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Introduction 
 
In November 2015, Tamitik Status of Women in the District of Kitimat organized a local advisory 
group made up of women from the Haisla Nation, Kitimat, and the Ending Violence Association 
of BC, with support from members of the University of Guelph. The group’s goal was, and 
continues to be, to learn more about, and develop strategies for responding to, the experiences 
of diverse women and girls in the District of Kitimat and the Haisla Nation community of 
Kitamaat Village. In this report we use the term, “the research team” to describe the university 
researchers and members of the community advisory group together. Sometimes we refer 
specifically to the community advisory group because of their important role in informing the 
research findings. The community advisory group’s work has included organizing sharing circles, 
helping to validate findings, enhancing our understanding of Haisla language and culture, and 
giving context to situations discussed by participants during the sharing circles. The advisory 
group is providing ongoing project input and oversight to ensure that this work is accountable 
to, and useful for, people and organizations in Kitimat and the Haisla Nation. 
 
One long-term goal of the group is to work with governments, companies, and organizations to 
ensure that local planning and decision-making accounts for the experiences and perspectives 
of local Indigenous and northern women. The importance of understanding and tracking 
change and its related impacts in places like the Haisla Nation and the District of Kitimat cannot 
be understated. Even over the relatively short course of preparing this report, the economic 
and social circumstances in both Kitimat and the Haisla Nation’s Kitamaat Village have shifted, 
primarily because of changes in planned and ongoing resource-related projects.  
 
This report starts with a brief description of the District of Kitimat and the Haisla Nation, and an 
explanation of why it is important to understand the wellbeing experiences of northern and 
Indigenous women and girls. It then gives an overview of the approach that we took to gather 
and analyze data. Data were drawn from 19 sharing circles and one individual conversation with 
in total 130 women aged 14 and over, between June 2016 and May 2017. Through these 
discussions, we documented local women’s definitions of wellbeing, along with factors that 
impact wellbeing in their personal lives and across their communities.  
 
The findings from the sharing circles are organized into 18 themes: the physical environment, 
recreation, mutual aid, social isolation, migration, technology, volunteerism, education, health 
services, transportation, appropriate housing, safety, childcare, employment, women’s 
empowerment, Indigenous culture1, discrimination, and politics. Across these categories we 

                                                
1 We had a lot of discussion about whether we could include “Indigenous culture” as a theme, without being 
reductive. Eventually, through discussions with our Indigenous partners, we decided to use the thematic approach 
to highlight the relationship between (primarily) Haisla women’s wellbeing and the erosion of their culture, but 
also to recognize the intersections between Indigeneity and all other dimensions of Indigenous women’s 
experiences.  
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learned that connections to the land and social cohesion are critical for sustaining women in 
this region. Overall, the report shows that women in Kitimat and the Haisla Nation have both 
common and unique experiences. Participants also offered many insights into how their 
communities might begin to address ongoing challenges of isolation (both social and 
geographic), inequality, environmental change, and economic “booms” and “busts” reflective 
of areas – like this one – that rely heavily on the natural resource economy. Throughout the 
report, quotes featured in text boxes capture the voices of sharing circle participants. 
 
The report ends with a brief discussion of the key themes, and an overview of the project’s next 
steps. Based on research participants’ recommendations, the next phase of the project includes 
sharing this report in its current format, as well as through presentations and shorter, targeted 
documents emerging from our findings. The local advisory group also developed an action plan,  
which includes a long-term commitment to advancing inclusive community engagement in 
policy development so that diverse women’s lives and experiences inform all facets of local 
planning and decision-making.  
 
This research adds to other research about Kitimat and the Haisla Nation. For example, this 
report complements another recently released report that tracks social and economic change in 
Kitimat from 2011-20162 by offering data from a gendered perspective, including the 
experiences of Haisla women, and meeting with a wide range of residents. Our report also 
contributes more detail to the nature of challenges facing women. For example, according to a 
recent Northern BC Housing Study3, houses in the District of Kitimat are in relatively good 
condition, but affordability is a serious problem for renters. Up to 24 percent of renters spend 
over 50 percent of their income on housing.4 However, that study does not address specific 
types of housing needs (i.e., particular spaces for people with disabilities, or seniors), and does 
not include details about the state of housing in the Haisla Nation’s Kitamaat Village, where 
research participants reported problems with, among other things, mould and overcrowding. 
We do not know the exact statistics for the Haisla Nation, but since there are at least some 
people living in such conditions, it is a problem requiring attention.  
 
  

                                                
2 Ryser & Halseth, 2017 
3 Mochrie, Morris & Halseth, 2016 
4 The Canadian Mortgage and Housing Corporation says that housing is not considered affordable if it takes more 
than 30 percent of a household’s [individual or family] before-tax income (https://www.cmhc-
schl.gc.ca/en/inpr/afhoce/afhoce_021.cfm). 
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Kitimat and the Haisla Nation  
 
This report is based on community and individual conversations with women in Kitimat and the 
Haisla Nation5, in the northwestern region of present day British Columbia. About 636 of the 
Haisla Nation’s 1911 people live in Kitamaat Village, which is also home to the band 
government.6 According to the Indian Registry for the Haisla Nation Council, about 41 percent 
of the Haisla population are women aged 18 and over, and about 200 of those women live in 
Kitamaat Village. These numbers are approximate, because they are based on addresses, and 
sometimes people have an off-reserve address but live on reserve, or vice versa. Haisla people 
have lived in the territory that includes present day Kitimat, and stretches across a large section 
of the northwest coast of British Columbia, for over 9000 years; until the late nineteenth 
century they “traditionally occupied and used just over 4 million acres of land and waterways”7.  

 
Like other First Nations, Haisla people 
experienced (and still experience) extreme 
trauma and loss because of colonization. 
There was a residential school in Kitamaat 
Village until 1941. However, the Nation has 
many strengths, including a bustling 
recreation centre and children’s centre, an 
active health centre, and an inviting Elders’ 

centre. Haisla Nation’s recent band elections saw the election of a new female Chief. The 
former Chief was recently elected to the British Columbia Legislative Assembly. Haisla Nation 
Council has one chief councillor, one deputy chief, and ten councillors. Haisla Nation runs on a 
four-year term to ensure continuity and consistency; five councillors are elected every four 
years as per Haisla Nations custom election code. The traditional government structure in the 
Haisla Nation was based on clans led by hereditary Chiefs. In this tradition, only men are 
allowed to speak in the feast hall, delivering specific speeches, led by the hereditary Chief. 
However, speeches are often informed by the mu’smuzilh8, or women of high rank. 
The District of Kitimat was established much later. As a municipality, it was designed by famous 
town planner Clarence Stein, whose “vision for the new town site blended the economic needs 
of Alcan to have a stable labour force with the social needs of the families and workers to feel 
part of a permanent and welcoming community”.9 Kitimat was a model for several “company 

                                                
5 The Haisla women with whom we spoke live either in Kitimat (which is in Haisla territory) or in the Haisla Nation’s 
reserve, called Kitamaat Village. We refer mostly to comments coming from Haisla women as coming from women 
from the Haisla Nation, but sometimes reference Kitamaat Village when the specific geography of the reserve is 
relevant to the point being made. 
6 T. Windsor, personal communication, December, 2017 
7 Haisla.ca/community-kitamaat-village/ 
8 Because the Haisla language was an oral language, there remains uncertainty about how to spell many words. 
Here and throughout the document, we have spelled words as instructed by women in the Haisla Nation.  
9 District of Kitimat, 2014, p. 138 

Haisla society is “matrilineal, so everything 
– like with names, even though we have 
the he’mas chiefs who usually speak at our 
feasts, if you actually sit and watch who’s 
the head boss, a majority of the time that 
male chief is getting their words from the 
mu’smuzilh, the ‘lady chiefs’.”  
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towns” that emerged close to resource extraction projects, but were controlled wholly by the 
project proponent, and only became municipalities after British Columbia’s 1965 introduction 
of the Instant Towns Act. Eleven “company towns” became municipalities under the Instant 
Towns Act between 1965 and 1971.10 Kitimat’s population fluctuates because of the typical 
“boom” and “bust” economy that comes with towns that rely heavily on one or a few 
industries. In recent history, it has gone from just below 9,000 in 2006 to about 8,300 in 2011, 
and over 9,000 in 2012. As of 2011, about 19 percent of the population identified as 
immigrants.11 According to the most recent census, Kitimat’s current population includes 4,205 
men and 3,925 women (Statistics Canada, 2017). Men slightly outnumber women in all age 
categories except for those aged 65 and older, where there are more women. Kitimat is a busy 
town with a lot of activities and organizations working to meet the needs of community 
members. The Council of the District of Kitimat includes a mayor and six councillors, including 
two women councillors. The next municipal election in Kitimat will be in the Fall of 2018.  
 

Indigenous and Northern Women and Girls 
 
For too long, the lives and experiences of northern women and girls in what is now Canada, 
have not been carefully considered in the face of community change. In places like Kitimat and 
the Haisla Nation’s Kitamaat Village, that are close to major resource extraction and 
development projects, people are deeply affected by the “boom” and “bust” economic cycle. 
Some people benefit, but many people do not. For example, when a few people with access to 
high paying jobs can easily afford goods and services, costs increase, and people without the 
same access find it harder and harder to afford basic necessities like food and shelter.  
 
