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Niwhkinic Holhkin – Our Language Chest
The Witsuwit’en Language and Culture Society’s Position on the Proposed
Federal Indigenous Languages Legislation

Introduction
The Witsuwit’en Language and Culture Society (WLCS) and the Witsuwit’en
Hereditary Chiefs are cautiously optimistic about the federal Indigenous languages
legislation proposed by the Trudeau/Liberal Government and its potential for
supporting us in revitalizing our language. We believe that given the proper
environment, a language renaissance is possible not only for us but also for every
Indigenous nation in this country. Creating a meaningful law that protects and
sustains Indigenous languages in Canada is a step towards reconciliation. It can also
set the stage for a future where multi-lingualism is the norm, as it was amongst
Indigenous nations prior to European contact. More importantly, it is a chance for
today’s governments to take responsibility for wrong doings of our collective colonial
history and assist us in recovering our languages. It must be recognized that our
freedom and ability to speak our Indigenous languages is a human right and the core
of any cultural group’s sense of identity. Recognition and mutual respect for
Indigenous languages, cultures and peoples needs to become a priority for all
Canadians, if we are to restore what has been forcefully taken from us.
This position paper has been prepared by the Witsuwit’en Language and Culture
Society (previously known as the Witsuwit’en Language Authority) with the
endorsement of the Witsuwit’en Hereditary Chiefs (Office of the Wet’suwet’en) and
the Witset First Nation (formerly Moricetown Band), as well as the support of
Hagwilget Village.

Witsuwit’en Participation and Engagement Relating to the Proposed
Federal Indigenous Languages Legislation
In spring of 2017, WLCS representatives participated in the First Peoples’ Culture
Council’s regional engagement session in Prince George. We then attended the
Assembly of First Nations’ summer and fall engagement meetings in Vancouver and
in Gatineau. Our society’s Board of Directors has met extensively the last six months
to provide feedback and direction in the creation of this paper. We met with the
Witsuwit’en Hereditary Chiefs (Office of the Wet’suwet’en) in early fall to discuss the
consequences and goals of the proposed federal Indigenous languages legislation, as
well as what outcomes Witsuwit’en people, as a nation, want to see. They provided us
with feedback throughout the drafting process. We have also utilized information
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from community language revitalization planning meetings held throughout 20162017. During this time, we conducted surveys to determine the state of our language,
developed a nation-based language revitalization strategy and research policies.
1. Background on Witsuwit’en Language, Culture and History
Since time immemorial, the Witsuwit’en have lived along the Widzin Kwah (Morice
and Bulkley rivers watershed). Witsuwit’en traditional territories are determined by
our clan and house system. Our laws are enacted through our Balhats (feast) system.
This is our traditional form of governance that continues to thrive today.
Figure 2
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We have five clans and thirteen houses. Each house is led by a Hereditary Chief who
is the caretaker of specific tracts of land or house territories. He or she is advised by
the high-ranking members of the house and clan when making decisions about
resources, territorial use and social interactions. Most clans have two or three houses
that work cooperatively together during Balhats and on the Yin tah (house
territories). Through the Balhats, our laws are enacted and every aspect of
Witsuwit’en life is governed. This includes birth, coming of age, marriage, divorce,
death, the succession of new Hereditary Chiefs, house territories use, compensation
for crimes, as well as cooperation and coordination of work between houses and
clans. This is what we call ’Anuc niwh’it’ën (our laws/business). Our oral histories tell
us that our connection to the land and the origins of our clans are intrinsic and
spiritual. As our Elders often say, “We are the land, and the land is us.”
Unlike the elected Indian Act band council system, imposed upon us by the colonial
government that became Canada, our Witsuwit’en hereditary system is based on
consensus and inheritance through the mother’s line of decent. We have a matrilineal
system. The Witsuwit’en hereditary system, which was stable for thousands of years
before European contact, relies on generosity, reciprocity and cooperation to meet
the needs of community members. The band system, by contrast, was created to
divide our nation and replace our hereditary system. The elected council changes
every two years, which makes it difficult to create a long-term vision for all
Witsuwit’en people. In our nation, we have six different Witsuwit’en communities,
each with their own band council. These elected band councils, as a result of the forest
tenure system, were encouraged to devise their own “traditional territories,” further
complicating how our nation functions internally and how it interacts with provincial
and federal governments. The division that the band council system and colonization
have created is a very painful reality in our lives, which in turn has affected the
survival of our language and culture. The Witsuwit’en Language and Culture Society
is a nation-based organization that represents all five Witsuwit’en clans with the
hopes of unifying all Witsuwit’en communities towards language revitalization and
cultural resiliency.
Thanks to our Elders and Hereditary Chiefs’ determination and perseverance, our
rights and title to our traditional Yin tah (territory) were asserted during the
Delgamuukw and Gisday Wa land claims trial in 1997. This was also the first time that
oral histories were accepted in Canadian courts. This landmark decision was the basis
for the Red Top and Tsilhqot'in (2012) cases. In 2011, the Red Top case confirmed that
our laws have equal standing to Canadian laws, as enacted through our hereditary
form of governance, the Balhats.
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We are resilient people, who have struggled to maintain our traditions in the face of
colonization. We maintain our traditional governance system and insist, above all,
that all levels of government remember this when drafting and implementing any law
that will affect our language. Our territories remain unceded and negotiations and
agreements regarding language should happen on a nation-to-nation basis.
2. The State of Our Witsuwit’en Language
The Witsuwit’en-Babine language belongs to the Na-Dene (Athapaskan) language
family, one of the largest language families in Canada. Our language was historically
categorized as part of the Carrier language, along with many of our eastern
neighbours; however, linguists James Kari and Hank Hildebrandt recognized that our
language is distinct from the Carrier language. Sharon Hargus, a linguist who has
worked with the Witsuwit’en since 1988, further describes the difference as resulting
from a distinct vowel shift (Hargus 2007, 5). The spelling of “Witsuwit’en” is based on
our current writing system developed by Hargus and is preferred in education and by
our society. Though it is endorsed by our Hereditary Chiefs, they for the moment have
chosen to retain “Wet’suwet’en” due to its usage in Delgamuukw v. British Columbia
(Ibid, 15). Witsuwit’en translated into English means “people from down below” or
“people of the lower drainage,” referring to our geographic location.
Figure 2

