
'Conservation' is Colonialism
National Parks will  always be

Indigenous Land
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We Are Still Here: National Parks, Colonial Dispossession, and Indigenous Resilience
Poster by Nancy Kimberley Phillips
Essay by Wacey Little Light
Many Canadians see the country’s system of national parks as a point of pride and a commendable effort to conserve and 
protect “pristine” wilderness for the enjoyment of future generations. This poster highlights a different perspective: many 
Indigenous peoples experience the “conservation” of Canada’s national parks as a continuation of the violent process of 
settler colonialism. 

Beginning in the 1880s and intensifying in the early 1900s, the federal government created a national network of parks 
that conserved “natural” areas and commodified them to contribute to the capitalist economy and nation-building. As 
part of this process, many Indigenous communities were forcibly displaced within the newly-established park boundaries. 
Starting in 1885, my ancestors, along with other Niitsitapi and Îyâhe Nakoda peoples, were forcefully removed from our 
traditional territories in what is now known as Alberta to help create Banff National Park. Initially known as Banff Hot 
Spring Reserve and then Rocky Mountain Park, Banff was Canada’s first national park. Since then, over 40 National Parks 
have been created across what is currently Canada, many with similar histories of colonial dispossession. 

Canada’s national parks system is predicated on Indigenous erasure and the myth of preserving a barren “wilderness.” As 
the system was being established, Indigenous peoples were viewed by officials as a threat to wild game and trees, despite 
the fact that we have had our own systems of ecological management since time immemorial. We have been and will 
continue to be an integral part of the landscape. Every mountain, every river, every plant, every animal has a name in the 
languages birthed from these lands. This place has never been terra nullius; it has never been empty land.

Parks Canada has deployed “conservation” as justification for continued colonization in Alberta and elsewhere. 
“Conservation” included protection for some of our four-legged relatives, our Grandmother Trees, our Grandfather Rocks, 
and our Lands. “Conservation,” however, did not include our buffalo, which were hunted to near extinction in an effort to 
clear the plains and starve our people into submission to accept colonization. “Conservation” did not include preserving 
our original cultures and practices on these lands, which were viewed as being “primitive” and “savage” and in need of 
destruction. “Conservation” did not include protecting our children, who were violently stolen and sent to residential 
schools at the same time that many of the parks were being created. “Conservation” did not include taking care of our 
women, girls, and two-spirit folks, who have been continually targeted since settler arrival. 

“Conservation” only included Indigenous peoples and our cultures when it was deemed profitable and consumable for 
tourists. When the national park system needed entertainment for tourists arriving by the Canadian Pacific Railway in the 
1890s, they turned to us, the very people they displaced. The Banff Indian Days were created in 1894 (and lasted until the 
1940s) to entertain a train full of tourists who were stranded in Banff. Indigenous peoples were expected to live in tipis, 
wear “traditional” clothes, and dance for tourists. Meanwhile, Canadians continued to advocate for us to be pushed off 
our lands and forcibly assimilated. We were invited to come and dance for people on their holidays, as they “toured” and 
enjoyed our lands as their parks. 

What tourists did not know is that we used these performances to maintain connection and relation with our lands. We 
may have been displaced, but we have not been disconnected from our territories. To this day, we still use the places 
that our ancestors did. We still gather medicines; we still touch the waters; we still enact our sovereignty in our lands, 
your parks. We danced at Banff Indian Days to keep those connections, and we continue to dance on the Canada National 
Parks Act as depicted in this poster. 

The background image that appears on the poster is a photograph of the Two-Young-Man lodge of the Îyâhe Nakoda 
Nation taken in 1925 during the Banff Indian Days and held in the Glenbow Archives. The foreground image is of Shenoa 
Show fancy dancing in the Banff townsite on 22 August 2017.* These images, although they are many years removed 
from one another, speak to and inform one another and highlight Indigenous resilience and resurgence. They are a 
reminder to everyone who enjoys Canada’s national parks today: Indigenous peoples still use these lands. We have never 
left. We are still here. National parks will always be Indigenous land. 
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