THE LIVING PEACE RIVER VALLEY
AN OVERVIEW OF THE PEACE RIVER VALLEY’S
NATURAL AND CULTURAL VALUES

Written by Chillborne Environmental
For West Moberly First Nations and the Peace Valley Environment Association
July 2009

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
Many people contributed their expertise to this report. Thanks to West Moberly First Nations and Peace Valley
Environment Association for their leadership and support. This study would not have been possible without the
participation of individuals and families who shared their stories and ideas about the Peace River Valley, especially the
Ardills, Ken and Arlene Boon, Diane Culling, Ruth Ann Darnall, George Desjarlais, Max Desjarlais, Kori Dokkie, Gwen
Johansson, Mike Kroecher, Ross Peck, Larry and Linda Peterson, Clarence Willson, Roland Willson, and other members of
the WMFN and PVEA. Thank you to researcher / writer Nadine Lefort, editors Brian Churchill and Arnica Rowan, and
reviewers Bruce Muir, Sandra Hoffmann and Steve Roe. Thanks also to George Smith for his expertise. We would like to
acknowledge the Vancouver Foundation for its generous financial support.

The Living Peace River Valley – © Chillborne Environmental – July 2009 – Page 2

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Peace River Valley in northern British Columbia is one of the most ecologically and culturally rich regions of Canada. Set
within a wild boreal forest landscape, it provides critical habitat for wildlife, as well as a beautiful and economically viable
location for people. This report, sponsored collaboratively by West Moberly First Nations and the Peace Valley
Environment Association, is an overview of the ecological and cultural values of the Peace River Valley. It is meant to
provide information and context for anyone involved in sustainability and decision-making for the region, namely natural
resource managers, environmental agencies, tourism managers, recreational visitors, and local residents.
The Peace River Valley is a valuable ecosystem; it provides essential calving and winter habitat for moose, elk, and deer,
wild space for bears, spawning and wintering grounds for fish, and migrating and nesting grounds for birds. The valley is
also a rich agricultural region. Soils in the Peace River area are the only class 1 agricultural soils north of Quesnel in British
Columbia, and are able to grow fruits, vegetables, cereal, and forage
crops that otherwise grow only in southern areas. Because of the rich
natural resources, agricultural capacity, and striking beauty of the area,
people are drawn to the Peace River. The area has had a rich human
history including accounts of First Nations, fur traders, homesteaders, gas
developers and more.
The Peace River is recognized as a BC Heritage River, which gives credit to
the significant natural characteristics and cultural importance of this
intact ecosystem. The river valley is a corridor linking southern
ecosystems to northern ones, and connecting mountain areas west of the
Rockies to the Alberta Plateau. It plays a vital role in the Yellowstone to
Yukon (Y2Y) corridor and is key in supporting the integrity of entire
ecosystems as opposed to small pockets, providing adequate space for
migrating animals and enabling diverse populations to interact.
Conserving productive ecosystems is an important part of Canada’s
climate change action plan. Based on recent scientific research, intact
ecosystems act to mitigate climate change through carbon storage and
oxygen production (Nelson et al., 2008). Established ecosystems are also
more resilient than younger ones. Canada has an opportunity to take a
leadership role in global climate change action by conserving ecosystems
like the Peace River Valley.

“This isn’t just a place.
It’s our identity.
It is us.”
Kori Dokkie, Counselor,
West Moberly First Nations
(personal communication, 2008)

Forestry, oil and gas projects, and hydroelectric dams continue to be developed without a full understanding of the impacts
of such projects on the Peace River Valley ecosystem. There are concerns about the short- and long-term impacts of these
developments, particularly if the projects jeopardize the ecological value of the region for wildlife and human residents. In
order for development to continue in a way that doesn’t threaten the future of the ecosystem and the culture, there is a
need for a common understanding. People with corporate investments as well as people with personal and cultural
investments need to work together toward a sustainable future for the Peace.
Many corporations working in the area conduct environmental impact assessments to examine direct biological and
geological aspects of their projects, but little research has been conducted for the sake of a broader, public knowledge.
While public consultation is often part of corporate initiatives, the public is usually not well informed on the overall context
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of the projects. This information is often difficult to access and does not represent residents’ needs. In order for the public
to appropriately respond to local development needs and to engage in sustainable decision making, people need to have
information from a variety of sources in order to gain a general “big picture” understanding of the Peace River Valley.
While it is impossible to capture all of the values of an entire region, this report builds on research from several sources and
provides a general description of the geological, biological, historical, cultural, and economic values of the Peace River
Valley.
This project is a collaborative effort by West Moberly First Nations and the Peace Valley Environment Association. Both
organizations are working toward sustainability for the Peace River Valley. This report showcases many valuable aspects of
the region, including ecological, social, cultural, and economic information, to show the historical, present, and future
significance of the Peace River Valley. It includes principles of respect in learning how to work with the environment
without diminishing its integrity. West Moberly and other First Nations provided guidance in how to foster this culture of
respect, in order to recognize the inherent value of the Peace River Valley.

HIGHLIGHTS OF THE REPORT:
The report considers many dimensions of natural resource management. Rather than looking at short-term economic gain
and quick fixes for ecological disturbances, the report considers a broader, more long-term vision for the area. It provides a
general overview of several aspects that need to be considered in natural resource management to allow for a balance
between sustainable development and conservation of an ecosystem’s integrity.

THE RIVER AND VALLEY
•

The Peace River is almost 2000 km long. It is the only river that breaches the Rocky Mountains, and one of
only two British Columbian rivers to drain into the Arctic Ocean.

•

The Peace River Valley has a unique microclimate that is warmer than other regions at this northerly latitude,
allowing it to grow warmer-climate species such as the prickly pear cactus, which grows as far south as New
Mexico.

•

The Peace River is designated as a BC Heritage River.

•

The Outdoor Recreation Council deemed the Peace River to be British Columbia’s fourth most endangered
river in 2008.

THE PEACE ECOSYSTEM
•

The banks and the small islands of the Peace River are moose calving grounds, making them culturally
significant to local First Nations and imperative for moose populations. Although only 6.5% of the provincial
land mass, the Peace River Valley is home to over 20% of British Columbia’s moose harvest.

•

The south-facing banks of the valley have significantly less snow in the winter than other areas in the region
and are thus important wintering grounds for moose and other ungulates.

•

The Peace River Valley is an intact, productive ecosystem and provides a corridor for migrating birds, caribou
and grizzly populations. Without this link, populations would be isolated, may not reach their breeding and
wintering grounds, and would have weaker genetic biodiversity.
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PEOPLE OF THE PEACE
•

People have lived on the banks of the Peace River for a long time; artifacts found at nearby Charlie Lake date
back 10,400 years.

•

Currently, First Nations people in the area are mainly of Beaver descent. They signed a treaty with the Cree
south of the Peace, with the river as the defining boundary. The river “kept the peace” between the two
nations, hence its name.

•

Many of the farming families in the area can trace their generational roots to homesteaders of the late 1800s
and early 1900s.

AGRICULTURE
•

Soils in the Peace River Valley are the only Class 1 soils north of Quesnel, British Columbia. According to the
Canada Land Inventory, class 1 soils are the highest soil quality rating, having no constraints to agriculture.

RECREATION
•

The Peace River Valley is beautiful, with its rolling hills and lush riverbanks. Its beauty inspires residents and
draws tourists from around the world.

•

Boating, fishing, camping, hiking, swimming, hunting, and wildlife viewing are some of the more popular
activities that people do in the Peace River Valley.

THREATS TO THE AREA
•

Climate change is influencing the forests in the Peace River Valley; this is probably most apparent with the
infestation of the mountain pine beetle, which greatly affects forestry in the region.

•

BC Hydro’s proposed Site C Dam threatens important wildlife habitat as it would flood many of the significant
breeding, calving, migration, and wintering sites. In the process, it would also release harmful greenhouse
gases and significantly reduce agricultural potential. In addition, the changed landscape will affect
recreational potential and will have a major impact on residents, who have a rich sense of place with the river
valley and would be devastated to see it altered so drastically.
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INTRODUCTION
The Peace River is an enormous and incredibly important waterway.
Nearly 2000 kilometers long, it flows from northeastern British Columbia,
and draws water from several sources as it continues north and east. It
passes through northern Alberta and into Lake Athabasca, as part of the
Mackenzie drainage basin.
th

As a major part of the Mackenzie drainage basin, the 12 largest inland
watershed in the world, the Peace River is key to maintaining the
integrity of the entire watershed. Throughout its valley, the Peace River
provides rich soils which produce valuable crops that cannot grow in
other northerly latitudes. There is a very abundant and diverse wildlife
population because of the richness of the valley. Moose, deer, and elk
calve along the banks and on islands in the Peace River, and the valley is
also an important wintering ground for these animals. Other animals,
including wolves, beaver, bears, fisher and fish, are significant in the
area’s history, as they helped shape the region, both ecologically and
culturally.
As is often the case with ecologically rich regions, humans were also
drawn to this place. There is an elaborate history of people living in the
Peace River Valley, dating back to First Nations at least 10,000 years ago.
Several First Nations have lived, and continue to live, along the Peace
River. In fact, the river is named after Peace Point, near Lake Athabasca.
This is the place in which the Treaty of Peace was authorized between
the Beaver and the Cree, which kept the Beaver north of the river and the
Cree south. The river “kept the peace” between the two nations.
The valley is of great historical value. The river was used as a travel route
and was popular during the fur trade and gold rushes of the late 1700s,
the 1800s, and the early 1900s. It housed Rocky Mountain Fort, the first
trading post in what is now British Columbia, at the mouth of the
Moberly River. The rich soils have provided excellent agricultural lands,
comparable with valued agricultural land in southern British Columbia.
The area is rich in natural resources, providing lumber, coal, and
petroleum, and the river is used for hydroelectric power. The area is also
rich in natural beauty. It is a haven for nature lovers, tourists, hikers,
anglers, hunters, and of course, local residents who will never tire of the
stunning landscape of the Peace River Valley.

“I remember camping overnight
with my family near Raspberry
Island. We’d take the riverboat
from the Halfway River and enjoy
watching the birds and the
occasional bear swimming in the
water among the banks. The Peace
is a pretty special place - it’s really
beautiful. It’s what makes the
north the North.”
(anonymous comment left on
www.itsourvalley.ca website)

There are concerns about the future of the Peace River Valley. The number of development projects in the oil and gas,
forestry, and hydroelectric sectors is growing, and this could seriously undermine the integrity of the ecosystem. Several
communities, organizations and individuals are getting involved to work toward sustainability for the Peace.

The Living Peace River Valley – © Chillborne Environmental – July 2009 – Page 8

SUMMARY OF SECTIONS
The Peace River Valley is shaped by its geology and morphology, the ecology in the region and surrounding regions, and its
inhabitants, including humans and their developments. These aspects interact to influence the landscape and the ability to
thrive here. The landscape defines what can live here, and the geological and biological qualities influence human
development.
The opposite is also true, as human development influences landscape and biological processes based on human needs and
on values. The people of the Peace River Valley bestow value upon the beauty, productivity, and ecological integrity of the
area. Without their recognition of the river and valley, particularly for application in agriculture, the region may not have
been developed and appreciated to the degree it is now.
The first section, called The Peace River Valley, describes the valley that stretches from the Rocky Mountains to the Alberta
border as an ecosystem, defining what is unique about the region. The underlying geology is explained, including the
landscape base that defines what and who can live here. Other defining features of the area that are based on natural
occurrences are covered, such as river characteristics, climate, and fires.
The second section , The Wild Spaces of the Peace, defines wilderness and its overall importance. The abundance and
diversity of species that live in the area have an enormous impact on the ecosystem and thus influence human
development. This section describes the natural history of the Peace River Valley and its inhabitants: ungulates, bears,
beaver and other furbearers, fish, birds, insects, and some of the plants of the region.
The third section, People of the Peace, tells the stories of people in the Peace River Valley, from archaeological findings in
the area, dating back over 10,000 years, to present day. There are stories of First Nations and their interactions with early
settlers, fur traders, homesteaders, farmers, foresters, miners, petroleum workers, as well as current day artists, business
owners, and more. While there are personal stories of the Peace Valley woven throughout the report, this section
emphasizes these stories, including anecdotes of what the valley means to its residents.
The fourth section is about A Changing Environment. It explains the natural changes in the Peace River Valley and also how
the area has changed as a result of human settlement. Because First Nations have traditionally had little impact on the
sustainability of ecosystems, most of the changes that threaten the integrity of the Peace River Valley have occurred since
the arrival of non-indigenous people. The development of roads, agriculture, forestry, mining, hydroelectric dams, and
petroleum initiatives all play a role in the changed landscape and natural history of the region. This section explains what
has happened, what is currently happening, and what is being done to mitigate detrimental aspects of development.
The final section, A Sense of Place: Assessing the Value of the Peace, is an explanation of what is valued in the Peace River
Valley besides its natural resources. People relate to the region in deeply personal ways that influence all aspects of their
lives. This section explores ways to assess the integrity of the ecosystem, ways that the place is celebrated, and predictions
of what the future has in store for the Peace River Valley.
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THE PEACE RIVER VALLEY
THE PEACE RIVER
First Nations’ oral histories reveal that the Peace River used to be called
“WpchiigÍi”, meaning “big river” in the Beaver language. This large river
is 1,923 kilometers long, with a drainage area of 300,000 square
kilometers. It draws water from the alpine zones of the Rocky
Mountains, some of which are of glacial origin. While traditionally the
Peace River started at Finlay Forks, which is the junction of its
headwaters, the Parsnip and the Finlay Rivers in northern British
Columbia, the river now officially begins at the Peace Canyon Dam, near
Hudson’s Hope. The river is part of the Mackenzie River Basin, draining
northeastern BC and much of northern Alberta into Lake Athabasca. The
Peace River is one of only two major British Columbian rivers to drain into
the Arctic Ocean. In its original form, the Peace River was the only river
to breach the Rocky Mountains; however, it now reaches only as far as
Williston Reservoir. Nonetheless, this gap through the mountains
continues to allow warm coastal air through to the valley, creating a
unique, warmer microclimate in the region (Gummer et al, 2006; Prowse
& Conly, 2002; Vince & Churchill, 2002).
The Peace River has wide river bottoms, steep banks on one side and
more gradual banks on the other. The hills that roll up from the river are
either grassland or covered with poplar and white spruce, with black
spruce muskeg and upland forest on adjacent plateaus. This variety of
habitats plays an important role with wildlife and in the overall integrity
of the ecosystem. This overall integrity has been recognized within
British Columbia. The BC Heritage River program, which recognizes rivers
for their unique natural characteristics as well as their cultural relevance,
granted the Peace River “Heritage River” status in 1998. There is a need
to conserve the integrity of the river and valley, especially in light of
contemporary development that is happening in the area, which
threatens the ecosystem and the livelihoods of those living there. The
Outdoor Recreation Council of British Columbia recognizes the sensitivity
of the Peace River Valley and in 2008, deemed it BC’s fourth most
endangered river, threatened mostly by BC Hydro’s proposed Site C Dam.

What does it mean to be a
Heritage River?

