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The Site C hydroelectric dam, now under construction in northern British Columbia, is one of the largest, if 
not the largest, energy development project currently underway anywhere in Canada. The publicly owned 
utility building the dam has labeled it a “clean energy” project. Nothing could be farther from the truth. Our 
nations and organizations firmly believe that the continued construction of the Site C dam is emblematic of 
a profound gulf between the rhetoric espoused by the government on the international stage in processes 
like the upcoming High Level Political Forum on Sustainable Development and many of the actual policies 
and decisions pursued domestically. 
 
The Site C dam is intended to flood more than 100 kilometers of the Peace River Valley and its tributaries. If 
completed, the dam will destroy a unique and irreplaceable cultural and ecological landscape vital to the 
cultures, traditions and heritage of the Dunne-Za and Cree Indigenous peoples, as well as to livelihoods of 
numerous non-Indigenous family farmers. The provincial government, which is building the dam at a 
currently estimated cost of more than $10.7 billion Cdn, has yet to establish a clear need to increase energy 
production on this scale nor has the province been able to explain why it has failed to pursue less costly, and 
less destructive alternatives. A legal challenge initiated by the West Moberly and Prophet River First Nations 
is currently before the courts due to the fact the federal and provincial governments approved construction 
of the dam without consideration of their legal obligations under an historic, Constitutionally-protected 
Treaty with these First Nations. 
 
The human rights implications of the Site C dam are of such urgent concern that, during its August 2017 
periodic review of Canada, the UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination called on Canada 
to immediately suspend construction and to “conduct a full review in collaboration with Indigenous Peoples 
of the violations of the right to free prior and informed consent, treaty obligations and international human 
rights law from the building of this dam and identify alternatives to irreversible destruction of Indigenous 
lands and subsistence.” The Committee further prioritized this recommendation by calling on Canada to 
report back within one year.1 
 
The UNESCO World Heritage Committee has also expressed concern over the Site C dam. The Committee, 
which maintains UNESCO’s list of World Heritage Sites, has said that the Wood Buffalo Park, located in the 
Peace Athabasca Delta downstream of the Site C dam, will be categorized as “In Danger” unless Canada can 
address the Committee’s concerns, including over the impact of the Site C dam. Canada is required to report 
back to the World Heritage Committee before the end of 2018.2 
 
Canada has agreed to have its record on sustainable development reviewed during the High Level Political 
Forum. It is crucial that the claims that Canada makes during the review are tested against the reality of the 
profound social and environmental harm that would be needlessly caused by the Site C dam, and the blatant 
disregard for the human rights of Indigenous peoples that was explicit in the review and approval process. 
 
 

                                                           
1 UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, Concluding Observations, Canada, 31 August 2017. (UN Index 
number CERD/C/CAN/CO/21-23). 
2 Decisions adopted by the World Heritage Committee  at its 41st session (Krakow, Poland), March 2017, WHC.17/41.COM/18. 
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SDG 14: Sustainable conservation and use of marine resources;  
SDG 15: Sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, protection of biodiversity 
 
The Peace River Valley is a unique ecological region. It is the largest valley to cut across the northern Rocky 
Mountain range from West to East. Warmer air flowing through the Valley from the Pacific supports plant life 
rarely found this far north. The Valley also lies within an important wildlife corridor stretching from the 
interior British Columbia and Alberta north to the Yukon.  The Valley’s role in sheltering species like moose is 
crucially important because so much of the surrounding landscape has already been massively impacted by 
extensive oil and gas development, mining, and other extractive industries.3 
 
The Peace Valley has already been negatively impacted by the construction of two previous large dams. A joint 
federal-provincial environmental impact assessment concluded that flooding an additional large stretch of the 
Peace River Valley would cause severe, permanent, and irreversible harm to plant and animal life, including to 
rare and threatened species, and make fish in the river unsafe for at least a generation because of the mercury 
that will be released. 4  A group of Canadian academics who reviewed the assessment report concluded that 
the “number and scope” of harms identified by the joint review panel was “unprecedented in the history of 
environmental assessment in Canada.”5 
 
Critically, however, environmental assessments conducted under federal legislation do not have the power to 
approve or reject projects. Nor are they allowed to make recommendations on whether such approval should 
be granted. The federal Cabinet decision to approve the Site C dam claimed that “the significant adverse 
environmental effects” of the Site C dam “are justified in the circumstances”6 but provided no explanation of 
how such a determination was made. 
 