As recently as one hundred years ago, Witsuwit’en people sang our cin (songs),
recited our cin k’ikh (oral history) and c’idede (teaching stories) and tsiwh welelh
(dreamed) in our language. Many of our people were not only fluent in Witsuwit’en
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but also spoke the languages of our neighbours and trading partners, including the
diverse dialects of other Athapaskan speaking peoples to the east and Sm’algyax
(Tsimshian) speakers to the north-west. As explorers, missionaries and settlers
moved into traditional Witsuwit’en territory in the late 1800s, our people
incorporated French, the Chinook trade jargon and English into their vast linguistic
repertoire. We were truly a multi-lingual people. This was necessary to maintain
respectful relations with our neighbours.
As the colonial population grew, the Euro-Canadian state established the provinces
and territories we know today and took hold of our lands and worked to destroy our
deep-rooted connection to our homelands. The boundaries of our Yin tah (territory)
that once followed watersheds and ridgelines were redrawn as square grids. The
names that demarked our territorial boundaries, trails, rivers, lakes and villages as
truly Witsuwit’en were renamed.
Our children were stolen to erase the songs, stories, dreams and memories of the life
our Ancestors lived on the land. Indian Residential Schools and the Sixties Scoop had
devastating effects on our way of life, with many generations living under the hurtful
policies intended to strip our people of our indigeneity. Generations of assimilationist
policies have forced us to the edges of our traditional lands, society and culture. Our
language and our very existence are severely endangered.
Recent community-based statistics have identified that only approximately 116
fluent speakers, most of whom are elderly and dispersed between our communities,
remain (See appendix 1). Only about 3.5 percent of our entire population still speak
Witsuwit’en fluently. Our communities are often disconnected socially and politically
due to the reserve system imposed upon us. With every language keeper who passes
into the spirit world, we lose an irreplaceable fragment of our history, culture and
worldview.
As Witsuwit’en, we have exerted a lot of effort to revitalize our language despite
unrelenting oppression and having extremely limited resources. Our elders have
worked tirelessly to uphold their responsibility to educate younger generations to
speak our language and maintain their identity as Witsuwit’en. Over the years, we
have worked with linguist Sharon Hargus to create an orthography, grammar book
and dictionary. We have hosted language classes and camps, created songbooks,
children’s books and recorded our Elders speaking in our language. We have had
young people participate in mentorships and be trained as language teachers. Yet
despite nearly two decades of pro-active work, we have yet to produce even one new
fluent speaker in a world dominated by English.
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Our language is intertwined with all aspects of our culture and worldview. The
proposed legislation needs to support a more general cultural revitalization. Our
language and culture are intrinsically rooted and connected to our traditional lands
and resources. We cannot protect our language and culture if the lands we live on
and the resources we depend on are not protected. We are salmon people and much
of our culture stems from our relationship with the salmon in our rivers. Today, there
is not even enough salmon to feed all Witsuwit’en people.
3. Language Loss
As much as we would like to declare that this country’s assimilationist policies have
not been successful, the sad truth is that they have been utterly devastating for our
people. For millennium, our culture has guided our worldview and allowed us to live
freely and prosper in our Yin tah while maintaining its integrity. In contrast, today we
are faced with the tragic and impending extinction of our language and culture, as
well as the incremental destruction of the land we have depended on for thousands
of years.
We continue to have hope and we will continue to fight for our language and culture.
The immensity and injustice of this issue, however, cannot be ignored. Quite simply,
we are mere decades away from language extinction. The past assimilation policies and
strategies that linger into the present day have left our people in a place where our
language is barely relevant to most our people. Many of us struggle for everyday
survival due to social and economic inequities and a lack of resources, even though
many of us still live in our traditional territories, which remain to some extent
resource-rich. Our natural resources continue to be stripped from our land with very
limited, tangible benefits to our communities.
Though our Hereditary Chiefs affirm and reaffirm our rights and title to our
traditional territory, usually through court action, we continue to live with the
consequences of a nation disconnected from our land-base. Political, economic and
social inequality and injustice continue to be the norm and these disparities need to
be addressed. They hinder any progress that can be made to revitalize our language.
The effects of colonization constantly interfere with our ability to make any real
headway. Our language revitalization strategy requires much more than small
increases in funding for language classes and programs. Current funding strategies,
which trickle-down slowly, do not address our basic needs.
Our people need to be empowered directly and their basic human needs must be met;
language is part of this solution. We require true reconciliation to mend the broken
8

