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› The Heiltsuk Nation: a brief  
background

› The challenge: lack of  suitable 
housing in Bella Bella

› One solution (among many): 
‘tiny’ homes

› What does a Heiltsuk ‘tiny’ home 
look like?

› Reflection on Heiltsuk 
aspirations and lessons
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In addressing the McKenna-McBride Commission in 1913, Heiltsuk chief  Bob 
Anderson strongly asserted Heiltsuk ownership of  these territories: 

“The Government have not bought any land from us so far as we know and we are 
simply lending this land to the Government. We own it all.….we consider that the 
Government is stealing that land from us, and we also understand that it is 
unlawful for the Government to take this land.”⁴

The Heiltsuk ownership of  territory



› The Heiltsuk Nation’s traditional territory has been reduced to 23 
reserves over 14km², and Bella Bella is the largest of the 23 reserves. 

› The island village of Bella Bella, British Columbia (400km north of 
Vancouver) represents the amalgamation of all Heiltsuk tribes.

› Approximately 1,450 residents live in Bella Bella with more than 50% 
of Bella Bella’s population under the age of 25. 

› Bella Bella is home to the band office, a hospital and health centre, the 
community hall, three schools (an elementary school, a secondary 
school, and a college), a daycare centre, two churches, and more than 
350 homes on reserve land.³

The Heiltsuk Nation today



October 28, 2015, through the 
signing of  the Declaration and 
community approval of  their 
Title & Rights Strategy, the 
Heiltsuk established their own 
agenda to seek reconciliation 
with Canada and BC.
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Over the years Heiltsuk have 
been proactive in advancing 
their title and rights 
through seeking legal, political 
and economic solutions to 
reconcile their relationship 
with Canada & BC.⁵



› Severe lack of  available housing in 
Bella Bella.

› Many urban members wish to return 
home but cannot due to the lack of  
housing. 

› In order to meet housing demand 
over the next 10 years, the 
community will need 150 mold 
remediations, 160 home renovations, 
100 new homes, and 120 new lots. 

› In particular, there are no culturally-
and environmentally-suitable home 
designs available to the Heiltsuk 
community.

The problem

The challenge



› Gvi’ilas: the ultimate Heiltsuk 
guiding principle

› Co-developed the Participatory 
Approach Towards Holistic 
Solutions (PATHS) framework –
based on transformative theory, 
constructivism, and mixed methods

› Triangulation of data
› Individual semi-structured interviews, 

surveys

› Document review

› Group workshops

› Iterative feedback and design 
improvement
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Heiltsuk home design process

Aspirations

Collaboration

Open-house 

workshops

Focus 

group
Heiltsuk Tribal 

Council meetings



ResourcesExpertise 

Financial

Research 

and 

knowledge 

generation

Community

› Community members

› Community champions

› Heiltsuk Tribal Council

› Youth

› Cultural protocols

› Camosun College

› UBC Forestry

› UBC Indigenous 

Research Support 

Initiative

› UBC School of  

Architecture

› Heiltsuk Integrated 

Resource Management 

Department

› Heiltsuk Municipal 

developments

› Interfor

› Builders Without Borders

› Licensed architects

› FPInnovations

› Heiltsuk Tribal 

Council

› INAC/ISC

› UBC

› Reconciliation table 

(Federal gov.)

Collaborative 

partnerships



Heiltsuk housing needs assessment survey



What aspects would you NEED to have or NICE to have 

inside and outside a ‘tiny’ home?



What Heiltsuk 

Nation cultural 

designs or 

other attributes 

would you like 

to see in a 

‘tiny’ home? 



“We should consider various space arrangements--based on traditional 

architecture -- be wary of  designs conceived outside our culture, local 

environment and weather, and community lifestyles.

Involve the community in coming up with a compatible design, 

otherwise it will be a situation of  just another limited-choice prefab, 

conceived of, constructed and purchased from outside our community. 

These may be cheaper than current options, but they will be to someone 

else's economic benefit.

There is tremendous opportunity for the community to envision and 

design living spaces that are compatible with community values, 

lifestyles, environmental conditions, and preferences.”



Progression of home designs
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(All housing sketch designs are credited to Ryder Thalheimer)



Progression of  home designs



Progression of  home designs
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Progression of  home designs



Cultural protocols
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Realizing aspirations
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YOUTH, EDUCATION
Architectural workshop & 

construction project for students

YOUTH, 
EDUCATION

Woodworking students 

to be paid to build 

benches

HEALTH & WELLBEING
Home maintenance – personal 

wellness program 

HOUSING
Post-occupancy analysis 

of  ‘liveability’ of  homes

GOVERNANCE & LEADERSHIP
Better practice and replicability 

guidance

EMPLOYMENT
Training and full-time 

jobs for 4 Heiltsuk 

construction workers

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
MoU between Heiltsuk and UBC

CULTURE
Reflective of  cultural 

needs in design



Cross-cultural 
projects require 
external 
partners to:

› Build and maintain 
relationships

› Be generous 

› Be humble

› Do their homework

› Be patient

› Be respectful

› Be cautious and reflective

› Be a familiar face

› Look, listen, then speak 7



Walas Ǧia ́xsix̌a!  Thank you!
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