‘Claiming Our Place: Women'’s Relationship with Rivers’ was
a community based participatory action research project
hosted in Happy Valley-Goose Bay, Labrador, NL. The
project explored the connection local women have with the
natural environment, and the implications of the nearby
hydro-electric development at Muskrat Falls on the Churchill
River on their wellbeing. It was an initiative of FemNorthNet
(FNN), a project of the Canadian Institute for the
Advancement of Women (CRIAW), looking at the effects of
economic restructuring on women in the North. Women have
important things to say and hold the key to the continued
wellbeing of their communities.

Happy Valley-Goose Bay, the largest community in eastern Labrador, is situated near the mouth of the
Churchill River. Here, past and present, the Innu, Inuit and non-Aboriginal peoples have crossed paths
and for many, the river was a vital part of their daily lives. Many people rely on subsistence hunting and
gathering both in the past and today. Historically, the main economic activity was trapping. The first
significant waged labour in the region occurred when Goose Bay was built as a military base in the late
1940s and early 1950s. Today, the community is the service hub for the region. The current hydroelectric
development at Muskrat Falls is the second of three dams.

This research project was initiated when it became clear during the Joint Panel hearings on the
Environmental Impact Assessment (2011) that the perspectives and interests of local women were not
being taken into account. The role of FNN was to provide women with an opportunity to engage with the
project, to identify their interests and concerns, and to have their say. FNN committed to making these
interests and concerns known and to amplifying the voices of women.

Creative Action Circles™, a method rooted in Indigenous (Aboriginal) knowledge and practices, was

used to engage women and to facilitate the sharing of their knowledge and skills. A group of women were
trained as Creative Action Researchers (spring 2012) and later reconvened (spring 2013) to facilitate

the participation of other local women. Women gathered to share stories about their relationships with

the land and rivers and to express their concerns about natural resource development. They identified
common themes and used creative activities to express them. These findings where presented in a public
showcase and performance. Nearly 100 local women have been involved in some way in the project, and
through outreach and engagement connections have been made with many others.

Together we learned that local women have always lived close to and relied on the land and rivers. It has
been a place for hunting, trapping, berry picking and spending time with family and friends. Despite ethnic
and cultural differences, it was a place where people ‘used to get along’ until these relationships were
impacted by the activities of governments and industries

which changed how and what the land and river

was used for, and by whom.


http://www.criaw-icref.ca/femnorthnet

Local women have raised a number of issues and concerns about the current natural resource
development agenda in the region. They worry about:

* Losing the beauty of the natural environment;

* Anincreased strain on an already stressed
community infrastructure including housing,
hospital and mental health services, and
community based programs;

« Their safety if the dam breaks;

* Mercury poisoning of the land, water, fish, animals
and children;

* Impact on the food security of families and the
community;

* Losing a sense of safety within the community;

« Losing a sense of freedom and prosperity that comes from being ‘on the land’- it is harder to access
the land and rivers due to physical, financial, and social barriers;

» Losing access to the land affects family customs, rituals and relationships, and one’s connection to
culture and sense of identity;

» Inflated costs for food, housing and other goods and services means the risk of not being able to
adequately care for one’s family, lack of access to affordable housing means that some people are
not able to afford to stay in the community and those who have left are not be able to afford to return
home;

« Having “military memories” and knowing what has and can happen with an influx of a transient
population of men (for construction, etc.) - this has meant increased violence, sexuality transmitted
diseases, family breakups; increased sexism, prejudice, and racism; increases in addictions, crime
and sexual exploitation;

» Groups in the community that are likely to bear more of the cost — and less of the potential benefits
of development: children and youth; women; marginalized populations (people with lower education,
people with disabilities, single parents), and the as yet unknown impacts of and on temporary foreign
workers.

The local women emphasized that they are not against economic development, however they are deeply
concerned about the high cost to the local natural environment and to the overall quality of the lives

of local peoples. Any approach to development should be fair to all local people. Women must have
gathering places to meet, and have a voice and influence over the resource development agenda.

Find out more about Claiming Our Place
and FemNorthNet: http:.//www.fnn.criaw-icref.ca/en



http://www.fnn.criaw-icref.ca/en



