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Community Development in the Upper Skeena:
Death Feasts and Transformative Change

Recent eventsin the remote traditional
territories of the Gitxsan First Nation in north-
western BC provide astriking example of the
conditions that dictate why an Integrating
Model for community economic devel opment
(CED), learning and social changeis essential
for the community’ssurvival.

People die before their time in the
Upper Skeena. In arecent two-week span,
five people living in or near the Village of
Hazelton, population 345, died. Four of the
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Human Resources Development Canada (HRDC)
created the Office of Learning Technologies (OLT) in
1996, in order to encourage innovative, technology-
based learning. HRDC staff and representatives
from the (then) British Columbia Ministry of
Community Development, Cooperatives and Volun-
teers, in cooperation with community leaders, tailored
an OECD model to incorporate lifelong learning
concepts and lessons from the learning cities work
carried out in the UK. This Caledon series of com-
munity stories profiles several communities in BC
that secured OLT funds in order to strengthen and
extend their community capacities to deal with

socioeconomic challenges.

five were middle aged. Compared to the
provincial lifespan averages for men and
women (76 and 81, respectively), the early
deaths of these residents represent more than
100 lost years—asignificant figurefor asmall
community in which human resources are
stretched to the breaking point. Thesefive
people all were of Gitxsan ancestry, part of
the 80 percent majority living in the two
municipalities, seven reserves and several
unincorporated areas in the upper reaches of
the Skeena River watershed.

Customs of thelocal dominant Gitxsan
culture —ahereditary system based on mat-
rilineal ascendancy —requirethreeto five days
of formal grieving, business and feasting (also
known as potlatches) after each death.
Extensive kinship ties and associated cultural
responsibilitiesinvolve hundreds of people.
Five deaths meant that the few employed
people in the area — the unofficial unem-
ployment rateisin the 90 percent range— had
obligations around the death feasts. Very little
work, according to the mainstream economic
definition, was accomplished for the better part
of three weeks.
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Theliving conditions which contributed
to the lost years, and the kinship tieswhich
areintegral to the death feasts, are two of the
driving forcesthat hel ped shape the Integrating
Model for CED, learning and social change.
Thismodel was articulated by Storytellers’
Foundation, a registered nonprofit society
based in the Gitxsan traditional territories.
The model emphasizes the importance of
relationships, the value of local knowledge,
the need to connect action to community con-
ditions and the capacity of community
membersto learn from each other as essential
components of creating a healthy, sustainable
community.

Anne Docherty and Doug Donaldson
formed the Storytellers’ Foundation in 1994
after working for 15 years in the areas of
education, social capital and economic
development in northwestern BC. They had

seen for themselves the lack of results from
governments spending millions of dollars on
approaches to human and economic devel op-
ment ill-suited to the community. They
believed there was a better way — one rooted
in Gitxsan and settler culture and based on the
importance of relationshipswith theland, in
this area of glaciated mountains and lush
rainforests approximately 300 kilometres
inland from Prince Rupert.

During the past ten years, Storytellers’
Foundation has undertaken research, plan-
ning and project work that allowed them
to understand and describe the Integrating
Model inherent — but not always practised —
intheir communities. Everyoneinvolved with
the foundation lives and works in the area;
it is their home. All of the Storytellers’
Foundation Board of Directors are from the
Gitxsan territories. This home sense was

Mount Stekyoden (Gitxsan for “stand alone”) dominates the landscape in the

southern part of the 30,000 square kilometre traditional territoriesin northwestern

BC.
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fundamental in the process of articulating the
Integrating Model, in which one of the key
ingredientsis an emphasis on theimportance
of relationships— kinship with one another and
connectedness to the land —that is the foun-
dation of Gitxsan and settler culture.

Some of the Foundation’s recent work
allowed Anne and Doug to explore more
fully how the model works within the Upper
Skeena communities and how it may be of use
to other remote, rural communities. Through
apartnership project with the Upper Skeena
Development Centre, the Foundation secured
funding from the Office of Learning
Technologies (OLT) for athree-year action
research project. Its purpose wasto explore
how the use of learning as an organizing
principle hel ps mobilize and engage people as
citizens, workers and family members in
creating ahealthy, sustainable community.

The project built upon the values,
visions and way of life of the peoplein the
Upper Skeena and allowed Foundation staf f
to better articulate and apply the Integrating
Model with community partners. Thediverse
partners that emerged from this project
allowed for community capacity building
initiatives that were truly rooted in the
community. Over the three-year period, 150
community partnerswere established —the key
partnersthat have continued to work together
include the Upper Skeena Development
Centre, Storytellers’ Foundation, the Village
of Hazelton municipal government, Hazelton
Secondary School, Gitxsan and Wet’suwet’ en
Education Society, Hazelton and District
Public Library, Mercedes Beans and Model
Teas (alocal coffee and gift shop) and the
Gitxsan Treaty Society.