The BC government developed the
Heritage Rivers Program to
encourage community-based
stewardship, to provide a model
for public participation in river
management, to formally
recognize outstanding examples of
BC river heritage, and to reflect the
vision for each river for the future.
Heritage status does not require
particular conservation initiatives;
instead, it recognizes the worth of
the river, suggesting that
communities based on the rivers
value them in locally appropriate
ways.

The upper Peace River hosts significant hydroelectric dams. From 1962
(Government of British Columbia, 2)
to 1968, the W.A.C. Bennett Dam was constructed to provide electricity
for BC residents. Forested land, farms and riverside homes were flooded
to create Williston Reservoir, the largest artificial reservoir in the world at
that time with an area of 1,761 km². The dam inundated people and wildlife living in the Peace River Valley. The long-term
ecological and climatological effects of the W.A.C. Bennett Dam and the reservoir are still not entirely known (Loo, 2007).
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Downstream of the W.A.C. Bennett dam is the smaller Peace Canyon Dam, which is perceived to have fewer impacts.
Subsequently, BC Hydro has proposed a third dam in the region, Site C, which would be located about seven kilometers
southwest of Fort St. John. The dam would eliminate the integrity of 55% of the remaining Peace River in BC if it goes
ahead. While there are other threats to the integrity of the Peace River Valley ecosystem from oil and gas, logging, and
other developments, the threat posed by this proposed dam is the most significant.

THE PEACE RIVER VALLEY ECOSYSTEM
The Peace River Valley is a patchwork of boreal forest, agriculture fields, and wetland. It is part of the Boreal White and
Black Spruce Biogeoclimatic zone. This zone is part of a vast boreal forest that stretches across northern Canada from
Newfoundland to the Yukon, and generally represents the ideal that people think of when they imagine Canadian
wilderness: thick forests, moose, elk, bears, wolves, furbearing mammals, waterfowl and songbirds (Ministry of Forests,
n.d.). In the Peace River Valley, forest cover is mainly mixed deciduous
with conifers more prevalent along the north-facing slopes. The soils
vary: black spruce and tamarack are found in rich organic soils, balsam
poplar and white spruce are common in moist soils, while lodgepole pine
is present in drier and poorer sites.
The river valley is comprised of broad terraces, steep cliffs, and gentle
slopes, with grassland hillsides on the south-facing banks. These hillsides
are called montane shrub; they provide important wintering habitat for
ungulates such as moose, elk, mule and white-tailed deer and their
grasses are a critical food source. The lower islands provide important
ungulate calving sites in the spring. Riparian habitats, habitats associated
with riverbanks and lakesides, are critical to ungulates. Riparian regions
in the Peace River Valley are also prime migratory waterfowl staging
areas, both in spring and in fall. Bald eagles and other raptors nest within
the large cottonwoods located alongside the Peace River, as do
neotropical songbirds. Further, a wide variety of fish species (including
bull trout, arctic grayling, rainbow trout, whitefish, walleye and northern
pike) live in the Peace River and its tributaries.

“While there is no right way to
value a forest or river, there is a
wrong way, which is to give it no
value at all.”

(Paul Hawken, 1999)
While more common on the uplands, muskegs (swamp-like areas with
poorly drained soils) also occur in the valley. Muskegs are often
considered to be of little value because of the poor quality soil; however, they are prime bird nesting habitat and are
commonly used by moose. Occurring in these organic soils are plant species such as sweet gale, bog cranberry, sundews,
and tamarack, adding to habitat diversity. While muskegs seem quite hardy, they are sensitive to disturbance, and should
be protected from development initiatives in the region (Vince & Churchill, 2002).
Climatic conditions, along with the fertile soils of the valley, provide favourable conditions for a strong agriculture industry,
which primarily consists of forage, cereal, and oilseed crops, cattle, and some vegetable production. The Peace Lowlands
are considered the “breadbasket of northern British Columbia” because they are the only area at this northerly latitude that
can produce these sustenance crops as well as having one of the largest livestock herds in British Columbia. Although
agricultural cultivation promotes monoculture, cultivated fields mixed with natural habitat provide habitat for deer, ruffed
grouse, red-tailed hawk, and migrating waterfowl (Vince & Churchill, 2002).
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The river valley is a connector of southern ecosystems to northern ones,
and from ecosystems west of the Rockies to the east slopes of BC and
Alberta. The Yellowstone to Yukon initiative called the region “the Peace
River Break,” which stretches between Alberta and the northern BC
Rocky Mountains. The Peace River Break plays a vital role in the
connectivity that supports the integrity of entire ecosystems as opposed
to small fragments, providing adequate space for migrating animals and
enabling diverse populations to interact (Yellowstone to Yukon Network,
n.d.).
In 2005, the Pembina Institute released a report called Counting Canada’s
natural capital: Assessing the real value of Canada’s boreal ecosystems.
The report stressed that there are more ways to value boreal ecosystems
than the current economic framework. Instead of simply counting
forestry, oil and gas development, and hydroelectric potential, Canada
needs to consider the role that these ecosystems play in oxygen
production, climate regulation, and water filtration. The report also
indicated that we need to consider the historic, cultural and aesthetic
importance of such areas, acknowledging values that currently have no
monetary value (Anielski & Wilson, 2005).
There also needs to be a focus on biodiversity (genetic, species, and
ecosystem) in order to have healthy and productive boreal ecosystems,
such that we are fostering sustainable and resilient environments for the
future. The Peace River Valley contains some of the most biologically
diverse communities in British Columbia. However, agriculture, grazing,
oil and gas drilling, and hydroelectric projects have threatened these
ecosystems (Ministry of Forests, n.d.).

GEOLOGY OF THE PEACE: A SHIFTING LANDSCAPE
The Peace River Valley was formed during the retreat of continental
glaciers approximately 18,000 years ago. The Peace River Valley was
covered by post-glacial lakes, lakes that form when ice dams the water
(and ice) from moving glaciers. Rich nutrients from the glaciers were
deposited in the lake.
As glaciers melted, the water carved out a valley from the high plateaus,
creating steep escarpments or gradual banks, depending on the flow of
the moving ice and water. As ice melted in the Rockies, water flowed
east, carving the deep river valley. The deposits from the postglacial
lakes form the banks of the Peace River and the surrounding upland,
providing the rich, fertile soils. These soils produce a wide variety of
productive vegetation and thus a diversity of habitats. The landforms
and the rich nutrients also support a large diversity of terrestrial wildlife
species. The Peace River Valley has over 341 species, a diversity greater

What is Biodiversity?

Biodiversity describes the diversity
of plants, animals and other
organisms, in all their life forms
and levels of organization,
including genes, species and
ecosystems.
Genetic biodiversity refers to the
genetic differences within one
species.
Species biodiversity refers to the
number of different species in a
particular location.
Ecosystem biodiversity refers to
the number of different habitats
available within a particular area.
Humans have a huge impact on
biodiversity through land
fragmentation due to development
(roads, buildings, and natural
resource extraction).
Overharvesting also impacts plants
and animal species and entire
ecosystems.
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than other northern interior ecosystems and comparable to the rich Ponderosa Pine and Interior Douglas Fir ecosystems of
the Okanagan (Stevens, 1995).
There are several lakes in the area that are remnants of these post-glacial lakes, although they have become much smaller.
The mineral deposits from that time remain, however, and play an important role in the wildlife that lives in the Peace River
Valley. Ungulates, especially moose, use several mineral licks in the area. Mineral licks are areas with accessible minerals.
They usually appear in small pools or slow moving streams and occasionally in exposed clays, termed “dry licks.” The BC
government defines a mineral licks as “an area used on a habitual basis by ungulates to obtain dietary macro-minerals
including sodium, calcium and phosphorous as well as trace minerals such as manganese, copper and selenium”
(Government of BC, 4). Licks are considered ecologically important if several species or a significant proportion of a species
frequent them. According to traditional ecological knowledge from West Moberly First Nations, there are hundreds of
mineral licks found each three to five kilometers in the region. These licks are especially important during rutting season,
when bull moose travel the distances between mineral licks in search of
cows. This underscores the importance of migration corridors and
habitat connectivity for moose, as well as the importance of mineral licks.

SOUTH-FACING BANKS
Several landscape variations were formed due to the way glaciers moved
through the area and because of the base geology of the region. The
south side of the river that borders the Peace-Boudreau Protected Area is
characterized by tall, steep escarpments that slough into the river. The
north side, however, is sloped more gently. Well drained and facing the
south, it receives more sun and is lush with Saskatoon berry,
chokecherry, prickly rose, willow, birch, and trembling aspen, providing
critical winter food for ungulates. The open pasture areas on the slopes
have sage, wheatgrass, northern bedstraw, asters, and several grasses,
also critical food for ungulates.
It is not just the food that ungulates enjoy along the banks; because of
the sun and the winter winds, large portions of these slopes are free from
snow. The snow that is there melts more quickly than elsewhere, making
it easier for ungulates to move around. Access to the banks and to river
flats is critical for moose, mule deer and elk, all of which use the area as
wintering grounds.

“The landforms dictate the
vegetation, which in turn dictates
the type of wildlife that inhabits a
given area.”
(Vince & Churchill, 2002)

ISLANDS
Throughout the river valley there are many small islands. All of the islands upstream from the W.A.C. Bennett Dam
disappeared when Williston Reservoir was flooded. However, the river downstream, particularly between Hudson’s Hope
and the Halfway River, still has many islands, and they are especially important wintering and calving grounds for moose,
deer, and elk. The islands have exceptionally good food and are sheltered from the wind. During calving times, the islands
also offer more protection from predators. Because the islands are significant calving areas, they have spiritual significance
for First Nations in the area.
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EROSION
The banks of the Peace River area consist of shale and fine clay
silt, which quickly turn to mud when exposed to water. These
characteristics make the banks particularly susceptible to “creep,
slumping and sliding,” and these eroded sites are obvious all along
the river (Government of British Columbia, 2). There have been
several large slides. For example, in late May, 1973, the Attachie
Slide dumped approximately 7 million cubic metres of sediment
into the Peace River, blocking it off for several hours (Fletcher et
al; as cited by Hungr, 2005, p. 100).
The Peace River Branch of the Professional Engineers and
Geoscientists of BC states that the “valley slopes in the Peace
River region are susceptible to landslides because of the nature of
the rocks and sediments that are found in the area. Building in
the valleys make[s] the situation worse” (n.d.). So while the banks
of the Peace River are naturally susceptible to erosion, slides have
become significantly more frequent with human development in
the region. Due to recreational and agricultural activity on the
slopes and above, slumping has been exacerbated (Vince &
Churchill, 2002). After dams were constructed in the area, there
was additional pressure on the banks (due to a change in water
conditions and climate). The bedrock near the W.A.C. Bennett
and the Peace Canyon dams is not formed from postglacial lake
sediments and is significantly stronger than the bedrock near BC
Hydro’s most recently proposed dam. Site C would be farther
downstream, nearer to the Taylor bridge, and has even less
predictable banks (Peace River Branch of the Professional
Engineers and Geoscientists of BC, n.d.).

The Cultural Significance of
Islands in the Peace River

Birth and death sites are spiritually
important to First Nations because they
represent significant moments in an animal’s
life. It is said that strange occurrences often
happen on islands, as in this story told by
George Desjarlais of West Moberly First
Nations.
According to a legend from West Moberly
First Nations, some of the islands are more
significant than others. The legend tells the
story of a man who was travelling on the
river, looking for a good place to fish. He
spotted an island that he heard was good for
fishing, but the river was high, and his horse
did not want to cross. It was getting late, so
he camped on the riverside and prayed for
good fishing the following day.
In the morning he woke up and he was on
the island. He fished all day, and caught lots
of fish, then went back to his community to
tell the others. They didn’t believe him,
knowing that his horse would not cross such
deep water, but when they went to look,
they found the horse’s footprints on the
island.
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RIVER CHARACTERISTICS
FLOODS
An important feature in northern rivers is the rejuvenation from periodic flooding that occurs during “freshet” or when ice
dams the river. In the spring, ice from lakes and rivers begins to melt, and it often jams rivers, causing the rushing water to
be held back behind these ice jams. These floods are like a “cleanse” for the river valley, rinsing higher-elevation regions of
the basin and refreshing islands and other parts of the valley with new silt full of nutrients. Since the construction of the
W.A.C. Bennett Dam, the Peace River Valley has had far fewer floods (Prowse et al, 2006; Loo, 2007). Previously the river
froze, but with water stored in Williston Reservoir and released through
the dam, its flow is warmer and higher than normal and now the river
Dinosaurs on the Peace
seldom freezes prior to Clayhurst in British Columbia. There has not been
a big flood since before the W.A.C. Bennett Dam was constructed. This
regulated water flow, along with warmer winters due to global warming,
Tracks of at least seven species of
has meant that the Peace River receives few floods, and no longer
dinosaurs were found along the
receives this natural cleanse. Development of the Site C Dam would
bed of the Peace River near
mean even fewer floods, influencing the banks and upper reaches of the
Hudson’s Hope.
river and the organisms that depend on them.
While the islands have changed significantly due to flooding upstream
from the dam and lack of seasonal flooding below the dam, the islands
and the banks continue to play an important role for the wildlife and the
First Nations in the region.

CLIMATE
While the climate of the area surrounding the Peace River is continental,
the Peace River Valley receives pockets of warm coastal air that flow
through the Rocky Mountains into the valley. This moderates the
climate, warming it, and giving the area a longer growing season. The
Peace Valley has less accumulated snow than other areas in the region.
There is some fog due to changes in temperature along the river;
however, the hills are relatively dry, and agricultural fields get a balance
of moist air and dry soils.

Initially discovered in 1922, the
dinosaur tracks were not
thoroughly examined until the
development of the W.A.C.
Bennett Dam. Scientists found
over seventeen hundred tracks
from ninety individual dinosaurs,
ancient shorebirds, and early
marsupial mammals, all of which
now lie deep under the waters of
Williston Reservoir.

(Cannings & Cannings, 2004)
Because of the differences in temperature and precipitation, the valley
has a unique microclimate that allows for exceptional agricultural
conditions – warmer temperatures, more frost-free days, and drier soils!
This microclimate is delicately balanced, depending on specific regional characteristics; however, this balance could be
greatly shifted with the development of another major dam.
The milder temperatures, moderate precipitation, and drier soils encourage the growth of southern plant species and rich
plant communities, creating an ideal environment for animals. The number of species in the Peace River region is
significantly higher than other regions at the same latitude.
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The Peace River Valley also provides an excellent environment for humans with its ideal agricultural potential. The unique
microclimate and the rich alluvial soils can produce yields significantly larger than other regions at this latitude, comparable
to agricultural yields in southern British Columbia.

FIRES
Fires are a common natural occurrence in the area. They are usually started by lightning, but occasionally human-induced.
Fires burn taller trees and keep the land in the productive deciduous shrub phase, which maintains grasses and other
critical forage for moose and other ungulates. First Nations in the area traditionally burned certain areas on south-facing
slopes for increased wildlife grazing opportunities, firewood propagation, and for cultivation of berries and other culturally
important plants.
While mature forests can burn very quickly, killing most of the trees in a large area, fire plays a crucial role in the process of
forest succession. Herbs and shrubs quickly grow on the burned site, deciduous trees follow, and shade-tolerant species,
such as white and black spruce, overtake them eventually. This cycle is important in boreal forests to nourish the soil. It is
now common to do control burning, so that communities will not be devastated by large fires (Ministry of Forests, n.d.).

