reconciliation meetings, and Integrated Herring Harvesting
Planning Committee meetings

“Everything revolves around the herring...”
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“...The little herring, from the
day he’s dropped as an egg, to
the day that someone, or
something - a seagull or a fish -
until he's gobbled, he's always
got this huge struggle. And
we're a part of it too. And we
need to manage and control
that.”

- Harvey Humchitt, Hemas (Hereditary Chief) and Research Liaison
Coordinator at HIRMD

Timeline of the major developments that have affected the Heliltsuk traditional
management system for Pacific herring.

The Heiltsuk Management System
for Pacific Herring

Objectives:

(1) Document how the social institutions, traditional
ecological knowledge, and aspects of Heiltsuk
worldview informed herring management strategies
in the past.

(2) Document how changes in state-led herring
management and other social and institutional
developments in BC impact the role of Heiltsuk local
knowledge and management strategies today.

1862: Smallpox outbreak 1937-1967:
Reduction fishery

1967: National Indian
Brotherhood is
formed

1968: Reduction
hshery closed due to
stock collapse

1793: First Recorded contact
between the Heiltsuk and
Europeans

1985: Assembly of
First Nations is formed

1988: Gladstone Brothers
arrested and charged for selling
SOK without a J-license

2010: Heiltsuk
Integrated Resource
Management

Department (HIRMD)
is created

1996: Last residental
school is closed

2004: The Herring stocks in
Central Coast show evidence of

1861: Residental schools
open in Brinsh Columbia

1763: The Rovyal
Proclamaton
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1906: Fisheries Act

1882: Influenza and measles,
tuberculosis, and whooping cough
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1913: McKenna-McBride 1980: DFO begin co-management
1833: HBC set Reserve Commission arrangement with Heiltsuk

up at Fort
McLaughlin

1884: The Indian Act is revised to
include the Potlatch Law
1876: The Indian Act

1834: The first
recorded European-
Heiltsuk SOK trade

1888: DFO establish new
regulations regarding First Nations
participation in the fisheries

1876: DFO initiate the first

commercial harvest of pacific herring

7000-6000 cal yr BP:
Earliest evidence of herring

harvested at Namu (EISx-1)

as bait fishery

1972: DFO initiate
Sac-roe fishery

decline — DFO decide to open

fishery because stock levels
remain above cut-off levels -

Heiltsuk protest fishery

1975: DFO initiate SOK
N

2005: Coasrtal
Guardian Watchmen
Program initiated on

central coast

2014: Ahousaht et al.
vs. Canada

2014: Nuu-chal-nuuth,
Haida, and Heiltsuk
protest the

commercial fisheries in
their traditional
territories

1990: R. v. Sparrow
| 1993: R. v. Reid I

1996: R. v. Van der Peet

1996: R. v. Gladstone
| 1997: R. v. Delgamuukw l

Gvi'ilas and Lhayy,;

1. Certain ocean areas should be

off-limits to some, or all, herring
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Duration of spawn: has decreased harvesting activities.

over time with more “puff spawns”. 2 The right to harvest comes with the

responsibility to maintain herring
abundance.

Ecological Indicators: Watch for bird life,
whales, and increased activity along the
shores.

3. Primary focus should be on what is left

behind, not what is taken.

Size of the herring: Has decreased over time.
Spawning substrate: Set the branches
before the kelp - harvest the kelp first.

: , 4. No noise should be made on the spawning
Herring spawn on eel grass, pop weed, flat

kelp, stringy kelp, branches grounds. No motors - row in or coast in.

5. People should not hunt or kill other
animals on or around the spawning
grounds during the spawn.

Spawning locations:
Predictability and quantity have
N declined over time.

6. People can not harvest clams
during the spawning season.

Some of the components of the “knowledge-practice-
belief complex” that guide the Heiltsuk system...

Gvi’ilas, (a complex set of orally transmitted customary laws,
values, and practices) and Lhaxvai (Heiltsuk authority or power
over place) have informed the worldview of the Heiltsuk people
since time immemorial, and continue to shape local strategies for

herring management today. (Sources: Berkes 1999; Housty et al. 2014;
LUP 2005, Interview data)

Moving Forward

Traditional Heiltsuk stewardship embodies:
 An integrated approach to herring management

« Manner, amount, and allocation of harvest
regulated within the local community

Geographic specifications (e.g. Tribal areas)

Reliance on TEK and the guidance of hereditary
chiefs and elders/knowledge keepers

Components of the system are being developed and
applied in aspects of Marine Use Planning today.
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