Thchg Government Technical Report Summary: Whati Roads Dialogue (August 2010)
“We love our land. It provides for us and we will not leave.” (Whati elder)

People love living in Whati. The land people live on is sacred: it provides the food, the water, and the
history that keep people happy and united. It is a beautiful place, and it was chosen by elders to raise
families. It is safe and quiet, and people love the isolation. The people spoke of having everything they

need in Whati: it is its own community.

When they spoke about what might change with an on land winter road, the women, youth and
harvesters in this meeting raised many possible changes, both good and bad. They were undecided on
whether they support an on land winter road, and they were strongly against an all season road. Male
elders are in support of the on land winter road, and they are totally against the construction of an all
season road. When people spoke in small groups of youth, women, elders and harvesters, they spoke of
very different impacts and concerns. Youth in particular were the most against a road into the region,
either an all weather road or an on land road.

This finding of low support for an on land winter road needs to be followed up, as there have been
surveys that have been run since that give a different level of support on the roads issue. People may
not have had enough information to make a well informed choice. There was some confusion about the
options, and it may have been that people were only against an all season road. Also, lots of people
were not present at the meeting because it was held in work hours and so work should be done in
homes to find out if people support an on land winter road.

This report focuses on two topics: the reason people love Whati and what keeps them there, and what
would change with an on land winter road.

Approach

The Thchg Assembly held a three day meeting in Whati to discuss transportation options for the
community. The meeting was well-attended by all ages. At some points there were as many as 130
people present, but attendance varied. The meetings were better attended in the afternoons.

The meetings were facilitated and organized by the Whati Community Government, the Lands
Department and the Tiichg Assembly. All of the Thcho Assembly was present to listen. The facilitators
were Mike Nitsiza, Rosa Mantla, Albertine Eyakfwo, and Therese Mantla. The main purpose of the
meetings was to take the pulse of public opinion towards transportation needs for the community.

On the first day, the focus was on what people love about Whati. People were asked why they raise
their children in Whati, and what keeps them there. They were then presented with three
transportation options—keep the existing winter road, move to an on land winter road, or build an all
season road. People were asked to vote, using coloured note paper. There was an even split of votes on
two options: the existing winter road and the on land winter road. There was no support for an all
season road.



The second day moved to the question of what would change with an on land winter road. People
broke into small working groups to consider the questions: harvesters, women, male elders, and youth.

On the final day, the Department of Transportation and Fortune Minerals presented to the community.
Limits of the consultation and the report

This approach to consultation relied on
bringing people out of their houses to speak
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publicly on the issue. A truck was sent around
kb o Cras daily to announce the meetings, and posters
o v g % were put up in the community before the
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meeting. Some elders who had a hard time
walking were picked up so they could come
to the meeting. Even though lots of people
came to the meeting, there is a limit to what
gets said in a big meeting room. When the

whole group was talking, only male elders
spoke. In the small groups, everyone had a turn to speak and they did, but they were limited by how
much time we had. Some people may not have come to the meeting, and even those who came may not
have had enough time or space to speak their minds. This means that this report is only based on what
was said and captured in notes (because the meeting was almost entirely in ThchgTransportation
Options Considered

There was confusion about what type of road options. People spoke about the past winter road, an all
on-land winter road, and the past winter road. There was confusion about what each road might
represent. To be clear, the options considered were:

1: Continue with winter road access which gives Whati vehicle access for about 10 weeks a year of safe
travel. The winter road season usually starts in mid January and goes until the end of March, but the
length of time it is open depends on how cold it is during late fall and early winter.

2: An on land winter road corridor on Ttichg land would start at Highway 3 and run to the road running
east of Whatl. This would allow safe travel on roads to begin earlier in the fall and go longer each
winter, depending on weather in October and November the road. It could be open as early as
December or November depending on how cold the weather is. This is the work that the Tfichg
Government is pursuing with the DOT.

3: An all Thichoall land all season road. This would involve the creation of the all land all seasonal road
and having it upgraded to all weather road condition. This would involve large construction crews
upgrading the road to the quality of Highway 3. This would mean there would be vehicle access to
Whati all year round. The all season access would not extend past the spur road that goes to Fortune
Mineral’s proposed mine site. But this road is only 27 km from the community.



What people love about Whati —Valued components
People love Whati. They love it and want to raise their children and families there for many reasons:

e There is clean water and no pollution—People love how the water is clean, safe and healthy, as
well as the environment.

e People can be active outside—People are active, out boating and fishing and in the bush with
their families. There is a baseball field for recreation. Youth are out swimming and being out on
the water.

e The land sustains everyone—“All the animals that we survive on are here.” (Male elder). There
are berries, traditional medicines, and fur bearing animals, fish and caribou. People fish in every
season and dry the fish. The area is good for fish harvesting. It is easy to travel to Edezhe for
trapping, hunting and fishing. Caribou travel to the area, and hunters have travelled all over this
area in the past by dogteam. “In Whati there is good wildlife and fish. We don’t want to go
anywhere else. We love our land and community.”(Male elder)

e Thereis peace, quiet and safety—“Ever since | was born, | lived here. It is nice and peaceful, it is
not rowdy. | have a son and daughter and want them to have a good, peaceful life. It is good to
live here.” (Woman elder). People spoke of how they love to hear the ducks in the spring, and of
how beautiful the land is. “When we go out on the land, the water looks like glass, and we teach
our children all these skills. We teach them our culture. One day we want them to have a good
life. We life off the wildlife, we don’t eat from the store.” (Woman elder) People feel safe in
Whati, and few people lock the doors.