relationships. Canada must take responsibility for the colonial past and be the catalyst
for positive change in the present and future. Inaction most certainly will result in
linguicide and the final destruction of our culture and people.
Language loss has occurred at an unsettling rate due to many factors, many of which
are out of our control. The Cambridge Handbook of Endangered Languages (reference)
identifies the key factors at play when a language becomes endangered. The
Witsuwit’en have experienced all of the following:
•

•

•

•

Natural disasters, famine, disease: The Witsuwit’en saw a devastating decrease
in numbers due to Western introduced diseases such as smallpox, the Spanish
Flu and tuberculosis, which rapidly and traumatically reduced our population.
It is estimated that this catastrophic population loss was roughly 75-90% with
only 300 Witsuwit’en survivors left in the late 1800s (Morin 2016, 228).
Furthermore, our people were not permitted access to adequate or equitable
healthcare and had to attend “Indian Hospitals,” which were often breading
grounds for disease.
War and genocide: The Witsuwit’en were subjected to violence with genocidal
intent. The repression of our sovereignty over our lands and peoples, the
Potlatch Ban, barring us from participating in our Balhats (feasts), our
traditional form of government, without prosecution and the reserve system
restricted our access to our land-based economy. We needed passes from an
Indian Agent to leave or have non-status relatives visit. These crimes almost
severed our connection to our ways of being, to each other and to the land that
birthed our culture and language.
Political repression: The active prohibition and disavowal of our language has
occurred through Canada’s systemic efforts through laws, education and
political systems of control, residential schools and the Sixties Scoop being the
most damaging. Today, we continue to be denied equal access to Witsuwit’en
language programming in mainstream schools, for education and language
programming on reserve and for child welfare structures that would build our
capacity to care for children safely in our communities and cultures. We were
excluded when official language laws were drafted, favouring French and
English, though Witsuwit’en is the original language of our territory.
Cultural/political/economic marginalization/hegemony: The ongoing
colonization of our territory has positioned the Witsuwit’en as a minority in
our own homeland. In our traditional territories, most of the literature,
educational opportunities and political activities are carried out in English
with limited recognition of our title, governance, history, culture and language.
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•

