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Executive Summary

The Klappan Sacred Headwaters - the birthplace of the Skeena, Nass and Stikine Rivers - is
a region of great ecological, cultural and spiritual significance. It is central to the identity
of the Tahltan people and holds value for biodiversity, water security, and climate
resilience, benefitting all people living in B.C. The area also holds significant values for
Tahltan Way of Life, and spiritual and cultural practices as well as tourism, recreation,
hunting and fishing.

Signed in 2019, the Klappan Plan (“the Plan”) establishes long-term objectives for
protection of the Sacred Headwaters, with an initial 20-year deferral on industrial
activities. The Plan also tasks B.C. and Tahltan with recommending long-term objectives
and measures for the Coal Licence Purchase Agreement (CLPA) area. The Tahltan-B.C.
Klappan Decision-Making and Management Board (KMB) is tasked with implementation of
the Plan and has developed a recommendation for permanent protection in the Klappan.

The Klappan Management Board (KMB) recommendation is to pursue permanent
protection of the Sacred Headwaters through a conservancy designation under the Park
Act, inclusive of the area covered by the CLPA. The recommended conservancy would
prohibit mineral exploration and mining, oil and gas development, commercial logging
and major hydroelectric power generation.

Purpose

This report outlines the rationale for the recommendation, the legal and policy framework
supporting it, and the steps required for implementation. The B.C. government and
Tahltan are seeking feedback on the recommendation from industry, interested parties,
Tahltan communities and the public. Input received from engagement will inform the final
recommendation package for decision by the Tahltan and the B.C. government.

Klappan Plan

What is the Klappan Plan

The Klappan Plan is a strategic land use plan jointly developed by the B.C. government and
Tahltan Nation in 2017, signed in August 2019. The Plan provides joint recommendations
for long-term management and land use direction for the area’s significant social, cultural,
environmental and economic values. It builds upon information in the Klappan Technical
Report which was developed as part of the B.C.-Tahltan Klappan Strategic Initiative (KSI), a


https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/farming-natural-resources-and-industry/natural-resource-use/land-water-use/crown-land/land-use-plans-and-objectives/skeena-region/klappan/klappan_plan_27aug2019.pdf
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joint process of information collection, discussion and community outreach that occurred
from 2013 to 2015.

The Sacred Headwaters

The Plan includes an area jointly identified for long term protection, with management for
significant areas of social, cultural and environmental importance. Klabona is the Tahltan
name for this area, known also as the "Sacred Headwaters" region in northwestern B.C.
The Sacred Headwaters is Zone A of the Klappan Plan and is approximately 286,580
hectares (see Appendix A).

Zone A-Sacred Headwaters is a large subalpine basin that is the headwaters of three
significant Pacific salmon bearing rivers on the west coast of North America - the Skeena,
Nass and Stikine. These rivers are fed by water from the peatlands and the tributaries of
the Klappan area. The area also provides low elevation winter habitat for ungulates and
grizzly bears, and includes a high density of Tahltan social, spiritual, cultural and
environmental values. The zone is considered one of the core areas of cultural importance
and is a place of importance since ancient times. These are areas where most of Tahltan’s
biggest villages and camps were, and still are, located. This area is associated with
ceremonial grounds, cultural and sacred sites, and plentiful wildlife and plant life used to
sustain Tahltan physically as well as spiritually.

The Coal Licence Purchase Agreement Area

The CLPA area is approximately 16,400 hectares and is adjacent to the Sacred Headwaters.
The CLPA area includes 100% of the former coal tenures in the Mount Klappan area, which
contains significant deposits of anthracite coal. The CLPA area includes ecologically
sensitive portions of Little Klappan and Spatsizi Rivers, and a high density of Tahltan
cultural and spiritual values.

In 2015, as part of the CLPA, Fortune and POSCO sold their coal licences in the area to B.C.
Railway Company (BCRC) with a 10-year repurchase option. By maintaining its coal licences
in BCRC, the B.C. government sought to preserve the value of the deposits while B.C.
engaged with Tahltan on a long-term, shared vision for the area. Fortune and Posco
options to repurchase the tenures were not exercised prior to CLPA expiry on May 1, 2025.

An Order in Council deferring the coal licences and preventing mining permits and land
disposal for industrial development in the CLPA area expired December 1, 2025. Upon its
expiry, BCRC surrendered the coal licences to the B.C. government and the licences were
subsequently removed from the provincial coal tenure system.
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Engagement on the Klappan Plan

Engagement on the Plan took place over multiple years across many stages of plan
development. The Tahltan Nation led extensive engagement with its citizens, including
Elders and community members. This ensured that Tahltan values, traditional knowledge
and stewardship priorities were central to the Plan’s design and objectives.

