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or Salt Spring Islanders, Walker’s 
Hook is a pristine beach earmarked 
in the Salt Spring Island Official 

Community Plan as a top priority for future 
parkland. To archeologists, it is known as 
DfRu002, an enormous archeological site. 
And  geographers call it a tombolo—a forma-
tion covered in fine sand and teeming with 
marine life.

But for the Penelakut First Nation, Walker’s 
Hook is known as Syuhe’mun—“the place to 
catch up.” The Penelakut would canoe the 
short distance from their ancestral home on 
Kuper Island to Syuhe’mun to camp, dig clams, 
trade and bury their dead. There used to be 
longhouses on the site. A substantial midden, 
at least eight feet deep, indicates thousands of 
years of use. On a clear day, Walker’s Hook is 
clearly visible from Kuper Island.

As a child August Sylvester, a Penelakut 
elder, would travel from Kuper to Syuhe’mun. 
His wife Laura can point out a spot where her 
grandparents had a house.

But on April 24, 2003, the provincial Liberal 

government gave a private 
company temporary per-
mission to use Syushe’mun 
for sewage waste disposal 
from a commercial fish 
hatchery. As a result, 
underneath the tombolo 
there are now under-
ground wells and pumps 
that will remove effluent 
from Sablefin Hatcheries 
Ltd.’s sablefish hatchery, once it is fully opera-
tional. The hatchery has since applied for a 
permanent permit that will allow it to pump 
more than 2,618 cubic metres of sewage into 
the water there.

The 9,400-square-foot fish farm facility 
located up the hill from the wells is British 
Columbia’s only farmed sablefish hatchery, and 
the work of Parksville resident Gidon Minkoff. 
Originally from Israel, Minkoff earned his 
doctorate in marine biology from Scotland’s 
Stirling University. Minkoff is motivated by 
a market opportunity facilitated by the B.C. 

government, which is 
looking to help salmon 
fish farms diversify their 
stock. “I strongly believe 
that this is the way the 
world is going to go in 
terms of food produc-
tion,” says Minkoff in 
an interview. “The other 
way, which is fishing, 
is totally unsustainable. 

The reason the government supports aquacul-
ture is they see this coming.” Minkoff worked 
with the Newfoundland government in the late 
1980s, trying to developing cod stocks. 

Currently, farmed salmon prices are cur-
rently very low on the world market, at about 
$3.75 a kilogram. Prices for wild sablefish (also 
known as black cod), however, are about $10 a 
kilogram. Over 90 percent of the catch goes to 
Asian markets.

Minkoff says he picked the Walker Hook 
site because the site and land-use rules suited 
his project. He maintains that the project is 

environmentally friendly and has been sensitive 
to the concerns of the Penelakut. “We worked 
with the Penelakut from the beginning and for 
quite some time,” says Minkoff in an inter-
view. “We have been to Kuper Island and they 
have been here. They invited us to the healing 
ceremony here, where we provided them with 
a cedar casket with a pearl inlay. It was a very 
emotional and moving experience. There was a 
wonderful feeling of resolution after that.”

Minkoff feels things begin to change once the 
lobby from the Canadian Sablefish Association 
became involved. “I believe they began to influ-
ence the elders. I had a good relationship with 
Auggie Sylvester and learned much from him. 
Once he started to use the word ‘sewage’—a 
term he never used previously—to describe 
what is an organic effluent I knew things had 
changed.”

Minkoff feels the healing ceremony brought 
closure. “After all the history of the world, 
and I know this especially coming from Israel 
is that we are built on the bones of previous 
generations.”
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Walker’s Hook is the site of a brewing fish farm controversyWalker’s Hook is the site of a brewing fish farm controversy

Unlike salmon, which 

spawn and die every few 

years, sablefish can live 

up to 80  years



However, a group of Salt Spring Island residents disagree. 
The Salt Spring Island Residents for Responsible Land Use 
(SSIRRLU) have formed to fight the hatchery. “The Penelakut 
First Nations are asking for respect for the graveyard of their 
ancestors,” says SSIRRLU spokesperson Donna Martin, who 
lives near Walker Hook. “The residents are asking for respect 
of an ecologically sensitive site and to have it treated with 
integrity as a burial site.”

It’s not just residents opposed, either. Groups like the 
Georgia Strait Alliance have spoken out against the possibil-
ity of a permanent waste disposal permit. 
And the Canadian Sablefish Association is 
opposed, too, because of concerns about 
the intermingling of wild and farmed 
sablefish.

Chris Acheson, 53, is a Salt Spring 
resident and the president of the Canadian 
Sablefish Association, which represents a 
commercial fishery with 48 licences for 
trap and longline fishing, and 60 trawlers 
catching wild sablefish. Acheson has fished 
for 25 years. 

A group of Sablefish Association rep-
resentatives met with provincial officials 
last May to seek a moratorium on sablefish aquaculture until 
environmental and economic impacts are assessed. Acheson 
is deeply concerned about the potential for disease transfer 
from fish farms to wild sablefish. “To date there has been no 
scientific risk assessment whatsoever,” he says in a letter sent to 
the Gulf Islands Driftwood. “The risk assessment for sablefish 
aquaculture, which is required by law, has yet to be developed 
by the Department of Fisheries [DFO]. The government is 
so pro-aquaculture it doesn’t want to stand in the way of any-
thing that will slow the process—they figure they can solve the 
problems later.”