•

Urbanization: Over 60 percent of our population now live away from our
communities. We struggle to offer basic language programming to our onreserve communities, let alone off-reserve Witsuwit'en.
Intermarriage: Many of our people have intermarried with non-Witsuwit’en
speakers and commonly speak English or other Indigenous
languages/dialects.

Based on the above factors, it is no surprise our language is endangered today. To
ensure our language does not die with our remaining fluent speakers, a
comprehensive and complete language renaissance. The proposed Indigenous
language legislation must address these challenges and offer a means to increase our
capacity to change the tide of language loss.
4. A Long-Term Vision and Our Language Revitalization Needs
Based on our experiences thus far, we recognize that one-off programs and services
are simply insufficient to protect our languages. We need—and deserve—a complete
and ongoing language and culture program tailored to the unique needs of the
Witsuwit’en. Given our dire timeline, a fully-funded and comprehensive language
program is required, supplemented by a reconciliation strategy that addresses the
language loss factors above. The revitalization of our language will not be successful
until we are producing enough fluent speakers to stabilize our language and are able
ensure that our language is utilized on a functional, societal level in our communities.
Legally protecting Indigenous languages in Canada is a fundamental first step in
righting the wrongs of the past. This legislation can ensure their ongoing survival.
While creating unofficial bills and acts are commendable, inclusion in the Canadian
Constitution would ultimately provide a guarantee to all Indigenous Nations that we
will be able to continue the work required to revitalize our languages. This is
something Canada should aspire to beyond the creation of this initial legislative step.
Protection of Indigenous languages as an Aboriginal right enshrined in the
constitution, equal to French and English, would ensure we are not at the mercy of
the government of the day. This language legislation needs to be explicit in detail and
broad in scope and should not contravene Witsuwit’en rights and title, as asserted
through the Delgamuukw and Tsilquot’in decisions. This legislation is a strong
message to Indigenous nations and Canadians alike that the Government of Canada is
committed to reconciliation. Entrenchment of Indigenous language rights in the
Constitution in the long-run would seal that commitment.
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We cannot wait for another term in office, another decade, another year. We are
losing our last generation of fluent speakers now. It is our right and responsibility to
ensure that future generations have the opportunity to hear and learn our language
in every facet of their lives. To achieve this goal, we require the Indigenous languages
legislation to provide a framework for the following:
•

•

•
•
•
•
•

Nation-to-nation consultations and negotiations with Witsuwit’en Hereditary
Chiefs regarding the implementation of the legislation in our territory,
including the financial, political and social mechanisms that will ensure its
success. The legislation should support us to assert our own ’Anuc niwh’it’ën
(our laws) and Balhats (feast system) to implement our own language laws
within our territory.
A mechanism and funding that would support Witsuwit’en Hereditary Chiefs
to consult with our six Witsuwit’en communities and their elected band
councils to negotiate and establish agreements regarding the law’s
implementation, the disbursement of language education funding,
programming and reconciliation.
Recognition of Witsuwit’en as the official language within Witsuwit’en Yin tah,
alongside English and French, thus creating a multilingual nation.
Guaranteed language education funding and support to build revitalisation
capacity.
Capacity building for implementation and public education.
A public process for nation-to-nation reconciliation.
Infrastructure to support Witsuwit’en language and culture revitalisation (i.e.
access to high-speed Internet, appropriate facilities, poverty elimination
strategies, health and wellness programs, etc.).