Understanding community change also means understanding the history in which changes take 
place. The effects of community changes on Haisla women occur in the context of colonization. 
For example, language loss, first by forcing Indigenous children into residential schools, and 
later by removing them from their homes during the “Sixties Scoop”12, is one of the serious and 
ongoing effects of colonization. Understanding the role of schools in language loss helps us 
understand the possible and actual role of schools in language learning and other forms of 
cultural revitalization today and in the future.  
 

                                                
10 British Columbia Ministry of Community, Sport, and Cultural Development, 2017 
11 District of Kitimat, 2014 
12 The “Sixties Scoop” refers to a period in the 1960s and 1970s when a large number of Indigenous children were 
taken into custody across Canada’s provincial child welfare systems, and sent to live primarily with non-Indigenous 
families. However, far from being history, John Beaucage, then Aboriginal Advisor in Ontario, noted in the 
relatively recent report prepared for the province that “there is now a different kind of assimilation taking place 
that is referred to as the ‘Millennium Scoop’” 
(http://www.children.gov.on.ca/htdocs/English/professionals/indigenous/child_welfare-2011.aspx)     
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A recent review of literature about the effects of energy and resource extraction projects in the 
Canadian north uncovered a lot of information about impacts on diverse community members. 
There are impacts on education, health, safety, economic development, and Indigenous 
culture, among others.13 Certainly, resource extraction and development projects bring benefits 
to some people in northern communities. Employment opportunities are, for example, a 
commonly recognized benefit. One study even found that when parents travel for work and 
children are cared for by grandparents who speak their native language, it can result in children 
learning the language.14  
 
However, along with these benefits come numerous and serious negative impacts for some 
communities and community members who are, in many cases, already facing challenges. 
These challenges can affect individual and collective wellbeing, and can make it more difficult 
for communities to respond to future resource extraction project proposals. Some of these 
impacts are specific and immediate, but are only visible when we pay careful attention to the 
experiences of diverse community members, including women and girls. For example, the 
employment opportunities associated with resource extraction projects are often concentrated 
in male-dominated fields, and are often cyclical and precarious, meaning that they are only 
temporary. As well, the short-term jobs available are often low-skill jobs, while long-term 
employment opportunities require substantial education and training that northerners may not 
be able to access.15 As well, available jobs often require shift work and/or “fly-in fly-out” work 
schedules, which can have negative consequences for families16, including by disrupting 
traditional harvesting activities.17 Further, when access to childcare is limited, shift work can be 
nearly impossible to access for women, who are still mostly responsible for childcare. Finally, 
gender and racial discrimination can create other, or more, barriers to employment access.18 
Researchers and community members in other studies have also pointed to challenges with 
housing costs and availability19; impacts on educational pursuits20, food security21, culture and 
traditions22; and a wide range of health impacts and related consequences.23,24  

                                                
13 Stienstra et al., 2016 
14 Davison & Hawe, 2011 
15 Andrachuk & Smit, 2012; Bernauer, 2011 
16 Coumans, 2005; Dylan, Smallboy & Lightman, 2013; Parkins & Angell, 2011; Shandro et al., 2011 
17 Buell, 2006 
18 Cox & Mills, 2015; Davison & Hawe, 2012; Haalboom, 2014; Cameron & Levitan, 2014; Bernauer, 2011; Foster & 
Taylor, 2013 
19 Buell, 2006; Goldenberg et al., 2010 
20 Davison & Hawe, 2012; Goldenberg et al., 2010; Parlee, 2015 
21 Angell & Parkins, 2011; Buell, 2006; Dylan, Smallboy & Lightman, 2013; Loo, 2007 
22 Angell & Parkins, 2011; Booth & Skelton, 2011; Buell, 2006; Stienstra, 2015 
23 Coumans, 2005; Forestell, 2006; Boucher et al., 2012; Boucher et al., 2014; Dana, Meis-Mason & Anderson, 
2008; Camerson & Levitan, 2014; Buell, 2006; Shandro et al., 2011 
24 We outline these impacts in more detail in the complete research report, available online at: http://fnn.criaw-
icref.ca/images/userfiles/files/SSHRC%20KS%20Report.pdf.  
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These other studies are important because they help us understand the big picture, but they 
also reveal that there are still many things we do not know about the experiences of diverse 
women in northern communities. For example, we have very little information about the 
experiences of young women in the north. We also do not know much about what it is like for 
senior women living in the north. This report is the first step in trying to better understand, and 
create a plan – or maybe many plans – for responding to the experiences of diverse Indigenous 
and settler women and young women in Kitimat and the Haisla Nation. 
 

Approach 
 
To begin data collection, the research team designed and conducted a series of sharing circles. 
The circles were organized and co-facilitated by research team members from Tamitik Status of 
Women (Kitimat), the Haisla Nation, the University of Guelph (Ontario), and a local advisory 
group.25 These sharing circles (like focus groups) took place from the summer of 2016 through 
the spring of 2017, and focused on the topic of community wellbeing. Every sharing circle was 
facilitated by a member of the community advisory group (usually the local project coordinator 
or local research assistant). Leah Levac, the primary research partner from the University of 
Guelph, was involved in most of the sharing circles as well. The project was reviewed and 
approved by the University of Guelph’s research ethics board, and by the Haisla Nation Council. 
Everyone who participated in a sharing circle did so voluntarily, and was free to stop 
participating at any time. No personal details are included in the report out of respect for the 
participants who shared their stories and experiences so freely. In the sharing circles, we asked 
participating women what wellbeing was, what harmed their wellbeing, and what helped their 
wellbeing. One of the challenges of this approach was that many women asked us to define 
wellbeing for them. However, as you will see in the findings presented below, beginning 
without a definition of wellbeing ultimately led to a rich and complex understanding of 
women’s experiences, and therefore of their own definitions of wellbeing.  
 
The goal for this stage of the research was to hear from as many women as possible, with as 
much diversity amongst them as possible. To help with this, we put posters up around town, 
sent emails through organizations’ email lists, and spread the word about the sharing circles 
through social media and word of mouth. Members of the community advisory group also 
                                                
25 The local advisory group includes: Ehryn Bolton, Haisla Youth Coach; Cassidi Bolton, Haisla Youth Coach; Rosanna 
Christiansen-Stewart, Haisla Health Centre; Dolores Pollard, Haisla Youth and Family Service Coordinator; Marilyn 
Furlan, Haisla Elders Centre; Marianne Hemmy, Kitimat Community Development Centre; Michelle Martins, 
Tamitik Status of Women; Laura Olsson, Haisla Health Centre; Mary Ellen Proctor, Community Volunteer; Cheryl 
Rumley, Tamitik Status of Women; Kristin Guite, Tamitik Status of Women; and Julie Wakita, Hospital Foundation. 
Tracy Porteous and Kate Rossiter of the Ending Violence Association of BC are also advisors on the project. The 
research team members from the University of Guelph are Leah Levac and Lisa McMurtry. 
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invited women to participate in the sharing circles. We made audio recording of the sharing 
circles and transcribed the recordings verbatim (exactly as they were spoken). Based on the 
questions we asked (see Appendix A), and on key points raised during the sharing circles, we 
created a set of codes that we thought were important to listen for in each recording. Each 
transcript was reviewed by at least two members of the research team. After the initial review, 
we revised the codes, and then used the revised codes (also included in Appendix A) to 
highlight findings and key themes across the sharing circles. The research team reviewed the 
first draft of this report in March 2017. Members of the research team from the community 
advisory group offered some additional context to help interpret the findings. They also wanted 
to hear from more women from the Haisla Nation. As a result, we held three more sharing 
circles in the Haisla Nation’s Kitamaat Village to try and hear from more Haisla women. After 
these additional sharing circles, the report was revised and reviewed by the research team. In 
November 2017, we shared a draft of this report with over 60 women26 who participated in one 
of the initial sharing circles, and invited them to send us comments in writing. We invited the 
same women to join us for a ‘feedback and next steps’ workshop in December 2017 to discuss 
the report. The findings that follow are based on our original data, and have been reviewed and 
revised based on feedback from 37 original participants from the Haisla Nation and Kitimat who 
participated in one of four workshops in December 2017. This report is also the foundation for 
the research team’s next steps, which includes working to create more inclusive spaces for 
Indigenous and northern women’s voices to be included in policy development and decision-
making.  
 

Participants 
 
Sharing circle participants included 130 women and young women from Kitimat and the Haisla 
Nation. Table 1 gives an overview of the dates, locations, co-facilitators, and sizes of the sharing 
circles. The locations were chosen to try and ensure a diverse range of participants, and to help 
people feel comfortable participating. We did not record specific details about individual 
participants such as their age or ethnic background. However, because of the diverse locations 
for the sharing circles, the hard work of the community advisory group, and the advisory 
group’s personal knowledge, we know that we talked with women of all ages (from young 
adolescents to women in their 80s), and across socioeconomic groups (from living below the 
low-income cut-off to being quite wealthy). Just over one-fifth (n=28) of the women who 
participated in a sharing circle were youth (under age 25), and almost one-quarter (n=31) 
identified as Haisla.     
 