ECOSYSTEM CONCLUSION
The Peace River Valley is made up of a variety of habitats that range from boreal forest to riparian regions. The valley is
influenced by the river itself, which shaped the valley, its geology, the climate and microclimate, by fires, and by human
development. These aspects all influence what plants and animals can survive and thrive in the area. With the richness of
the soils, the easy access to water, and the relatively mild climate, this ecosystem supports a wide range of vegetation and
wildlife.
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THE WILD SPACES OF THE PEACE
THE WILD PEACE
It is important to consider the element of “wildness” in the Peace River Valley. Wild spaces are important for wildlife, as
are links to other wild spaces. Wild spaces are also important for humans. We often forget that wild spaces give us our
most important resources: clean water and air, food, continued traditional lifestyle of First Nations, etc. Wild spaces are
also important for non-tangible resources. Wilderness also offers us the pursuit of traditional lifestyle, recreation, beauty,
reconnection with nature, links with history, and a spiritual essence.
Human development is threatening Canada’s wild spaces from all
directions. Land cleared for housing or industry destroys habitat, roads
fragment wildlife populations, and climate change is altering natural
processes, all of which impact humans and their environment. Recent
research also suggests that intact ecosystems mitigate climate change
and adapt better to a changing climate, making it even more important to
conserve Canada’s remaining wild spaces such as the Peace River Valley.

CONNECTIVITY

The Yellowstone to the Yukon

AND CORRIDORS

The richness and variety of wildlife habitats are what make the Peace
River Valley so valuable. Many species depend on different aspects of
the Peace for different life stages, and they need to be able to move
freely throughout the region. In a report on the need for ecosystem
connectivity, Wilson and Hebda explain that “present and future land-use
and associated fragmentation are likely to impede species’ migration and
thus impair natural adaptation via geographical range shifts” (2008).
Wildlife need space that is undisturbed by roads, drilling, sawing, and
other human activity. Intact interior forests are particularly important, as
they offer unfragmented habitat for animals to move around in.
However, undisturbed land is relatively scarce, and so it is important that
wildlife have links connecting one fragmented patch to the next. These
connections are called corridors, and contribute to overall habitat
connectivity, which describes the relative ease with which animals can
move from habitat to habitat.

(Yellowstone to Yukon Network)

The undisturbed lands on the islands and on the south banks of the Peace are irreplaceable in terms of providing wild space
for animals and as corridors. A corridor can be important as a migration path for mule deer moving from seasonal foraging
grounds or as a means of dispersing juveniles to new habitats where they can mate and reproduce. A corridor can link large
areas, such as connecting the Yellowstone National Park to the Yukon, or it can link a small wetland to another a few
kilometers away.
Important features in corridors include wetlands, rivers, riverbanks, and forest cover, all of which the Peace River Valley has
to offer. The valley provides a wide, long, healthy green space for wildlife to thrive. It plays an incredibly important role in
connecting southern habitats with northern ones, and, according to the Yellowstone to Yukon initiative, provides the
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“backbone of a natural network” that links wildlife in the Peace with Rocky Mountain ecosystems to the west (Vince &
Churchill, 2002; Wrona & Gummer, 2006; Yellowstone to Yukon Network, n.d.). The Peace offers more seasonally friendly
wintering grounds than the mountains and rich eating grounds throughout the year. It also provides ideal mating grounds
for many species. Further, the clear corridors that animals can follow to migrate to other regions encourage healthier
populations and thus healthier ecosystems.

ANIMALS
The Peace River Valley has a high abundance and rich diversity of wildlife.
According to a full wildlife impact report, 59 species of mammals, 215
species of birds, 6 species of amphibians, 2 species of reptiles, and 29
species of fish have been recorded within the valley (Blood, 1978).
However, a more recent listing has a total of 341 species (Stevens, 1995).
The valley is known for the ease with which people can view wildlife. You
need only walk or drive along the road from Fort St. John to Hudson’s
Hope to see an abundance of animals such as: mule deer, white-tailed
deer, moose, elk, black bears and birds. Eagles and hawks and a wide
variety of songbirds are common on the riverside. The riparian forests
are rich with fisher, marten, squirrels, coyotes, and small mammals, and
also provide a chance of encountering wolves and grizzly bears. The
relatively warm climate of the Peace River Valley provides the
northernmost occurrence of garter snakes and long toed salamanders,
and the valley abounds with wood frogs, northern chorus frogs, and the
endangered Canadian toad.

UNGULATES
Ungulates (or hoofed animals) are in great abundance in the Peace River
Valley. Ungulates are often associated with riparian habitats, and the
valley offers them ideal range for water accessibility, ample foraging
space, and protection from winter winds and snows. There are large
populations of mule deer, white-tailed deer, moose, and elk.

What is Coarse Woody Debris?

Coarse Woody Debris refers to
dead trees, both standing and
fallen, on forest floors.
This woody debris plays a role in
the ecosystem, providing habitats
for small animals, including insects,
birds, and small mammals. It also
acts as a host for fungi and other
microbes, before cycling nutrients
into soils as part of the
decomposition process.

Moose and mule deer are presently the most abundant species in the
region. Although the region comprises only 6.5% of the province, it
provides over 20 % of the province’s moose harvest (Saulteau First
Nation, WMFN, BC Government, 2006). Populations of white-tailed deer
and elk are increasing rapidly and are heavily dependent on the shrubgrassland slopes for winter habitats. Deer and elk migrate to the valley in
winter to search for the areas with little snow, while moose thrive along
the Peace all year long, using the area during winter for forage and protection and throughout the rest of the year for
foraging, mating, and calving. Indeed, many moose from adjacent upland areas move into the valley for the rich food and
lower snow depths.

The Living Peace River Valley – © Chillborne Environmental – July 2009 – Page 18

Early fur traders commented on the Peace River Valley being “like a stall yard” because of the incredible number of
ungulates, which included bison and caribou at that time, as well as elk, moose, and deer. First Nations in the region have
always relied heavily on ungulates, especially moose. A councilor of
West Moberly First Nations explained, “the number of ungulates is why
we’re here, it’s not a coincidence” (Clarence Willson, 2008, personal
What is a Keystone Species?
communication). Because of this close inter-relationship, moose
calving grounds are sacred to First Nations and need to be protected,
both for the future of the species in the area and for the future of the
human culture.

BEARS
Both black bears and grizzly bears have resident and transient
populations in the Peace River area. Black bears are common in the
Peace River Valley. Grizzlies are less common now than in the past, but
their use of the valley could be important to overall grizzly populations.
To sustain healthy populations, bears need to be able to move freely
among habitats, without being restricted by humans and human
activities (Saulteau First Nation, WMFN, BC Government, 2006).

B LACK B EAR
Black bear populations are healthy in the Peace River Valley. Black
bears are the most common bear in North America, found in a variety
of habitats, although they prefer forested areas. These bears
“hibernate” during winter, giving birth and nursing in their dens while
hibernating. Dens are quite common in the Peace River Valley, as are
hungry bears in the spring, looking for new plant growth and small
animals. In the late summer and fall, Black bears search out the
Saskatoon berries, chokecherries, and other berries found on the
south-facing slopes.

G RIZZLY B EAR
Grizzly bears can occur anywhere in the Peace River Valley, although
they prefer heavily forested areas and riparian zones away from
people. In the Peace River Valley, there are resident Grizzly Bears and
transient Grizzly Bears. The latter use the area for foraging as they
move to other habitats throughout the year.

A keystone species has an important
effect on its environment and on
many other organisms in its
environment.
An
ecosystem’s
integrity may depend on the survival
of keystone species.
Keystone species in the Peace River
Valley include:
•

Beaver, because of its impact on
river systems and forest floors.

•

Moose, and traditionally bison,
due to their sheer abundance.

•

Top predators like wolves,
hawks, and owls, that keep prey
populations in balance.

Grizzlies are omnivores, eating carrion or animals, but they mostly rely
(Garibaldi & Turner, 2004)
on grasses, herbs, berries, and shrubs, depending on the season.
Because of their dependence on shifting seasonal food, grizzlies move
many kilometers and require large amounts of linked habitat to allow
them to move freely. According to the Yellowstone to Yukon Network, grizzlies require 20,000 to 50,000 kilometers of
connected habitat to support long-term viability of populations (Yellowstone to Yukon Network, n.d.). Grizzlies are a
keystone species for ecosystems along the Y2Y corridor.
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1

The Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC) identifies grizzly bears as “threatened” and of
“special concern” due to their intact habitat requirements (COSEWIC, 2007). In order to protect these bears from
extirpation and extinction, we need to consider their habitats in terms of spatial needs (intact corridors) and in terms of
temporal needs (seasonal foraging, reproductive, and wintering requirements). Acknowledging such factors would allow
bears and bear habitat to be truly considered in human management and development initiatives, and would assist in the
conservation of this important resident of the Peace River Valley.

BEAVER
Beaver live along the banks and backchannels of the Peace. In 1990,
there were 30 to 40 beaver colonies, with a total of over 150 to 200
individuals, and several hundred more living along the tributaries (BC
Hydro, 1990). Beaver play a keystone environmental role in sustaining
forest ecosystems and providing habitat for both terrestrial and aquatic
species.
Beaver are an important furbearer in the Peace River Valley. They were
one of the most prized furs in Canada in the 1800s and early 1900s, and
were routinely trapped and traded along the river’s trading routes.
Before Europeans arrived for the fur trade, beaver were regularly
trapped by First Nations and used for clothing and cultural practices, as
well as for food. In spring, the ability to secure beaver as ice melted was
an important seasonal driver for the Beaver culture. While beaver is
considered a keystone environmental species, it can also be considered
a cultural keystone species, as it plays an integral role in the culture of
local First Nations. It is the namesake of the indigenous people, and
continues to be trapped and celebrated among the nations.

FISHER
The fisher is another important furbearer in the Peace River Valley
region, also playing a role in First Nations culture and the region’s
trading history. Fisher populations in the area are one of the highest in
British Columbia because of the favourable climate, abundant food
sources, and high quality habitat found in the deciduous forests,
especially the large cottonwood stands of the riparian areas of the
Peace River Valley. Fisher depend on riparian areas, preferably with
large trees for their dens and with woody debris for hunting among the
decomposing trees.

What is a cultural keystone species?

A cultural keystone species is a
species that influences a culture
through fundamental roles in diet,
materials,
medicine,
language,
ceremonies, and stories. Similar to
an ecosystem, a culture’s integrity
may depend on the survival of
cultural keystone species such as
salmon for the Northwest Coastal
First Nations and moose for the
West Moberly First Nations.
(Garibaldi & Turner, 2004)

1

COSEWIC is a committee of experts that assesses and designates which wild species are in danger of disappearing from
Canada. It establishes which species are threatened, and to what degree they are threatened.
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OTHER FURBEARERS
Marten, lynx, mink, otter, and occasionally wolverine live in the
Peace River Valley bottoms, particularly in the dense old-growth
forests of the north-facing slopes. Current threats to these
furbearers in the area, as with fisher and beaver, are mostly due to
a loss of habitat. The forests that they require need adequate
canopy cover and coarse woody debris.

FISH
Arctic grayling, mountain whitefish, yellow walleye, burbot, bull
trout, rainbow trout, goldeneye, kokanee and northern pike can all
be found in the Peace River. The Peace River is a spawning and
wintering ground and is also an important movement corridor for
walleye and bull trout. The lower reaches of tributaries of the
Peace, such as Lynx, Cache, Wilder, Ground Birch, and Farrell
Creeks, provide spawning habitat for trout, suckers, and minnows.
Meanwhile, the Halfway River has extensive rearing habitat for
mountain whitefish and is an important corridor for Bull and
Rainbow Trout (Vince & Churchill, 2002).
Many of these fish have slow-growing and late-maturing
populations, and during the past few decades they have had to
recover from major changes due to the construction of large-scale
hydroelectric dams in the river. Because of the expected impact
on fish and recreational fishing, reservoirs were stocked with
kokanee salmon and lakes in the watershed were stocked with
rainbow, brook, and cutthroat trout. Several native species, for
example, the bull trout which is blue-listed by the BC Species List,
and the arctic grayling show signs of physiological stress and have
had declining populations since the W.A.C. Bennett Dam was
installed. In addition, mercury and other heavy metal accumulation
in fish, resulting from the Williston and Peace Canyon
impoundments, is a health concern for sustenance and
recreational anglers.

The Impacts of Mercury on Rivers
Rocks have many different types of
metals and chemicals stored within
them. Rivers slowly erode the rocks,
dispersing small amounts throughout
the river. These chemicals are not
dangerous. In fact, they are sometimes
beneficial to life in and around the river.
When rivers are dammed, water levels
upstream of the dam are raised
significantly, bringing the water up the
banks. The water leaches these natural
metals and chemicals into the reservoir
and the river downstream, influencing
all life in the stream and the riparian
habitat. In addition, heavy metals like
mercury, which have accumulated as
methylmercury in the vegetation, are
released as flooded vegetation decays.
Fish, especially those farther up on the
food chain, such as lake trout and bull
trout, accumulate mercury and other
heavy metals as they eat other
organisms rich in metal contamination
(this is called bioaccumulation).

BIRDS
The Peace River Valley provides nesting and migratory stopover
habitat for hundreds of bird species and is especially important
summer habitat for neotropical migrants (birds that winter in
central and south America). Approximately 400,000 birds stop in
the Peace River Valley region on their way north in the spring, and
more than a million on their way south in the fall. Waterfowl,
including the trumpeter swan, use this river corridor as a staging,
migrating, and nesting area. Sandpipers and killdeer nest along the

Since humans are higher up the food
chain and have the ability to catch and
eat large amounts of fish, mercury and
heavy metal accumulation becomes a
risk for people living around reservoirs
and the rivers that flow out of them.
(Chan et al, 2003)
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shorelines, and there are many pairs of nesting Canada geese. Ruffed grouse, the most abundant game bird in the region, is
common. Songbirds fill the fields and forests throughout the valley, and birds of prey, such as bald eagles, red-tailed and
sharp-shinned hawks, and American kestrels, can be seen soaring along the river or perched on the banks.
The valley is a well-known birding area, with several uncommon and rare species. The Peace River Valley provides ideal
summer habitat for birds migrating from both north and south, and hosts the widest variety of summer songbirds in BC.
One such migrant, the trumpeter swan, nests throughout the valley. Once considered to be on the brink of extinction, the
trumpeter swan continues to recover and is now yellow listed by the Conservation Data Centre and listed as “not at risk” by
the Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC).
Trumpeter swans and several neotropical birds use the river valley and tributary valleys as migratory paths, stopping at
ponds and swamps to feed. According to a proposed connectivity and conservation plan for the Peace River Lowlands,
these birds need undisturbed corridors to connect them with their breeding areas in secluded wetlands, such as Watson’s
Slough in the Peace River valley. Ideally protected by forests, such corridors would ensure habitat integrity. Keeping the
undisturbed areas of the Peace open for these birds would also assist other waterfowl that live, nest, and winter in the area
(Vince & Churchill, 2002).