The B.C. government and Tahltan also engaged local government; industry and tenure
holders; environmental and conservation organizations; and interested members of the
public during development of the KSI Technical Report and draft Plan, and again after the
Plan was approved in principle in 2017.

In 2018, the public was invited to provide written input on implementation priorities,
ongoing public involvement, and key issues the implementation should address. That
feedback was reviewed by the KMB and has informed Plan implementation work.

Klappan Management Board

The Plan proposes land use zones in the Klappan Area that set out the boundaries and use
of those zones. To provide a decision-making structure that will allow the zoning proposed
in the Plan to be implemented, the Tahltan and the B.C. government established the KMB.

The KMB was established because Tahltan and the B.C. government are committed to
developing an innovative decision making and management model in the Klappan Area.
This model respects and acknowledges the existence of Tahltan’s asserted or determined
Aboriginal rights, including Aboriginal title and self-governance rights, recognized and
affirmed under Section 35 of the Constitution Act, 1982 and protected under the UN
Declaration, supports reconciliation between Tahltan and the B.C. government, and builds
upon previous collaborative work including the implementation of the Plan.

The Plan tasks the KMB with developing specific recommendations for implementation of
priority measures regarding the zones and values in the Plan, including objectives and
measures for the long-term use of the CLPA area.

Implementation of the Klappan Plan

Zone A-Sacred Headwaters

The Plan states that Sacred Headwaters Zone protection measures are intended to be
long-term measures, and tools will be identified to prevent industrial development for an
initial proposed minimum period of 20 years from the date of approval of the Plan. Since
2019 when the Plan was signed, temporary protection measures have been established
over Zone A. These measures include a No Registration Reserve preventing mineral and
coal development, a resource review area preventing oil and gas tenures, and a Land Act
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Section 17 reserve preventing the establishment of any Land Act tenure allowing for
industrial development. No measures have been implemented under the Forest Act as
Zone A falls outside of the Timber Harvesting Land Base.

Coal Licence Purchase Agreement Area

The Plan states “Prior to the expiration of the Coal Licence Purchase Agreement, B.C. and
Tahltan will employ a consensus seeking process to recommend objectives and measures
for the long-term use of the Coal Licence Purchase Agreement Area and may agree to
amend the Klappan Plan accordingly”. As part of the recommendation, the CLPA area is
being considered for protection alongside Zone A-Sacred Headwaters.

A mineral and coal reserve has been established until December 2026 to allow the B.C.
government and Tahltan time to employ the consensus seeking process to recommend
objectives and measures for the long-term use of the CLPA area. The KMB has chosen to
recommend the CLPA area for permanent protection alongside Zone A-Sacred
Headwaters.

Tahltan Stewardship Plan

The Tahltan Nation has its own Tahltan Stewardship Plan (TSP) titled “Keep Our Trails
Open”, which was approved at the July 2024 Annual General Assembly of the Tahltan
Nation in Dease Lake. The TSP includes a permanent protection designation under Tahltan
law for the Klappan Sacred Headwaters. The TSP reflects extensive engagement with
Tahltan members and aligns with the long-term protection measures for the Sacred
Headwaters identified in the Klappan Plan.

Access

History of the Dease Lake Extension Rail Grade

The Dease Lake Extension rail grade was built in the 1970s to provide a link from the
Lower Mainland of B.C. to the Yukon and Alaska, intending to support development of
B.C.'s interior and northern regions. The project incurred significant cost and time
overruns, and construction was suspended in 1977, approximately 240 kilometers short of
the Yukon border. Since that time, the abandoned rail grade has provided important
access into the Klappan area for hunting, recreation and cultural activities both for Tahltan
and non-Tahltan peoples. However, access along the rail grade has also led to impacts to
cultural and ecological values as well as safety concerns.


https://tsp.tahltan.org/
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Access

The Plan notes that ground access into the Klappan area is provided by two main
corridors, one from the north and the other from the south. Access from the north
includes the Ealue Forest Service Road travelling east from Highway 37 to the Klappan
River, then via the rail grade generally running in a southeast direction through the Sacred
Headwaters and ultimately leading to the Skeena River valley. The access corridor from the
south follows the rail grade along the east side of the Skeena River.

Since the 1970s, maintenance of the rail grade has been minimal. In 2021, B.C. declared
the Klappan portion of the rail grade to be unsafe for any motorized vehicle use due to
multiple erosion events. Access barriers have been in place since 2021. In addition to the
safety concerns, there is ongoing concern about the impacts of the deteriorating rail
grade on water quality and fish habitat.

Tahltan members and other individuals and groups have invested significant time and
money to maintain access to the area despite the safety issues. Some challenges include
safe access to camps and the need for solutions to eroded stream crossings, hanging
culverts and degrading sections of the rail grade.

