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The Hupacasath are First Peoples of the Alberni Valley
in central Vancouver Island. We are one of the Nuu-Chah-
Nulth, the Original People of the West Coast of Vancouver
Island. Our elders tell us we have been here longer than any
memory can recall. Since the beginning, we’ve been richly
endowed with lands and resources for our use, and in
return we’ve had a great responsibility to steward them. We
used all the resources in our territory to enable us to thrive
as a culture. We were a strong self-sustaining Nation prior
to contact.

When white men arrived, they claimed our lands and resources

and confined us to small fragmented pieces of land called reserves.

They imposed laws that impeded our development. Our commu-

nity went from being resource wealthy to being dependent on

government handouts. While these very governments became

wealthy using our resources, we became the poorest of the poor,

disenfranchised, with high unemployment and substandard social

conditions: less than 300 people, living on the north side of Port

Alberni, a city whose population in the 1970s boasted one of the

highest per capita incomes in Canada.

As a community, we said,“Enough is enough! It is time for us to

take control of our lives. We no longer want to sit back and watch

everyone else take our resources out of our territory – and make

money while we do nothing.” As a Council, we were tired of

saying“No” to our youth, our elders, and our community for

things they needed. Hupacasath all agreed that through well-

planned and inclusive economic development, we were certain

that we could again become economically independent and

provide the services our members deserve and need.

History had created a legacy that caused us to lose

nearly everything we had, a legacy in which we were

treated badly. Twelve years of involvement in the treaty

process had brought no progress in returning our

lands and resources. We could have continued to

blame government and remain economically

disadvantaged. Or we could move ahead

without a treaty, move past blame, take the

high road, and show everyone the kind of

people we are. That’s what we decided

to do.

Having made that all-important

decision, we went back to our earliest

teachings for a way to proceed.

How small First Nations can use CED

to rebuild their economic independence

By Kekinusuqs

A Nation’s
Economic Catalyst

Blessing of the 900-foot cedar Walkway

in Port Alberni, April 2005, a beautifica-

tion project undertaken by Hupacasath’s

Transformation Society. Photo:

Hupacasath First Nation.
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Hishukishtswalk

One of the basic Nuu-chah-nulth
teachings is the concept of :
“Everything is one. Everything is con-
nected. You cannot do one thing without
affecting something else. We are all
inextricably linked through Mother Earth,
and everything that walks on her, grows
from her, or runs through or above her.”

A roughly equivalent phrase often used
in society is,“No man is an island.” In our
case,“No community is an island.” The fact
is that the economy of Hupacasath is
linked to the economy of Port Alberni,
and vice versa. If Hupacasath thrives, so
does Port Alberni. Since the downturn in
forestry and fishing in the 1980s, the town
has been struggling to survive. Diversi-
fication of the local economy is as much
the key to survival for Hupacasath as it is
to Port Alberni.

Eleven years ago, however, most of Port
Alberni did not even know that
Hupacasath existed. They thought our
neighbouring tribe, the Tseshaht, was the
only one in town. We needed to change
this if we were ever to change the condi-
tions under which our community was
living.

Our first step towards change was to
begin creating positive relationships with
the surrounding communities. Our belief
is that we must be good neighbours. We
began attending functions, hosting events,

Hishukishtswalk

sitting on the board of the regional
district as representatives of the Nuu-
chah-nulth Tribal Council, joining the
Alberni Valley Chamber of Commerce
and sitting on its board, and getting onto
committees of all kinds. By writing letters
to the editors of local newspapers, getting
to know their reporters, and getting
regular coverage of our affairs, we began
to build a positive image of our
Hupacasath community.

Hupacasath sits in the middle of one of
the richest forests in the world. Yet by
1999 we played no role in the forest
industry. The province was obtaining
approximately 6% of provincial forestry
revenue from our territory, but we had not
benefited in any way.

If we wanted to be part of the forest
industry, we had to know how it worked.
That meant understanding the legislation
and standards that governed forest
practices. We spent several years in the
1990s learning just that. When we were
ready, we felt a 232-hectare woodlot
would be a good training ground for our
members.