SDG 10: Reduce inequalities within and among countries;  
SDG 1: End poverty in all its forms everywhere; 
SDG 3: Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being 
 
The rich plant and animal life sheltered in the Peace River Valley is central to health, well-being, traditional 
livelihoods and cultural integrity of the Indigenous Dunne-Za and Cree peoples. The Valley lies outside the 
boundaries of any designated First Nations reserves, but it is part of the traditional territory covered by an 
historic Treaty – Treaty 8 – and is used extensively for ceremony, subsistence, and traditional livelihoods, as 
well as to provide young people the opportunity to learn their cultural traditions. As a place to sustain and 
revitalize Indigenous cultures and traditions, the Peace River Valley is particularly important because it is close 
to a number of First Nations communities, and therefore more accessible to their elders and youth, as well as 

                                                           
3 Peter G. Lee and Matt Hanneman, Atlas of land cover, industrial land uses and industrial-caused land change in the Peace 
Region of British Columbia (Report #4), Global Forest Watch Canada, 2012; Eliana Macdonald, Atlas of Cumulative Landscape 
Disturbance in the Traditional Territory of the Blueberry River First Nations, Ecotrust Canada and David Suzuki Foundation, 2016. 
4 Canadian Environmental Assessment Agency, Report of the Joint Review Panel: Site C Clean Energy Project: BC Hydro, 1 May 
2014. 
5 Programme of Water Governance, Statement of Concerned Scholars on the Site C Dam project, University of British Columbia, 
24 May 2016.  
6 The Honourable Leona Aglukkaq, Minister of the Environment, Decision Statement Issued under Section 54 of the Canadian 
Environmental Assessment Act, 2012, 14 October 2014. 
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to the urban centre of Fort St. John where great many community members now live. Extensive resource 
extraction activities in the region have left few other intact ecosystems capable of supporting Indigenous 
cultural practices and traditional means of livelihood and subsistence. 
 
The Site C dam was vigorously opposed throughout the review process by the Treaty 8 Tribal Association,7 an 
organization representing many of the First Nations in northeast BC that are signatories to Treaty 8. Despite 
this opposition, it was clear from the outset that the federal and provincial governments were not willing to 
listen to the First Nations’ request for the project to be abandoned and the Valley to be preserved.  
 
It was only after the dam was approved by federal and provincial governments that some First Nations 
entered into agreements to gain some benefit from the project. Although the province has characterized 
these agreements as indicative of Indigenous support for the project, the Chief of one of those Nations, Chief 
Trevor Makadahay of the Doig River First Nation, has stated that his Nation’s agreement BC Hydro, reached 
after the project had already been approved by the federal and provincial government should not be 
considered consent. He has said, “The community has never given consent, just non-objection.”8 Several other 
Treaty 8 First Nations that signed agreements have refused to speak out publicly in support of the dam. It is 
widely understood that such agreements bar the First Nations from publicly opposing the dam.  
 
Two other Treaty 8 First Nations, Prophet River and West Moberly have continued to fight the dam in court. 
They have filed civil actions alleging that Site C in combination with the two previous dams on the Peace River, 
constitutes an infringement of Treaty 8. An interim injunction to suspend construction until the trial of this 
action is set to be heard this July. The dam has also been opposed by the Blueberry River First Nations which 
has launched a broader legal case about the cumulative impacts of resource development on their traditional 
territory. Continued Treaty 8 opposition to Site C been supported by numerous regional and national 
Indigenous bodies including the Union of BC Indian Chiefs, the BC First Nations Summit, the Assembly of First 
Nations BC and the National Chief of the Assembly of First Nations. 
 
The disregard for the rights and well-being of Treaty 8 First Nations takes place in the broader context of the 
persistent – and in some respects deepening – economic inequality facing First Nations in Canada. This year, 
the Auditor General of Canada reported: 
 

“The 2030 Agenda is intended to mobilize global efforts to ensure healthy lives, end poverty, and fight 
climate change. In our opinion, Canada’s results against those 17 goals for First Nations people would 
likely be significantly worse than those for the whole Canadian population. In fact, according to the 
2011 Community Well-Being index [which ranks factors such as employment, income, housing and 
educational attainment], 98 of the 100 lowest-scoring Canadian communities were First Nations 
communities. From 2001 to 2011, the Community Well-Being index showed that gaps for all four 
components had widened. According to Indigenous Services Canada, between 2006 and 2011, about 

                                                           
7 Treaty 8 Tribal Association, treaty8.bc.ca  
8 CBC News, “’A reconciliation fail’: First Nations promise court action over NDP’s approval of Site C,” 12 December 2017. 
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one third of First Nations communities (compared with one fifth of other Canadian communities) 
experienced a decline in the index scores.”9 

 
SDG 2: End Hunger, achieve food security, promote sustainable agriculture 
 
The unique ecology of the Peace Valley not only supports an abundance of traditional wild foods, it also has 
some of Canada’s most fertile farmlands.  Since the late 1950’s, BC’s Peace River Valley has been under a flood 
reserve for hydroelectric development, and the “shadow of the dam” has discouraged investment in food 
production in the valley.  But planted with horticultural crops, the combination of unique alluvial soils and the 
climate of the Peace Valley is capable of meeting the nutritional needs of over one million people a year in 
perpetuity.10   
 
More than 60% of the fruits and vegetables that BC currently imports could be grown in the Peace Valley.  
Most of these imports come from California and Mexico, where food production is already subject to 
population and water stress.  Agrologist Wendy Holm has written that the Peace Valley is BC’s only option for 
significant horticulture expansion in the province.  Given the impact of climate change, population growth and 
increasing transportation costs, the horticultural potential of the BC Peace River Valley is key to BC’s food 
security.   
 