4.1. Nation-to-nation Consultations and Negotiations
•

•

The proposed language legislation will not be effective unless it begins with
the Witsuwit’en. A top-down approach or pan-indigeneity will not be effective
in addressing the unique needs faced in the diverse First Nations, Metis, and
Inuit communities across Canada.
The legislation’s implementation needs to happen on a nation-to-nation basis.
Language programming needs to be developed by nation-based Witsuwit’en
organisations for all Witsuwit’en people. The proper implementation of this
legislation should avoid further entrenchment of the political divisions the
reserve system created in our Witsuwit’en communities. Witsuwit’en
Hereditary Chiefs re-established title to our traditional lands during the
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•

•

Delgamuukw/Gisday Wa Decision. As such, all Witsuwit’en people, regardless
of band membership or Indian status, are recognized in our traditional
structures of kinship which has endured for thousands of years. The
Witsuwit’en have the jurisdiction, through its Hereditary System, to pass its
own language law.
Funding to implement extensive language revitalisation programs, strategies
and official status should be disbursed directly to nation-based organisations
affiliated to our entire Witsuwit’en Nation, represented by our Hereditary
Chiefs. Disbursement through INAC or MARR is undesirable. We do not want
to be at the end of the trickle of funds that flows through large bureaucracies,
which is our current experience. Current funding structures create political
divisions and disunity within our nation.
For the Witsuwit’en Language and Culture Society, we already have many
systems in place to ensure our leadership is reflective of our traditional clanbased system of governance. The Witsuwit’en Language and Culture Society
represents our five clans and as well as elders, youth and off-Yin tah (offreserve) demographics. We work closely with our Hereditary Chiefs and are
working to gain support of the bands within our Yin tah. As we continue to
grow, our society would like to continue taking a leadership role in revitalizing
our language and would like to provide programming to all Witsuwit’en
members regardless of their location.

4.2. A Mechanism for Community Consultation
The historic divisions in our communities outlined earlier in our paper need to be
address. Funding and a mechanism to consult and negotiate agreements with all six
Witsuwit’en communities is necessary to ensure that a nation-based approach to
implement the language legislation is successful. Like the courts, the Canadian
Government must, once and for all, recognise Witsuwit’en Hereditary Chiefs and our
Balhats (feast) system, as the only legitimate Witsuwit’en government. Until the
Indian Act is dismantled, band councils will continue to play an important role in
providing our communities with their basic needs. A nation-to-nation
implementation of this jointly-developed legislation is a concrete step towards
reconciliation and building a new relationship between Canada and the Witsuwit’en.
A mechanism to support community consultation is essential to re-establishing our
nation’s true leadership and preparing a positive transition and shift in responsibility.
If done correctly, this will create trust and increase unity, all for the sake of
revitalising our language and culture.
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4.3. Recognition of Witsuwit’en as an Official Language within
Witsuwit’en Yin tah and Creating a Multilingual Nation
Probably the most important aspect our language’s protection by law is to ensure its
recognition as an official language. We realize that making all Indigenous languages
in Canada official nation-wide is unrealistic; however, making Indigenous languages
official within each nation’s traditional territory is not an insurmountable task. The
biggest hurdle would be a challenge to our mindsets around language learning and
use in Canada. Humans have the capacity to learn and speak multiple languages given
the proper education. In this respect, we believe making Witsuwit’en official in our
Yin tah is not only a step towards language revitalization for Indigenous peoples, but
a positive towards reconciliation for all Canadians. The current governments, federal
and provincial, must take the lead in returning our Indigenous languages and
regaining the level of respect they once enjoyed by ensuring that all Canadian citizens
recognize that their survival is a human right to be respected. Equality with our
territories is a necessary step in restoring what has been taken from us and turning
the tide of colonization in our territory.
The legislation could provide official language status and human rights to Witsuwit’en
similarly to the way English and French are protected in the Canadian Constitution in
that it would:
•
•
•

•
•

•

Enhance the vitality of Witsuwit’en language within Witsuwit’en territory and
support and assist in its development
Encourage and support the learning of Witsuwit’en in both on-reserve and offreserve schools and academic institutions within the territory.
Provide funded Witsuwit’en language education to all Witsuwit’en nationals
settled in another Indigenous nation’s territory like Section 23 provides for
French and English minorities.
Foster an acceptance and appreciation of English, French, and Witsuwit’en
within Witsuwit’en Yin tah.
Encourage and assist provincial and municipal governments to support
language instruction for all citizens within Witsuwit’en Yin tah to learn
English, French and Witsuwit’en.
Encourage and cooperate with the business community, health and social
services, governmental organizations, as well as other social institutions to
provide services in both English, French and Witsuwit’en, fostering the
recognition and use of those languages.
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•