It took us another three years to put
everything in place before we made our

First Economic
Development Project

first cut. We found a federal funding source
to support our woodlot application. We
found a forester with high environmental
standards, and incorporated our own
values into management plans. The first
year, neighbouring woodlot owners trained
one of our members. After he moved on,
we trained a second member. He has now
been training other community members
in silviculture and salvage, and we use other
expertise when we need it.

We’ve now run our woodlot profitably
for five years and have now increased its
size to 400 hectares. Last year, our practices
on the woodlot earned it an Environmental
Award from the Alberni Valley Chamber
of Commerce.

Buoyed by the success of our woodlot
operation, we decided we needed a
comprehensive framework for advancing
community-based economic development
initiatives.

Over the next six months, we used
surveys and workshops to consult exten-
sively with our members, those living on
reserve as well as those living away from
home. In order to get the community
involved, we made it fun. We provided
meals and asked our members to bring
their families. We put large pieces of paper
and markers on all the tables, and encour-
aged people to draw, write, and brainstorm.
We provided incentives like gift certifi-
cates or cash to encourage people to
attend or complete a survey.

We made things relevant by
asking straightforward questions like,
“What kinds of jobs do you want?”
and“What should we do with our
existing lands and resources?” We
stressed how important it was to hear
all their voices. We hired outside
consultants to run the workshops so
everyone could see the process was
fair and open. No less than 95% of
our membership took part. It was
one of the most successful commu-
nity involvement projects we ever did.

During the process, we looked at
community strengths and weaknesses.
Our strengths included our people,
location, unity, and pride. We knew
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we could use these strengths to build our
economic future together. We identified
our weaknesses as political divisiveness,
lack of trust, and jealousy. We discussed
how to address such pitfalls with simple
(but powerful) things like providing
information, fairness, and transparency. In
light of the employment opportunities
they identified, we asked our members
how much training they were willing to do.

On the basis of this information we
then put together a mission statement and
goals: to achieve community and individ-
ual self-sufficiency through employment;
to build on our culture, traditions, and
community strengths; and to use strategic
partnerships.

There are two key elements in our
strategy. The first is for Hupacasath is to
build capacity, create employment and
career opportunities for members,
especially youth. We don’t want our young
people to move away; they are our hope
and our future.

A second key to our strategy is
diversification. The economy being what it
is, we knew we couldn’t rely on just one or
two major businesses, as in previous
decades. We asked ourselves,“What are
the things the greater community needs
that we Hupacasath could provide?” Some
of the opportunities we identified were
tourism, construction aggregates, green
power generation, and, of course, forestry
and fisheries. We also set some very high
environmental criteria that all our
initiatives would have to respect.

We adopted the strategy and began
implementing it.

One of our goals is to make Port Alberni a
tourist destination. To do so, we will meld
tradition with modern tourism. That’s
where comes in, the first
project under our new plan.
provides traditional canoe tours on the
Somass River, a gift shop, and an annual
salmon barbecue. We also host annual
canoe races to promote the business.

This was a tradition we had let go for
over 50 years. The business was a way to
revitalize an important part of who we are.
What better way to make a start in
business than with something we inti-
mately know – our culture, songs, and
history? It is important to us to share with
others who we are as a people, what our
connection is to this land. To launch our
canoes, we carried them down to the water
in the traditional way. We invited everyone
in Port Alberni and our neighbouring First
Nations to help us and together we
launched .

The biggest challenge has been the
seasonal nature of tourism. A second
challenge has been getting traffic to stop.
Our business sits alongside a highway that
nearly a million people drive each year on
their way to Long Beach and Tofino on the
Island’s west coast.

Building a business takes time, strategic
marketing, and the ability to assess what

Choo Kwa Ventures
Choo Kwa

Choo Kwa Ventures

Choo Kwa Ventures

you’re doing right and what you ‘re doing
wrong. During its first year, was
run off the desk of the Chief Councillor
and Executive Director. Our canoeists
were trained by the best. Elders provided
the cultural information needed to make
the business unique. We hired a consultant
to assist with product selection and
marketing. All the guides and gift shop
operators were community members. In
the second year, the consultant trained two
of our members to run the whole business.
Turnover in guides has been high due to
the wage we are able to pay at present. As
we build this business, we will be able to
pay more and retain the experience gained.
For now, we encourage our youth to work
for the sake of pride in our history and the
adventure we offer.