 
                                                
26 During the initial sharing circles, women were invited to provide us with their contact information if they wanted 
to participate in this research in an ongoing way. Everyone who provided their contact information received a copy 
of the draft report. 
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Table 1. Sharing Circle Participants 
 

Date Venue Co-Facilitators  # of 
Participants 

June 4, 2016  Private Home Leah & Cheryl 9 
June 6, 2016 
 

Horizon House Leah & Cheryl 10 
Transition House Michelle & Cheryl 5 
Vitality Spa Marianne & Leah 2 

June 7, 2016 
 

Seniors Centre Leah & Marianne 18 
Work BC Leah & Cheryl 5 

June 8, 2016 Child Development Centre (Youth) Leah & Marianne  4 
 Housing Office   Leah & Michelle  16 
June 9, 2016 
 

c’imo’ca ChildCare Centre Leah & Rosanna 7 
Tamitik Status of Women Leah & Cheryl 4 

June 10, 2016 Haisla Rec Centre (Youth) Leah & Dolores 4 
June 27, 2016 Vitality Spa Marianne 8 
August 26, 2016 Tamitik Status of Women Rebecca & Cheryl 2 
November 7, 2016 Private Home (Haisla Elders) Rebecca 2 
November 14, 2016 Kitimat City High (Youth) Rebecca & Debbie 9 
November 29, 2016 Mount Elizabeth Secondary School 

(Youth) 
Rebecca & Debbie 7 

May 2, 2017 Haisla Health Centre Rebecca & Rosanna 6 
May 3, 2017 Haisla Health Centre Rebecca & Rosanna 7 
May 5, 2017 Haisla Rec Centre (Youth) Rebecca & Cassidi 4 
May 9, 2017 Private Home (Haisla Elder) Cheryl 1 

Total Participants 130 
 
Despite the extensive and diverse range of participants, we are aware that there are some 
silences in our data. Few participating women discussed sexual orientation or gender identity, 
and few non-Indigenous racialized women participated. We are conscious of these silences, and 
moving forward, we will continue to seek out the voices of all women in the District of Kitimat 
and the Haisla Nation. 
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Findings Overview 
 
The findings, organized by theme, are based on our analysis of all the sharing circles hosted by 
the research team from the summer of 2016 to the spring of 2017, and on additional feedback 
gathered during the feedback and next steps workshops held in December 2017. Themes are 
broad topics that came up repeatedly while we were reading and coding transcripts. The main 
themes that came up during the sharing circles are presented in the next section. For example, 
many women commented on the value of the natural environment to their wellbeing, and 
discussed the importance of outdoor activities for relaxation, recreation, and social connection. 
This is discussed in the theme of “physical 
environment”. A wide range of women 
also commented on the lack of local health 
services, especially mental health services. 
Issues of gossip and social isolation were 
also widely discussed. The main themes included in this report are presented below. The order 
in which they appear reflects ways in which they were interconnected in sharing circle 
discussions. 
 

• Physical Environment • Recreation 
• Mutual Aid • Social Isolation 
• Migration • Technology 
• Volunteerism • Education 
• Health Services • Transportation 
• Appropriate Housing  • Safety 
• Childcare • Employment 
• Women’s Empowerment • Indigenous Culture 
• Discrimination • Politics 

 
On reflection, we came to understand that these themes, taken together, represent the broad 
definition of women’s wellbeing in Kitimat and the Haisla Nation. In other words, women’s 
wellbeing is multi-faceted, and affected by a range of social, interpersonal, economic, and 
political conditions. During the ‘feedback and next steps’ workshops held in December 2017, 
we asked women to consider which of the above themes has the most positive impact on 
women’s wellbeing and which has the most negative impact. Almost half of the 31 women who 
responded said that mutual aid and women’s empowerment have the most positive effect on 
women’s wellbeing. Some also suggested that women’s empowerment underpins all other 
themes. Education and safety also rated highly, followed by the physical environment, 
volunteerism, health services, employment, and politics. In comparison, about half of the 
women who responded rated appropriate housing and social isolation as issues that have the 
potential to have the most negative effect on women’s wellbeing. Four women felt that safety 
was the most important issue. Other issues seen to be especially significant by women in this 

“I think the one saving grace I have through a lot 
of this was those little wonderful pathways that 
weave around Kitimat. I’ve walked them all.” 
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group included mutual aid, health services, transportation, employment, discrimination, and 
education.  
 
Some of the sharing circles were quite specific to a group – such as young women – but many of 
the sharing circles included women who were diverse in age, socioeconomic status, ethnicity, 
and other characteristics. Many of the women across Kitimat and the Haisla Nation talked 
about similar benefits and challenges to their wellbeing. However, there were also differences, 
and some themes were especially important for specific groups of women, such as Haisla 
women, or younger or older women.27  
 
In the discussion section at the end of the report, we point out themes, challenges, and 
opportunities that seemed unique or especially important to specific groups. However, we have 
also tried to avoid implying that all young women, or all Haisla women, and so on, have had the 
same experiences. During the ‘feedback and next steps’ workshops, we also asked women if 
they felt that the report did a good job of describing their experiences. About three-quarters of 
the participants said that it did. Slightly more than half of those polled indicated that their 
wellbeing had improved somewhat since they spoke at the sharing circles in the summer of 
2016 and spring of 2017. Two people did not feel that the report did a good job of capturing 
their experiences. We hope that our revisions have addressed their concerns.  
 
Overall, we have done our best to recognize that because of different backgrounds, 
environments, and social identities (such as age, race, health status, and so on), the experiences 
of women in Kitimat and Haisla Nation’s Kitamaat Village are not all the same. Some women are 
thriving, but some women face a lot of barriers to wellbeing, and in many cases, these barriers 
are beyond their control. 
 

Thematic Summaries 
 
Physical Environment 
Women across the sharing circles talked about many benefits of living in an area rich in natural 
beauty and outdoor recreation opportunities. The natural environment is an essential source of 
nutrition, refuge, communal gathering, spiritual renewal, and mental health, and, in some 
cases, identity. Haisla women often described their identity as including a relationship with the 
land, which was especially clear when they were discussing food (primarily fish) harvesting and 
preparation, a topic we cover in more detail below. Other women noted that free activities 

                                                
27 It is interesting that in at least three conversations, the topic of men’s mental health also came up. Participants 
suggested that men also need mental health supports, but that they may be less willing, or have more trouble, 
accessing available supports (i.e., they may face additional stigma). Overall, the related points participants seemed 
to be making were that men’s and women’s mental health is often interdependent, and that generally, women see 
the importance of men’s involvement in advancing gender equality more broadly. 
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outdoors such as hiking, ice skating, and swimming are vital sources of recreation and 
connection to nature.  

 
Because of the importance of the 
natural environment to women’s 
wellbeing, the imperative to protect the 
environment, trails, wildlife, and access 
to the water came up repeatedly in the 

sharing circles. However, this – as a topic that is often in tension with resource-based 
development – was described as a “dividing issue” by some women. In other words, there was 
a sense amongst some participants that you “had to be careful about what you said” when it 
came to concerns about environmental degradation. Another participant noted that there is a 
general “lack of imagination” about what a more ecologically sustainable model for economic 
development could look like.    
 
Recreation 
While the outdoors provides opportunities for inexpensive recreation, some women noted that 
it is also relatively inexpensive to register kids in recreation programs, as compared to larger 
communities. However, more commonly women commented that organized recreational 
opportunities are not accessible because so many local women do not have any disposable 
income. This means that the diverse services of organizations like the Riverlodge Recreation 
Centre or the 4H Club, which offer physical, social, and intellectual engagement, are out of 
reach for many. Women also noted that some subsidies are available, but that accessing them 
can be stigmatizing.  
 
Recreation can also provide opportunities for negotiating differences within and between 
community members. An interesting point raised by a Haisla woman was the decision to 
register her child in sports in Kitimat as a way of exposing her child to non-Indigenous children. 
This, the mother hoped, would help ease the child’s transition to school in Kitimat in the future.  
 
Many women rely on visiting with friends at home for recreation, but this solution requires 
women to have the housing and other means necessary to host gatherings. It also risks isolating 
women in private, domestic spaces. Related, women noted that the loss of the local theatre 
and bowling alley have reduced already limited opportunities for community members to 
congregate and interact with one another in public, all-ages settings, free from alcohol. Women 
expressed interest in seeing more communal gathering places develop “where you don’t have 
to buy six beers to feel like you belong”. In particular, women noted that there is not much to 
do for women in their 20s and 30s. Women also explained that they have been discouraged 
from going out in the past because they have been overwhelmed, harassed, or intimidated by 
people who they believe to be visiting workers who leave the work camp to go drinking. 
However, organizations such as the LUSO Club were recognized for hosting events that have 
provided a positive alternative for camp workers. 

“It’s a privilege to be able to go to Alcan beach… 
walk around where the tidal waves are, especially 
when it is on low tide and smell the ocean. Not 
many people smell seaweed up close.” 
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Many women expressed a desire for more, affordable entertainment as well, such as shows and 
concerts, driven by local talent. In multiple sharing circles women commented on the creativity 
of fellow community members, especially in music and crafts. Ultimately, sharing circle 
participants want to see more free, all-ages programming (e.g., coffee houses, festivals) 
happening in public spaces. 
 
