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Protecting Bears, Ecosystems, our Values and
our Economies.
As Coastal First Nations, our cultures, well-being and local economies are tied directly to the health of the ecosystems in our territories. Bears are an integral part of these
ecosystems, and also play a significant role in our Nations’
cultural heritage. In recognition of this reality, Coastal
First Nations are taking bold steps to protect bears in our
territories through a tribal ban on trophy hunting, scientific
research and a large-scale awareness campaign. In doing
so we also aim to protect the ecosystems we rely on, respect our Indigenous values and enhance local economies.
In September 2013 nine Coastal First Nations announced
to the world that we will no longer tolerate trophy hunting of bears in our traditional territories. With this ban,
Coastal Nations assumed authority to manage bears in our
territories in accordance with our tribal laws. (See “Public
Opinion” on page 9)
Among other issues, trophy hunting is in direct conflict
with the bear viewing industry that many of our communities are developing. “We see ecotourism as a real opportunity, says Doug Neasloss of the Kitasoo/Xai’Xais Nation.
“Wildlife viewing is a sustainable way to create local jobs,
but not when trophy hunters are leaving bear carcasses in
the same estuaries where we bring visitors.” (See “Bears
worth more alive than dead” on page 6)
Yet the opposition to the hunt is about more than economics. Heiltsuk’s Jess Housty explains that “we’re also opposed to the hunt because it is inconsistent with our traditional teaching and values. It’s not a part of our culture to
kill an animal for sport and hang them on a wall. When we
go hunting it’s for sustenance purposes, not trophy hunting. ” (See “Bears Forever” on page 4)
Embedded in our traditional values about bears is the
recognition of their important role in coastal ecosystems.
Each autumn bears prey heavily on salmon, dispersing fish
carcases and the marine nutrients within them into coastal
forests. “In some cases, bears are responsible for up to
two-thirds of the nutrients in our old-growth coastal forests,” says Nuxalk biologist Megan Moody. “Whether we

see it or not, all sorts of plants and animals benefit from
this nutrient boost, and that includes our people as Coastal
First Nations.”
With bears as the primary nutrient delivery system, forest
and marine ecosystems nourish each other. Trees enriched
by salmon nutrients help regulate the waters that serve as
nurseries for the next generation of fish. Ocean and forest
are not distinct entities in our territories – they are a continuum – and bears are an important part of that.
Today our Nations are working to maintain our vibrant
cultures, restore coastal ecosystems and build local economies in ways that reflect our traditional values and laws.
Ensuring that bears can thrive in our traditional territories
is one component of this work.
Read on to discover more about the ethics and economics of trophy hunting, the bear research being conducted
in our territories and the conservation and advocacy measures being taken to help protect bears, coastal ecosystems
and our cultural heritage.

“Wildlife viewing is a
sustainable way to create
local jobs, but not when
trophy hunters are leaving
bear carcasses in the same
estuaries where we bring
visitors.” - Doug Neasloss,
Kitasoo/Xai’Xais Nation
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“It’s not a part of
our culture to kill an
animal for sport and
hang them on a wall.
When we go hunting
it’s for sustenance
purposes, not trophy
hunting.” - Jess Housty,
Heiltsuk Nation
Members of Central Coast First Nations gathered around a no hunting sign erected in Kwatna Inlet.

“In some cases, bears are responsible for up to two-thirds of the
nutrients in our old-growth coastal forests. Whether we see it
or not, all sorts of plants and animals benefit from this nutrient
boost, and that includes our people as Coastal First Nations.”
  - Megan Moody, Nuxalk Nation

The remains of several chum salmon devoured by a bear in a coastal stream.
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Bears Forever Campaign Takes Aim
at Trophy Hunting
Killing bears for sport is unacceptable in our eyes as
Coastal First Nations. And yet, the fall bear trophy hunt
will soon be here once again. United by the common purpose of protecting bears and enforcing our traditional laws
and values, Coastal Nations have joined forces under the
banner of the Bears Forever campaign to stop this pointless killing.