Getting this project off the ground
financially meant we needed a loan to buy
the canoes and get the inventory. We built
the gift shop through a woodworking
project. We got money for training through
the Nuu-chah-nulth Employment and
Training Board. Like all businesses,
marketing and promotion are key to
getting out your product, as well as earning
a good reputation. was runner-
up in the Vancouver Island Business
Excellence Awards in the Hospitality class
and has won the Alberni Valley Chamber
of Commerce Environmental Award and
their Customer Excellence Award.

Choo Kwa

Choo Kwa

(left) Douglas fir in the Hupacasath woodlot,

(above) the 2005 annual canoe race on the

Somass River. Photos: Hupacasath First Nation.

No community is an island. The economy of Hupacasath is linked to the economy of Port
Alberni, & vice versa. If Hupacasath thrives, so does Port Alberni. Diversification of the

local economy is as much the key to survival for Hupacasath as it is to Port Alberni.

No community is an island. The economy of Hupacasath is linked to the economy of Port
Alberni, & vice versa. If Hupacasath thrives, so does Port Alberni. Diversification of the

local economy is as much the key to survival for Hupacasath as it is to Port Alberni.
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The Transformation
Interpretive Centre

A second tourism project has been an
interpretive centre strategically located on
the highway to Tofino.

For phase one, we raised two large
traditional welcoming figures that attract
people on their way to the West Coast. We
acquired the large Nuu-chah-nulth whaling
carving once featured at the Royal BC
Museum in Victoria, and placed it in a
glassed-in building beside the welcome
figures. We’ve highlighted it with strategic
lighting to catch people’s attention.

Now we are getting the funding and
commissioning a spectacular design for a
larger building, the Transformation Centre.
We are calling it that for several reasons.
First, we are using it to transform Port
Alberni’s waterfront. Second, we are
transforming people’s understanding of
First Nations peoples. Third, we’re
transforming the relationship of
Hupacasath with the surrounding commu-
nities. We are involving our own commu-
nity and we’re asking the people of Port
Alberni to share in designing the building
and the business. In addition to deciding
which aspects of Hupacasath culture to
share with the public, we want other locals
to provide tourism products to broaden the
Centre’s appeal. We believe you cannot
build a successful business without the
support of all the people around you.

Our marketing research tell us that
people the world over are interested in

experiencing the culture of West Coast
First Nations. We intend the
Transformation Centre to be among
the best in the world.

But we are not putting all our eggs in the
tourism basket. As I said, diversification
is key in our CED approach. That’s why
we’re also making a major effort in
mining.

In our territory we have a hill that
consists of pure granite. Over three years
ago, we were approached by a company,
Polaris Minerals, that wanted to mine
construction aggregates from that hill.
Polaris provided us with their business
concept and enough money for us to
complete our own due diligence on
environmental issues and the overall
viability of the business. The site’s
location is in territory jointly asserted by
the Hupacasath, Ucluelet, and Tseshaht
first nations. After community-wide
consultations, we negotiated a deal with
Polaris that benefits three parties.

This business, Eagle Rock Materials,
has potential to generate good revenue
and long-term employment for our whole
community. It was good for us to realize
we can sit at any negotiating table and
hold our own with people who have
money and experience. It was empower-
ing to learn that we have a lot to offer:
traditional knowledge, relationships with
community and government, expertise in

Eagle Rock Materials Ltd.
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government processes, and connections to
other First Nations.

It was also a lesson in how to build a
major business from the ground floor up,
and all the decisions, small and large, that
involves. We are a vital part of Eagle Rock
Materials. Each party brings different
expertise to the project, which makes us an
incredible team. While it may take a few
more years before actual mining begins, we
intend to ensure that half the jobs are filled
by Hupacasath. We plan to provide an
intense training program to ensure that our
people have the qualifications needed for
mining management and technical jobs.

Energy is a third sector in which we are
making an investment.

A very large project we’ve developed
from start to finish is one that can really
benefit our region – and the environment.
We have just put into operation a 6.5
megawatt micro hydro, run-of-the-river,
green energy project on the local China
Creek. We’ve named the project after our
own name for that creek, , meaning
“calm place.” We came up with the idea so
we too could play our part creating
alternative energy and to reducing green-
house gases.