Encourage and assist organizations and institutions to project the multilingual
character of Canada in their activities throughout the country and abroad.1

The official languages act could further promote reconciliation of Indigenous
languages by borrowing language from Nunavut by:
•

•

Affirming that, contrary to past practice in which the Witsuwit’en language
was legally, socially and culturally subordinated in government and
elsewhere, it is desirable that Witsuwit’en language be recognized as:
o The official Indigenous language of Witsuwit’en Yin tah (territory)
o The spoken and preferred language of Witsuwit’en people
o A defining characteristic of the history and people of Witsuwit’en Yin
tah (territory) and a necessary element in the improvement of
Witsuwit’en social, economic and cultural well-being
Desiring to establish Witsuwit’en, English and French as the official languages
of Witsuwit’en Yin tah (territory), having equal status and equal rights and
privileges.

Furthermore, our official language status would be supported by:
• Appointing a Witsuwit’en Language Commissioner in consultation with the
Witsuwit’en Hereditary and elected leadership.
• Ensuring extensive, accessible public education regarding the legislation’s
rationale and role in creating Canada’s new relationship with Indigenous
nations, as well as on Witsuwit’en history, particularly around language loss.
• Ensuring public recognition of Witsuwit’en traditional house and clan
territories.
• Reclamation of Witsuwit’en place names.
• Providing on-going support to implement the use of the Witsuwit’en
orthography and translating government documents.2
• Recognizing Witsuwit’en and other Indigenous languages and dialects in
census data.
A federal law protecting Indigenous languages must also be reconciled provincially.
Provinces govern health and education services off-reserve, while the federal
government fund on-reserve programs. This has created a long list of issues over the
years. The legislation should easily extend to Indigenous people living in urban
1

http://www.officiallanguages.gc.ca/en/language_rights/act
Ensuring that resources first go towards creating fluent speakers and are not diverted to
translating documents.
2
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areas who access provincial services. Coordination between both levels of
government will be needed to ensure that jurisdictional problems are anticipated,
and solutions are found to avoid unnecessary hardships and limitations for nations
trying to offer language learning opportunities and services to its members,
wherever they may be.

4.4. Guaranteed Funding and Support
One of the greatest challenges we face is limited funding. Over the years, the majority
of our projects have been volunteer-based. Funding has been delivered on a projectby-project basis. Currently, no Witsuwit’en organisation has core funding devoted to
language revitalisation. The Witsuwit’en Language and Culture Society for decades
worked under the umbrella of various Witsuwit’en organizations and when the
funding stopped, so did the work, making it extremely difficult to create program
continuity or a sustainable language revitalization plan. It is almost impossible under
these conditions to retain skilled professionals to support the work that needs to be
done to provide the language learning programs, resources and support necessary to
bring our language back from the brink of extinction. We require long-term core
funding to support the administration of our programs and services and to train and
retain skilled language specialists and teachers. We currently struggle to offer our
current program and are unable to expand our services due to a lack of resources.
Core funding would help us train and attract the human resources required and
create the multi-generational projects needed to revitalize our language.
Presently, we write proposals to receive limited funding to complete one-off projects
or begin language programs without assurance of continuity. Many of our projects
last less than a year and are coordinated by individual volunteers or part-time, nonpermanent staff who are underpaid. They often take on an enormous number of tasks
that fall outside project descriptions to ensure that the projects succeed.
Monetary funding to our nation needs to be open-ended, following policies of
transparency and accountability, to ensure we can use the money in the best ways
possible. It should build upon our existing projects to ensure continuity and growth
in our services and most importantly in the learning of future fluent speakers. To
deliver adequate language programs we require, at minimum, the following core
administrative and project funding:
•

Administration funding
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•

•
•
•

Capital and infrastructural funding – We have inadequate working and storage
(program materials and archival resource) spaces and no ability to transport
people to participate in on-the-land activities.
Language and culture program funding
Reconciliation funding (addressing the history of trauma)
Training and capacity building support