Mutual Aid 
Despite the barriers to social connection, another distinguishing feature in Kitimat and the 
Haisla Nation’s Kitamaat Village is that people seem to look out for one another. Residents 
advocate for one another and help each other to 
navigate bureaucracy, so that they can access 
community supports or government services. They 
use the community Facebook page to communicate 
about needs and solicit donations. One example we 
heard about was women taking initiative to organize 
a bereavement support group for parents who have lost a child.  
 

Parents expressed that the size of the 
community means it is easier to raise 
children, both because amenities are in 
close proximity and because everyone 

knows one another. Parents know who their kids are spending time with, where they are, and 
when they might be in trouble. Community members look out for other people’s children, and 
generally help one another when in need.  
 
It was also noted that the presence of many different churches is a factor contributing to 
wellbeing because they provide opportunities for community building and humanitarian 
service. However, some Haisla women pointed out that churches have also been responsible 
for culturally devastating practices, including residential schools. In other words, peoples’ 
experiences with churches are far from universally positive.  
 
Social Isolation 
Despite the prevalence of social support, many women also report feeling isolated, which often 
leads to depression. Isolation seems to be worsened by women recognizing that there is a lack 
of privacy in a small community, and that consequently community members gossip about one 
another and form cliques. At its worst, gossip is felt to threaten women’s professional and 
interpersonal safety. This perception of social segregation and mistrust was reported in both 

Kitimat and Haisla Nation’s Kitamaat 
Village. It can discourage women from 
seeking support services or calling the 

“I think there’s more of an 
underground community, with the 
services of people helping each other, 
but that’s not really visible.” 

“It’s the love of the people and the community 
that keeps everybody going, and everybody cares. 
Everybody cares in this community.” 
 

“Everybody talks here too so you can do one thing 
and the next day the whole town will know.” 
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police for fear that others will know about and judge their actions. There is also concern about 
a lack of anonymity between services providers and users because of the small population. 
 
Some women become isolated in their own 
homes, and the elimination of home 
visitation services was noted as a significant 
loss. Older women in particular are hindered 
by snow and by the fact that many houses 
and businesses in Kitimat are accessible only by using stairs. Related to this is the need for 
home services that support aging in place, and other kinds of supportive health services. Finally, 
participants suggested that there is a need for more informal mental health services, such as 
peer support groups, to help women connect with one another, share their mutual experiences 
and thereby alleviate some of their anxieties. During the sessions when we reviewed the draft 
report, one woman explained that even the act of getting together for the original sharing circle 
as part of this report had served to offer a safe place for women to receive and provide 
emotional support for each other.    

 
Concerns were also expressed that lone parents, newcomers to the community, and women 
who do not have children often have trouble integrating socially because there are few 
opportunities for them to make friends. However, others commented that there are a lot of 
low-cost volunteer groups that one can join to achieve a greater sense of connection and 
belonging, such as Kitimat’s Dragonboat teams. Others suggested that women who are working 
extremely long shifts, and those who are preoccupied searching for work, are often not 
available to engage in such activities. 
 
Haisla and non-Indigenous women spoke about the need to heal divisions that exist between 
Indigenous people and settlers; between those who are for or against unions; between people 
on opposite sides of environmental debates; between people of varying economic 
backgrounds; between locals and newcomers; and between youth and seniors. Women also 
remarked that this project has already helped to build some connections between women, and 
that it might in future help to develop common ground and shared goals across social groups. 
 
Migration 
Another topic that was touched on briefly concerned the popularity of online dating as a way of 
meeting people outside of communities in which men significantly outnumber women, and 
where many locals are related to one another. This results in some people leaving the area to 
pursue romantic relationships. When older women discussed the possibility of moving away to 

“Wellbeing means to me, not only looking after myself but thinking of others. Wellbeing is 
being happy, doing for others whenever you can, not listening to gossip because gossip is 
poison. It can poison your mind. Some people keep adding to it and it gets worse. You can get 
sick, not sick sick but sick in the way you feel.” 

“A lot of people do feel that they’re alone.”   
 
“It’s terribly lonely. That’s what I suffer 
from the most.” 
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seek out resources or greater stability elsewhere, they expressed anxiety about starting over 
later in life and experiencing further isolation. Women also noted that sometimes, they could 
not follow their grown children (and therefore, grandchildren) to new places, because 
uncertainty in the economy more generally was leading their children to become somewhat 
transient workers. Another factor limiting mobility is the difficulty older people have when they 
try to sell their homes, a challenge that results from the uncertain economic prospects in the 
District, and from some significant issues of housing disrepair, that may be the result of having 
been unable to afford maintenance in addition to other living costs. 
 
Technology 
Another factor in social cohesion and isolation is the impact of mobile technology. Some 
participants noted that the internet is a source of information and social connectivity. For 
example, a Haisla Elder told us that she “hears from [her] girl on Facebook …. It’s a good place 
to find out things.” Haisla youth also described Facebook as a source of information. Other 
participants reminded us that phone calls, flyers and other forms of information dissemination 
are still important because not everyone has, or knows how to use, a computer. While a few 
participants discussed the value of technological forms of communication, more expressed 
concern about the ways in which technology is creating barriers between people. In one group, 
adults expressed a belief that youth are less engaged in community service than in the past 
because they are distracted by their personal devices. Similarly, some youth noted feeling 
neglected because of adults’ absorption in technology. Youth also noted that cyberbullying has 
become a major problem since cell phones recently became commonly available. 
 

 
Volunteerism 
One way in which women are overcoming social isolation is by engaging in volunteer work.  
Many women in Kitimat and Haisla Nation’s Kitamaat Village volunteer a lot of time – to 
community events and organizations, supporting school programs, and cultural activities. 

However, a lack of resources, and in 
some cases overwork, has resulted in a 
high degree of volunteer fatigue, 
according to sharing circle participants. 
As well, we heard that a decision in the 
Haisla Nation to begin paying people to 

“volunteer” has contributed to a culture that makes it difficult to find people who will work for 
free. The weight of volunteer labour seems to be shouldered primarily by women, whose 
wellbeing is compromised by these demands. There is some interest in finding ways to engage 
more youth in volunteer work. This might help to address the concern expressed by women, 

“When I came to Kitimat, I was absolutely amazed 
at how powerful the women were. They were really 
organizing everything. No sooner you’d arrive and 
you’d find yourself being asked to be the president 
of some society.”  
 

“People won’t go up to them in person and say ‘oh you should just kill yourself.’ They 
do it through texting or snapchatting or whatever… There’s a lot of bullying that 
happens, too much, with technology and a lot of kids have cellphones or iPhones.” 
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that young people will move away if they do not feel that they belong, or have meaningful 
social activities in their home communities.  
 
Some economically stable or privileged 
women in Kitimat self-identified as being 
change makers. Some described 
themselves as self-starters, who 
motivate one another to be active, physically and socially. They explained that their sense of 
wellbeing, coping skills, and feelings of empowerment are fueled by their involvement in 
various kinds of groups and clubs. At the same time, these women lamented that more women 
do not take the same initiative to join in, as they believe the volunteer base in Kitimat to be 
shrinking. They understand this to be the result of the economic downturn and the necessity 

for many people to leave the community. 
Many organizations are led by long-time 
staff and volunteers and some 

participants expressed that an infusion of new ideas and perspectives might be effective in 
reinvigorating those organizations and services. Finally, these women argued that public 
awareness of community organizations is low because staff within those organizations are too 
over-extended to undertake community outreach and volunteer recruitment.  
 
They offered several suggestions to redress this problem, including a more regularly updated 
community calendar, using social media more effectively, being more intentional about using 
“word of mouth” to advertise upcoming 
events, and hosting an expo/wellness fair 
for community groups – at least annually – 
to raise the profile of existing community 
resources, needs, and opportunities.  
 
Education 
Our sharing circles included several teachers who have made considerable contributions to the 
community through their work as educators over the years. There is nevertheless a perception 
that the quality of local education lags behind other regions. Caregivers are kept busy leading 
additional study with students at home. Volunteers, sometimes inexperienced, are called on to 
facilitate athletic and extracurricular activities both inside and outside the schools, yet these 
opportunities for students continue to decline.  
 
We learned that an aging population and 
aging school facilities have contributed to 
the closure of neighbourhood schools 
(three out of five over the past decade), a 
decline in the number of high school electives available, and a reduction in the French 
immersion program. Participants reported that students are struggling to be successful in high 

“Women have volunteered themselves to death.” 
 

“I think that people who are engaged in this 
community are over extended. We’re doing a 
whole whack load of stuff in addition to working.” 
 

“I think there could be a real movement started 
in Kitimat. With a little bit more volunteering 
and helping, people don’t have to be lonely.” 
 

“The fewer kids that we have in our community the 
fewer opportunities that we have available for 
them…. I feel we’re forcing families out.”  
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school and there is concern about students dropping out. Students who wish to pursue post-
secondary education must leave town. Youth in Kitimat and Haisla Nation’s Kitamaat Village 
expressed frustration about all of these aspects of the education system. The Haisla Nation 
does fund at least one First Nations support worker in one of the high schools in Kitimat, but 
there was debate between participants about how successful this initiative has been at 
providing dedicated support to Haisla youth within the school.  
 