Through these diverse partnerships,
Storytellers' staff have learned to appreciate
the power and effectiveness of an integrating
approach in which taking the time to build
relationships and allow community conditions
toinformthework resultsininitiativesthat last
beyond thelife of any one project. Thethree-
year action research process sponsored by
OLT hasresulted in learning outcomes and
project outcomes. Both are equally important
in that the learning enables partnersto reflect
and shift practices, and the projects allow for
social and economic movement in acommu-
nity that isfighting off a sense of hopel essness
and passivity. Key learning outcomesinclude
finding waysto build partnerships and make
connections among educational, private,
public, voluntary and civic sectors; how to use
learning technologiesto promote collaborative
learning and connect learning with social and
economic development; how to design learning
initiatives that respond and anticipate
community conditionsrather than using apre-
scribed curriculum; and devel oping strategies
and skillsfor lifelong learning and citizenship.

Projects that emerged and have con-
tinued after thelife of the project include: ‘ The
Learning Shop’ (astorefront informal educa-
tion centre), experiential education programs
for youth struggling with literacy and work
skills, information technology initiativesto
support economic development (e.g., a
Gitxsan language CD-ROM, the Delgamuukw
Virtual Museum of Canada Exhibit), service
learning and action research projects for
in-school and out-of-school youth, mentorship
programsfor young people entering theworld
of work, and mentorship and apprenticeship
programs for adults who work with youth.
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Foundation members see themselves
as educators rather than community econo-
mic devel opers — people who use learning to
devel op passions, knowledge and skills, and
to help people organize themselves for the
common good of the community. Althoughthe
Foundation performs many tasks, staff see
learning as an organizing principle that can
awaken their human, social, cultural and
economic potential.

Specific projects are developed in
response to conditionsin the community. In
recent years, the Foundation has:

» conducted research and development
in response to a need to articulate and
organize community values and socio-
economic visions

» animated discussions and workshopsin
response to the community’s concern that

youth be helped to ‘wake up’ to their
passions and reconnect with family and
community

modelled and encouraged local economic
development by purchasing the building
from which they operate and by
promoting the downtown revitalization of
Hazelton

acted as a catalyst for change by
publishing aprovocative and alternative
newspaper that challenges people to
become active citizens rather than
assuming they are already engaged

provided facilitation services for org-
anizations that wish to come together to
build relationships that include trust,
reciprocity and respect.

Two Gitxsan hereditary chiefs confer at a potlach amongst coastal First Nations of the

northwest.
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Foundation staff have organized their
work into three key areas for the next three
years, based on their understanding of present
and future community conditions. These are:

» working with the Gitxsan and Wet’ -
suwet’en Education Society and the
Gitxsan Treaty Society to encourage the
use of information technology to help
with digitization and promotion of the
Gitxsan worldview, culture and language,
and the advancement of the knowledge
economy in an oral culture

e organizing the Rural Roots Northern
L earning Network, which hasamember-
ship of 89 community educators (young
and old) who are taking local action to
promote and validate rural living

e operating the Foundation’s storefront
informal education centre, ‘ The Learning
Shop,” which bringstogether youth and
adult mentors and encourages them to
organize themselves as they strive for
personal and political change.

There are many challenges facing
Foundation staff; many of these are separate
from the work they do inside the community.
These include working within the constraints
of funding programs which do not allow for
an integrating approach, finding skilled local
people who can maintain projects while cap-
acity building work takes place and finding the
time to communicate program, successto the
outside world without neglecting the work
itself.

So how does all this relate to lost
person-years and death feasts? It draws
attention to community conditionsin the Upper
Skeena and to the importance of local
knowledge. It emphasizesthat relationship —
whether with each other, with the land or both
—isthe basis of community and that people
learn best when they learn from each other.
These principles are the heart of the Integra-
ting Model for CED, learning and social
change. Ignoringthemisarecipefor failure—
acontinuation of the dominant model in which
outside forces decide and evaluate which
projectswork for rural communities. For rural
people living on the edge of social and
economic disaster, that waste of time can mean
the difference between afuture and the loss
of away of life.

Doug Donaldson and Anne Docherty
Doug Donaldson and Anne Docherty are

co-founders of the Sorytellers’ Foundation.
They live in Hazelton.
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