e People practice the culture and language—Youth talked of how it feels good to be Tiichg in the
Monfwi area. They know about the past and the history through traveling on the land, when
they learn about the stories around the lake and at the falls. Elders know all the names of the
land, and they teach these names to the youth. People speak the language and take the time to
practice the culture. “When something is going on in the community, everyone participates.”
(Woman elder) In the community, the spirituality is being taught to the children and people
practice traditional games, dances and songs.

e People still travel on the trails of the ancestors—People travel to other communities by canoe
and snowmobile, and the elders used to go by dogteam. “We travel once a year to Rae to
celebrate. All the footprints are still there on the path that was used. Importantly, “because
there is no transportation, young people stay in the community.” (Male elder). People do travel
to other areas, and other communities. They love to be out in the bush.

e The history is known—People know about stories and place names from the elders and
Prophets about the region. There are so many burial sites in the region. “All the islands here
have grave sites. It is a good place to live. We want to preserve this for the next generation.”
(Male elder)

e Whati is a self contained community, and people have everything they need—There is
everything that is needed, with firewood, health services, police and a school. The community
could even be sustainable in energy, if the waterfall and river were used for power. If people
need other services, they travel to Yellowknife, but they are anxious to come home again.



Families are used to stocking up for the year during the period of time when the winter road is
open, and women pride themselves in planning well for the family needs.

e This is a beautiful place to raise children— Whati was chosen as a place to live, to teach and
raise children in. “We want our youth raised here the way we were brought up here.” (Male
elder) “Our parents raised us here, our parent’s parents lived here. Our families raised us to love
our land. Because our ancestors selected a good area of land, we want to keep it....Just as our
ancestors have love our land, we love our land and we want it to last. As women, we care for
our children. We don’t want harm to come to them.” (Woman elder) Children can play outside
anywhere, and people are certain they will be safe.

e People are happy in Whati —There are no restrictions for people, and it is where people’s heart
and history is. One woman elder said, “The reason why | like Whati: we have our house here
and | love all the people and | love the youth. | love our life in Whati and the way that we live.”

o There is strong community and unity. Women carry their babies on their back and families are
close. It is a community made of family, with brothers and sisters. People all eat together, in the
family house. People don’t need to hire babysitters, because they support each other. People
maintain their spiritual beliefs and teach them to youth, and honour and help each other. It is a
safe, comfortable and welcome atmosphere with open communication. For example, women
said:

“I really love it here. My neighbours help one another. We eat together, young girls and boys
really appreciate each other.”

“People have a happy attitude. We are all related.”

“I love all the people, all the children, everything about Whati.”

“We are all relatives, and it is peaceful and good.”
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“I want my children to live well. In Whati we all look after our people.”
Possible impacts of an on land seasonal winter road

People were asked to discuss a question in small facilitated groups: what would change with an all on
land seasonal winter road?

Harvesters were undecided if they were in support of an on land
winter road. They are concerned that the land would be
destroyed, and that this road could change the migration routes
and habitat of the animals they depend on. They worry that there
will be negative cultural change because people will not practice
traditional ways as much. An on land winter road may corrupt

the way that children are raised and negatively change family life,
for many reasons, including that there will be much easier access
to drugs and alcohol. There would be a lot more travel into the area, with tourists, other aboriginal
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hunters and visitors coming in to develop the land and build cottages along the road. There will be
impact on services, with grocery stores better stocked and more gas, clothing, hardware and supplies.
The cost of living is high, and gas would be cheaper for vehicles and houses if there were an on land

winter road.

Women are very anxious about the possibility of an on land winter
road, and came out firmly against this option. Women hardly sleep
when the winter road is open, for fear of their children leaving the
community. “Even with the winter road, | worry all night because (the
youth) are gone on the winter road. We worry and do not sleep in the
winter time. We don’t want an all season road.” There is simply no

trust for what a road might bring.

Women also feel that an on land winter road would quickly become an all season road in a number of
ways. First, people would use all wheel vehicles to travel the short distance to the road that Fortune is
building. Second, there would be increased pressure to upgrade the last portion of the road (the 27 km
from the spur road to Fortune).

The first concern for women is their children. Youth could leave much more easily on a road, and their
children could be taken much more easily away from them through accidents. Right now, women can
very easily control the youth, and they listen well. With a road, they would not listen and they could
leave.

Young women could be very affected by this road. Older women worry about them leaving the
community. They could be much more vulnerable with an on land road, and there could be much more
abuse of women.

Women don’t want to lose their way of life, with their families together spending time out on the land.
The road could destroy the fabric of the community, and would bring in more drugs and alcohol.