Positively, young women said that they perceive feminism to be “on the rise.” However, they 
also identified challenges, including that illicit drugs are easily available around school, and that 
there is a lot of fighting between students at school. Adults also asserted that drugs and alcohol 

are a significant problem amongst youth, 
related in part, they believe, to a lack of 
alternate activities. About racism in the 
schools, students remarked that “it’s 

harder to intervene now ‘cause it’s not so blatantly obvious.” We nevertheless heard both 
current and historic examples of racism in school faced by several young women with whom we 
spoke. We also learned about structural racism, most obvious in historical examples of 
Indigenous students feeling isolated in academic stream courses. Related, there was some 
discussion about the best ways to counter racism and build relationships between Indigenous 
and settler youth in the school. Some participants hope for more integration between students, 
while others suggest that safe spaces for Indigenous students specifically are necessary.  
 
More than one parent 
discussed barriers to 
education faced by 
students with physical 
or intellectual 
disabilities. We heard about students who have been unable to attend school for extended 
periods of time because the system lacks the capacity to accommodate them. Such barriers 
present a significant wellbeing challenge to parents who must be caregivers, educators, and 
advocates.  
 
Health Services 
Many women are also concerned about barriers to healthcare. One concern is about a shortage 
of doctors, post-partum services, and mental health workers, both now and in the future if or 
when the population suddenly increases again. When it comes to their healthcare, women 
must often wait for individual specialists to visit town and therefore they have no choice in 
determining their healthcare providers. They also expressed that wait lists are long, the cost of 
travelling for medical care is high, there are very few female doctors, and the nearest 
obstetrician-gynecologist is in Terrace.  
 
 

“No there’s never that much to do. There’s just a 
lot of drinking in this town…. Drinking and drugs.” 
 

“My stress is from trying to fit him into this world. He comes home 
with a lot of stress too…It took them over a year to get a ramp just 
so that he could attend school…There isn’t a lot out here in this town 
to help him and when I do find the support it isn’t adequate.” 
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Illnesses such as cancer and leukemia have 
become a growing concern amongst the 
Haisla population in particular, seemingly 
correlated to both pollution and to the 
arrival of industry-related power lines. 

These power lines first radiated people in the Haisla Nation’s Kitamaat Village, where they were 
originally situated. The relocation of the power lines has subsequently marred the Nation’s view 
of the Coast mountains. 
 
Some women indicated that the lack of health services is driving retirees out of Kitimat despite 
the fact that the town promotes itself as a retirement community. As everywhere, dementia 
affects the region’s aging population, so efforts are underway to establish a hotline to facilitate 
access to related mental health services. Currently there are neither permanent psychologists 
in town, nor services to help people with trauma and recovery.28 Multiple women commented 
that there is not only a lack of mental health support services, but also stigma surrounding 
mental health which discourages women from seeking services. In fact, the most commonly 
identified health challenge was lack of access to mental health services, and related, lack of 
attention to how mental health stigma is perpetuated. An example of the latter point is the 
dependence of schools on “diagnoses” to access additional resources for students, a model that 
insists on diagnoses, rather than plans for prevention, to access resources. Another point raised 
related to mental health is that 
so much attention is currently 
focused on the opioid crisis 
provincially that seemingly less 
urgent issues are being 
overlooked.  
 
However, Kitimat does have a hospital that is open 24 hours a day which, it was noted, is better 
than many other remote towns. Women also commented that the Horizon House Clubhouse is 
providing positive mental health support by creating family-like connections and safe space, in 
addition to offering many programs. Likewise, Tamitik Status of Women was recognized for 
helping women and children living in poverty to attain important health related necessities like 
diapers, formula, and food. 

                                                
28 The only exception is Tamitik Status of Women, which offers a part-time, trauma-informed counselling service in 
Kitimat, for women who have experienced child abuse/neglect, relationship abuse, or sexual assault.  

“Trying to get people help through mental health is 
like pulling teeth. It’s like you’ve got to send them a 
1,000 miles away then try to find funding to keep 
them there... It just feels like it’s wall after wall after 
wall after wall… I feel like we are just all holding on.” 
 

“It’s like a fight for everything. It’s a fight to 
have a specialist come up here; it’s a fight to 
keep them; it’s a fight to keep them interested.”  
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Transportation 
Related to healthcare access, and many other 
themes in this report, is the availability of 
affordable transportation to reach services in 
other towns. The cost of car ownership is 
especially high because cars are quickly worn 
down by the cold climate. However, several participants were dissatisfied with bus routes and 
schedules, and a few noted that some bus drivers can be difficult and discriminatory. 
Furthermore, participants explained that the bus schedule does not meet demand and that 
rider preferences have not been studied. Those travelling to Terrace for medical reasons face a 
long and uncomfortable journey, which could be alleviated by using a coach bus rather than a 
city bus between cities. Those attending post-secondary education in Terrace must spend 12-14 
hour per day away from home and family because of the limited bus schedule. A lack of 
transportation limits people’s ability to participate in organized sports or do their shopping. 
Hitchhiking is common because many see the bus as unaffordable or because it runs too 
infrequently. Access to the airport is also a concern given the need for people to fly out of town 

for medical care. When there is an influx of workers in 
the community, transportation becomes an even more 
critical issue. The road out of town becomes rutted and 
unsafe to drive. Women are also acutely aware of the 
risks they take when trying to access informal 
transportation options such as hitchhiking.29 
 

Appropriate Housing 
The rising cost of housing during the Rio Tinto modernization period was highlighted as a 
particular challenge for some women who participated in the sharing circles. Participants 
indicated that there was a high risk of homelessness because of dramatic increases in rent 
following the arrival of Rio Tinto workers from outside of 
the community. Reportedly landlords evicted tenants on 
the premise of renovating properties, but with the 
primary goal of raising rents substantially. There were no 
lawyers available locally to assist tenants. Newly built 
housing seems to be primarily directed toward high 
income earners. Women also noted that rental 
properties are not well maintained.  
 

                                                
29 There are a significant (but uncertain) number of Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls along 
highways in northern British Columbia, including the notorious Highway of Tears, which runs through Terrace 
about 60 km north of Kitimat. 

“Some of the bus drivers haven’t been 
very nice…really kind of moody and 
taking out their stress on passengers.” 
 

“Last resort would be hitchhiking to 
go places, and that’s a big no-no 
around here, especially with 
Highways of Tears that way, 
towards Terrace.” 
 

“You ask [landlords] to do 
something you’re waiting months 
on end. Just months and months 
and months and nothing’s ever 
fixed. And I’m at the age now that 
I can’t do anything myself.” 
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It was noted that the community has a low-income housing board which is working to address 
the housing shortage. One idea being discussed is to ensure that any future worker influx is 
contained within industry camps. In the meantime, people are trying to manage by living with 
roommates or family members when possible. Such housing pressure generates stress and 
conflict within families.  
 
Housing in Haisla Nation’s Kitamaat Village is also a challenge. As one participant explained, 
there is a “lack of affordable housing, the overcrowding and the mould issues, poorly built 
homes. I’m living in my mama’s basement because I don’t have a home.” 
 
Safety 
Women in Kitimat and Haisla Nation’s 
Kitamaat Village have a range of 
experiences when it comes to violence, 
safety and feeling safe. Some women 
felt bears were their biggest concern. 
However, many women have also had unsettling experiences, and many connect these 
experiences to large influxes of workers associated with economic “boom” times. Sharing circle 
conversations also touched on drug trafficking, violence against women, other criminal 
activities, and “male macho stuff going on”. There was a sense that safety in the community has 
changed over time because of the influx of workers from away; in other words, that Kitimat and 
Haisla Nation’s Kitamaat Village feel less safe than they used to, and that women have had to 
adopt extra precautions. As a Haisla Elder noted, “there are so many people around that we 
don’t know.” 

 
We also heard about domestic violence and violence 
against women. Some Haisla women courageously 
talked about their experiences, which they 
connected, in some cases, to the effects of 
intergenerational trauma caused by residential 
schools and the Sixties Scoop.  

In other cases, violence against women was repeatedly insinuated but not openly stated. This 
happened in conversations about work pressures leading to “difficult family relations,” and 
about having to seek help or protection 
because of “some stuff at home.”30 It was 
also suggested that while violence 
seemed to increase during the most 
recent economic boom, it was difficult to 

                                                
30 A CBC article from November 24, 2017 highlights that Kitimat’s transition house, run by Tamitik Status of 
women, has been at capacity and turning people away for several months (see http://www.cbc.ca/1.4419322), 
amplifying the issue of domestic violence. 

“There were a lot of drugs and alcohol involved when 
‘all these people’ came. Like, I didn’t go out walking at 
ten o’clock at night when the boom was on. I didn’t 
know who I was going to come across.”  
 

“I was physically abused all the time…. 
He used to beat me up. I always think 
of the one New Year when he had a 
gun at my hip.… and I just pleaded and 
pleaded and pleaded.” 
 

