
W̱SÁNEĆ perspectives on restoring Sidney Island 

Restoring Sidney Island will require support and collaboration from local First Nations who have lived on 

the island and managed it since time immemorial.  

These questions and answers are intended to capture the perspectives of two W̱SÁNEĆ community 

members in their own words. Carl Olsen, from Tsartlip First Nation, is a member of the Sidney Island 

Restoration Project Steering Committee. Gord Elliott—also from Tsartlip First Nation—is Director of 

Operations for the W̱SÁNEĆ Leadership Council. 

Why is Sidney Island significant to you and other W̱SÁNEĆ people? 

Gord Elliott: Our W̱SÁNEĆ origin story describes how XA¸EL¸S (the Creator) stood on the top of ȽÁU, 

WELṈEW̱ (Mount Newton) and threw our relatives into the water, where they became the Gulf and San 

Juan Islands. The islands are our relatives—we call them our “relatives of the deep.” They are there to 

protect us, and we also carry the responsibility to look after them.  

When we travelled through the islands, we stopped at these places. They each had specific ecosystems. 

They were whole.  

Sidney Island was home to W̱SÁNEĆ people and a place where we stopped during our travels to rest and 

gather plants and medicine. At one time, there were at least three W̱SÁNEĆ villages on Sidney Island, 

and several burial sites are still located there today. Some W̱SÁNEĆ families today carry names that 

come from our Sidney Island ancestors and some of our marriage customs come from the island. 

My family tells a story about my great grandmother and great aunt. One evening in June, they prepared to 

go out to San Juan Island. They told their boys to meet them there the next week with dogs and chickens. 

They stopped at Sidney Island where there was a stone that marked changes in the tide. My grandmother 

watched and waited for it to be revealed. When it was, they jumped into the canoe, because at that point 

the current changed. The ocean was like a river carrying them out to San Juan Island. 

Why would you like to see Sidney Island restored? 

Carl Olsen: It is important to have balance on Sidney Island. It’s not just to make the place look pretty. A 

lot of the plants that used to be on the island are medicines that could be there today—that we still use.  

In the sandy areas, we would find KEXMIN (Indian celery) that helps with infections, colds, and sore 

throats. We would canoe out there and collect camas, yarrow, Labrador tea and nodding onion. We would 

find ocean spray to help with the immune system, and snow berries for cleansing and ceremonial 

purposes. You used to be able to find devil’s club there on the island - we make a tea from the root and 

use it as a pain killer and as part of cancer treatment. There was chocolate lily and natural pollinators like 

Canada golden rod and Douglas aster.  

Have a look at the island today. It’s like a broom bush because the natural species are gone. Fallow deer 

are not a natural species there. They have clear cut everything. There’s no balance on Sidney Island. We 

need to get that balance back.  

If we were to remove fallow deer, I could see a healthy ecosystem back there. When I was worried, my 

grandparents used to say, “Don’t make yourself sick. If you’re not feeling well, walk through the forest. 

Get off the trail, let the plants and salal brush against you.” But on Sidney Island, you can see through the 

forest. You can’t experience that.  

It all circles around to balance and rediscovery. Sidney Island is disturbed and what is being accepted as 

the norm is not natural. We could all rediscover its natural state. 



Many hunters would leap at the chance to hunt fallow deer on Sidney Island. Currently, members 

of local First Nations have the opportunity. Why would W̱SÁNEĆ people give that up and support 

the removal of fallow deer? 

Gold Elliott: Hunting fallow deer on Sidney Island isn’t hunting in the traditional sense. Hunting in 

W̱SÁNEĆ culture involves teaching and giving back. The teaching is all hands-on. It needs to be done in 

a natural environment, not something that’s modified to make it easier. 

There are very specific W̱SÁNEĆ teachings on how to prepare yourself for a deer hunt that might begin 

days before you go out. One generation teaches the next how to carry yourself, how to address the 

natural environment, how you speak to an animal as you take its life to feed your family. If you kill a deer, 

you refer to it as IṈES, meaning grandchild. You are taught respect for its life. You give back to the 

animal by taking care of the environment, keeping it balanced for future generations of deer. 

Through these teachings you learn honesty and compassion. Hunting teaches values to help you have a 

good and healthy life. Sidney Island with invasive fallow deer and a forest that is out of balance, doesn’t 

provide the setting for these teachings to take place.  

Carl Olsen: My father would teach me about safety and values through deer hunting. The meat isn’t just 

for you, it’s for your family. Your first deer might go to an Elder.  

Because you respect the animal, you use all you can—no waste. Hooves are used culturally, hides are 

used for drum-making and clothing. What you can’t use, you bury on site out of respect for the life that 

you’ve taken.  

In a healthy environment, the blooming of certain plants tells us when it is a good time to hunt. If the 

habitat is all damaged, how do you know? 

Hunting in a natural environment also teaches patience. The black-tailed deer aren’t just going to appear 

because you want them to. Fallow deer are different—they travel in herds. 

Question #4: How do you see First Nations involved in the restoration of Sidney Island? 

Carl Olsen: When it comes to restoring Sidney Island, we are not just a party to be consulted with. We 

want to be a part of planning the project and actively restoring the island back to a balanced state. 

Reconciliation means planning and working together—not just taking information and leaving.  

I would like the W̱SÁNEĆ Nation to work with Parks Canada in the same way the Haida Nation does [in 

Gwaii Haanas National Park Reserve, National Marine Conservation Area Reserve, and Haida Heritage 

Site]. I could see us getting into an agreement with Parks Canada that involves cooperative management 

of Gulf Islands National Park Reserve, where we agree to disagree about who owns the land and we 

manage the lands together for the benefit of the environment. 

A situation like Sidney Island can become a learning tool for all of us: this is what happens when you 

interfere with the environment.  

Gord Elliott: The W̱SÁNEĆ people have two rights that relate to Sidney Island: Aboriginal rights and 

Treaty rights through the Douglas Treaties. The W̱SÁNEĆ people have the right to hunt and fish as 

formerly. When the land and water is not protected, that is a breach of our Douglas Treaty rights.  

I would like to see W̱SÁNEĆ involved throughout the whole process of restoring Sidney Island. There 

could be employment opportunities for community members. We could assist at the operational level and 

play a role in restoration.  

Our Creator XA¸EL¸S; charged us with caring for the islands—it’s not a myth to us. And that’s why we 

can’t let it go. We were systematically removed from the lands and prevented from maintaining that 



balance. It’s too bad that we are having discussions around recovery and restoration, but that’s what it 

has come to. This is us trying to maintain that connection and responsibility to the land.  

Sidney Island looks a lot different now, but we still have our rights. They are proven through the courts. 

They aren’t a myth either. 

 

  