INSECTS
The unique microclimate of the Peace River Valley provides special habitat for insects. Open grasslands and riparian shrubs
offer diverse homes to many species of wasps, butterflies, bees, and other sun-loving insects. Several species of butterflies,
normally found south of the Peace River latitude, are found here. The occurrences of such unique species are likely more
common than we know; there is much to be learned about the wide variety of insects in the region.
An insect in the area that is well known is the mountain pine beetle. In the past century, fires have been suppressed in the
valley due to people’s homes and other human development. This pause on forest succession has allowed old trees to
continue standing when they would, otherwise, have been burned. The mountain pine beetle is not a new insect in the
region; however, it traditionally only killed the weaker trees. More recently, the lack of fires and the warmer winters have
enabled this insect to ravage British Columbia’s pine forests. The Peace River Valley has not been spared; lodgepole pine
stands are currently facing an epidemic outbreak of mountain pine beetle, similar to the areas around Prince George. As a
result, dramatic changes are occurring to coniferous forests in the valley, highlighting the value of the riparian spruce
stands.

PLANTS
The Peace River Valley’s varied landscape provides habitat for the widest variety of plant types in northern BC, as evidenced
by the most northerly occurrence of prickly pear cactus in North America. On south-facing banks along the river, several
grassland species are found, including slender wheatgrass, western wheatgrass, prairie sagewort, and several needlegrasses
and sedges. Dense boreal forests, on the north-facing banks, produce a variety of small, forest-floor species like dwarf
shrubs and mosses. Riparian areas, dense old-growth forests, cultivated fields, and warm south-facing riverbanks all
produce an inordinate variety of plants that are important food sources for both humans and other animals while also
providing a unique biodiversity to the northern ecosystem as a whole.
Edible and delicious Saskatoon berries, raspberries, chokecherries, pincherries, strawberries, blueberries, and stinging
nettle all grow along the Peace. Cow parsnip, an important medicine and ritual plant for First Nations, is also common
(Turner, 1998). The Valley was an important component for First Nations’ sustenance and provided well for early settlers.
As the rich soils were easily cultivated, traditional European food crops also became an important feature of the valley.
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With this cultivation of introduced crops came invasive European and global weeds. These invasive species are of great
concern to the agriculture community and are being monitored by the Regional District Weed Control Program of northern
BC. The further introduction of weeds is another pending threat to the agriculture community. Weed populations could
increase with the proposed site C Dam, especially if fill is brought in from other locations.

ENDANGERED SPECIES
2

Several species that live in the Peace River Valley are listed on the BC Species List as red- and blue-listed. Wildlife species
that once lived in the region, such as bison and the passenger pigeon, are now extirpated and extinct, respectively. It is
important to consider the health of overall populations to avoid such fates for contemporary species.
Among contemporary species in the Peace River Valley, the grizzly bear, fisher, bull trout, Canadian toad, yellow rail and
trumpeter swan are all listed as endangered, threatened, or of special concern on COSEWIC’s national list. The British
Columbia list also includes a number neotropical migrants not found
elsewhere in BC such as: Cape May, Connecticut, Canada, and blackthroated green warblers, and Le Conte’s sparrow. The adjacent foothills
Unique Growing Conditions
are home to the endangered southern Rocky Mountain population of
Caribou that were common in the now-flooded portions of the Peace and
are now only occasionally seen in the remaining valley. Various red- and
blue-listed species of plants have been identified within the region as
well, such as fennel-leaved desert parsley and slender penstemon.
First Nations in the area have concerns for the health of different species,
as wildlife is an important component of their culture and lifestyle. Of
special concern are beaver, fisher, marten, lynx, grizzly, black bear, and
moose. While populations are not necessarily listed according to
COSEWIC or the BC Species List, First Nations people are concerned that,
given human development and climate change, animals which are crucial
to the survival of their culture are being significantly harmed.

WILDERNESS CONCLUSION

The south-facing slopes of the
Peace River breaks are home to
the prickly pear cactus. This native
species is found as far south as
Mexico, where it is a popular dish.

With its unique ecosystem, the Peace River Valley supports a wide variety
of species. The systems, in which these species play a role, make the
valley the distinctive region that humans have come to know and benefit
from. It is important to fully consider the significance of wild spaces to wildlife, plants, and humans when making decisions
about the future of the valley. These decisions will influence the species that can live here, the services that the valley can
provide to humans, and the overall integrity of the ecosystem.

2

See Appendix B for BC list of red-listed and blue-listed species in the Peace River area.
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PEOPLE OF THE PEACE
The Peace River Valley’s soils are rich in nutrients and, in comparison to neighbouring regions, the area offers a warm
microclimate. Thus, the valley has a wide variety and abundance of wildlife and it is understandable why people were and
3
continue to be attracted to the Peace River Valley.
People have lived in the Peace River Valley since time immemorial. In centuries past, people inhabited the Peace River
Valley because they could find food season by season, hunt and fish, access water and building materials, and collect plants
for food, medicine, and crafts (eg., snowshoes, drums, and canoes) (Turner, 1998). Over time, these capacities enabled First
Nations and other more recent residents to trap and trade furs, raise
cattle and other animals, and grow foods in the rich valley soils. The soil
offered prime agricultural opportunities that could not be found
Ancient Tools Found
elsewhere in Canada at such a northerly latitude. The ability to grow
on the Peace Breaks
vegetables, fruits, cereals, and forage crops both for themselves and for
other northern markets enabled families to thrive in the region. With
access to food and easier transportation, communities were formed as
foresters, miners, and petroleum workers moved into the region to
benefit from the abundance of natural resources.
Residents of the valley continue to live here because of the natural
resources. However, there is a unique relationship that exists between
people and the Peace River Valley. Many people draw inspiration from
its beauty and depth. Others appreciate the natural services and scenic
landscape it provides. Others have a spiritual relationship that enables
them to understand their role in the world. And others respect the valley,
recognizing its intrinsic worth as an integral ecosystem. People in the
Peace River Valley value the unique sense of place they have with the
Peace River Valley.

These points, arrowheads, and
other tools are part of a collection
readily found by Peace River
residents walking through fields in
the valley bottom.

ARCHAEOLOGY

The first people to live in the Peace River Valley lived here tens of
thousands of years ago. It is suspected that prehistoric man moved
throughout the region as glaciers retreated, following grasses and herds
of grazing animals (Benke & Cushing, 2005). Prehistoric, historic,
paleontologic, and ethnographic evidence have all been found within the
Peace River Valley. There are fossils and fossil bearing sites in the valley,
and specific signs of humans in the area dating back over 10,000 years. Hundreds of archaeological sites and objects dating
back prior to the arrival of Europeans in the region are found within the valley; just walking through fields above the Peace
River can turn up tools used by ancient and recent First Nations. There are signs of short- and long-term camps, seasonal
villages, tool production sites, and animal kill sites. According to local Traditional Ecological Knowledge, there are hundreds

3

See Appendix A for the Timeline of People of the Peace
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of culturally significant sites that show no physical remains, but are
still considered important for First Nations’ cultures, and have been
important since their ancestors settled here.

FIRST NATIONS
The term First Nations acknowledges the intimacy of people and the
land, particularly land that has been inhabited for millennia (Stager,
1996). First Nations’ worldviews link people to the past, the present,
the land, and to all things on the land. Although the expression of
First Nations’ cultures have changed dramatically since European
contact in the late 1700s, indigenous people continue to depend on
intimate knowledge of the land, wildlife, and ecosystems, and
continue their rich relationships with them. These skills in recognizing
natural patterns on the land enabled First Nations people to be skilled
hunters and gatherers. In the past, First Nations people living in the
Peace River Valley moved throughout the valley, following animal
migration and seasonal plant growth. In order to do this, they needed
to pay careful attention to their environment to know when and
where to move. This “attention” required patience and respect for
the land, themselves, and others.
The oldest First Nations’ artifact, found in the Peace River Valley area,
was at the Charlie Lake cave and dates back to c.10400BP, but it is
assumed that people were living in the area for some time before this
(Fladmark et al, 1988; Saulteau First Nation, WMFN & BC Government,
2006). More recent First Nations were of the Athabascan language
group: the Sekani (or “Tse-keh-ne”), the Beaver (or “Dunne Za”), and
the Cree. They settled along the valley because of the rich soils, the
abundance of summer foods, and the large wildlife populations.
The Sekani are a group of Athabascan First Nations whose territory
includes the Finlay and Parsnip River, rivers that feed into the Peace.
“Sekani” means “people on the rocks or mountains.” Several
individual bands are collectively known as the Tse Keh Nay First
Nations. The Beaver are interrelated with the Sekani and share similar
land use and culture. They are cousins to the Slavey, Chipewyan and
Sarcee, who all speak similar Athabascan-rooted languages, and
originate from the Peace River region eastward into parts of northern
Alberta and Saskatchewan. The Beaver people’s name reflects their
close relationship with beaver, which they used for furs and food.
The Cree, speaking one of the most common languages of indigenous
people in North America, traditionally lived just south of the Peace
River region. However, because of their increased trade with the
Europeans, they had guns with which to push the Beaver farther

Traditional Ecological Knowledge
Traditional Ecological Knowledge
(TEK) refers to the knowledge,
practice, and belief concerning the
relationships between living beings to
one another and to their
environment, based on generations
of intimate contact with the land. It
includes an ethic of
interconnectedness and respect, and
is therefore woven into and
inseparable from a culture. TEK is
generally passed on orally, through
songs, stories, legends, and practices,
and it is always changing, as does our
environment. TEK is generally
regarded as the collective inheritance
of a community or nation, not as
something that belongs to a
particular individual.
TEK is of obvious importance to First
Nations cultures because it fosters
relationships with the environment
and with the past. TEK also has the
potential to significantly benefit nonindigenous people as well. TEK can
offer great insight and techniques in
natural resource management fields.
Bringing together the best of
scientific and traditional
understandings about an ecosystem
will make for stronger communities
and better decisions on sustainability.
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northwest in the late 1700s. As the Cree pushed the Beaver, the Beaver, consequently, pushed the Sekani further west into
the mountains. It wasn’t until an agreement, “the Peace Treaty,” was negotiated in what is now known as Alberta, that the
Cree agreed to stay south of the Peace River, and the Beaver north.
First Nations’ oral histories reveal that the name of the “Peace River” is connected to this truce that took place at Peace
Point, near Lake Athabasca, during the late 1700s.
The Beaver’s name for the Peace River is WpchiigÍi, meaning “big river.” The Beaver’s name for the phrase “they make
peace” is chegeh newaawp?ph.
Other sources, such as provincial place-name books and local history
books refer to the truce or the word for “Peace” as “Unchagah” or
“Unjigah.” However, the exact origin and translation of these words
must still be verified.

Treaty 8

TREATY 8
With the influx of fur traders and homesteaders, First Nations settled in
more permanent camps. Generally speaking, the Canadian government
negotiated a series of treaties across Canada with indigenous people that
would allow non-indigenous people’s rights to natural resources and the
lands necessary to build a national railway. The historic treaties covered
most of Canadian lands, especially in the western provinces. The
agreements were considered by the federal government to be beneficial
to First Nations, since they state that First Nations people have the right
to, among other things, to continue fishing, hunting, trapping, gathering,
and practicing their mode of life, as if the indigenous people would have
done without interferences with their way of life.
In 1899, the eighth treaty between First Nations and the Canadian
government was signed and it allowed for the sharing of lands in
northeastern British Columbia, northern Alberta, and northwestern
Saskatchewan. Treaty 8 gives First Nations priority on natural resources
and gives them a say in the development of traditional lands, especially
those of particular cultural importance, such as burial grounds, sacred
sites, and gathering areas.

Including 840,000 sq kms of land
and 39 First Nations communities
in Alberta, British Columbia,
Saskatchewan, and the Northwest
Territories, Treaty 8 legislated the
rights of the first peoples for
“as long as the sun shines, the
rivers flow and the grass grows.”

In 2004, the BC government and the chiefs of the BC First Nations
involved in Treaty 8 signed a Negotiation Protocol Agreement, which lays out priorities and protocols for resource
management, appropriate compensation, and overall treaty integrity. Treaty 8, and other treaties, not only give First
Nations the right to fish and hunt, but also the right to pass on their culture in a culturally appropriate way.
First Nations in the Peace River Valley continue to live here and share their culture with younger generations through
trapping, fishing, hunting, and through collecting plants for medicines and other cultural uses, such as craft and ceremony,
hides, snowshoes, canoes, and drums (Turner, 1998). Many areas where First Nations people used to hunt, fish, or trap are
being threatened. More specifically, the threatened sites include: ceremonial and spiritual sites at Lynx and Farrell Creeks,
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ungulate calving sites on the banks and the islands, camps, cabins, birth
and burial sites, and wildlife sites. Each of these sites plays a role in the
future of First Nations in the Peace River Valley and, thus, in the future of
the valley itself.

History of West Moberly
First Nations

CURRENT FIRST NATIONS COMMUNITIES
Three indigenous peoples have lived in the Peace River region for countless
years. The Athabascan Sekani and Beaver have been here the longest, and
the Algonquian Cree arrived from further east at the beginning of the fur
trade era. Contemporary First Nations communities in the Peace River
region include Sekani, Beaver and Cree indigenous peoples, along with
Métis, other First Nations, and non-indigenous peoples that have
integrated into the communities.
Current Treaty 8 First Nations that live near the Peace Valley are McLeod
Lake, Blueberry, Halfway, Doig, Saulteau, and West Moberly First Nations.
The Tsay Keh Dene and Kwadacha First Nations live along the Parsnip and
Finlay Rivers, which feed into the Peace. West Moberly and Halfway River
First Nations were once officially a single band with two headmen called
Hudson’s Hope band, but they separated in 1977. It is difficult to separate
one community from another because they are related, and difficult to
separate one band’s territory from another’s because it has always
overlapped and extended much farther than the region in which
communities are now based.
West Moberly First Nations reserve, on the west side of Moberly Lake, was
surveyed in 1914, and was once a summer camp to this group of Beaver.
The Brown, Desjarlais, Cryingman, Mykoose, and Dokkie families, made up
of approximately 41 people, settled on the West Moberly reserve at that
time. Currently, there are over 200 people on the membership list with
another approximately 60 people living in the community.

Oral history from West Moberly
First Nations explains that the
headman of the nation spent two
years living in McLeod Lake. He
returned with a wife, and was soon
followed by that woman’s mother
and three daughters who married
three men from this area. All of the
people of West Moberly First
Nations can be traced to these four
sisters, all daughters of a widow
named Muchea.
West Moberly First Nations reserve
was surveyed in 1914 and was
once a summer camp to this group
of Dunne Za. There are currently
190 people on the band list, with
60 people living in the community.