“In public, she was a nice woman. But when she was 
alone with me, I was always beaten, I was told, ‘why 
did your mom and your dad give you to me’?”  
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tell if the violence was perpetrated by locals or visitors. Women reported both positive and 
negative experiences with the local RCMP, but all agreed that RCMP officers would benefit from 
hearing the findings presented in this report.  
 
Childcare 
A significant wellbeing concern affecting parents and families is a lack of reliable childcare 
available during shift work hours, which is especially necessary given the dominance of shift 
work schedules in Kitimat. There is interest in learning about solutions that other industry 
towns may have found to address this problem, including a notable partnership sponsored by 
Rio Tinto in Australia called “Here for Childcare.”  
 
It was also noted that while on income assistance, people are required to place their children in 
childcare, but it is unaffordable for them to do so. In some cases, the cost of childcare cancels 
out earnings on the job. Also, childcare subsidies are cancelled periodically, if a single income 
increase happens, or because a 
parent moves in with a family 
member. 
 
Mothers in Kitimat also spoke 
about how they struggle to achieve a balance between caring for the welfare of their children 
and self-care, as they are encompassed in the day-to-day work of childrearing. At the time of 
writing, new provincial funding for childcare had been announced across British Columbia, and 
a public commitment to universal childcare had been released by the province. However, the 
impact that this will have on Kitimat is not yet clear, in part because the current envelope of 
funding does not include training for childcare workers, which seems to be a particular 
challenge in Kitimat. Women stated that in addition to funding, there is a need to change the 
popular perception of Early Childhood Education as being low-skill work of minimal social value. 

More appropriate compensation levels would be one way 
of drawing more people into the profession.  
 
Haisla women spoke specifically about the added 

challenge of finding childcare providers who are trustworthy, given the prevalence of 
intergenerational trauma and abuse. In some cases, women are forced to refuse childcare 
offered by family members whom they do not trust, and then must endure a backlash for 
calling out abuse. 
 
Employment 
In Kitimat, the topic of employment – and the related 
issue of wages – quickly leads to the point that there is 
a considerable discrepancy in wages between people 
who work for one of several large industries in the area, 
and practically everyone else. This makes filling low-wage jobs (e.g., childcare, service sector) 

“The scary part about it is, if you don’t have daycare to 
attract families, what kind of workers are you attracting to 
that boom? So, then you don’t feel safe as a woman.”  
 

“It was six, sometimes seven days 
a week. I had no life. It was all 
that I did…. You’re a robot.” 
 

“We need the infrastructure, but 
we also need the capacity…” 
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difficult, at the same time as it makes industry jobs seem highly desirable for a lot of people. 
However, the absence of childcare options for women in Kitimat and Haisla Nation’s Kitamaat 
Village creates an employment barrier for many women, and contributes to work related stress. 
Employers do not offer daycare services and the largest employer seems to be requiring 
employees to take on increasingly demanding hours.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

There was some consensus from participants who are not employed at Rio Tinto, that the 
general sentiment of the women who work there is “fear.” While this fear may be related to 
the male dominated nature of the workforce, it also seems to be related to the perceived 
instability of labour relations at Rio Tinto, where community members report having seen a 
shift toward casual labour and downsizing. This shift has had a negative impact on individuals 
and families who experience the anxiety and displacement created by deskilling, reduced job 
security, lowered compensation levels, increased risk, and unpredictability in work schedules. 
Women report that Rio Tinto workers they know feel a loss of self-worth and identity because 
they are devalued by their employer and become disconnected from other areas of their lives 
while working long hours. Several participants stated that the stress, and in many cases the 
necessity for people to leave the community in search of other work, impacts people’s ability to 
maintain healthy relationships; families and social networks begin to dissolve.  
 
We also heard that women were seriously affected during the Rio Tinto modernization. 
According to the participants, one (unnamed) contractor on-site was “brutal to the women who 
were working in there…The women who are here need to know how to deal with very abrupt 
foreign workers who don’t appreciate women’s contributions at all.” This conflict created a 
“huge clash between management and workers.”  
 
Some participants also expressed concern about inadequate health and safety measures, and 
about not providing employees with reasonable access to bathroom facilities. It is perceived 

“That’s ore dust…. What’s never brought up in a safety meeting is what you’re inhaling.” 
 

“He just wants to work a steady day job, he wants to feel as healthy as he can, 
and he wants to be home with his family. He doesn’t want to be all over the 
place now. It is not his choice at all. It just gets pulled out right from underneath 
you and your whole world is changed without any control. So all of the women 
whose husbands this is happening to, the majority feel that effect when their 
men come home… They’re down, not happy… they feel they are being treated 
unfairly they feel they are being undermined and it’s not respectful… They’ve 
been running it [the smelter] for 35 years but nobody cares. They are just a 
number…. And some of them are blowing up. Some of them are reacting because 
it’s who they are.... And then it gets dangerous…. It’s definitely affecting them 
when they go home and it’s definitely affecting family lives, and you can feel it in 
this community.”  
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that such challenging work conditions are intended to weaken unions and push out long-term 
employees prior to retirement, as a cost saving measure. 
Furthermore, Rio Tinto is not seen to be contributing to the local community as much as Alcan 
once did, in part because it imports so much of its workforce through external contractors, and 
in part because it seems to invest less in the community through grants. This seems to affect 
the local economy in other ways, by reducing the capacity for other employers to provide good 
job opportunities, and by compromising various aspects of wellbeing. For instance, one woman 
noted that fitness classes once subsidized by Alcan are no longer accessible to many community 
members. Others discussed the inability for locals to reinvest their earnings in other enterprises 
because wages are so low and the company’s importation of workers has driven up the cost of 
living.  
 
Women in precarious positions in other sectors also expressed frustration with being unable to 
secure stable employment. A part-time past government employee told us, “there was no hope 
of a future. There was no way I was going to get over 21 hours [of work per week]. I’m never 
going to get my medical. I’m never going to make something of myself here. It’s never going to 
happen…. Little by little it strips you to a point where you say ok, this is my breaking point.” 
 

Dramatic fluctuations in the 
local economy have been 
unsettling. At the time of the 
first set of sharing circles 
(summer 2016), many 
unemployed residents were 

running out of employment insurance. Some felt that workers did not save a significant enough 
portion of their income when they were earning high wages and therefore did not ultimately 
benefit from the boom. Economic contraction is seen to have a mental and economic impact 
across the community, even amongst residents who are not personally implicated. One 
business owner explained that even those who maintain a disposable income, follow suit with 
the rest of the community and reduce their spending during a contraction, further exacerbating 
the problem of local companies trying to remain open. The tension that comes with economic 
contraction has perhaps lessened a bit since Rio Tinto signed a new agreement with its 
unionized workers. At the same time, tensions in the resource-dependent District of Kitimat 
take on additional meaning while the town awaits the “final investment decision” or FID, for a 
new Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG) project. Some women with whom we spoke during the 
‘feedback and next steps’ workshops noted a sense within the community that they should not 
talk about industry-related issues because they “don’t want to screw up [the FID].”     
 
During this time, one measure has been for government to invest in training women to enter 
the trades. Sharing circle participants claimed that this has not been very successful because 
the training was truncated, rendering trainees less equipped to attain positions than 

“The impact that [significant job loss] has on a lot of 
people, mentally, physically, emotionally, you know, for me 
it’s brought shame, a feeling of guilt and shame, where I 
should be doing much better than I am, but I’m not.”  
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competitors. Furthermore, sexism within the trades remains a significant obstacle, with 
mention of companies still unwilling or resistant to hiring women to fill traditionally male jobs. 
 
These challenging experiences seemed relatively consistent for women in Haisla Nation’s 
Kitamaat Village and the District of Kitimat. In a conversation with women from the Haisla 
Nation, they explained that short-term jobs 
requiring long hours may lead to more affluent 
lifestyles for a short time, but workers miss out on 
time with their families and when the work ends 
they are required to make difficult economic 
adjustments.   
 
We also learned about a number of positive initiatives and efforts to address some of the 
challenges describe above. For example, both Rio Tinto and Bechtel have initiatives and 
working groups to improve diversity in their workforces. LNG Canada maintains regular 
correspondence with the provincial and federal governments in an effort to address – among 
other things – issues related to gender equality in the workplace. There is also a local program 
run by Horizon North (called “Rising Stars”) that aims to provide local youth with industry-
oriented mentorship opportunities and internships. 
 

Participants in two sharing circles were 
particularly interested in discussing the local 
economy and the possibility of it being revived 

by entrepreneurs. They are eager to redevelop Kitimat’s mall and downtown core, to 
encourage consumers to shop locally, and to stimulate small business development. Such local 
economic development would help to address gaps in the availability of local goods and 
services, and create improved employment opportunities. But first these women would like to 
see a cultural shift toward community economic development that reduces barriers for local 
entrepreneurs, such as the high cost of incorporation. Other barriers include the fact that there 
are very limited local post-secondary 
education or training facilities31, younger 
people feel they have to keep moving to 
appear ambitious, and employers must 
compete for workers against large industry that can pay higher wages. Some participants noted 
the need to expand the definition of “trades” to include personal support work, education-
related skills, and other service-oriented professional training.  
 