The project fits within the parameters of
a Community Energy Plan we completed
earlier to help us become a more environ-
mentally, socially, and economically
sustainable community. We have also made
construction and operation decisions that
maintain the high environmental standards
set by our CED strategy.

While building we employed nine
Hupacasath in various jobs from contract
and environmental monitoring to working
on construction. One of our members
trained and got an airbrake ticket so he
could drive an articulated dump truck. He
is proud of this accomplishment and our
Council uses him as a role model to say to
all our community,“Look what getting
training can do for you! ” Eventually, we will

Upnit

Upnit

Upnit Power Corporation

(left) The new House of Gathering, Hupacasath’s

seat of governance. Photo: Hupacasath First

Nation; (right) a geologist explores granite near

the future Eagle Rock quarry. Photocredit: Eagle

Rock Materials Ltd.



have four people employed at Four
full-time jobs is an important step forward
for our community. It builds capacity for
another run-of-the-river project we have
in mind as well as the utility corporation
we are starting to establish.

To lead and develop Hupacasath
needed financial partners. It was a lesson
in creativity and perseverance that lasted
nearly two years.

Choosing our equity partners was an
important step. A local engineering firm
has an investment arm called Synex
Energy. They’ve come in as a 12.5%
partner and bring expertise in building
and running projects. The Ucluelet First
Nation (with whom we are working on
other projects so we know we can conduct
good business together) is also a partner,
as is the City of Port Alberni, which has
its domestic water source and infrastruc-
ture on China Creek.

We have also accessed every federal pot
of money available. Indian and Northern
Affairs Canada provided $2 million under
the department’s economic development
programs. This was an incredible boost to
our project and we couldn’t have done it
without their support. Add to that a
$250,000 grant from the Aboriginal and
Northern Climate Change Program,
which has promoted, encouraged, and
supported us through all stages of
development. Stephen Owen, Minister of
Western Economic Diversification,
championed our project so we could
obtain a loan from WED’s Softwood
Industry Community Economic
Adjustment Initiative.

VanCity Savings and Credit Union has
stickhandled the credit we required for

They pulled together a debt
syndicate of credit unions in what is
becoming another first. Overcoming
barriers for financing First Nations is a
very big challenge. The financial institu-
tions that believe in First Nations are
playing an important role in the economic
prosperity that will happen.

We also have been extremely fortunate
in obtaining loan and equity financing for
many of our projects (especially )

Upnit.

Upnit,

Upnit.

Upnit

Creative Financing

through the Nuu-chah-nulth Economic
Development Corporation. Put in place
by the Nuu-chah-nulth Tribal Council
many years ago to help facilitate eco-
nomic Development for our peoples,
NEDC has been incredibly supportive
through lending, facilitating other federal
pots of money, and political support.

We want Hupacasath people employed
from the ground up in every project that
we undertake. My greatest hope is that
the CEOs of Hupacasath companies are
all Hupacasath within the next 10 years.

At a job fair last April we made a
display for every business we have in
development, what jobs they will create,
and what training is needed to do those
jobs. We hoped to inspire our members
to act now for a job they will have in the
near future.

Building Capacity
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Of every contractor who bids on any
part of a job we are doing, we ask the
same question: how many Hupacasath
members can you employ? How many
members they can employ and in what
capacity is one of the main factors in our
eventual selection. We bring in consul-
tants when necessary and ask them to
train our members.

Developing businesses is as integral to
capacity building as is the employment
that the business provides. As we coax
businesses along from conception to
operation, we use our own members
wherever possible.

We have also incorporated an
Economic Development Corporation to
oversee the implementation of our CED
Strategy. Seven community members are
on the board and we intend to bring in
business people from Port Alberni once
we get through some basic training in
business development: evaluation and
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Community economic development is the difference
between wealth management & pittance management.

It is using all the resources within your community,
especially your young people, to become a more integral

part of the economy. You need a vision, but also a
strategy & effective implementation
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preparation of business plans, understand-
ing financial statements and planning, and
marketing and promotion. We bring in
experts in these areas into our community
and offer 1-day training sessions according
to the needs we set out. It is through this
board that we will continue to carry out
the Hupacasath vision of community
economic development, so our members
must be central to the process.

You need to get out there and meet the
people who can help you. They need to
know who you are, that you do what you
say you’ll do, and they need to know you
are capable of running a business.

