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LOWER KOOTENAY BAND 
Yaqan Nukiy Wetland Restoration Project: 
Holistic Restoration and Traditional Knowledge 
Builds Flood and Drought Resilience 

By Leila Darwish
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THE SCIENCE

Wetlands play an essential role in climate resilience and provide many cultural and 
ecological benefits. Wetlands can improve water quality, filtering and absorbing surface 
pollutants, excess nutrients, and sediment. As biodiversity hotspots, wetlands are 
critical habitat for native plants, fish, shorebirds, waterfowl, migratory birds, amphibians, 
and mammals. Acting as natural sponges, wetlands can slow, store, and spread excess 
rainfall and snowmelt, reducing erosion, mitigating the destructive impacts of flooding, 
and enhancing drought resilience. Wetlands also sequester significant amounts of 
carbon from the atmosphere. The restoration of wetlands is an important nature-
based solution that supports communities by reducing the risk of floods and drought, 
increasing climate resilience, and restoring habitat, wildlife populations, and ecological 
health.   

THE TRIGGER

Located between the Purcell and Selkirk Mountain ranges in the Creston Valley, 
the Lower Kootenay Band has been working on an extensive wetland restoration 
project since 2017. For the Lower Kootenay Band, known locally as Yaqan Nukiy, 
waterways and wetlands are intrinsic to their cultural identity.  The name Yaqan Nukiy 
means “where the rock stands” and refers to an important place in the Creston 
Valley, a region that the Lower Kootenay Band have inhabited since time immemorial. 
Historically, the wetlands of the valley had been a huge migratory staging area, and 
the Yaqan Nukiy culture and lifestyle centered around the wetlands as they were 
an abundant resource for life, food, and medicine. Prior to European settlement, the 
Kootenay River overflowed its banks every spring, replenishing the vast wetlands of the 
valley.  

Settler development and agriculture resulted in the construction of dams, dikes, 
and other infrastructure that impacted the hydrology and flood regimes of the 
Kootenay and Goat Rivers, affecting the wetlands in the valley and causing them to 
largely dry up. In the 1960’s, the wetlands were further disconnected from the rivers 
and floodplains by the construction of dikes, ditching, and impoundments.  In 1985, 
the Chief and Council of the Lower Kootenay Band dedicated the remaining 500 
hectares of historical wetlands for restoration.  Restoring the wetlands to their natural 
function picked up momentum in 2016, as a solution for moving away from intensive 
maintenance of infrastructure in favour of a more self-sustaining and holistic alternative.

THE APPROACH

The Indigenous-led Yaqan Nukiy Wetlands Restoration project integrates Indigenous 
traditional ecological and cultural knowledge alongside western science and 
engineering. The Lower Kootenay Band based the initial wetland designs on historical 
photos taken from the wetlands in 1929. The project site is over 517 hectares in size 
and is one of the largest wetland restoration projects in Canada. Starting in 2017, the 
project began removing the ditching, dams, and impoundment dikes, and transforming 
the old impoundments into functioning wetlands. Seasonal and perennial pools 
were created to support a variety of habitat and ecosystem needs. Wetlands were 
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reconnected back to streams, the Kootenay and Goat rivers, and historic floodplains.  
To date, the project has moved 2,600,000 cubic meters of earth, an amount 
equivalent to 900 Olympic sized swimming pools). Two kilometers of dyke have been 
removed, and the floodplain has been reopened.   

THE OUTCOME

As of 2024, more than 200 hectares of the site’s floodplains, wetlands, streams 
and rivers have been restored and reconnected, creating habitat for native plants, 
waterfowl, shorebirds, elk, deer, moose, mule deer, grizzly bear, amphibians, and species 
at risk such as the western painted turtle, northern leopard frog, brown bats, kokanee 
salmon, white sturgeon and burbot.  

As the area renaturalizes, the Lower Kootenay Band has observed thousands of 
birds returning and wildlife populations rebound from previously low levels. Seven 
years into the project, the wetlands have demonstrated their resilience and ability 
to weather the extremes of climate change, reducing the flood risk from freshet 
and rainfall and keeping the land hydrated over hotter, drier summers. In 2024, the 
restored wetlands allowed for the sudden influx of an unusually quick snowmelt to 
be absorbed through the floodplain. Following the rapid freshet was an incredibly 
dry summer with drought conditions.  Through the summer, the wetlands still held 
water, supporting shorebirds and wildlife, as well as maintaining green vegetation that 
reduced wildfire risk.    

Figure 20: Wetlands act as nature’s filters and sponges—improving water quality, supporting 
rich biodiversity, and helping communities manage floods and droughts.  
(Source: Adobe Stock Photo)



91

The project has eight phases, and six have been completed so far.  The initiative is 
funded until 2028, with plans to have the wetlands completed by then.  Over the 
years, the Lower Kootenay Band has partnered with different organizations and 
funders, including the BC Wildlife Federation, the federal Aboriginal Fund for Species 
at Risk (AFSAR), the Real Estate Foundation of BC, and the Province of BC Healthy 
Watersheds Initiative (HWI). The Idaho Kootenay Band has also funded part of the 
project as their fisheries extend into BC. The wetlands created by the Yaqan Nukiy 
project are critical nurseries, rearing habitats, and food sources for the release of 
key fish species, such as Burbot, back into the watershed. In partnership with the 
Kootenay Tribe of Idaho, the Lower Kootenay Band has successfully released millions 
of Burbot fish into the wetlands over the last 4 years. 

A WORD FROM LOWER KOOTENAY BAND

Norm Allard Jr. is a member of the Secwépemc Nation working as the Community 
Planner and Wetland Restoration Project lead for the Lower Kootenay Band. “Flood 
mitigation, drought, and wildfire! Wetlands can contribute to stemming the extremes 
of those events that we are experiencing”, explained Allard Jr.  “Wetlands can soak up 
the freshet in the spring. They are huge sponges and help during flood events as they 
give an area for all that water to spread out and soak into the land”.   
 
Allard Jr. sees the Yaqan Nukiy Wetland Restoration Project as more than a nature-
based solution, emphasizing the importance of Indigenous-led holistic restoration. 
“With this fully Indigenous-led project, we are incorporating concepts of how we 
understand the world. The concept of nature-based solution is like taking a part 
of nature and fitting it into what we want. Instead, we are utilizing our cultural 
understanding of being part of that natural system. We are aiming to restore 
something that benefits much more than just us, and we are doing this for plants, 
invertebrates, fish, animals, and birds. Nature has already done all the design work, and 
we are just putting the area back to as close as we can for nature to take it over.”  
 
Allard Jr. also emphasized the importance of respecting and honouring Indigenous 
knowledge. “A lot of this work is rooted in our historical and cultural knowledge 
of the area as Indigenous people. Indigenous people all over the world are closely 
connected to these natural systems. Our knowledge shouldn’t be dismissed, and we 
should be involved in the decision making. Including indigenous communities in your 
projects gives you a whole different perspective and without it you are missing out on 
our expansive knowledge».  