Women from the Haisla Nation and Kitimat are nevertheless finding ways to be 
entrepreneurial, including by owning local businesses in Kitimat, and by starting small ventures 

                                                
31 Kitimat Valley Institute partners with educational institutions to offer a range of workforce-related training 
opportunities.  

“It was one hurdle after the other to get a 
business started in this town.” 
 

“Can we help the businesses we have left? 
Can we support them and say ‘let’s do it’?” 
 

“I’ve noticed in working the job I do, that 
when the moms, aunties, whoever the 
child’s living with, in the end they lose 
that connection because of the crazy 
hours that the parents work.” 
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in Haisla Nation’s Kitamaat Village, including catering, selling make-up online, and baking for 
sale.  
 
Women’s Empowerment 
Entrepreneurship is one example of the ways in which women confront many serious 
challenges to women’s wellbeing. Women in Kitimat and Haisla Nation’s Kitamaat Village are 
resilient and eager to find many other ways 
to empower themselves and others. In some 
cases, women’s understanding of their 
strength builds on traditional Haisla ways of 
organizing society.  
 

In other cases, women have had to find strength in the 
face of considerable adversity. Women in both 
communities talked about the need for opportunities 
to come together, share their experiences, and build 
connections. Women also felt that their voices were 
more powerful when brought together, as they are in 
this report.  
 

Some women in Kitimat have not seen major barriers for women. Overall though, there was 
much more discussion about how to respond to challenges faced by women. For example, it 
was noted that Prince Rupert has a Women’s Leadership Group, which might provide a model 
that can be applied locally. Many women also suggested that men have an important role to 
play in women’s empowerment, by educating other men, especially about non-violent conflict 
resolution. 
 
Indigenous Culture 
Conversations with Haisla women revealed that the maintenance of traditional Haisla culture is 
key to their perceptions of empowerment and wellbeing. Haisla women agreed that there is an 
urgent need to preserve the traditional knowledge lost with the passing of every Elder. They 
argued that a cultural educational agenda must be adopted by the Haisla people for the sake of 
self-preservation, and the preservation of their territory. The recent hiring of a cultural 
coordinator is an important piece of responding to this challenge.   

 

“Our women, we’ve always been leaders, even 
10, 15, 20 years ago, our women were leaders…. 
And we just seem to be pushed by the side now.” 
 

“I feel like there needs to be more 
places like this [conversation] where 
girls can get together and talk 
about how they feel... This is why 
we’ve been pushing for a youth 
centre for a very, very, very long 
time.” 
 

“A woman in Kitimat can do whatever they want to if they put their foot, step forward…and 
have the passion to do whatever it is that they want to do…. Many of the women that I 
worked with have senior positions, and they were women in industry that were leaders…. 
So, in this community, a woman, if they really want to work at it, can do what they wish.” 
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Haisla women argued that urbanization is contributing to a decline in the transmission of 
traditional knowledge as the demands of a non-Indigenous economy lead to changes in the 
culture of everyday life. Women who are unable to take time away from work to participate in 
land based activities grow unaccustomed to doing so. One woman explained that workplace 
policies in both Kitimat and the Haisla Nation are a barrier to maintaining traditions, and that 

sometimes she is uncomfortable transitioning between cultural paradigms because she has 
adapted to non-Indigenous ways of life. Two examples of this include not having provisions for 
taking time off to pursue harvesting activities, and narrow definitions of “family” associated 
with bereavement policies.  
 
Young Haisla women argued that being required to attend school in Kitimat from grade 8 
through 12, where there is no instruction in the Haisla language, and minimal attention to 
Haisla culture, is a barrier to cultural transmission and discourages youth from exceling in 
school. Similarly, older Haisla women expressed that because youth have the advantage of 
learning the Haisla language at the Haisla Community School in Kitamaat Village, they do not 
want to see them leave the Haisla Nation’s school to attend school in Kitimat. They find it is 
often the case that when students leave the Haisla Community School they lose contact with 

Haisla members who are knowledgeable about their 
traditions, in part because the parents of the youth with 
whom we spoke are part of a generation whose cultural 
knowledge has been severely eroded by colonization. In 
turn, youths’ cultural learning is hindered. One Haisla 

woman who has attempted to engage youth in cultural 
programming asserted that there is little interest among 
Haisla youth and their parents. This has created 
significant concern amongst Haisla Nation members 
about the loss of identity, the loss of land stewardship, 
and the loss of food security.  
 

 
 
 

Food Security 
Particularly Haisla women explained that their food 
supply has been eroded over the past 60 years since 
Alcan arrived. The waters in which they once fished are 
now contaminated. Oolichan, used in the production of 

“The thing is, even our policies 
and procedures are Gumswa 
[non-Indigenous].”  

“You need to prove you know 
about your land. You need to 
prove that you’re using your 
land. You need to prove that 
you’re passing it on to the 
next generation. None of our 
youth are going to know that 
at all... And once industry 
comes in… that’s it; money 
overrides everything…. And 
it’s gone really quick. They’re 
going to rely heavily on 
industry and industry’s going 
to override our territory.” 
 

“There’s no point in me learning someone 
else’s mother tongue if I can’t learn mine.” 
 

“I wish I could take a year of my life to learn how to be Haisla… learn about the land every 
season… what you go after every season, how you preserve everything every season…. 
Everybody’s so focused on getting the white man’s education. I want to say ‘you know what 
— screw it. Let them go. Just let them go. This is our education.’” 
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sacred oolichan grease, became completely unavailable for several years due, it is believed, to 
ocean productivity declines resulting from climate change. Fish and seaweed have become 
much less available and fishers report finding cancerous cells embedded in fish.  
 
Haisla women noted the high cost of food, and the need to go to Kitimat or Terrace for 
groceries. The limited availability of diverse cuisine in Kitimat was also noted. Participants in 
both Haisla Nation’s Kitamaat Village and Kitimat expressed appreciation for the availability of 
food security interventions such as the food share program and the food bank. The shops and 

farmers’ markets in Terrace are also seen as a 
resource, but these are difficult to reach without a 
car. 
 
Local women are interested in developing 
community gardens and greenhouses to increase 

fresh food access. The summer before last, residents were limited to one grocery store, and it 
was felt that the owners took advantage of their monopoly to hike prices. The participants were 

grateful that there is now an alternative grocer in the 
community that employs local people, and helps to keep prices 
lower.  
 
Haisla women also expressed concern about the ongoing 
diminishment of important food harvesting and preparation 
skills that are not only central to their identity as Indigenous 
women, but also make life more affordable.  

 
Haisla women described their engagement in public consultations with prospective industries 
and how the Haisla Nation was encouraged by 
industry to ignore the impacts of their decision 
on other neighbouring Nations, thereby 
compromising a culture of Indigenous solidarity. 
Some women also explained that participating in meetings could be difficult because of 
language barriers and discrimination. 

 
 
 

Discrimination 
Discrimination cuts in many directions in Kitimat and Haisla Nation’s Kitamaat Village. Haisla 
women, and women from neighbouring Nations, did not have to look far to find examples of 
discrimination. From being followed and accused of stealing in the grocery store, to feeling 
mistreated by health service professionals, and insulted by public transit workers, racism based 
on Indigeneity is not far from the surface. This kind of discrimination makes it difficult for Haisla 

“It’s just really sad. In that 60 years, because of industry, we’ve lost our dinner plate.” 
 

“I’m pay to pay, and I’m deciding on 
Sundays whether or not I’m buying eggs 
or if I’m buying milk for my kids so that 
we can make it through the week.” 
 

“I’ve never before seen as many of 
our people going to the food bank.” 
 

“She used to go up the hill 
there and pick blueberries. 
She used to stay up there all 
day and fill up a big pail of 
blueberries. Now you can’t 
even do that anymore.” 
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women to access public and other services such as healthcare and education, because it erodes 
their sense of safety and self-worth. As mentioned above, some young Haisla women noted 
that it is subtler than it used to be, but it is still there.  
 
One woman reminded us that 
Indigenous women are also becoming 
more vocal in resisting discrimination: “I think because we as First Nations are standing up for 
ourselves, we don’t tolerate this stuff anymore.” 
 
The divide between Indigenous and settler women seems to be felt in both directions, with 
some settler women reporting that they are unsure whether or not they are “welcome” in the 
Village. This geographic segregation is a barrier, as is the concern that non-Indigenous students 
are not permitted to take First Nations classes at the high school. Central to this concern 
(whether real or perceived) is the fear that this will prevent non-Indigenous students from 
learning about the First Nations and understanding colonization. Building cultural safety is 
especially important to head off discrimination and enable all young people to feel that they 
belong, so that they will stay and grow in their communities. However, as noted above, some 
women also argue that Indigenous-specific spaces are essential to the wellbeing of Haisla 
youth.   
 
There is some work underway to bridge the divide between First Nations and settlers locally. 
For instance, a “friendship” totem pole will be installed on District of Kitimat land below the 
Haisla town centre. However, women wish for more social interaction between Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous community members, such as that being modelled by the Haisla Elders’ and 
Kitimat Seniors’ centres, which have been coming together for joint events.  
 