“I think the film and this campaign give First Nations
a glimpse of what we can accomplish, especially if we
work together as one instead of on our own,” says Megan Moody. “It is setting an example of things to come.”
Moreover, the popularity of the film shows that this is
not only a First Nation’s issue. Many British Columbians
are standing behind our Nations in support of ending the
trophy hunt.
However, Heiltsuk’s Jess Housty explains that this campaign also touches on other issues of fundamental importance to First Nations. “This campaign is primarily about
bears,” she says. “But it is also about sovereignty and selfgovernment. This campaign helps to advance all of us as
First Nations people in terms of our rights and authority to
manage our territories.”
To learn more about Bears Forever, visit the campaign
website at www.bearsforever.org or like us on Facebook.

Our Nations are working to ensure bears, like these grizzlies, are safe from the
threat of trophy hunters.

From humble beginnings this idea has turned into a movement. The campaign’s Facebook page has received 5300
likes. An invitation to sign a pledge of support for the
hunting ban on the Bears Forever website has gathered
over 7200 signatures so far.
Yet the flagship of this project is a film called Bear Witness. The film, made in collaboration with Black Sunrise
Pictures and DRR Media, has toured across southern BC
and been viewed more than 65 000 times on You Tube as
of August 2015.

Hunter holding the head of a grizzly bear known as “Cheeky”. Photo taken May
2013 in the Kwatna estuary. Photo by: Robert S. Johnson
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Great Bear Rainforest Death Toll
As Coastal First Nations the tolerable number of bears
killed for sport is zero.

A hunter
proudly displays
the paw of a
dead grizzly
bear. Photo
by: Robert S.
Johnson

Grizzly Bear Death Toll: 2001-2013     
(Great Bear Rainforest)
Non-resident Guided Hunters
Resident Hunters
Total Grizzly bears killed

50
105
155

Black Bear Death Toll: 1998-2012*      
(Great Bear Rainforest)
Non-resident Guided Hunters

786

* Since reporting of black bear kills is not required it is impossible to know the number killed by resident hunters.

A Strong Presence to Protect Bears
When the trophy hunting season opens this fall, Coastal First
Nations will once again use whatever non-violent means necessary to prevent bears from being needlessly shot.
As a first step we are prepared to approach any hunters in
our territories to inform them of the trophy hunting ban
and ask them to respect it. But, if necessary our people will
occupy watersheds where hunters plan to hunt and deter
any bears before they are harmed.

“If I have to stand between feeding bears and people with
guns, I will,” says Kitasoo/Xai’Xais Chief Councilor
Doug Neasloss, who has also worked as a bear viewing
guide in his territory. “But this year I hope visitors to the
Great Bear Rainforest leave the guns at home and bring
their cameras instead. If they do that, I’d be happy to introduce them to some truly magnificent bears.”
In other words, trophy hunters should know that we’re
not going to make it easy for anybody to kill a bear in
our territories.

“If I have to stand between feeding bears and people with
guns, I will.” - Doug Neasloss, Kitasoo/Xai’Xais Nation

A grizzly bear in a coastal estuary.
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Bears are worth more alive than dead
Over the past 100 years our Nations have witnessed the
loss of economic opportunities caused by unsustainable resource extraction by others within our territories.
Today our communities are working hard to build local
economies based on sustainable industries that reflect our
traditional values. Ecotourism, based on bear viewing, is
emerging as one important component of this equation.
And now a new study reveals that, compared to bear viewing, trophy hunting is an economic dead end.
The study, conducted by the Centre for Responsible Travel
(CREST) and Stanford University, explored the economic
impact of bear viewing versus bear hunting in the Great
Bear Rainforest in 2012.
The study showed that bear viewing generated 12 times
more in visitor spending and 11 times more in direct revenue to the BC government than trophy hunting bears. In
addition the bear viewing industry was found to employ

over 500 people in the region, whereas trophy hunting
employed only 11 (See Table, below). As the trophy hunting industry continues to decline, bear viewing has seen
steady growth over the last decade, and this growth is expected to continue over the next 10 years.
The results from this study make it clear that bear viewing
holds far more economic potential than trophy hunting as
our communities work to recover from the collapse in fisheries and logging. Some of our communities are already
benefitting from this ecotourism industry.
“In our view it is just not ethically defensible to kill bears
for sport,” says Heiltsuk’s Jess Housty. “And trophy hunting is also a threat to the lucrative ecotourism industry
that we are creating.” Ultimately, trophy hunting is not
compatible with our values or with building ecotourism
businesses in our communities; with one shot a hunter can
take out a bear that hundreds of paying tourists could have
watched and photographed over its lifetime.