The First Nations’ relationship with the land offers a different kind of
experience and knowledge than an environmental assessment of the
basins. Because their oral history and traditional ecological knowledge
has been developed (and continues to be) since time immemorial, which
provides a cultural insight that is far-reaching and comprehensive in nature
(Personal communication, Clarence
with respect to understanding complex ecological processes such as
Willson,
2008; Saulteau First Nation,
wildlife patterns, First Nations in the valley play a vital role in the
WMFN & BC Government, 2006)
conservation of the Peace River ecosystem. Their knowledge of the
ecosystem over millennia provides a holistic understanding of what is
happening in the region and can help conservationists work toward sustainable management of the Peace River Valley. As
direct descendants of the first residents of the region, First Nations in the Peace River Valley are working toward natural
resource management that supports both their intertwined environment and culture (Martinez, 1994).
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A Ranching Heritage
First Nations have been routinely ignored, if not assaulted in many ways
throughout Canada, and the Peace River is no exception. For example,
during the development of the W.A.C. Bennett Dam, many First Nations
communities (including summer camps of only a few dozen people and
other more long-term villages) were not consulted, and were not even
informed of the dam. No studies were done on the adverse effects of such
a project on their mode of life. Many people did not know about the
planned flooding until the water started to rise, and were not able to
properly prepare for the major changes (Loo, 2007). Anecdotic evidence
suggests that many First Nations only left their traditional areas because
the land, unbeknownst to them, was beginning to flood all around them.
People in the Ingenika and Halfway Nations were among those who were
not informed. When the water rose, they were forced to leave their
homes behind and were told that their homes would be salvaged and the
bodies of their dead ancestors would be dug up and returned to them for a
proper burial at another resting place. Later, people in these bands
returned to the site to find burned and flooded homes, eroded banks, and
coffins floating in the river. This exploitation was further magnified by the
fact that their homeland, the Peace River Valley, once a shared resource
for all group living in it, was torn apart. While this happened 30 years ago,
oral history keeps the memory is still fresh in many minds, and First
Nations are skeptical about new proposed dams. They can’t imagine losing
more of their homeland (Loo, 2007).

TRAPPING AND TRADING
The Peace River played a major role as a trade route. It is believed that
Peter Pond, a fur trader, visited the area as early as 1785, and in 1793
Alexander Mackenzie, employed by the North West Company, canoed up
the Peace River exploring for fur-bearing animals. He found large numbers
of moose, elk, bison, deer, and bighorn sheep, as well as beaver and fisher.
In 1794, Rocky Mountain Fort was built on the Peace River, upstream from
what is now known as the Moberly River. The fort was stationed to trade
goods to the indigenous hunters for the furs they delivered. This fur
trading post was the first non-indigenous settlement in what was to
become British Columbia. There is archaeological evidence of three other
trading post sites in the area, dating back to the early 1800s. Another of
the early forts was named St. John, which had several incarnations. The
first was built in 1821, and then others in the 1840s, 1850s, and early
1900s, each built after the earlier version had closed. These forts were all
built close to the current site of the region’s largest city, named after the
fort.
The fur trade brought an influx of Europeans, new materials (including
guns and new foods), and a new relationship between Europeans and First

The old Tompkins’ Ranch at the
Halfway River is one of the great
sights on the slow run of the Peace
between Hudson’s Hope and Fort
St. John. Philip Tompkins, from
Ontario, settled in the Peace River
Valley in 1919 after the war.

Lloyd Bentley Sr. left Ontario in his
early twenties and came west to
start ranching. In the fall of 1919,
Lloyd came still farther west and
settled in Rolla. Lloyd always said
when they built a bridge across the
Peace River, he would move
farther north. When the bridge
was built, he travelled to Taylor on
the bus and had a friend drive him
up to see some land. On the way
up, Lloyd stopped at the land office
and made a down-payment on the
land before he saw it. This land is
called Bear Flat. Lloyd farmed, bred
Percheron horses, had Hereford
cattle and sheep.
(Arlene Boon, personal
communication, 2009)
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Nations. Indigenous trappers knew the area well and the quest for furs became part of their seasonal route. The Sekani
and Beaver peoples shifted their trapping behaviour to access European goods. In fact, anthropologists consider it more of
an integration of new ideas rather than a destruction of traditional ones. Many anthropologists consider the fur trade as
part of “traditional culture” of First Nations of the Peace River Valley (Burley et al., 1996).

FRONTIER SETTLERS
While it is common to hear about the role of trading and trapping along the Fraser River in the development of British
Columbia, the Peace River played a similarly important role in connecting the southern part of the province with the north.
People settled along the river and traplines and near these trading posts, trading with people who passed through the trade
route. People in southern Canada became aware that northern land was accessible, albeit challenging to access, and they
started the slow movement into the region, including those who came as part of the gold rush in the 1850s.
While settlements were developed early in the 1800s, families of frontier settlers started arriving mainly in the 1920s. They
had limited access from Alberta, over muddy trails or by sternwheeler along the river, the latter being the more reliable
route. The farming families found the soil to be rich and productive, and they successfully grew grains and vegetables that
would not normally have thrived at this northerly latitude. The lush grasses also provided sufficient forage for the cattle
and horses that the families had brought with them. When the railway extended into Dawson Creek in 1931, it gave farmers
in the area an opportunity to export products to Alberta and markets farther south and east (Clare, 1998).
It wasn’t until 1952 that the Peace River area was connected to the southern portion of British Columbia with a road
through the Rocky Mountains to Prince George. Soon after this, the government reserved community pastures on public
lands with agricultural potential, in order to promote agriculture and livestock production in the province. Parcels of land
sold for $10 each (Saulteau First Nations, WMFN & BC Government, 2006). Unfortunately, most of the productive land was
sold to Europeans, leaving First Nations with little agricultural land on which to grow crops.

TRANSPORTATION
The Peace River and its valley provided the much needed link between eastern and western communities, and, to a lesser
th
th
degree, between southern and northern communities. In the late 19 century and early 20 , paddle-wheelers brought
trappers and traders from Fort Edmonton into the region. Having this connection with the east meant more opportunities
for trade and easier access for people who were interested in settling in the Peace.
During World War II, the Alaska Highway was constructed by United States soldiers and engineers, connecting the Peace
River area with Alaska. Completed in 1942, the rough and treacherous road started in Dawson Creek and finished in Delta
Junction, Alaska. The route crossed the Peace River with a suspension bridge, which collapsed in 1957 and was replaced a
few years after. In the 1950s, when the Pine Pass was constructed, the Peace region finally had a southwestern link to
Prince George and the rest of BC. The Peace region continues to be a transportation hub for people passing through British
Columbia to northern Alberta, and for people heading north on the Alaska Highway.
The Northern Alberta Railway connected Dawson Creek to the east in 1931. The Pacific Great Eastern Railway was
completed in 1956 and reached the Peace River in 1958 (BC Archives, 2003). The train access to the Peace from the west
provided even more opportunities for travel and trade.
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AGRICULTURE AND FOOD SECURITY
The Peace River Valley is known as the “breadbasket of northern British
Columbia” because it is the only area north of the Okanagan that can
support such large sustenance crops and livestock herds. Approximately
75 percent of the land in the valley is considered arable for vegetable,
cereal, oilseed, and forage crops. A large portion of the soil, especially
near the Halfway River, is classified as Class 1, according to the Canada
Land Inventory, which is the highest quality rating, having no constraints
to agriculture (Class 4 has moderate constraints, Class 7 is nonagricultural land). Of the land that is not Class 1, significant portions are
Class 2 and can easily be turned to Class 1 with adequate irrigation, which
is easily accessed from the river. The favorable climate and highly
productive soils results in the Peace River Valley having a higher potential
than other lands in the region, making it capable of doubling or tripling
production elsewhere. The region as a whole currently supports roughly
1,700 farms that generate approximate revenues of $77 million per year.
Many people say that the transportation link with the east (northern
Alberta and Saskatchewan) came too late, and that the agricultural
potential of the Peace River Valley has never been realized. The crops
were out-competed by Albertan farms and by southern BC, particularly
the Okanagan. Without having had the major markets established in the
early days, there has not been enough demand in the region, as a result,
most of the farmers in the Peace Region do small-scale agriculture. Many
suggest that people in the region don’t realize the enormous potential of
the land. Dick Ardill, from the Ardill Ranch in the Peace River Valley, has
stated, “a lot of people figure that farmers are just people that
complain... nobody realizes where the food is coming from” (Mattson,
2008). He insists that with more demand, farmers could produce
significantly more.
While beef cattle are currently the dominant agricultural activity in the
th
area, throughout the 20 century there were several market gardens
along the Peace River, with fruits, vegetables, cereals, and forage that
was not available elsewhere in northern British Columbia. They played an
incredibly important role in supplying northern people and livestock with
food, and provided an economic link with the east and the south.
Currently, agricultural use of the Peace River Valley is more orientated
toward cereal and forage crops than in the past, given constraints related
to economic, land tenure, and infrastructural factors. Large areas are in
the Site C Flood Reserve and, while people can rent the land from BC
Hydro for agricultural use, it is difficult for farmers to commit to land that
could be potentially flooded in a few years.

Family Ranching Still a Way of Life

The Ardill's Ranch at Farrell Creek
is located about 30 km east of
Hudson's Hope.
Jack Ardill visited the Peace River
region as a surveyor before the
war, and returned in 1919 to file
for a homestead grant. In 1920, he
bought the land at the mouth of
Farrell Creek from Henry Watson
Farrell and, as people moved out of
the region during the depression of
the 30s, Jack bought more land.
A large parcel of the Ardills’ land
was submerged during the flooding
of Williston Reservoir. The land
they were given in compensation
was incomparable with the rich
valley soils. More of their current
ranch would be flooded if the Site
C dam were to be constructed.
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While trapping and trading brought people to the Peace River Valley, agriculture kept them here. Larry Peterson, long time
farmer in the Peace River Valley, explains, “By the river we have this rich alluvial silt, great for aeration, great for growing
vegetables. I’m confident that there’s enough land in the Site C flood area, at least 1300 acres of this type of soil, to
produce enough vegetables for northern residents for the next hundred years” (Mattson, 2008). With the climate changing,
it is possible that the focus will be on the Peace River Valley as an ideal agricultural location since the climate in the valley
region will likely be better than the more arid areas of the south. With the current interest in food security, a relatively
remote region of British Columbia that is able to produce food for residents and export becomes very important. The Peace
River Valley could do this.

FORESTRY
Historically, the majority of the Peace River area outside of the valley was forest, primarily spruce, lodgepole, and aspen
mixed wood. The parkland nature of areas close to the Peace Valley included the “prairies” of Pouce Coupe and Rose
Prairie, where the soils indicate long-term grasslands mixed with forested areas. Harvesting trees for lumber and sawmills
have been common since the early 1900s, but clearing for agriculture has since removed forests from nearly 290,000
hectares of the Peace. The forestry industry directly employs more than 600 people and contributes $90 million per year to
the local economy. Major forest industry players took over the forest industry in the 1970s. Canfor corporation and
Louisiana Pacific now dominate forestry in the region, producing lumber products and converting wood waste into saleable
fibres marketed as far away as Germany and Japan.
Spin-off from the forestry sector provides jobs and income for local businesses and has established the industry as a key
component of Fort St. John's diversified economy. More than 350 trucking and logging contractors back up these major
operators, and then truckers and loggers also invest in the local economy. The Annual Allowable Cut, which is the limit on
the forestry harvesting, is set to increase substantially in the upcoming years, which will enable forestry to grow in the
Peace River Valley. Several conservation initiatives are attempting to ensure that forestry will grow in an ecologically
sustainable manner, such that future generations in the region will also benefit from this resource.

MINING
GOLD
In the mid-1800s, during the major BC gold rushes, gold was discovered in small quantities along the Peace River. Gold
seekers, heading north to the Yukon along the Peace River, panned for gold near Hudson’s Hope, bringing life and people to
the region. Although the Peace River did not play a major role in the gold rush, small pieces of gold in the upper reaches of
the river were common and are now trapped in Williston Reservoir.

COAL
The Peace River Valley was opened up to mineral staking in 1908; however, the first mine didn’t open until 1923 in the
Peace Canyon near Hudson’s Hope, supplying the local area and also farther up the Alaska Highway. This mine was not
particularly successful and was closed several years later. Further coal development continued in the latter part of the
century, transforming the Chetwynd area and creating Tumbler Ridge.
These mines, mostly open-pit mines producing pulverized coal injection and metallurgical coal, are still in operation,
employing over 600 people in total (Northgate Minerals Corporation, n.d.; British Columbia Minerals, n.d.). Several new
mines are being proposed in the region, and companies are in consultation with local communities and First Nations to
determine the appropriateness and sustainability options of coal mining.
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GRAVEL
While the valley is rich in minerals, good gravel is hard to come by. The silty clay soil in the valley is not strong enough to
build roads on, is not suitable for concrete and paving, and gravel is scarce east of the Rockies. Cement gravel is trucked
from Taylor to Dawson Creek, over 75 kilometers, when normally gravel
is taken from the nearest source possible. The only source of good gravel
in the region is on the banks of the Peace River, from deposits over the
W.A.C. Bennett Dam
years. Gravel along the banks of the Peace is still quite limited, but it is
good for roads and other uses. This limited resource would be lost if the
river was flooded for the Site C Dam.

DAMS
The majority of British Columbia’s major economic development is tied to
hydroelectricity, with the first hydroelectric project in 1945 in the
Columbia River. The provincial government acquired BC Electric Company
in 1961, and merged with the Power Commission a year later to become
the British Columbia Hydro and Power Authority, or more commonly, BC
Hydro. Rural and isolated communities, that otherwise would not be
linked, received electricity at that time.
BC Hydro developed its first hydroelectric project on the Peace River in
the mid 1960s, with the completion of the W.A.C. Bennett Dam in 1967.
The project was an enormous undertaking, employing several hundred
people, both before construction (in research about the impacts) and
during its construction, although few were kept for project upkeep. The
Peace Canyon Dam soon followed, downstream of the larger dam. The
two hydroelectric dams currently produce 31% of British Columbia's
hydroelectric power (BC Hydro, 2006).

PETROLEUM DEVELOPMENT
Oil and gas reserves have been developed in the region since the 1950s,
and there continues to be a strong potential for future gas discoveries
throughout the valley corridor. Natural gas deposits in the region are
estimated to be among the largest in North America; 450 million cubic
meters of marketable gas reserves have been identified, and an
estimated 650 million are still to be discovered. Exploration is happening
all around the Fort St. John area and throughout the Peace River Valley.

Located between Hudson’s Hope
and Chetwynd, it provided
thousands of construction jobs and
stimulated industrial growth in BC.
The dam is 186 metres high and
2,068 metres along its crest. The
water it holds back, Williston
Reservoir, is the largest freshwater
body in BC, with a surface area of
1,773 square kilometers. It is one
of the largest hydroelectric dams in
the world, and is capable of
generating 2,730 megawatts of
electricity at peak capacity.