There was very limited discussion about gender identity and sexual orientation outside of two 
conversations. This invisibility was noted by a same-sex couple in one of our sharing circles, 
who explained that because they were open about their family in public, other LGBTQ2S 
individuals in the community began self-identifying and connecting with them. Young Haisla 
women also pointed out pressures around gender conformity:  
 

“Like how you look. You have to be a certain way.” 
“Especially if you’re a girl though.” 
“But guys still get picked on if they’re gay.” 
“They feel that they can’t even come out to their parents.” 

 
While discussing these and other challenges facing young women, it was noted that self-harm is 
a common expression of young women’s experiences, here as elsewhere. 
 

“They always look down on First Nations people.”  
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In general, women across several sharing circles report having to contend with a very masculine 
culture, which some community members thought was the result of the primarily male 

workforce. Research 
participants reported that 
women feel pressure to “be like 
the guys”, and that they are 
disrespected and underpaid in 
the workplace because of their 
gender.  
 
This discrimination can be 
compounded for Indigenous 
women who are reportedly 

compensated at a lower rate than Indigenous men and settler women. Women are also 
subjected to widely held stereotypes. A young Haisla woman told us, “half this town is like ‘Oh 
my god you’re pregnant, you’re a whore’.” 
 
Some women, however, have experienced unmatched acceptance, and noted with gratitude 
the compassion and 
support provided by 
local community 
members.  
 
 
 
Politics 
Overall, there was not a lot of discussion about formal politics during the sharing circles. There 
was a degree of discussion about an (at the time) upcoming election of Chief and Council in the 
Haisla Nation. In this conversation, Haisla women told us that “every election… we pull apart… 
Every four years we go through that. Everybody is affected—the kids, the adults.” Elections, 
described like this, are clearly about more than electoral politics. They are about how the 
community builds and grows together, and they can create both positive opportunities and 
challenges. 
 
There was relatively little discussion about local politics in the District of Kitimat, but during one 
discussion women described some historical tension between the District and a local union, 
which similarly highlighted how much of an impact local politics can have on the lives of women 
in a community. Women also identified some past, prominent, local women councillors, and 
expressed pleasure that there are now two women serving on council. There is some sentiment 
that social issues are not being sufficiently addressed at the local level, though the District of 
Kitimat’s recent decision to grant land to Tamitik Status of Women for the construction of a 
new community centre and phased residential facility merits celebration. There were also some 

“Historically the man works and the woman doesn’t work in 
this town and so that really struck me when I got here, that 
the guys make huge money and the women sort of work 
around them and maybe work part-time. Or I hear of 
[women] friends who work…as engineers and they have an 
incredibly hard time being taken seriously, dealing with 
people, and sexual things at work, and more at the district; 
it’s more a wage thing where you’re somehow under-
valued because you’re not working the man job.”  
 

“I’ve lived all over BC…  And I’ve reached out for help in those communities 
and I got judgment. ‘Oh, you’re a woman, you’re an addict?’  ‘Oh, you’ve 
been in an abusive relationship? Oh.’  And they look down on you.  Here, 
it’s not like that. At least not for me, I found. Anywhere I’ve gone…and 
asked for help and what I was looking for, I was greeted with open arms.”   
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references to the limited opportunities for women to engage in local policy and decision-
making processes, a point that highlights both the premise and importance of the goals of this 
research. One example of this was women noting that people working on the “frontlines” are 
often excluded from decision-making processes (as compared to people in more senior 
positions within an organization) even though they have important insights to offer about, for 
example, the most appropriate way to deliver services.   
 

Discussion 
 
This report highlights the experiences of Haisla and settler women in Haisla Nation’s Kitamaat 
Village and the District of Kitimat. It is a starting point – a chance to bring together the voices of 
many women to understand their wellbeing experiences. This report highlights the diverse and 
common experiences of a wide range of women, and tries to point out the incredible strength 
and capacity across these communities, alongside the challenges. It does not offer outside 
solutions to challenges facing local women. Overall, the report shows that women in Kitimat 
and the Haisla Nation have both common and unique experiences. For example, some mothers 
in both communities discussed appreciating the safety and accessibility of their small 
communities. They described the beauty of children being able to run down the street to a 
neighbour’s house without worry, and appreciated the vast outdoor space and many 
recreational activities. Some mothers noted that bears were their biggest fear for their children. 
However, many other mothers, and women more generally, noted concerns about their 
personal safety, particularly in relation to large influxes of men in the town, which comes with 
temporary work camps. In other words, some women feel that the community is not a very safe 
place to be, and many think that it is, or at least feels, less safe than it used to be.  
 
The cost of living was a major dividing factor in women’s experiences. For example, some 
women reminded us that there are a lot of recreational activities, but that they are only 
available if you can afford them. There is also a sense that some women who do have access to 
sufficient economic resources may not understand the extent of the challenges faced by 
women who live without the comfort of being able to meet their daily needs. The high cost of 
living in Kitimat means that lots of families go without access to sports teams and clubs in the 
community. Food access is also an issue. Many women in Kitimat described a strong network of 
social services that help to create minimal food security for people, but this should raise the 
question of why so many women struggle to have access to good food for themselves and their 
families. Food security and food sovereignty have also been affected negatively by the decline 
of important cultural practices within the Haisla Nation. Haisla women explained several ways 
that their traditions and cultural practices have become more difficult to uphold, particularly in 
terms of ensuring everyone in the community has access to food.  
 
Young women had a great deal to say about gaps in the educational system, and problems 
introduced by the prevalence of mobile technology. They can easily identify instances of sexism 
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and racism, but describe racism as being the more prevalent of the two. Many describe a lack of 
activities for youth to participate in, which contributes to drug and alcohol use amongst teens. 
Young women also told us that a lack of public transportation is a big problem – especially in 
Haisla Nation’s Kitamaat Village – where there is no way to leave the community on the 
weekend if you don’t have access to a car, or if you cannot afford an expensive taxi ride.   
 
Senior women expressed concern about the absence of supportive services for aging in place, 
mental health services, and limitations to their capacity to relocate. Relocation to another town 
would destabilize their personal support networks, is complicated by the precariousness of 
their children’s employment, and may be out of reach financially. At the same time, women 
entering supportive living or long-term care facilities may have no choice but to do so in distant 
towns, compounding issues of isolation. Participating women also offered analyses of how 
various sectors of society impact upon one another, and of changes these communities have 
undergone overtime. Women in Kitimat and Haisla Nations’ Kitamaat Village hold a wealth of 
knowledge about how life in this region is shaped and how future choices can be informed by 
past experience for the benefit of all. 
 
The report will be disseminated to a range of public, community, and private sector audiences. 
Our findings have also informed the development of an action plan, which emphasizes the 
importance of finding ways to ensure that the experiences of Indigenous and settler women are 
included in local planning and decision-making. Ultimately, the capacity of women in Kitimat 
and the Haisla Nation is remarkable – from working year in and year out to provide safe shelter 
for women leaving violent situations, to advocating for more and better services for young 
people. The sharing circles that contributed to this report taught us a lot about the strength of 
diverse northern women and girls. The support networks that women have built to keep their 
communities running are strong, and the wisdom of older women and Haisla Elders is evident.  
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Appendix A. Sharing Circle Questions & Coding Framework 
 
These questions guided our sharing circle discussions. We used them as a starting point, but 
often asked additional questions that came up based on the conversation.  
 

• Tell us about what life is like for you in this community? For women in this community?  
 

• What contributes to your wellbeing? What takes away from your wellbeing? From the 
community’s wellbeing more broadly?  

 
• Do you feel safe in the community?  

 
• How has your wellbeing within the community changed throughout your life? What was 

happening in the community that contributed to this change? 
 

• How do you get information about what’s going on in the community – specifically stuff 
relevant for women?  

 
• Tell us about the government and local organizations (e.g., federal, provincial, Aboriginal 

and local municipal government; businesses; private companies; community 
organizations) and anything they do to think about and/or address the interests of the 
diverse groups of local women? 

 
• What major events, past and present, have had an impact (either positive or negative) 

on the wellbeing of different groups of local women in Kitimat? Haisla? 
 

• For sharing circles with organizations and organization leaders: What are the challenges 
that you face when trying to work with other organizations on issues related to 
women’s wellbeing? 

 
When we coded each transcript, we looked for references to the following ideas. Some 
information that came up in the sharing circles fit with more than one code or sub-code. It was 
included where it seemed most relevant. 
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Main Code [Sub-Codes] 
Community [community changes; making friends; other networks; isolation; privacy; 
participation in community work (including volunteering)] 
Culture [cultural preservation; cultural loss; language] 
Family [relationships] 
Activities [sports; arts] 
Safety [in the community; in the home] 
Seniors & aging 
Youth 
Disability 
Change  
Housing [cost; availability; quality] 
Food [cost; availability; country food] 
Services [food; housing; violence; shopping/goods; education; health care; transportation; 
childcare; mental health] 
Financial resources 
Work 
School 
Discrimination [race; spirituality; gender; sexuality; ability; language; class] 
Mental health (other than services) 
Financial resources 
Access to information 
Government 
Economy [industry; social enterprise; entrepreneurship; community ownership; foreign 
investment] 
Environment  

 
 
 
 


