
Water  is L ife
Perceptions,  policies,  
and practices of  water 
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01 Settler History in the Okanagan 
• The Economics of Settler Colonialism
• Relationship between Landscape and Aesthetics
• The Okanagan Valley Region
• Settler Industries in the Okanagan
• Commodification of Water and Impacts on the

Syilx People
• Syilx Water Declaration

2016 Standing Rock Dispute 
• Dakota Access Pipeline
• Water Defenders and Camps
• State-Sanctioned Violence
• Settler Colonialism as Injustice
• Broken Treaties
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The Economics of 
Settler Colonialism 

• History of settler colonial landscape
aestethics – settler colonialism is an
ecological process

• Transforms landscapes, alters the
land and interferes with Indigenous
cultural practices.

• Water becomes a commodity or
resource to support settler colonial
industry and lifestyles.
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Relationship between Landscape and Aesthetic 

The manipulation and interpretation 
of physical surroundings where our 
individual and collective identities unfold. 

How and why people 
relate and react to the 

visual and material. 

An example of how landscape is shaped 
by social and economic class systems 
and hierarchies - a symbol of European 
ideals and aristocracy. 
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Settler Industries – Motivated by Economics 

Pre-20th  
Century:  
Cattle  
Ranching 

1990s a nd  
Beyond: 

Fruit  
Farming 
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Commodification of Water 

• Water irrigation systems changed the 
landscape – one dependent on the 
commodification of water as a 
valuable resource that this economy 
depended on. 

• Led to water rights regulation - only 
certain individuals and organizations 
had legal rights to the water. 

• Negative repercussions for the Syilx 
Peoples, whose culture and livelihood 
depended on the natural ecosystems. 



       
        

         
        

          
        
   

“The Okanagan Nation has accepted the unique 
responsibility bestowed upon us by the Creator to 
serve for all time as protectors of the lands and 
waters in our territories, so that all living things 
return to us regenerated. When we take care of the 
land and water, the land and water takes care of us. 
This is our law.” 
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https://www.syilx.org/about-us/syilx-nation/water-declaration/ 

https://www.syilx.org/about-us/syilx-nation/water-declaration


Reflectio
 n Q

uestions 
Why would the State want 
to restrict the movements 
of people? 

Why is it advantageous to 
support industry that keeps 
people in smaller areas? 
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Dakota  Access  
Pipeline 

The original plan - to run near a 
western settlement in Bismark -
was rejected because of settler 

concerns around health and safety. 



 

   
     

     
     

 

     
 

      

Water Defenders 
and Camps 
• Indigenous Peoples from the

Standing Rock Reservation and settler
allies from across North America, set
up Water Defender Camps on treaty
reservation lands

• Opposed to pipeline for both
environmental and cultural reasons

Beck, Robyn. Getty Images. 19th New. 2021. 
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State-Sanctioned Violence 
Water Defenders endured state-
sanctioned violence while calling 
for more respectful, ethical, and 
moral relations with water. 
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Settler Colonialism 
as Injustice 

• Standing Rock illustrates how
settler colonialism is a type of
injustice.

• Settler colonialism transforms
Indigenous homelands into
settler homelands and stops
at nothing.

• This activity is justified
through moralizing narratives.

INJUSTICE: 
when a person or group of people 
seek to achieve their own 
economic, social and cultural 
aspirations by systematically 
inflicting harm and risks on other 
groups of people. 



   
      

   
 

 

 

ongoing injustices
• In the 19th century, ongoing treaties

were made and broken by the
US government.

• The US government has repeatedly 
of settlers 

broken
treaties
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permitted the illegal entry Standing Rock  must b e  situated  i n  the  history of o ngoing 
into Lakota territory.injustices committed  against t he  Lakota  People. 



  
  

 
 

 

        
    

 Concluding Points 

Over time lands in settler colonial states have been 
altered to align with economic and industrial pursuits. 

Water is positioned as a resource and commodified to 
support industry. 

Indigenous Peoples have different ways of relating to 
water and have struggled to protect it. 

Settler colonialism is a type of injustice and moralizing 
narratives are employed to justify acts which are 
harmful. 