(BC Hydro, 1990)
Oil and gas development is a significant economic activity in the region,
with large and small pipelines, wellsite construction, and trucking and
seismic companies all at work. The industry employs thousands of people from the region and beyond but has
compounding and cumulative impacts. Petroleum developments are host to enormous environmental hazards such as:
lead, mercury, and radon exposure, destroyed wildlife habitat around drill sites and pipelines, release of sour gas, and spills
in rivers. Because of the potential for environmental harm, there are currently strategies being used to implement more
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sustainable measures in development activities in order to reduce the environmental impact (Saulteau First Nations,
WMFN, BC Government, 2006).

RECREATION
The Peace River Valley attracts people due to its high potential for
recreational activities. Hiking, swimming, camping, hunting, trapping,
fishing, kayaking, canoeing, river boating, horseback riding, geocaching,
birding, and photography are some of the more popular activities in the
region, drawing both residents and tourists (City of Fort St. John, 2009).
In addition, the area is known as one of the best places in the province
(and in Canada) for viewing wildlife. It is common to see deer, moose,
bears, wolves, bighorn sheep, eagles, osprey, and other animals that are
not easily seen elsewhere.

Amazing Views

TOURISM
Tourists come from around the world to view wildlife and to see the
spectacular Peace River Valley. The river and hills are beautiful, and
provide inspiration to many people. There are several campsites and
provincial parks that tourists take advantage of. The boreal forests and
visible wildlife represent the epitome of “Canadian Wilderness.” In
addition, Dawson Creek is Mile 0 of the Alaska Highway, which crosses
the Peace River and leads through Fort St. John before heading to Alaska.
This provides a popular RVing route for tourists from around the world.

NON-ECONOMIC VALUES
The Pembina Institute, a Canadian not-for-profit environmental
organization, stresses that there are more ways to value boreal
ecosystems than the current economic framework recognizes. While the
region is rich in natural resources that have enormous economic value,
such as oil and gas, forestry, and hydroelectric potential, Canada also
needs to recognize the values that do not influence our economy, but
greatly influence our everyday lives. The Peace River Valley ecosystem
produces oxygen, regulates climate, and filters river water, none of which
are considered in the current economic structure. In addition, we need to
consider the aesthetic and cultural richness of a place that gives it
meaning to the people who live there (Anielski & Wilson, 2005).

AESTHETIC VALUES

“For residents of the valley, living in
the midst of this beauty is a daily
pleasure and would be most
difficult to replace. It is not a static
beauty, for just as each season
brings different wildlife, so each
season brings a variation in the
mood of the river and land, a
change in colors, differences in the
effect of light, and so on.”
(Johansson, 1982)
Paintings by Mike Kroecher

The Peace River Valley is picturesque, with its rolling hills, sharp crags,
lush valleys, and abundant wildlife in the forests, air, and river. Many people have chosen to live in the valley because of its
beauty, and this striking beauty fosters deep connections with the place. The personal connection with nature is healthy for
both ecosystem and for humans. There are several disciplines that look at humans’ implicit connections with nature
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(spiritually, emotionally, physically, and cognitively), indicating that being connected to nature is healthy, natural, and what
is needed to live more sustainably and potentially more happily (Cohen, 2003; Kellert & Wilson, 1993; Nisbet et al., 2005;
Roszak, 1992; Wilson, 1986).
Gwen Johansson, who lives on the Peace River, keeps a journal of daily happenings and of her personal connection to the
Peace River, noting both specific events and her appreciation for them. She wrote, “April 25, 1978: A flock of about fifty
swans flew up the river, then came back down and settled in on the island to stay the night… saw the bear across the river
again. Very big. Black. Also two deer. Several ducks on river too.”
At Site C hearings, Johansson presented a report on the subjective values of the Peace. She stated that she could not place
a price on the view from her front window overlooking the river, or the night scenes of the moon on the river, or watching
storms roll up and down the valley.
She is not alone; others feel the same way, drawing on the valley as direct inspiration. Mike Kroecher is an artist living on a
ridge above the Peace River near Fort St. John. His home and studio overlook the deep river valley, and his studio walls
attest to the inspiration that he draws from the place. His paintings are filled with rolling hills, cliffs, lush fields, and of
course, the river.
Many people draw their spirituality from the Peace River Valley. People connect with the overall ecosystem, recognizing
their place in the world. This is particularly true of, although not exclusive to, First Nations people who relate to their
environment in everything they do. While spiritual and emotional attachments to places are difficult to capture accurately,
to ignore them would leave out some of the most significant aspects of a place and its residents.
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A CHANGING ENVIRONMENT
Places change over time. In the Peace River Valley, there have been
natural changes like fires, erosion, forest succession, as well as humaninduced changes, including land-clearing, damming, and natural resource
extraction. Ecosystems are flexible, and are constantly shifting to balance
the changes that are occurring. However, it is important for people to
recognize the critical points at which the changes that we induce are no
longer sustainable – the points that put too much pressure on the Peace
River Valley for it to continue surviving as it has for millennia.

NATURAL CHANGES
EROSION
The banks of the Peace River, naturally susceptible to erosion, are always
changing. Portions of the banks and cliffs erode, and residents recognize
parts of their property washing into the river regularly. As mentioned
earlier, however, slides have become more common with human
development. With changing water levels due to the dams and with
seismic testing in the region, the banks are becoming less stable and are
eroding at a faster rate.

Impacts of the
W.A.C. Bennett Dam
When the W.A.C. Bennett Dam was
completed, thousands of people’s
land was flooded by Williston
Reservoir. BC Hydro compensated
some families, but the money was
not considered enough, and the
replacement land was not the once
rich agricultural soils of the now
flooded valley.

FIRE
Fire is common in northern boreal forests. Sparked by lightning, or lit by
humans, they catch and burn fast through coniferous forests. As part of
forest succession, fires change forests dramatically.
With many trees burned to the ground and others with a significant
portion of their branches burned, significantly more light enters the
forest and small plants grow on the forest floor that would not have
received enough light otherwise. Fires also burn a lot of the debris that
lay on forest floors, from dead and dying trees, and thus fix nitrogen in
the soil. The small patches of land that were annually burned by First
Nations people to allow for new growth had much less of an impact than
the large slash-and-burn procedures that follow logging operations.

HUMAN-BASED CHANGES

Many families were not happy with
the compensation, implying that
BC Hydro did not take into
consideration the close connection
that people had with the land.
According to a member of the
Ardill family, ranching in the valley
“is not just a job. It’s [our] life and
everything around [us].”
(Mattson, 2008)

ROADS
The number of people living in the area has changed dramatically with the installation of rail and road access to the Peace
River Valley area. Before that, people had to travel through the wild forests of northern British Columbia, or more
commonly, up the river itself. The Canadian government built the railway to Dawson Creek in 1931, and then the
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government of the United States built the Alaska Highway in 1942. These transportation routes provided significantly more
reliable access, both for people and for importing and exporting goods. However, the railway and the roads also caused
fragmentation of the natural ecosystem, limiting the movement of wildlife and introducing new materials into the area.
According to a report on connectivity in the Peace River region, the many roads, railway lines, natural gas pipelines, seismic
lines, and power lines cause the greatest degree of ecosystem fragmentation. These disturbances to the ecosystem change
the characteristics of the ecosystem and interrupt the connectivity and
integrity of the area.

AGRICULTURE
Land cleared for agriculture removed patches of mature forests from
many areas in the Peace River Valley. While the fields provide food for
people and their livestock, these patches break the ecosystem’s
connectivity and displace habitat for wildlife. However, some species
have adapted, and many birds and deer use agricultural fields for
foraging. In fact, because the agricultural fields are mainly used for
forage crops, they are not significantly different, ecologically, from the
natural fields and are often considered a unique habitat in the valley
(Vince & Churchill, 2002).

RECREATION
The Peace River Valley is a popular recreation destination. People often
boat, fish, hunt, hike, view wildlife, and ride ATVs in the area. Use of ATVs
has an impact on bank stability, making them more likely to erode, and
thus impacting fish habitat. While recreational hunting and fishing
impact local wildlife and fish populations, the change is minimal to the
healthy populations and will continue to be so as long as hunters and
fishermen continue to harvest within sustainable numbers.

FORESTRY

Impacts of
W.A.C. Bennett Dam
Cont.
Many First Nations families were
not adequately warned when the
W.A.C. Bennett Dam was built.
Some First Nations in the area
knew of the flooding only as they
saw the waters rising, instigating
an immediate evacuation of their
families.
Some 125 families from the Tsay
Keh Dene Band were moved with
very little notice from their
traditional village site, where they
supported themselves by hunting
and trapping. They were moved to
“model reserves” near the
booming mill town of Mackenzie,
but because they were not closely
connected with the land, nor
familiar with living close to a town,
the move was a disaster.

As is common with large-scale forestry projects, over-harvesting in the
Peace Valley is a serious concern (BC Hydro, 1990). There have been
disturbances to rare and endangered species and ecosystems. Forests
have been fragmented by cleared patches and the age distribution has
shifted, altering habitat for wildlife. Forestry has also reduced small-scale
burning, and consequently, has produced vast amounts of land that are
susceptible to large-scale fires, affecting natural and human populations
in the area. First Nations in the Peace Valley region and conservation
organizations suggest a need for low impact ground-disturbance projects,
in which trees and stands are felled using smaller equipment to help with forest conservation efforts.
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MINING
Mining, particularly surface coal mining, requires large areas of land to be
temporarily disturbed. While the disturbance is temporary, often the
consequences remain for a long time, including soil erosion, water
pollution, and impacts on biodiversity (World Coal Institute, n.d.). When
water is flushed through mines, the water is rich in metals and can form a
chemical reaction, producing a sulfur-based pollutant. The runoff is
usually quite acidic and can have impacts on groundwater and on plants
growing in the acid mine drainage of the Peace River Valley.

DAMS
Dams change the natural flow of a river, the bank and surrounding
habitats, the water quality both up and downstream, and the climate.
Flood-plain habitats are often the most diverse habitats; however, dam
reservoirs displace this habitat, forcing wildlife to move to a different
region (McCully, 1996). Downstream, water is affected, temperatures
change, oxygen levels diminish, nutrients are removed, and heavy metals
and minerals are increased; all of which are detrimental to fish and river
life.
The W.A.C. Bennett Dam had a dramatic impact on the ecosystem –
causing significant changes to wildlife habitats. The result was higher
heavy metal counts, changes to biodiversity (involving birds, ungulates,
and fish), and changes to the climate. All of these changes have been
(and continue to be) documented in scientific studies.
However, these studies do not capture the way in which people
experience these changes. While residents were warned about the
physical changes, most were not prepared to see their lands destroyed,
and this had a major impact on their lives. People in the area are still
feeling this loss, while they are now facing a newly proposed dam, Site C.

THE PROPOSED SITE C DAM
In the late 1970s, BC Hydro proposed a new dam, called Site C, which
would flood a stretch of more than 104 kilometers along the Peace River,
Halfway River, and Moberly River Valleys. Recently, this proposed dam
has returned to the forefront and is once again being considered. The
dam, predicted to have a lifespan of about 100 years, could provide
approximately 900 MW of electricity, enough to power about 460,000
homes.

“From the time that they
announced that they were studying
the valley to build a dam there, it
has totally taken away our free
agency to move and to farm and to
plan for the future…. I have nothing
but contempt [for BC Hydro]
because of the restrictions [the
potential Site C Dam] has put on
my life and my family. Our lives
were tied up in the farm and in the
ranch life.”
Larry Peterson
(CBC Archives, n.d.)

The proposed dam would flood the most ecologically rich part of the valley, compounding problems for the already
compromised river and likely influencing the entire Mackenzie watershed for centuries to come. Along with the common
problems associated with dams, there would also be the loss of important wintering and calving grounds, and the loss of
significant cultural, archaeological, and agricultural sites (Blood, 1979).
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PETROLEUM
Since the 1970s, roads and seismic lines have been cleared to transport workers, equipment, and oil and gas. These cleared
patches disconnect important wildlife habitat, and both drill sites and pipelines expose habitats and wildlife to lead,
mercury, benzene, and other destructive dioxins. Petroleum developments threaten the integrity of the Peace River Valley
ecosystem, and have had significant impacts on people living within the area, many of whom, like those in other petroleumbased regions, have suffered from stress and autoimmune illnesses after being exposed to flares and nearby projects (Argo,
2002). The long-term impacts of oil and gas, to both humans and their
environment, are still unknown.

CONCERNS ABOUT THE PEACE
Ecosystems are variable, dynamic, and inherently tend to balance the
natural and human-induced changes that occur. They are incredibly
resilient; however, there is a need for humans to recognize and limit the
detrimental impacts they are having on natural ecosystems. The major
threats to ecosystem integrity in the Peace River Valley are altered and
destroyed habitats, loss of connectivity, pollution, climate change, and
Site C.

ALTERED AND DESTROYED HABITAT
With development occurring across Canada, even in remote northern
regions, roads continue to be built, land is cleared for housing, and paths
are created for survey lines, pipelines and electricity lines. Alongside
communities, and sometimes the reason for them, are the employers,
whose business is often related to natural resource extraction. Oil and
gas developments clear vast amounts of land, destroying (often for
centuries) viable wildlife habitat. The habitat that is left untouched is
often disturbed by noise and nearby human activity.

“One of the biggest threats to
Canada’s freshwater ecosystems is
climate change.”

LOSS OF CONNECTIVITY
David Boyd, Chairperson,

When patches of habitat are cleared, it not only pushes wildlife out of
Canada's Endangered Rivers
that area, it also isolates them from other food sources, mating areas,
Committee
and other populations. The resulting lack of diversity weakens
populations, both in the present (with fewer food and habitat options)
and for the future (with less genetic diversity). Current research on
(Braun & Markey, 2003)
northern river basins, including the Peace River, suggests that the present
demands on these river systems has had cumulative ecological impacts
on the health of the watersheds (Gummer et al, 2006). The Yellowstone to Yukon initiative sheds light on the need for
connected grizzly bear habitat. Y2Y reports draw attention to this need for connected wild space for both large and small
animals, as well as for the sake of the ecosystems themselves.
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POLLUTION
While the valley environment is very clean in modern terms,
recently, pollutants from oil and gas exploration, upstream coal
and gold mines, pulp mills, road developments, and mercury from
the Williston reservoir are all having an impact on the integrity of
the Peace River Valley. Due to its potential and actual pollution,
and despite its small population, the Peace River area is
considered to be within the top 10 pollution emitter regions of BC.
In 2005, millions of litres of oil spilled from a pipeline in the Pine
River, affecting every organism downstream, humans included.
Each one of these pollutants has the potential of have long-term
detrimental effects on water sources, soils, and the wildlife that
depend on them.

SITE C
The proposed Site C Dam would cause significant ecological and
socioeconomic losses. Thousands of hectares of agricultural land
would be flooded, more would be lost to slumping and sloughing
of the banks, and erosion and siltation will dramatically increase.
Productive forestry lands will be flooded or cut for road
construction, thousands of hectares of wildlife habitat (including
important wintering and calving sites for ungulates) would be lost,
and local climate will be altered. Traditional lands and hundreds of
archaeological sites would be flooded and/or destroyed, First
Nations’ hunting lands would be lost, river-based recreation would
be changed dramatically, and several residents would lose their
homes and livelihoods.
Given these detrimental impacts, there are major concerns that
the potential Site C Dam is not the “green” or “clean” initiative
that it has been portrayed as. This dam will shift the nature of the
ecosystem and irreversibly alter the unique microclimate of the
region, having a large impact on wildlife and human activities in
the Peace River Valley. Some studies also indicate that certain
hydroelectric dams produce as much greenhouse gases as
petroleum-based energy (Fearnside 1995, 2002, 2004). Although
Site C would not produce as much CO2 as dams in warmer
environments, its potential for methane release, its effects on fish
and other wildlife populations, and the lost agricultural
productivity are serious concerns.