This language legislation will also require investing funding in other sectors and
levels of government to implement the legislation at the municipal and provincial
level. For this to succeed, all levels of government must be involved and support this
endeavor financially. Otherwise, we will see resistance at all levels of government and
the legislation will only be an aspirational document with no practical value. Services
within Witsuwit’en territory should reflect Witsuwit’en official language status.
4.5. Capacity Building for Implementation and Public Education
To successfully transition to a supported nation-based language revitalization
program that meets our needs, the Witsuwit’en need capacity building. First and
foremost, we need the human resources and training to be able to deliver our
programs and services. Access to quality post-secondary education that supports
Witsuwit’en language revitalisation within our communities is another barrier to
building our capacity. We need the means to create partnerships with academic
institutions that can bring education programs that support language revitalisation
to our territory. To ensure we have the capacity to develop and deliver a
comprehensive language strategy we require, at minimum, the following human
resources:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

A full-time administrator
A human resources coordinator/book-keeper
Administrative support staff
A curriculum developer(s)
Project coordinator(s)
Language teachers
Proposal writer/fundraiser
Counsellors/wellness staff
A librarian, archivist
Translators
Sound, video and web technician

Secondly, we need to develop strategies for developing a prioritized program that
suits the needs of first language learners (babies), second language learners (older
16

children/adults), as well as creating services for non-Witsuwit'en learners.
Regardless of the approach, we must focus our programs on the most effective
measures to begin producing fluent speakers. Having access to current language
revitalisation research and expertise would make this a realistic goal. We anticipate
the implementation and its effects on language revitalization to occur in phases as
follows:

Phases of Language Retention from Revitalization to Maintenance
Phase 1 (pre-legislation): Language loss/very limited support
Phase 2: Introduction of language legislation and funding – Consultation, negotiation
and reconciliation
Phase 3: Language revitalization
Phase 4: Language stabilization
Phase 5: Extension on language programs and services to the broader society
The capacity our communities need to successfully revitalize our language includes
many factors that have nothing to do with language. For example, serving healthy
food, providing transportation to classes and territory-based activities, supporting
community wellness and addressing the trauma of colonization are constant,
crippling challenges. Without individuals and communities that are thriving—at the
very least by the same standard as the average Canadian—we cannot expect our
people to thrive in language learning. We need to nourish both our minds, spirits and
communities. Health and wellness cannot be ignored in the creation of this legislation.
Currently, aside from low skill levels, health and wellness has become our greatest
challenge. To separate the needs of our Indigenous communities in nice neat boxes
will not lead to any form of success. Whatever the approach, it must be holistic.
The Canadian Government must ensure that all levels of government and the general
public be informed about the Indigenous language legislation through the various
forms of media, in schools and public discourse, so that the average Canadian
understands why the legislation was enacted and financial support will ensue, its role
in creating new relationships and reconciliation with First Nations, Métis and Inuit
peoples, and how vital it is to the survival of all Indigenous languages in Canada.
Public education on Canada’s history in relation to Indigenous peoples cannot be
underestimated in implementing this legislation. It is a gap in the knowledge of most
Canadians that must be addressed for this to succeed. All levels of governments
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should be encouraged to promote linguistic and cultural diversity, particularly
recognising the nation whose territory they find themselves in.

4.6. A public process for nation-to-nation reconciliation
As Canada and Indigenous nations implement the language legislation and forge new
partnerships that will support the reestablishment of healthy languages and cultures,
a nation-to-nation process for reconciliation that can be witnessed by Canadians is an
important symbol of creating new relationships. It would be a public way of
acknowledging our shared past and future.
Since early contact, the relationship between the Witsuwit’en and the Canadian
government is based on a lack of trust and respect. For us to trust the federal
government, we need to see concrete action to restore what was taken from us. We
need our language to be fully protected with on-going, guaranteed funding to carry
out our language revitalization strategy. More broken promises or programs and
services conjured up in cities and boardrooms thousands of miles from our territory
will not restore our faith in the government and our common future.
Reconciliation cannot be completed without the support of Canadian citizens,
primarily those who live within our traditional territories. The racism that continues
to fester in our communities needs to be addressed. As such, the implementation of
this legislation needs to ensure that Indigenous history, local knowledge and
language is included in the classroom for all students in all levels of education,
including professional development opportunities for the RCMP, health care workers,
educators and the general adult population. Without respect and recognition from
Canadian society, it will be extremely difficult to begin the path towards
reconciliation and the implementation of this legislation. The federal and provincial
governments need to ensure that this education takes place.