Unlike salmon, which spawn and die every few years, he 
explains, sablefish can live up to 80 years. So if a selectively 
bred hatchery sablefish that has a disease or is genetically defec-
tive escapes into the wild, it 
could easily adversely impact 
the wild healthy stock,” adds 
Acheson in the letter. “Once 
that disease is in the wild 
stock, it is never going to go 
away.”

Bodies of 
knowledge

During the initial digging 
of the trenches and wells for 
the hatchery, in May 2003, 
approximately nine human 
remains were found. Some 
estimates suggest up to eight 
hundred bodies might be bur-
ied on the site. Most of the 
exposed human remains found 
were removed and reburied at 
Kuper Island. Sylvester and 
his wife Laura witnessed their 
removal, which was done with 
a Bobcat.

Sylvester is outraged that 
the digging did not stop 
once human remains were 
unearthed.

“Sablefin has desecrated a 

gravesite, a large gravesite. They are pump-
ing waste into the ground where the bones 
of our ancestors lie,” says Sylvester in a 
court statement made in 2003. “The use of 
the ancestral burial ground as a treatment 
site is very hurtful to our people. It is coun-
ter to all of our beliefs.”

The dead in Hul’qumi’num culture are 
perceived as being among us, occupying 
the same space they always did—they are 
just invisible, or perceived as though there 
is a thin curtain between the living and the 
dead. It is a Coast Salish belief that there are 
serious consequences for disturbing graves, 
and it is important to guard against this by 
showing respect to ancestors.

And it’s not just a cultural belief, but 
one entrenched in law. The Heritage 
Conservation Act (HCA) of 1996 requires 
that anyone considering development 
in a location previously documented as 
an archeological site—as is the case with 
Walker’s Hook—conduct an Archeological 

Impact Assesment (AIA). This is a detailed study designed to 
assess the extent and character of the archeological deposits 
and their cultural and scientific significance. The objective is to 
help developers avoid or mitigate disturbance to such areas.

Despite the archeological status of Walker’s Hook, no AIA 
was conducted. Minkoff feels the importance of an AIA is 
overstated. “You do not gain any more cultural or histori-
cal knowledge through the use of an AIA. In fact, more was 
learned through our process as a much bigger area was opened 
[dug] for examination.” 

Eric Mclay is an archeologist who works 
for the Hul’qumi’num Treaty Group 
(HTG), which represents the Chemainus 
First Nation, Cowichan Tribe, Halalt First 
Nation, Lake Cowichan First Nation, 
Lyackson First Nation and Penelakut Tribe. 
Mclay feels that B.C. has some of the most 
stringent heritage legislation in Canada. 
“It is something we should be proud of.” 
However, he notes, enforcement of that 
legislation is another matter. “There seems 
to be a lack of political will.”

In January, 2003, McLay was contact-
ed by the Salt Spring residents opposed 
to the hatchery, and began corresponding 

with Sablefin Hatcheries Ltd. stating the residents’ concerns. 
The Hul’qumi’num Treaty Group immediately notified the 
developer, the Salt Spring Islands Trust Committee, and the 
Ministry of Transportation that the proposed subdivision 
application, made by Sablefin in preparation for the hatchery, 
did not address the protection of recorded archaeological 
heritage sites at Walker’s Hook and that a professional AIA 
study should be done prior to any land-use decision or further 
development activity. 

Instead, Sablefin Hatcheries Ltd. contracted the archaeologi-
cal consulting company IR Wilson and Associates to expedi-
ently apply for a Site Alteration Permit. 

Wilson declined an interview. However, in 

Salt Spring resident Chris Acheson, shown on his boat Pacific Prowler, 
is president of the Canadian Sablefish Association
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Green Acres
Lakeside Cottage Resort

241 Langs Road Saltspring Island, BC  800-667-0774
www.ultranatural.com

Bring In or Mention This Ad for 15% off your Booking 
Until April 1/2005

Relax in a luxury, fully-equipped log cottage on 
pristine St. Mary lake. Excellent Off Season Rates.
Explore unique shops and world class studios. 
Enjoy fi ne dining and music. Only a 35 minute ferry 
from Sydney and 20 minutes from Crofton.
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1312 Douglas St.
250-405-5880

UVIC SUB, Rm A102
250-405-5888

Subject to terms and conditions. Based on Vancouver departures. Prices may vary depending on availability, eligibility, 
departure dates, and exchange rates. Prices exclude taxes and security charges. *Starter packs valid until Dec 31, 2004. 

Must be used in conjunction with airfare bus/rail pass or tour. Travel CUTS is owned and operated by the Canadian 
Federation of Students. Offi ces registered with BC Travel Registrar. 
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Includes 2 nights hotel, city tour, 
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Includes 2 nights hotel in the 
heart of Waikiki.
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All proceeds go 
to preserving 

and protecting 
wilderness.

Come in and 
adopt a 

BC Wildlife 
animal or tree 

in the 
Rainforest 

Wilderness.

Many water-

fowl live in 

the eelgrass 

around 

Walker’s 

Hook
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