Mountain Pine Beetle

The mountain pine beetle is native to
the forests of western North America.
They burrow into pines, particularly
ponderosa and lodgepole, injuring and
often killing the tree.
Pine beetle infestations can be
controlled with cold winters and fire;
however, fires do not occur as often as
they traditionally did, especially in areas
where humans reside.
Due to climate change, northern Canada
is receiving relatively warmer winters
than it has in centuries. As beetle
populations increase, the outbreak is
spreading to all pine trees, including
large, healthy ones.
British Columbia has lost millions of
trees and millions of dollars in forestry
potential due to this insect. Foresters
have attempted to manage the current
outbreak, and while management may
slow the rate of spread, warm winters
mean that the infestation will continue
until the pine supply runs out.
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CLIMATE CHANGE
In its 2007 report, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
concluded that global warming is now unequivocal (International Panel
on Climate Change, 2007). The Peace River Valley has seen local impacts
of global climate change. The mountain pine beetle has devastated
lodgepole and ponderosa pine populations, leaving stands of dead and
dying trees, which presents a danger in dry summer months. It is
expected that the Peace Valley will continue to see warmer temperatures
due to global warming. Water levels will change, drying up wetlands,
small ponds, and swamps. Nutrient cycles will shift and agricultural lands
will become more susceptible to erosion, with more frequent storms and
droughts, and new or increasingly abundent pest species, such as
grasshoppers, will affect crops (Wilson & Hebda, 2008).

“A river has its own life that is
different from a lake or a
reservoir.”
Clarence Willson, Counselor,
West Moberly First Nations
(Mattson, 2008)

I NTACT E COSYSTEMS AS “M ITIGATOR ” AND “A DAPTOR ”
Until recently, the main response to climate change has been a plan to
reduce CO2 emissions to mitigate human impacts; however, there have
been recent suggestions that the protection of natural ecosystems could
mitigate and counter climate change (Wilson & Hebda, 2008). Natural
ecosystems can provide key services for humans and wildlife, and assist
in mitigating climate change through carbon dioxide absorption, oxygen
production, and carbon storage. Intact forests absorb more carbon
dioxide (and produce more oxygen) than newly planted ones, suggesting
that we are better off supporting the established ecosystems and
creating corridors to link ecosystems (Wilson & Hebda, 2008). British
Columbia forests have some of the highest carbon stores in Canada and,
if destroyed, would release millions of tonnes of carbon into the
atmosphere.
Along with their ability to absorb CO2, produce oxygen, and store carbon,
intact natural ecosystems are the most resilient to change. They not only
mitigate climate change but also would be able to absorb the impacts of
climate change more effectively. Mature forests are better able to
withstand and adapt to changing temperatures, changing weather
patterns, and new pests than newly established forests. These
ecosystems benefit wildlife, foster biodiversity, and would be of great
benefit to human communities. The Peace River Valley is an intact
ecosystem that could act as a climate change mitigator and buffer, thus
becoming a role model for other large ecosystems in Canada and the
world.

“I don’t want to see that Site C
close up the Peace River…
They have one dam here, they have
two dams here, and they want
some more dams. If we don’t stop
them, they’ll have dams all the way
down to Alberta.”
Max Desjarlais, Elder
West Moberly First Nations
(Mattson, 2008)
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C LIMATE C HANGE I MPACTS OF S ITE C
Proponents of an additional dam on the Peace River promote the hydroelectric project as addressing energy needs with
lesser climate change impact than other options. However, in addition to losing an intact ecosystem which functions as a
climate change mitigator and absorbs carbon dioxide, the flooding of the Peace River Valley would create underwater
debris that would release methane into the atmosphere. As Graham-Rowe (2005) explains, “ large amounts of carbon tied
up in trees and other plants are released when the reservoir is initially flooded and the plants rot. Then after this first pulse
of decay, plant matter settling on the reservoir's bottom decomposes without oxygen, resulting in a build-up of dissolved
methane. [The methane] is released into the atmosphere when water passes through the dam's turbines.” The Balbina
Hydroelectric Dam in Brazil, for example, was calculated to produce more greenhouse gases than using fossil fuels to
produce the same amount of electricity (Fearnside, 1995). Other hydro projects produce even more greenhouse gases than
their fossil fuel counterparts (Fearnside, 2002).
Therefore, claims about the purportedly “clean” energy that would be produced by Site C should be closely scrutinized
since a new dam may not be the cleanest source of energy available to the province. In fact, another hydroelectric dam on
the Peace River should not be considered a “green” or “clean” source of energy, as it would contribute negatively to climate
change by destroying an ecosystem and releasing carbon and methane into the atmosphere, among other reasons.

CONSERVATION EFFORTS
Land and resources within the major river corridors must be carefully monitored and managed to ensure that development
has minimal or, where possible, no negative impacts on the ecosystem. Important resource values such as water, fish and
other wildlife habitat, alluvial and riparian ecosystems, recreational opportunities and scenic views need to be conserved
for the health of current and future populations.
The Land and Resource Management Planning (LRMP) process for both Fort St. John and Dawson Creek regions
recommended that the islands of the Peace River be protected as “viable, representative examples of the natural diversity
of the province.” The planning process associated the islands with “major terrestrial, marine and freshwater ecosystems,”
providing “characteristic habitats, hydrology and landforms, and/or characteristic backcountry, recreational, cultural, and
heritage values” (Integrated Land Management Bureau, 1997). Further, BC Hydro was advised to re-evaluate its
hydroelectric development proposals on the Peace River prior to the onset of a future LRMP process (Integrated Land
Management Bureau, 1997).

PEACE-BOUDREAU PROTECTED AREA
This area is located between Hudson’s Hope and Fort St. John on the southern bank of the Peace River. The area, which
includes portions of the southerly bank of the Peace River Valley, the lower Moberly River Valley, and the Peace River
Islands between Maurice Creek and the Moberly River in the Peace River Valley (Integrated Land Management Bureau,
1997), provides habitat for moose, deer, elk, bears, and also provides nesting sites for trumpeter swans. The protectedarea designation is intended to preserve a variety of cultural and heritage features, including significant First Nations sites
and first European settlement sites (Vince & Churchill, 2002).

MOBERLY RIVER CORRIDOR
The Moberly River Corridor provides habitat, scenery, and recreation without compromising resource development
activities. One of the important strategies for this subzone is coordinating the development and use of industrial corridors
(eg., roads, pipelines, seismic lines) to minimize the area affected.
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While parks and management areas do not necessitate specific conservation initiatives, they imply that the integrity of the
park or area is to be conserved within the context of the larger ecosystem (Vince & Churchill, 2002). Several organizations
have worked to create and to make use of these important areas. These organizations are working to ensure that the
Peace River Valley remains a valuable ecosystem for wildlife and for humans.

PEACE VALLEY ENVIRONMENT ASSOCIATION
The Peace Valley Environment Association (PVEA) is a group of citizens
concerned with protecting the natural and historic values of the valley.
This diverse group of both rural and urban residents, including farmers,
sportsmen, guide-outfitters, and others with a strong appreciation for the
Peace Valley, was formed in 1975 to oppose BC Hydro’s proposed Site C
Dam. They remain opposed to this project, and continue to support a
sustainable future for the Peace River Valley.
When BC Hydro undertook to building a case for the development of Site
C three decades ago, the Peace Valley Environment Association (together
with the West Coast Environment Law Association, the Society for the
Promotion of Environmental Conservation, the Sierra Club, and many
other groups and individuals) mounted a vigorous campaign to stop BC
Hydro from flooding the valley. This campaign was successful in
convincing the British Columbia Utilities Commission that BC Hydro's
application should be refused. PVEA members remain ready to defend
the natural beauty of the Peace River and prevent it from becoming
another flooded valley (Peace Valley Environment Association, n.d.).

YELLOWSTONE TO YUKON
Yellowstone to Yukon (Y2Y) is a networking organization, which serves as
a guide and as a connector for groups and individuals working on
conservation issues from Yellowstone to Yukon. Y2Y aims to connect
ecosystems from Yellowstone to Yukon, and to support natural and
human communities for current and future generations. The Y2Y
network includes environmental, non-governmental organizations,
businesses, foundations, and concerned citizens, combining science and
stewardship.

“Rather than a hydrological
system, [the people of the Peace]
understand [their home] as an
intimate geography of belonging.
Riverbanks, garden plots, lakes,
and trap lines were prominent
features in personal maps of
attachment that located them in
relation to each other and
connected them to their past,
present, and future.”
(Loo, 2007, p. 209)

DUCKS UNLIMITED
Ducks Unlimited is an organization that aims to conserve, restore, and manage wetlands and associated habitats for North
America’s waterfowl, which inevitably benefit other wildlife and people. Along with the Nature Trust of BC, Ducks
Unlimited has protected significant wetland habitat, which is particularly important for the region’s nesting and migrating
bird populations.
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NATURE TRUST OF BC
The Nature Trust of British Columbia is a non-profit land conservation organization whose mandate is to protect BC’s
natural diversity of wildlife, plants, and critical habitat through the acquisition and management of ecologically significant
land. With Ducks Unlimited, the Nature Trust has secured protected wetland habitat through acquisitions and covenants
(Vince & Churchill, 2002).

CUSP
A relatively new organization in the Peace region, CUSP (or Citizens United to Save the Peace) is a grassroots activist group
united to save the Peace River Valley from destruction. In its opposition to Site C, CUSP notes that if the proposed dam
proceeds, “prime agricultural land, multi-generational homes, and animal habitat will be destroyed forever” (CUSP 2008).
Formed in 2008, the group has staged several protests against Site C, as well as Peace River valley appreciation events.

BC HERITAGE RIVERS PROGRAM
The role of the Heritage Rivers Program is to encourage community-based stewardship, to provide a model for public
participation in river management, to formally recognize outstanding examples of our river heritage, and to reflect the
vision for each river as we move into the future. In 1995, the program designated the Peace River as a provincial Heritage
River, based on its ecological, historical, and cultural significance.
These organizations continue to work for sustainability in the Peace River Valley, in British Columbia, and beyond, but this
list is by no means exhaustive. Several other organizations have played a role in preserving the integrity of the Peace Valley
ecosystem, and in neighbouring regions that greatly influence the Peace. The natural changes that have occured in the
region have happened over many centuries and even millennia; however, with the pace of human development, bigger and
more detrimental changes have been happening in just the past century. Working together, organizations and individuals
in the Peace River Valley are having an impact, will continue to influence the development of the Peace region, and will help
to determine how that development occurs. (Government of British Columbia, 3).
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A SENSE OF PLACE – CELEBRATING THE PEACE
The residents of the Peace River Valley celebrate their home in a number of ways, by using it as recreational land for
boating, cross-country skiing, horseback riding, hiking, berry-picking, gold-panning, wildlife viewing, fishing, hunting,
camping, and more. They also celebrate through festivals and events, such as the Keepers of the Water Conference and the
Paddle for the Peace.

KEEPERS OF THE WATER
In the fall of 2006, a group of concerned citizens met to discuss their
growing fears about the fate of waters flowing into the Arctic Ocean. The
Peace River is one of the rivers that they were concerned about. The
conference has since become an annual event, with opportunities to
celebrate the rivers, and express specific concerns or threats to the
water. During the conferences, plans are drawn for sustainability
regarding northern rivers.

PADDLE FOR THE PEACE
The Paddle for the Peace is a joint project of West Moberly First
Nations and the Peace Valley Environment Association. It was started in
2005 in order to celebrate the Peace River Valley and demonstrate
opposition to the proposed Site C Dam. It has since become an annual
event, drawing over 600 participants who have canoed, kayaked and
rowed part of the Peace River. It was designed to allow residents and
visitors to get to know the Peace on a personal basis, and to celebrate the
communities that share its ecosystem.

“Clean water is a fundamental
human right and is essential for
environmental, community and
human health. As stewards of the
many diverse and significant
tributaries of our great Arctic
Ocean drainage basin, we
acknowledge water is sacred.”
Keepers of the Water II
Resolution, 2007
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CONCLUSION
The Peace River Valley is a valuable ecosystem, both in terms of economic value and cultural value. While economic
benefits of harvested timber and extracted oil and gas are measured in terms of their contribution to Canada’s GDP, the
value of the majority of the Peace River ecosystem is not considered in the GDP nor in decisions that will greatly impact the
area (Anielski & Wilson, 2005). People welcome industry for jobs and prosperity, but a proper management plan is needed
that considers sustainability of the region and of the economy. For the people of the Peace, it is important to conserve the
productive, healthy ecosystem in a way that recognizes the rich history of the place, supports current innovative initiatives,
and fosters future generations.
The unique Peace River Valley ecosystem is home to countless plants and
animals, and provides ideal habitat and habitat-connectivity for those
species. Its rolling hills and winding river valleys provide the wild spaces
needed by animals, and enable rich biodiversity to flourish in a northern
British Columbian area.
The human history of the region is as significant as the natural history.
People have lived in the Peace for over 10,000 years, and this is indicative
of the close relationship that people have with the Peace River Valley.
The stories of First Nations, early settlers, trappers and traders, miners,
foresters, oil and gas workers, farmers, and all other residents create a
picture of what it means to be connected with the Peace River Valley.
The rich agricultural soils, with the potential to service communities in
northern British Columbia and beyond, are comparable with other wellestablished agricultural regions. It is only a matter of time before the
Peace is recognized and supported as a major agricultural player in
Canada, especially with the current economic conditions and with the
anticipated climate changes.
Natural resources such as lumber, petroleum, and coal, are not the only
things to be valued in the Peace River Valley. Among other things, it is a
treasured recreation site, a safe corridor for migrating animals, a haven
for nature lovers, a means of continuing traditional First Nations
practices, and a source of inspiration for many.

“Rivers like these and their
tributaries are often at the center
of controversy, because they are
both the lifeblood of the
environment and a traditional
resource for industry and
development…”
(Yellowstone to Yukon, n.d.)