Plans to flood the Valley would displace a number of small family farms. In light of the failure to consider 
alternatives to Site C, Amnesty International has concluded that the displacement of these farmers constitutes 
a form of forced eviction. 
 
SDG 16: Provide access to justice for all and build strong, accountable institutions 
 
The terms of reference for the environmental assessment of the Site C dam specifically excluded findings 
related to legal rights of Indigenous peoples, including the adequacy of consultation; as well as whether 
proceeding with construction would be consistent with Canada’s legal obligations under Treaty 8.11 The 
federal government has acknowledged in court that the legal implications of Treaty 8 were not considered 
prior to the approval of the process.12 
 
The West Moberly and Prophet River First Nations initially sought to protect their rights by launching a judicial 
review.13  The judicial review process is meant to provide a more efficient and therefore more accessible 

                                                           
9 Auditor General of Canada, 2018 Spring Reports, Report 5: Socio-economic Gaps on First Nations Reserves—Indigenous Services 
Canada, paras 5.27-8. 
10 Canadian Resourcecon Limited and R&H Services Limited, Peace River Site C Hydroelectric Development Vegetable Industry 
Study, conducted for BC Hydro and Power Authority, 1980. 
11 Canadian Environmental Assessment Agency, AGREEMENT To Conduct a Cooperative Environmental Assessment, Including the 
Establishment of a Joint Review Panel, of the Site C Clean Energy Project Between The Minister of the Environment, Canada and 
The Minister of Environment, British Columbia, 11 March 2004, p. 15, available at 
www.ceaa.gc.ca/050/documents/54272/54272E.pdf  
12 Prophet River First Nation And West Moberly First Nations v. Attorney General of Canada, Minister of the Environment, 
Minister of Fisheries and Oceans, Minister of Transport, and British Columbia Hydro and Power Authority, 2016 FCA 15. (Factum 
of the Respondent)(Attorney General of Canada). 
13 Prophet River First Nation And West Moberly First Nations v. Attorney General of Canada, Minister of the Environment, 
Minister of Fisheries and Oceans, Minister of Transport, and British Columbia Hydro and Power Authority, 2016 FCA 15. 

http://www.ceaa.gc.ca/050/documents/54272/54272E.pdf
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means to resolve disputes concerning government decision-making processes. However, the federal and 
provincial governments successfully argued before court that they were not obligated to determine whether 
Site C infringed existing Treaty rights, and the court decided that such a determination required a civil action 
and full trial..14  
 
As a consequence, in January 2018, the West Moberly and Prophet River First Nations initiated civil actions for 
Treaty infringement. Because these actions could take many years to resolve, an interim injunction to suspend 
construction until trial was filed on January 31, 2018 and is set for a 14 day hearing this July. In May 2018, the 
federal government informed the court that it would not oppose the First Nations application for interim 
injunction. As of the time of writing, the provincial government has continued to oppose the granting of such 
an injunction. 
 
SDG 7: Access to affordable and sustainable energy; 
SDG 12: Responsible production and consumption 
 
The exclusive focus on damming the Peace River has been at the expense of pursuing less harmful and 
potentially less costly alternatives that would also serve to stimulate energy conservation and the 
development of the renewable energy industry. Possible alternatives to the Site C dam were not seriously 
considered until 2017, after construction of Site C had already begun, when a new provincial government 
ordered a review of the economic rationale for Site C by the arms-length provincial utilities commission. 
According to the findings of this review, released in October 2017, there is little economic rationale for 
continued construction of Site C. In fact, the review found that completion of the dam offered an economic 
benefit over less-destructive alternatives only in the scenario of highest energy consumption and only if the 
project avoids the cost overruns that have been endemic in large dam construction. The provincial 
government announced in December 2017 that construction would continue, despite a rise in estimated 
completion cost of almost $2.5 billion since the review was conducted.  
 
A number of energy analysts have suggested that completion of the Site C dam is intended to create a surplus 
of energy, allowing the subsidization of already extensive conventional and unconventional oil and gas 
development in the region. At the same time, the high cost of building Site C is likely to lead to increased 
home electricity rates as the utility attempts to pay off the debt that it has incurred. Lower income households 
would be disproportionately impacted by such a rate increase. 
 

                                                           
14 Prophet River First Nation And West Moberly First Nations v. Attorney General of Canada, Minister of the Environment, 
Minister of Fisheries and Oceans, Minister of Transport, and British Columbia Hydro and Power Authority, 2016 FCA 15.  