Bear Viewing

Bear Hunting: Guide Outfitters

53

4

# of clients (tourists or hunters)

11369

74

Estimated # of people employed

510

11

Client spending

$15.1 million

$963 800

Total contribution to GDP

$9.54 million

$669 100

Total revenue to BC Government

$1.7 million

$90 000

Non-resident Guided Hunters

Kitasoo/Xai’Xais Chief Councilor, Doug Neasloss, guiding tourists in his traditional territory.
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Tourists watching a female grizzly bear and a yearling cub in the Great Bear Rainforest.

“In our view it is just not
ethically defensible to
kill bears for sport. And
trophy hunting is also a
threat to the lucrative
ecotourism industry that
we are creating.”
- Jess Housty, Heiltsuk Nation
tourist watching and photographing a grizzly bear in the Great Bear Rainforest.

page 8 of 12

Hunting Bans and Buy-Outs: Collective Action
to Protect Bears
Our Nations’ are not the only ones working to stop trophy
hunting within our territories. With the support of Coastal
First Nations, the Raincoast Conservation Foundation has
been taking bold and creative steps to protect bears in the
Great Bear Rainforest from commercial hunters.
In 2005 Raincoast bought a massive 25 000 km2 guide
outfitter territory that spans Heiltsuk, Wukinuxv, Kitasoo/
Xai’Xais and Nuxalk territories. Then in 2012, Raincoast
and its supporters purchased a second 3 500 km2 guide outfitter license within the traditional territory of the Gitga’at

and Kitasoo/Xai’Xais Nations. Now, Raincoast is poised to
purchase the hunting grounds of a third guide outfitter.
With these actions, Raincoast has made a major contribution towards eradicating the threat of guided trophy hunters from the Great Bear Rainforest. This work complements our Nations’ tribal ban on trophy hunting, which
includes guided and non-guided hunters throughout the
Coastal First Nations territories. Collectively, these actions are making the coast a place where bears can thrive
without senseless persecution by hunters.

Coastal hunting
territories controlled by
Guide Outfitters and by
Raincoast and Coastal
First Nations.

Stop The Hunt. September 2015

page 9 of 12

Public Opinion in Support of Tribal Ban
Coastal Nations are not the only ones who think shooting
bears for sport is unethical. A 2013 public opinion poll conducted by McAllister Opinion Research showed that 87%
of British Columbians agree that trophy hunting bears in the
Great Bear Rainforest should be banned.
“This so-called sport is a violation of First Nations laws and
customs,” says Heiltsuk’s William Housty. “And this poll
shows that people across the province share these values.
Trophy hunting for bears is wasteful and unfair.”
When compared to previous polls, the 2013 results show
that support of banning trophy hunting is increasing over
time. In a 2008 poll, support for a province-wide ban on
trophy hunting was 73%. Today there is 80% support for
banning this activity across the province.
Furthermore, 87% of people polled also believe that First
Nations should have the right to ban trophy hunting in their
territories. “This issue does more than unite First Nations
on the coast,” says Kitasoo/Xai’Xais Chief Councilor Doug
Neasloss. “It turns out that British Columbians from all
walks of life stand behind our communities, trusting indigenous people to lead the way on bear conservation.”

British Columbians Support
our Nations’ Values
Percent of people polled who think
trophy hunting for bears in the Great
Bear Rainforest should be banned:

87

Percent of people polled who agree
that hunters should respect First
Nations law and customs when
on First Nations territory:

92

Percent of people polled who think First
Nations in BC should have the right to
ban trophy hunting in their territories:

87

Percent of people polled who think
you should not hunt if you are not
prepared to eat what you kill:

90

Percent of people polled who think that
bear viewing makes far more economic
sense than shooting bears for trophies:

85

Percent of people polled who think shooting bears for trophies is simply wrong:

85

“This so-called sport is a
violation of First Nations
laws and customs. And this
poll shows that people
across the province share
these values. Trophy
hunting for bears is
wasteful and unfair.”
A female grizzly and her yearling cub feasting on salmon.