4.7. A Comprehensive Witsuwit’en Language and Cultural Education
Program
To fully envision a future where we have fluent speakers, we need a comprehensive
language and cultural education program. To date we have only been able to
sporadically offer introductory language courses to various demographics. We
require full immersion programs from infants to elders in all our communities. We
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need online programs for Witsuwit’en people living away from our territories. We
need land-based education to reconnect our people to our traditional territories.
We recognize that developing an educational program for all demographics will take
time. Therefore, we would like to see a strong focus on beginning with language nests
for our youngest children who are still capable of learning Witsuwit’en as a first
language. As our capacities grow, we would like to offer services to all demographics,
both on and off-reserve.
The average age of fluent Witsuwit’en speakers is 66 years old. Government
requirements that language teachers have university accredited certificates is
unrealistic in our context and an unnecessary barrier to language revitalisation.
Those fluent speakers who are still able to teach, should to be recognised and gain
parity in terms of pay. Those who have the potential to teach should have
opportunities to learn teaching techniques. Significant support is required to create
the next generation of teachers. As mentioned earlier, training new teachers in our
communities is the only way they can become fluent in our language, since they
cannot access instruction in our own language in many universities in British
Columbia.
Ultimately, education should lead language back to our homes, which is the way all
maternal languages are transmitted. We need to focus on teaching all generations so
that children have someone to talk to at home and language becomes relevant in
everyday life, not just at school. Inter-generational trauma needs to be addressed and
families need support to create healthy homes and relationships where language can
flourish.

4.8. Infrastructure to Support Witsuwit’en Language and Culture
Included in our language revitalization plan is the physical infrastructure required for
our programs and services. This includes adequate administrative spaces and places
of learning. We currently have six to eight people working in two small offices. We
need educational and research centres with audio recording studios, computer labs,
language libraries and archives, museums and interpretive centres. Many of our
communities lack high-speed Internet and technology to consider offering online
language instruction, particularly to remote areas or from our communities to urban
Witsuwit’en. Basic health needs, hydro and water, stable food sources and
transportation have yet to be met. These are all barriers to language and culture
revitalisation.

19

We also need land-based infrastructure, such as long houses and traditional housing
to support education in the territories. A healthy Yin tah is part of the infrastructure.
Securing areas to harvest traditional foods, medicinal plants and animals is an
important part of revitalisation and cultural education. The cumulative impacts of
development and impacts on culture and health are tremendous. For example, all
Witsuwit’en cannot survive from the territory anymore.

Conclusion
The Witsuwit’en Language and Culture Society has long been committed to the
revitalisation of Witsuwit’en language and culture. We consider Prime Minister Justin
Trudeau’s proposal to enact legislation that will protect Indigenous languages to be
an important step towards reconciliation with First Nations, Inuit and Métis peoples.
What will give us confidence in the Government of Canada’s intentions is how
Indigenous peoples’ needs, values and diversity are reflected in its drafting. The fact
that it will be jointly-developed is a positive step in creating trust, but it should echo
the work that has been carried out in engagement sessions that have taken place
across this country. Safeguards making the legislation difficult for future
governments to repeal it and its full implementation, which would recognise and
protect the diverse Indigenous languages of Canada and directly enable Indigenous
nations to create the infrastructure, institutions and programs vital to language
revitalisation, as well as provide capacity for public education and a reconciliation
process, is the greatest assurance the Government of Canada can offer us of their
commitment. Our language is our identity. Being Witsuwit’en means to speak our
language, to govern ourselves and live our way of life in our unceded traditional
territories, free of oppression. This is a basic human right. We deserve no less. Our
language is nearing extinction, but we are cautiously optimistic that Canadians are
ready to forge a new relationship based on respect that makes room for all of Canada’s
Indigenous languages and cultures in our collective future.

Statement on Witsuwit’en Land Claims
Nothing in this paper is intended to abrogate or derogate from Witsuwit’en land
claims or other negotiations and agreements with Canadian federal, provincial or
municipal governments.
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Appendices
Appendix 1: Fluent Witsuwit’en Speakers 2016-17
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