This kind of confidence is very
important to obtaining financing and
grants. (Cultivating relationships with
federal and local bureaucrats and
politicians has been key to our project
financing.) The same holds true for the
agencies that license your operations. Get
to know them, respect what they ask you
for, and work with them to find the
information they need. In the end, it is
these people who will go to bat for you
when you are looking for final
authorization.

You Need Champions To Succeed

What We’ve Learned

Share the Kudos

It Takes Money to Make Money

Teamwork

Another thing that works well is to let
everyone know who helped you. As part of
our tradition, whenever we hit a milestone –
an opening, a ground-breaking, or comple-
tion of any kind – we hold a ceremony and
thank these people. People need to be
thanked. Some say they were just doing
their job, but without them, you would not
have got to where you are.

Cultivating a positive relationship with
the media is another important aspect of
any business. The media like good news
stories, especially ones about creative
projects and partnerships.

Find out what funding sources are available
to start your projects. There are all kinds of
pots of money out there: equity, debt, and
grant. Each has its advantages and disad-
vantages.

From a community that has prided itself
on good financial management, making the
decision to go into debt to finance our
projects was a big one. I remember one
Council meeting where, because of a time
constraint, we had to decide on a loan to
order a turbine for our micro hydro project
before we had the financing for the whole
project. We believed in it enough to take the
risk, but it was a decision we did not take
lightly.

Building a team to assemble an economic
development project is vital to its success. If
you don’t have the expertise, make sure you
hire someone who does have it, who you
can work with, and whom you trust.
Finding the right consultants, partners, and
banking institution can be difficult, but is
worth every minute you put into it.
Building teams is an art, not a science, but
an art that can be mastered.

Build relationships with people and
organizations who can help you over the
long term as well. Hupacasath, for example,
is developing long-range plans to move into
manufacturing and other services. To make
that happen, we need to develop more
relationships within the investment
community, the provincial and federal
business community, and make in-roads
with manufacturers so when we are ready,

we will already have those contacts. In the
energy sector, we have been asked to get
involved in the Independent Power
Producers of B.C. and in the Canadian
Hydro Power Association. It is by means
of these relationships that we can move
forward.

Above all, remember that community
economic development takes You
need patience and flexibility to go with
the flow. Keep your goal in sight, but
understand that the path may change
many times before you arrive at the final
destination. (On the other hand, know
too when you have hit a brick wall, and
where to go for political intervention.)

Community economic development is
for making your community’s dreams
come true. It is the difference between
wealth management and pittance
management. It is using all the resources
within your community, especially your
young people, to become a more integral
part of the economy. You need a vision,
but also a strategy and effective imple-
mentation. Hupacasath have always had
visionaries. Community economic
development is taking those visions two
steps further: believing you can achieve
them, and then actually putting them
into action.

Community economic development
paves the way to self-government. It is
easier to be a self-governing people when
your membership has jobs, homes, and a
decent standard of living and is not
worrying about survival. From independ-
ence to dependence and back again as a
self-sustaining nation, Hupacasath is
changing the conditions in which its
people live. With everyone – Hupacasath
and Port Albernians – working together
in this, our beautiful place in the
world, we will do it.

time.

KEKINUSUQS (Judith Sayers) is Chief

Councillor of Hupacasath First Nation, in Port

Alberni, B.C. Contact her at

judith@hupacasath.ca or 250-724-4041. As

this article went to layout, Hupacasath won

two more awards from the Chamber of

Commerce: Entrepreneur of the Year for Tsu-

ma-uss Transformation Society’s waterfront

development and the Environmental Award for

Power Corporation. (above) The wolf,

symbol of Hupacasath. Except where otherwise

credited, all photos and artwork courtesy of

Hupacasath First Nation.

Upnit

Hupacasath’s 8 Steps
to Success

1. Create positive relationships within the

wider community.

2. Recognise the expertise you have in

your own community.

3. Be inclusive. Consult with your whole

community. Make it fun.

4. Identify your strengths and weaknesses.

5. Determine what your community wants.

Develop a strategy all can support. Build

in diversity and flexibility for future

planning.

6. Identify sources of funding for your

projects.

7. Build a team to put together an

economic development project.

8. Begin implementing your strategy with

specific, achievable projects. Build on

your successes.