Given the natural, economic, historic, social, and spiritual aspects of the
Peace River Valley, it becomes apparent that this exceptional region needs to be cared for. Major threats to the Peace
River, such as the Site C Dam and other human developments, need to adequately consider each of the values mentioned in
this report in order to try to achieve the goal of sustainability. We need to make decisions about the Peace in a way that
fosters the integrity of the entire Peace River Valley ecosystem so that generations to come can participate in and benefit
from its natural, cultural, social, and spiritual wealth.
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GLOSSARY
Adaptation - Adjustment in to a new or changing environment.
Agricultural land reserve - a provincial zone in which agriculture is recognized as the priority use.
Aesthetic – that which appeals to the senses.
Arable land – land that is suitable for growing crops
BC Hydro – a provincial Crown electric utility in British Columbia.
Best management practices - policies, practices, procedures, or structures implemented to mitigate the adverse
environmental effects.
Bioaccumulation - The accumulation of a substance, such as a toxic chemical, in a living organism.
Biodiversity - refers to the variety of life. It can be discussed on three levels: the variety of ecosystems (Ecosystem
diversity), the variety of species (species diversity); and the variety within species (genetic diversity)
Boreal forest – North American forests often dominated by pine, spruce, fir, and larch, stretching from the east coast of
Canada westward to Alaska.
Buffer zone - an area of land specifically designed to separate one use from another, such as separating recreational activity
from breeding bird habitat.
Climate – usually defines the average weather, including qualities such as temperature, precipitation, and wind.
Connectivity – having the ability to connect with a wider community of ecosystems.
Conservation - making wise use of resources so that people and the environment will be able to use the same resources in
the future
Corridor – areas of land used to connect suitable habitat for a species or group of species, including migration paths.
COSEWIC – the Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada, made up of experts that assess and designate
which wild species in Canada are in danger of disappearing.
Creep - refers to the slow movement of rocks in a particular manner (lsuch as a slow rockslide).
Critical habitat – a particular habitat that is essential to the survival of a species or ecosystem.
Cultural keystone species - a species that influences a culture, reflected in fundamental roles in diet, materials, medicine,
and in language, ceremonies, and stories.
Culturally significant sites – places that hold unique cultural importance, including birth and death sites, calving sites,
nesting sites, ceremonial grounds, burial sites, traditional hunting areas, etc.
Cumulative Impacts – impacts that accumulate over time.
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Ecological reserve – an area of Crown land which has the potential for scientific research and education or for
representation of rare or endangered native species.
Ecosystem - a community of living things interacting with one another and with non-living aspects of the physical
environment (soils, sun, wind, weather, etc.)
Endangered – in imminent danger of extinction.
Extinction - the complete disappearance of a species.
Extirpation – the disappearance of a species in a particular region.
First Nations - refers to indigenous people. The name means that they were the “first” people to live in what we now call
Canada.
Fragmentation - breaking an area, landscape or habitat into discrete and separate pieces often as a result of land-use
change.
Habitat - an animal or plant’s “home” in the environment which provides all of its essentials for life, including food, water,
shelter, and space throughout the year and throughout the species’ life.
Indigenous peoples - people having a historical continuity with pre- invasion and pre-colonial societies that developed on
their territories. In Canada, the term Indigenous includes First Nations, Métis, and Inuit peoples.
Invasive species - a native or (locally) non-native species that invades natural habitats.
Keystone species - a species that has an important effect on its environment and on many other organisms in its
environment. A particular ecosystem’s integrity may depend on the survival of the keystone species.
Landscape - groups of ecosystems (e.g. forests, rivers, lakes, etc) that form a visible entity to humans.
Mineral lick – an area with significant minerals in small pools or slow moving streams, commonly used by ungulates to
obtain minerals.
Non-native species - a species occurring in an area outside its historically known natural range as a result of accidental
dispersal or deliberate introduction by humans (also referred to as "exotic species" or "alien species" or
"introduced species").
Oil & Gas Commission – a Crown corporation in British Columbia that regulates oil and gas activities in the province.
Petroglyph – a painting or carving on a large rock, like a boulder or cave wall.
Resilience - amount of change a system can undergo without changing its essence.
Restoration – restoring a habitat’s natural state.
Riparian – relating to the bank of a natural waterway (e.g. River, stream, natural lake).
Slide - refers to rocks falling down a cliff or slope.
Slump - refers to a rockslide that occurs in a concave (spoon-like) manner, and the materials that break off in such a slide.
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Sustainable - capable of being sustained, of continuing in the future with minimal impact on the environment.
Threshold – an abrupt change in ecological properties in an ecosystem, often reflecting changes in vegetation and soils that
may be impossible to reverse.
Ungulate – a hoofed animal, such as deer, moose, caribou, and horses.
Watershed –the area of land from which precipitation drains into a stream or river.
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APPENDIX A – BRIEF TIMELINE OF PEOPLE OF THE PEACE
10,000 years ago - Charlie Lake Caves and the Ice Free Corridor.
1700s– Beaver people, Sekani, Cree, and other First Nations live and move throughout the Peace River Valley.
1792 - Alexander Mackenzie travelled to the Continental Divide.
1793 – Alexander Mackenzie canoed up the Peace River exploring for fur-bearing animals, route later used by Simon Fraser
to “discover” his river.
1794 – Rocky Mountain Fort was built on the Peace River near the mouth of the Moberly by Alexander Mackenzie, the first
non-native settlement on the BC mainland.
Early 1800s – Use of the Peace River to establish the fur trade in BC.
1805 – Simon Fraser ascended the Peace River.
1805- The Northwest company was established at Rocky Mountain Portage House (presently Hudson’s Hope)
1821 – The first St. John’s Fort was built on the Peace River.
1823 – The “Massacre of St. John’s”, in which Hudson’s Bay Company employees were shot in a dispute about fur. HBC
withdraws trade from the area.
1829- Depletion of animals and First Nations were plagued by smallpox, other diseases, and famine.
Mid 1850s- West Moberly people were traveling in the Peace region.
1800s – Catholic and Anglican churches established missions along the fur trade.
1865-1868- Henry Moberly came to the lake which was then named after him.
1867 – Confederation - Northern BC enters the Dominion of Canada.
1870s – Brief flurry of gold-panning, but it produced very little and was not an easy route to the Yukon.
Late 1800s – Production of wheat crops.
1888-1908- Saulteau people arrived at Moberly Lake.
1908 – The Hudson’s Hope area and surrounding regions were opened to mineral staking.
1912 – Area opened to homestead claims (for $10!), people arrived in wagons, on horseback, and on foot in summer and on
sleds in winter. Most of the good agricultural land in the Peace Valley was “pre-empted” by white settlers.
1914-Treaty was adhered to by the Federal Treaty Commission at Hudson’s Hope with the Cree, Beaver and Saulteau. The
West Moberly First Nations reserve was surveyed.
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1916 - Sternwheelers provided transportation on the Peace (until the 1940s). The D.A. Thomas was the first and largest,
offering hot and cold running water and electricity.
1918- Band reserve lands were allotted to West Moberly and Saulteau First Nations.
1920s- Trap lines were identified and implemented and First Nations were left out.
1923- Peace River was no longer a profitable beaver market.
1923 - Coal Mine at Hudson’s Hope was attempted, but was not successful.
Mid 1930s - Mid 1940s- Treaty 8/INAC negotiated and purchased trap lines for the First Nations.
1942 – The Alaska Highway was constructed in just eight months, including the Peace River Bridge.
1949 – The Westcoast Transmission Pipeline was constructed from Taylor to the Fraser Valley.
1950-1960- Forestry and Industrial development placed stress on the hunting and trapping economy of the Saulteau and
Dunne-za.
1950s – Oil and natural gas exploration. “Discovery” of oil near Fort St. John marking the start of the Oil and Gas industry .
1952 - The John Hart Highway linked Dawson Creek to Prince George.
1957 - Peace River bridge collapses at Taylor.
1958 – First train on the Pacific Great Eastern Railway.
1958-59- First Nations cabins were getting burned down on their trap lines.
1962-1967- Bennett Dam was constructed without consultation, resulting in lost trade routes, disruption of animal
migration routes, loss of traditional hunting grounds and homes, loss of agricultural land and heightened mercury
levels, among many other detrimental impacts.
1957 - Peace River bridge collapses at Taylor.
1967 – The completion of the W.A.C. Bennett Dam signaled the beginning of the mass energy extraction from the region.
1973 – The Attachie Slide slumps 7 million cubic metres of land into the Peace River, blocking the flow of water for several
hours.
1976 – The Peace Canyon Dam was constructed.
1977 – BC Hydro proposed the Site C Dam.
1977 – The Hudson’s Hope Band separated into West Moberly and Halfway River First Nations.
1977 – The Fort St. John Band splits to become the Blueberry River and the Doig River First Nations.
1982 – The Site C Dam proposal was rejected because a need for electricity could not be demonstrated.
2005 – Site C was being reconsidered by BC Hydro.
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APPENDIX B – BC LISTED SPECIES
RED-LISTED ANIMAL AND FISH SPECIES
Scientific Name

English Name

Ammodramus nelsoni

Nelson's Sharp-tailed Sparrow

Bartramia longicauda

Upland Sandpiper

Bos bison athabascae

Wood Bison

Bos bison bison

Plains Bison

Buteo swainsoni

Swainson's Hawk

Coturnicops noveboracensis

Yellow Rail

Dendroica castanea

Bay-breasted Warbler

Dendroica tigrina

Cape May Warbler

Falco peregrinus anatum

Peregrine Falcon, anatum subspecies

Notropis atherinoides

Emerald Shiner

Notropis hudsonius

Spottail Shiner

Oporornis agilis

Connecticut Warbler

Rangifer tarandus pop. 14

Caribou (boreal population)

RED-LISTED PLANT SPECIES
Scientific Name

English Name

Alopecurus alpinus

alpine meadow-foxtail

Anemone virginiana var. cylindroidea

riverbank anemone

Arabis sparsiflora

sickle-pod rockcress

Artemisia longifolia

long-leaved mugwort

Atriplex nuttallii

Nuttall's orache

Botrychium ascendens

upswept moonwort

Botrychium spathulatum

spoon-shaped moonwort

Bryum uliginosum
Carex xerantica

dry-land sedge

Cirsium drummondii

Drummond's thistle

Erigeron trifidus

three-lobed daisy
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Helianthus nuttallii var. nuttallii

Nuttall's sunflower

Lomatium foeniculaceum var. foeniculaceum

fennel-leaved desert-parsley

Penstemon gracilis

slender penstemon

Polygala senega

Seneca-snakeroot

Polypodium sibiricum

Siberian polypody

Prenanthes racemosa ssp. multiflora

purple rattlesnake-root

Ranunculus cardiophyllus

heart-leaved buttercup

Ranunculus rhomboideus

prairie buttercup

Rhizomnium punctatum
Schistidium pulchrum
Scolochloa festucacea

rivergrass

Selaginella rupestris

rock selaginella

Senecio congestus

marsh fleabane

Sphagnum nitidum
Sphagnum platyphyllum
Splachnum rubrum

BLUE-LISTED ANIMAL AND FISH SPECIES
Scientific Name

English Name

Ammodramus leconteii

Le Conte's Sparrow

Asio flammeus

Short-eared Owl

Botaurus lentiginosus

American Bittern

Branta bernicla

Brant

Buteo lagopus

Rough-legged Hawk

Buteo platypterus

Broad-winged Hawk

Coenagrion angulatum

Prairie Bluet

Contopus cooperi

Olive-sided Flycatcher

Dendroica virens

Black-throated Green Warbler

Enallagma hageni

Hagen's Bluet

Gulo gulo luscus

Wolverine, luscus subspecies

Hiodon alosoides

Goldeye
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Hirundo rustica

Barn Swallow

Margariscus margarita

Pearl Dace

Martes pennanti

Fisher

Melanitta perspicillata

Surf Scoter

Myotis septentrionalis

Northern Myotis

Ovis canadensis

Bighorn Sheep

Rangifer tarandus pop. 15

Caribou (northern mountain population)

Salvelinus confluentus

Bull Trout

Salvelinus malma

Dolly Varden

Ursus arctos

Grizzly Bear

Vertigo arthuri

Callused Vertigo

Wilsonia canadensis

Canada Warbler

BLUE-LISTED PLANT SPECIES
Scientific Name

English Name

Anemone canadensis

Canada anemone

Arnica chamissonis ssp. incana

meadow arnica

Astragalus vexilliflexus var. vexilliflexus

bent-flowered milk-vetch

Botrychium simplex

least moonwort

Bryobrittonia longipes
Bryum stenotrichum
Calamagrostis montanensis

plains reedgrass

Carex bicolor

two-coloured sedge

Carex misandra

short-leaved sedge

Carex torreyi

Torrey's sedge

Chrysosplenium iowense

Iowa golden-saxifrage

Cicuta virosa

European water-hemlock

Didymodon subandreaeoides
Draba alpina

alpine draba

Draba fladnizensis

Austrian draba

Draba glabella var. glabella

smooth draba

Draba porsildii

Porsild's draba

Epilobium leptocarpum

small-fruited willowherb

Galium labradoricum

northern bog bedstraw
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Glyceria pulchella

slender mannagrass

Helictotrichon hookeri

spike-oat

Hypnum procerrimum
Juncus arcticus ssp. alaskanus

arctic rush

Koenigia islandica

Iceland koenigia

Lomatogonium rotatum

marsh felwort

Luzula nivalis

arctic wood-rush

Luzula rufescens

rusty wood-rush

Minuartia austromontana

Rocky Mountain sandwort

Minuartia elegans

northern sandwort

Orthotrichum speciosum var. elegans
Oxytropis campestris var. davisii

Davis' locoweed

Pedicularis parviflora ssp. parviflora

small-flowered lousewort

Pinguicula villosa

hairy butterwort

Rosa arkansana var. arkansana

Arkansas rose

Rumex arcticus

arctic dock

Salix petiolaris

meadow willow

Salix serissima

autumn willow

Sarracenia purpurea ssp. gibbosa

common pitcher-plant

Scorpidium turgescens
Senecio plattensis

plains butterweed

Silene involucrata ssp. involucrata

arctic campion

Sphagnum wulfianum
Sphenopholis intermedia

slender wedgegrass

Symphyotrichum puniceum var. puniceum

purple-stemmed aster

Tetraplodon angustatus
Utricularia ochroleuca

ochroleucous bladderwort

(Ministry of Environment, 2009)
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APPENDIX C - MAP OF THE AREA WITH SITE HIGHLIGHTS
AREA MAPS
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BC PEACE RIVER DETAILED MAPS

The following maps show a sampling of the special places mentioned in this document, starting from the Williston Reservoir
and concluding at the Alberta Border. These maps are not extensive; there are hundreds of archeological sites, important
ecological areas, numerous farms and sacred cultural places not shown.
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MAP NOTES
Attachie: Named after a headman of the Beaver People, a signatory of Treaty 8.
Boucher Lake: Waterfowl habitat, including nesting trumpeter swans.
Cache Creek: Habitat for deer, elk, moose, a variety of birds, and small mammals throughout the year.
Cecil Lake…protected by Ducks Unlimited (the lake itself). One of the few large bodies of water in the Peace Lowlands.
Charlie Lake: Location of Charlie Lake Caves.
Halfway River: The important external watershed link with the Muskwa-Kechika area to the northwest and mountain
foothills areas to the south, thus has an exceptionally high connectivity value.
Taylor to Alberta Border: Riparian habitat and heavily used portion of the river.
Tompkins Farm: Began in 1919, still farmed by their son.
Watson Farms: Began in 1931, log house restored on the Boon property, along with the first Bear Flat School, established in
1921.
Watson Slough: Extensive wetland, popular camping site for Beaver, Ducks Unlimited
Wilder Creek: A small store and trading post was located here.
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