
12
   

A
p

ri
l 1

–3
0

, 2
01

4 
  T

H
E 

IN
D

Y
P

E
N

D
E

N
T T

H
E IN

D
Y

P
E

N
D

E
N

T   A
p

ril 1
–30

, 2
01

4   13

IN DEFENSE OF THEIR LAND & WATER

NEW BRUNSWICK, Canada — What would you do if the land and water you depend-
ed on for your way of life was put at risk by a powerful energy corporation? As the use 
of hydraulic fracturing, or fracking, to extract energy resources spreads around the 
world, rural communities are increasingly forced to confront that question. 

In the eastern Canadian province of New Brunswick, an indigenous community 
and non-native locals have dared to challenge the wildly lucrative oil and gas boom 
sweeping North America. Last October, anti-fracking protesters clashed with the 
Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP). Led by members of the Mi’kmaq Elsipogtog 
First Nation, the protesters set up a road blockade preventing natural gas explora-
tion in the area by the Texas-based energy firm SWN. When the police raided their 

protest encampment, the melee resulted in more than 40 arrests, a storm of tear gas 
and the burning of six police cars. The battle made headlines across Canada. In De-
cember, SWN announced it was suspending operations in New Brunswick until 2015. 

Fracking involves drilling deep into the earth and injecting millions of gallons of 
water and a toxic soup of chemicals in order to release reserves of oil and gas. It 
is a practice that often leaves the surrounding water and land badly polluted. With 
this in mind, Elsipogtog community members have vowed to resist any future frack-
ing operations and expect that their fight with SWN is far from over. The struggle in 
Elsipogtog is part of a growing movement of indigenous resistance against extreme 
energy projects across Canada and is linked to similar struggles in the United States.

BAD VIBRATIONS: SWN “thumper” trucks travel along Rte 
126 near Laketon, New Brunswick. To explore for natural gas 

locked underground, the trucks set off seismic vibrations that are then re-
fracted by the rock below and recorded by geophones that line the road-
side. The few regional highways here provided an efficient thoroughfare 
for SWN to collect data on the amount of natural gas in the area.

CHEMICALS: Water and chemicals bubble up from a punctured 
aquifer off Rte 126 near Rogersville. An elderly man noticed 

that a swamp had sprung up from nowhere on his land, and that the water 
was coming from beneath a tree with a metal plate marking one of SWN’s 
exploration lines. It is believed that the aquifer was exposed to contamina-
tion as a result of the testing, although SWN denies that testing is unsafe.

BURNING BRIGHT: In response to a court ruling that banned 
protest near SWN worksites, land protectors barricaded 

Rte 126, blocking police vehicles and burning tires and shale gas ex-
ploration equipment.

WATERWAY: The Richibucto River is one of many waterways 
that define Canada’s Maritime provinces.

A WAY OF LIFE: Cyril Polchies’ lobster traps. Fracking for gas 
and other extreme energy projects pose a risk to subsistence 

and commercial fishing in an area with limited economic opportunities.

WOODSMAN: French-speaking lumberjack Aldore Chaisson 
has been part of the fight to prevent fracking since last summer.

WITH A HEART: Mi’kmaq land protector Velma Clair.

VIGILANT: Mi’kmaq land protector Candi Simon during a confronta-
tion with police.

LOGGED ON: Elsipogtog land defenders sit by the fire in their en-
campment alongside Rte 126. The camp was set up to stop SWN’s 

“thumper” trucks.

IDENTITY: A Mi’kmaq warrior brandishes the Grand Council Flag of the 
Mi’kmaq Nation.

ENCAMPMENT: A tipi in an encampment alongside Rte 134 in Rexton, 
New Brunswick.

STANDOFF: Indigenous and English- and French-speaking land pro-
tectors square off with police in a daily attempt to stop SWN’s trucks.

GOODBYE, FOR NOW: SWN workers remove seismic testing 
equipment along Rte 126 as land defenders observe. SWN halted 

its operations and pulled out of the area on December 6.

These photos are part of a larger body of 
work by Michael Premo and Andrew Stern 
that will appear in an exhibition entitled 
“Water Warriors.” It will be hosted by 
Starr Street Studios and The Indypendent 
during Bushwick Open Studios, opening 
May 30. Stay tuned for the forthcoming 
documentary. For more, see artsinbush-
wick.org and starrstreetstudios.com.
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