- William Housty, Heiltsuk Nation
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Conducting Science to Protect Bears
Our Nations are not only taking a political stand on coastal
bear management, we are actively conducting scientific
research in our territories to learn more about the complex
relationships between bears and the ecosystems we share
with them. Studies underway by four Coastal Nations are
providing new insights into bear population numbers,
their diet, genetics and their movements across the entire
central and north coast.
Heiltsuk’s Jess Housty explains the value of science to
Coastal First Nations: “For us, science is a way to accomplish culturally rooted goals. Our research questions are
framed through a cultural lens and based on management
needs to empower the people in our resource offices to
make good management decisions.”

that the range of grizzly bears is expanding on the central
coast. Results of the study show that grizzly bears are now
present on 10 islands outside their current management
boundary, prompting questions about the adequacy of this
threshold to protect bears.
Conducting research is creating multiple benefits for our
people as the guardians of our territories. “We’re learning
more about the role bears play as keystone species in these
ecosystems,” says William Housty. “This work is contributing to management decisions and empowering decision
makers within our territories.”

Since 2006 William Housty of the Heiltsuk Nation has led
a bear research project in his territory. His team’s research
was recently published in a scientific paper about grizzly
bears in the Koeye watershed. This study not only showed
the value of combining science with traditional ecological
knowledge and customary laws, but also provided new information on this important grizzly bear population.
The traditional knowledge of the Heiltsuk and
Kitasoo’Xai’Xais Nations also played an important part
of another recent scientific paper published by Christina Service and Chris Darimont from the University of
Victoria. The scientists combined traditional knowledge
with remote camera, genetic and hunting data to reveal

“We’re learning more about the
role bears play as keystone species
in these ecosystems. This work
is contributing to management
decisions and empowering decision
makers within our territories.”
- William Housty, Heiltsuk Nation

Chantal Pronteau collecting spirit bear hair from a barbed wire hair trap for
dietary and genetic analysis.
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Kitasoo Spirit Bear Conservancy Management
Plan Success
In June of this year, the Kitasoo/Xai’Xais Nation and the
BC government signed off on the Kitasoo Spirit Bear Conservancy Management Plan. This achievement marks an
important milestone in ensuring First Nations’ interests
are respected in conservancies in the Great Bear Rainforest. It also creates enhanced protection for bears.
“We’ve been working on this since 2007,” says Kitasoo/
Xai’Xais Chief Councilor Doug Neasloss. “We spent a
long time at the table with the province trying to agree on
many different issues within the conservancy” Doug notes
that the management plan went through 81 drafts before
his Nation was satisfied that their interests were recognized within the plan.

Among other issues, the Management Plan stipulates that
the Kitasoo/Xai’Xais Nation will have priority access to
certain areas within the conservancy for ecotourism activities like bear viewing. Spatial and time restrictions have
also been created in certain areas to avoid competition
with other bear viewing operators. Importantly, the Spirit
Bear Conservancy will also now be off limits to bear trophy hunting. Sadly, this is not the case in most other protected areas on the coast.
Although this is a major achievement, it is also just the
beginning. Throughout the Great Bear Rainforest there
are many more conservancies that still need management
plans. “This is why we pushed so hard on this plan,” says
Doug. “We hope that it will serve as a template for other
conservancies and Nations on the coast.”

It is illegal to shoot a white bear, but hunters can legally
shoot black bears that may be carriers of spirit bear genes.

Clark Robinson signing off on the Kitasoo Spirit Bear
Conservancy Management Plan.

Bears Forever is a project of the Central Coast Bear Working
Group with support from the Central Coast Indigenous
Resource Alliance.
To reach a member of the Bear Working Group, please contact:
Councillor Jessie Housty, Heiltsuk Nation
JHousty@heiltsuknation.ca

Chief Councilor Doug Neasloss, Kitasoo/Xai’Xais Nation,
dougneasloss@gmail.com
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