
For millennia, Heiltsuk Nation 
inhabited and continue to take 

care of their territory in the 
Great Bear Sea on the 

central coast of British Columbia. 
Their lifestyle, made it possible 
for both the community and the 

natural world to thrive.
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However in October 2016, a 
tug boat owned by Kirby Corp 
ran aground and spilled over 
110,000 liters of diesel oil in 

the Heiltsuk shellfish
 harvesting area.

Kirby Corporation



The Heiltsuk harvested at least 25 
food species from the spill area in 
Gale Pass. Manila clams, halibut, 

red sea urchin, sea cucumber, 
salmon, herring and abalone were 

all present during the spill. 



After the disaster the Heiltsuk 
were left with many questions. 

They know there won’t be any 
harvesting from the area for 

many years. But for how long? 

How will they 
know things are safe 

again? 

Will the spill 
prevent shellfish 

from reproducing?  

What about the 
salmon, or the species 

higher up the 
food chain, 

like sea otters?



Instead of working with Heiltsuk 
to investigate the impacts 

through an in-depth 
environmental assessment (EIA), 
the governments entrusted the
 polluter, Kirby Corporation, with 

leading the assessment of 
damage from the spill.

Shockingly, Canada 
and BC washed their

 hands of the whole story. 



Kirby’s plan for an 
EIA was limited to some 

chemical testing and a lot
 of speculation - 

computer modelling in far 
off offices. 

They had no plans to return 
to the spill site to study the 
organisms and ecosystem to 

determine their health.



For the Heiltsuk, 
this is

 unacceptable. 

The Heiltsuk have inhabited
and cared for these

 lands and waters for 
thousands of years, guided 

by Gvilás-Heiltsuk law based
 on reciprocity and respect.



Guided by knowledge holders, 
Heiltsuk is designing their

 own EIA that weaves together 
western science and Heiltsuk 

traditional ecological 
knowledge going back to 

14,000 years. 



Over the past 4 years,
 Heiltsuk have been gathering 

information about the
 health of the organisms and 
environment after the spill. 

Scientific approaches are
being used to assess various

 biomarkers, test 
contaminant levels, and 
survey intertidal fauna.



After testing samples and 
gathering traditional 
knowledge, a panel of 
knowledge holders and 

leaders will review all of 
the information and make a 

determination. 

The environmental 
impact assessment will 

be used in court in 
Heiltsuk’s legal action 

against Kirby, Canada and 
B.C., and will also guide 

remediation efforts.  
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