In the past there have been tensions between Tahltan and non-Tahltan peoples related to
hunting, disturbances of cultural sites and sacred areas, and land use conflicts that
previously resulted in civil action. The Tahltan Nation and the B.C. government have
worked through access issues related to licensed hunting through limited entry hunting
and other regulatory approaches.

Access Interests

Tahltan and B.C. have a shared objective of safe, environmentally responsible and
culturally respectful access. Continued access enables Tahltan members to get to culture
camps and hunting grounds and also facilitates access by others for recreation, hunting
and other pursuits in the backcountry, including into Spatsizi Plateau Wilderness Park and
the recommended conservancy.

Given the shared objective and principle around access, the KMB will work collaboratively
to explore and advance new tools, strategies and approaches, including reclamation, to
manage risks and facilitate access into the Klappan.

The KMB recommends that the historic rail grade be initially excluded from the
recommended Park Act conservancy for the Sacred Headwaters, and existing non-
industrial uses should be allowed to continue in this corridor. Industrial activities should
continue to be prohibited in this area. Once reclamation activities are completed, the KMB
will make recommendations for long-term protection measures of the rail grade that
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account for maintenance needs, which may be inclusion of the rail grade into the
conservancy.

Protection Recommendation

The B.C. government and Tahltan will jointly recommend to the Minister of Environment
and Parks the protection of Sacred Headwaters Zone A and CLPA areas using a Park Act
conservancy designation (see Appendix B). The size of the conservancy would be 300,485
hectares. This recommendation is in alignment with the objectives of the Plan for long-
term protection of the Sacred Headwaters.

Not included within the recommended conservancy is the historic rail grade and a settling
pond to be addressed associated with Fortune Minerals’ previous operations. Options to
reclaim and continue interim protections from industrial activity in these excluded areas
are being explored by the KMB. There are also well sites associated with Shell Canada’s
previous operations that will need a qualified professional to confirm they have been
permanently plugged and require no reclamation or remediation prior to being included
in the recommended conservancy area.

Allowable and Non-Allowable Uses

Conservancies are established:

o for the protection and maintenance of their biological diversity and natural
environments,

o for the preservation and maintenance of social, ceremonial and cultural uses of
First Nations,

o for protection and maintenance of their recreational values, and

e to ensure that development or use of their natural resources occursin a
sustainable manner consistent with the purposes above.

If a conservancy is established in the planning area, mineral exploration and development;
commercial logging, oil and gas exploration and development; and hydro-electric
development (other than run-of-river projects) would not be allowed within its borders.

The KMB recommends that non-industrial commercial activities aligning with the
conservancy purposes continue to be allowed, including Tahltan and non-Tahltan
commercial recreation and tourism, guide outfitting and trapping.

The KMB further recommends that consistent with management direction in the Plan,
recreational hunting and fishing as identified under relevant regulations, off road vehicle
use and snowmobiling be allowed in the conservancy subject to any necessary
conservation measures needed to protect Tahltan cultural and spiritual values, the
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exercise of Tahltan Way of Life, as well as the environmental and recreational values of the
conservancy.

Other activities may be appropriate, subject to park use permitting adjudication processes
and any management plan that may be developed by B.C. and Tahltan. Park use permit
decisions require consultation and engagement with First Nations having rights and title
claims or treaty rights in the area. A conservancy designation does not preclude or limit
Tahltan’s use of the area for spiritual, social and cultural uses. Tahltan's use of the area will
be as it is now unless Tahltan determine otherwise through collaboration with B.C. on the
management on the area.

More information on conservancies can be found here: https://bcparks.ca/about/our-
mission-responsibilities/types-parks-protected-areas/.

Implications

If Cabinet accepts and approves the recommendations to establish a conservancy, the B.C.
government will consider appropriate protection measures to restrict land use activities
incompatible with a conservancy until it is legally established under provincial law. With
the establishment of a conservancy, park use permits will be required for allowable
commercial activities.

Long-Term Stewardship and Management Planning

If a conservancy is established that excludes the rail grade, there will be two separate
areas to manage, at least in the near term while reclamation and maintenance issues on
the rail grade are addressed. In both of these areas, B.C. and Tahltan will continue to work
together regarding collaborative management, access, reclamation, stewardship funding,
cultural and wildlife interests. The KMB will also continue to support decision-making on
priority measures regarding the zones and values of the Plan.


https://bcparks.ca/about/our-mission-responsibilities/types-parks-protected-areas/
https://bcparks.ca/about/our-mission-responsibilities/types-parks-protected-areas/
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Appendices:

Appendix A: Map of Zone A-Sacred Headwaters and Coal License Purchase Agreement
Area from Klappan Plan

Appendix B: Map of Protection Recommendation
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Appendix B: Map of Protection Recommendation
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