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Goverments stalling on treaty
talks, say Crowder and HTG
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Fifteen years into treaty negotiations, the
provincial and federal governments still aren’t
coming to the table ready to settle, says to the
Hul’qumi’num Treaty Group.

The HTG, which represents Cowichan Tribes and
five other First Nation communities, is still sitting
at Stage 4 in the five-stage negotiation process,
along with 42 other First Nations, according to a
report released by the B.C. Treaty Commission
Wednesday.

Robert Morales, chief negotiator with the HTG,
said there are two major hold-ups in the process.

“We have been participating in the Common Table (created to expedite the treaty negotiation process),
which met during the spring and early summer,” said Morales. “We have been waiting for the
governments’ response to that, and the second biggest issue is the private land issue, and we’ve been
to Washington, D.C. to see that process will continue.”

The HTG made a formal complaint against Canada with the Inter-American Commission on Human
Rights in October, and is now waiting for the federal government to move forward with their side of the
case, which happens in March.

“That’s what has held us back, and at the present time the government isn’t prepared to engage in
negotiations,” said Morales. “They’re basically taking their marbles and going home. They’re not going
to play with us.

“They refuse to travel to Duncan from Victoria because of the premier’s carbon neutral policy. Those
are the kinds of tactics the government is taking.”

At the B.C. Treaty Commission, communications manager Brian Mitchell said the negotiation process
hinges on the response to the Common Table as well as a new federal mandate regarding fish and
fishing rights, an issue under review by the federal department of fisheries and oceans at this time.

Cowichan MP Jean Crowder, meanwhile, publicly criticized the federal government for “stalling” on
treaty negotiations.

“The government has no urgency to come to the table at all,” she said Thursday. “I think both federal
and provincial governments are talking about reconciliation, and one of the ways government can signal
their intention is to move forward with the treaty process.”

But Patricia Valladao, a spokeswoman for Canada’s Indian and Northern Affairs, said the federal
government is making progress.

“We have made great strides in treaty negotiations in B.C. in 2008,” she said, adding the government is
well aware of the necessity of moving forward with negotiations.

“We’re working on a number of fronts to make this happen.”

But Morales said government has little incentive to get a treaty signed.

“It’s cheaper for the government to negotiate than to settle,” he said. “They can set ridiculously low
objectives on their side of the table, and they know the First Nations are going to reject it, and yet the
continue to hold on to their positions, because there is no public pressure and no incentive for
government to move. That’s what we’re trying to do, create pressure, and the Common Table and the
petition (to the international tribunal) are two of our strategies to get the government to sit down and
negotiate with us.”

Crowder agreed there is little motivation to get government to settle.

“It’s cheaper to litigate,” she said. “They have deep litigation pockets. They can throw lawyers at a case
until the cows come home. That’s not the case for First Nations.”

But Mitchell with the B.C. Treaty Commission disagreed.

“The governments have told us, and there is certainly evidence, that the governments are prepared to
move ahead and sign agreements,” he said. “We have two agreements that have been ratified (in
2008), so they’ve indicated they’re willing to go ahead if the conditions are right.”
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