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6–8 | ENGLISH LANGUAGE ARTS AND SOCIAL STUDIES 

Who Gets to Decide? 
Recreation Impacts on Snoqualmie Ancestral Lands 

Remember: The Snoqualmie Indian Tribe, sdukʷalbixʷ in the Lushootseed language, has lived in the 

Snoqualmie Valley since time immemorial. In 1855, they signed the Treaty of Point Elliott, which was 

supposed to protect their rights to land, hunting, and fishing. The U.S. government did not honor the 

promises in that treaty. Due to changes to the law and those unfulfilled promises, the U.S. government 

took away federal recognition in 1953, and the Snoqualmie people fought for many years to regain 

recognition. They did not regain recognition until 1999. Today, as a sovereign nation, the Snoqualmie 

Indian Tribe continues to care for their ancestral lands and speak up for what matters most to them. 

A Growing Problem on Sacred Lands 
In recent years, more and more people have been visiting the Snoqualmie Valley to enjoy the 

outdoors. People come to hike forest trails, ride mountain bikes, take photos of waterfalls, and 

escape the city. Many of these visitors do not know they are on the ancestral lands of the 

Snoqualmie people or that these lands are home to sacred sites and sensitive wildlife habitats. 

The region’s population has grown quickly, especially in King County, which is part of Snoqualmie 

ancestral territory. This means more cars, more people on trails, and more pressure on the land. The 

way people use the land can sometimes harm the plants, animals, and places that have existed for 

thousands of years. 

Elk on the Move 
Elk are an important part of the Snoqualmie landscape and way of life. They provide food, carry 

cultural meaning, and are viewed by the Tribe as nonhuman relatives. But elk are easily scared by 

human activity. A study showed there is a 65 percent chance an elk will flee if a hiker comes within 

500 meters. The risk of flight is even higher—at longer distances—when mountain bikes are involved. 
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When elk flee too often, it drains their energy, especially in the winter when food is scarce. This can 

affect their health, their ability to have calves, and their survival. Over time, repeated disturbance 

pushes elk out of good habitat, sometimes permanently. The more trails we build through forests 

and meadows, the less space elk have to live, rest, and move safely. 

Trails Without Permission 
In addition to official, mapped trails, there are many illegal ones that individuals have created on their 

own. These "rogue" trails might be fun for adventure seekers, but they are not planned with animals, 

plants, or Indigenous traditional knowledge in mind. Many illegal trails go through fragile 

environments or places that have spiritual or cultural importance to the Snoqualmie people. 

Unauthorized trails make it harder for land managers and Tribal leaders to protect what matters most. 

Even the legal trails, when packed too close together, leave almost no space where wildlife can exist 

undisturbed. When too many people use the same paths, it causes erosion, damages native plants, 

and pollutes nearby streams. 

What the Tribe Is Doing 
The Snoqualmie Indian Tribe has raised the alarm about what is happening in their ancestral lands. 

They are asking local, state, and federal government leaders to stop building new trails until more 

information can be gathered about how the projects affect the environment. 

The Tribe created a special data collection app for hikers, bikers, and other outdoor users to report 

things they see like injured wildlife, habitat damage, or illegal trail use. The Tribe has also offered 

solutions, such as: 

• Closing certain trails during sensitive times of year, like elk calving season 

• Rerouting trails away from sacred or high-risk areas 

• Removing illegal trails that harm animals or sacred lands 

• Gathering more scientific and Indigenous traditional knowledge, and a diversity of data, 

before making land use decisions 
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Discussion Questions 
In your small groups, please discuss these four reflection questions: 

1. A lot of people want to hike and bike on ancestral Snoqualmie land. What kinds of things should 

be considered when deciding where trails go? Who should make those decisions? Why? 

2. Do you think the Tribe’s ability to create a data collection app, propose policy changes, and 

speak with land managers is connected to their federal recognition? What might be different if 

they were not recognized as a sovereign nation? 

3. Why might it be especially important for Tribal Nations like the Snoqualmie to be able to guide 

decisions about land use on their ancestral territory? 

4. Imagine you are part of a team making decisions about new trails. What steps would you take to 

make sure the Tribe’s knowledge and concerns are included? 
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