A road could lead to more accidents. Women are sure that people will drive on the road when it is not
safe and that there will be more accidents.

There are many concerns for the land and animals, such as a road destroying the land and animals and

the ability to hunt and trap.

Youth were mostly against an on land winter
road even though they talked about the benefits
of this option. They feel that if there is an option
to leave the community, that people will
commute back and forth a lot more and that this
will have many harmful impacts on people.

“We don’t need a road. Whati is a city. We have
doctors and dentists that come here. This is our




city, and our home. If we need to go to Yellowknife, we can go, but it is often about wanting to go.
We don’t need the road, maybe we want the road, but we don’t need it. Maybe in the future we will
need it, but not now. “

Youth were very worried about how a road could change the ability to know their language and culture.
They sensed that youth would not do as much hand games and drumming, not be involved in culture
activities and gatherings, speak the language less, and that there would be a loss of Ttichg culture
because of the influence of outside cultures. One youth said, “It is not tradition to go by road. Paddling
to other communities is a tradition, by boat.”

Youth spoke about how they would be impacted by an on land winter road. They said, kids would be left
in charge of kids, while their parents left to go away. “We will be raising our siblings, and we don’t want
to be like they are in Rae.” Youth said they would leave without telling their parents, and that they don’t
want to be faced with this pressure all the time.

Youth worried that they would fight more, and discourage each other. They were sure a road would
bring more alcohol and drug abuse, verbal and sexual abuse into the community. There would be more
crime against each other. “We want a healthy lifestyle for our families,” said one youth. They, like the
women, said that people would worry about where family members and kids are, because anyone can
leave at any time on the road. “People will not sleep well because they will be worrying.” Also, one
youth worried that children could be kidnapped.

Youth are also worrying about elders, saying that if they are gone more because of a road they will lose
communication with elders and with their cultural roots. “Elders will get lonely.” Also, they know that it
is elders that are the main teachers and that they keep the youth in line.

The road would lead to accidents, because people would be hurt or killed on the highway. “We have a
graveyard. Maybe the graveyards will get bigger, because of the road there would be more deaths in the
community.”

The changes to the environment that youth name are pollution, impacts on animals and the plants and
water. They believe people will throw garbage out and pollute the area, and that there will be
contaminants from vehicles, as well as spills that harm water and land. They feel there will be impacts
on habitat, wildlife and the species that people depend on. It could cause caribou to migrate to different
areas. Animals may go away.

There are business impacts that youth talked about. While they are aware that the cost of living could
go down, and that airfares might be lower, they also said that local stores would lose business because
people would buy what they need in Yellowknife. Youth feel that Whati is a vibrant town that could
have more businesses like a restaurant or hotel right now, even without a road. “In the future they say
the road will bring jobs, why don’t we do this now? With the road will come short term jobs, we need
long term jobs and jobs now.”



Youth named some positive changes from an on land winter road. “The cost of airfare is high and it can
be very expensive to transport freight. Planes can be overfilled. An on land winter road can help with
this. “Also, it there would be greater visiting and travel to and from, but there would be cabins built up
and down the road by squatters. Any jobs that come from road construction might cause youth to be
more interested in getting more education. “People will want the education to get these jobs. The
government should help people become trained to take these jobs.”

If there is a road, youth want very strong management in place. They suggest a 24 hour checkpoint at a
gate, with the road open only for certain hours. They ask many questions:

e Who will control the road? Will there by by-law officers?
e If there was a road, there would need to be prevention, crime and drug prevention.
e Who will monitor who is coming in?

o The police would be on the highway patrolling, but what if there is a problem in the community.
Who will serve and protect?



Male elders are in support of an on land winter road; they feel that
it will increase the safe travel time for community members, giving a
longer time for people to have access to goods and services. They
are concerned that with climate change, there will not be enough
time in winter to resupply the community. Male elders are not in
support of an all season road, or a summer road.

An on land winter road would decrease the cost of resupply to the

communities. The longer window of time for travel would let people
get housing materials, gasoline and shopping done for the year. The existing winter right now leads to
high out of pocket costs for people, through flights and freight costs.

Elders see employment opportunities for youth since they could get involved in the construction of the
road. The construction of a road could lead to jobs and training opportunities for youth, with the right
apprenticeship programs in place (e.g., survey, heavy equipment operators, and brush clearing).

They are concerned that accidents on the existing winter road on lakes and river could lead to water
pollution. They believe the on land winter road will protect water quality. Instead of using culverts,
bridges ought to be built over creeks and rivers, in order to protect the water. There needs to be
biologists involved to study the route over the creeks and rivers.

Elders are concerned about the safety of ice, and the safety of travel. They feel that there should be an
on land winter road that increases the length of time of travel so that there is better access and safety
for people.

Elders also feel that the on land winter road would protect water quality, because there would be less
danger of spills and accidents on the water during the winter season.

There would be greater access for tourists, and there may be cabins developed along the road. A
campsite could be developed along the road (just like the North Arm site) for recreation.

With respect to management, they suggest signs be used, once the road is not in use and that after
closure road usage could be an offence.



