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BCAPA Statement on Residential School Denialism

The BC Association of Professional Archaeologists (BCAPA) unequivocally rejects Residential
School denialism in all its forms. Denial of the harms of the Residential School system, including
the deaths of Indigenous children and the existence of unmarked and undocumented grave
locations perpetuates colonial violence and undermines the lived experiences, oral histories, and
rights of Indigenous Peoples across Canada.

BCAPA stands in solidarity with Indigenous communities who are pursuing investigations into
former Residential School sites. These investigations are a vital component of truth-telling,
accountability, and healing. We affirm that this work must be community-led, grounded in
Indigenous laws, knowledge systems, and priorities, and conducted in culturally appropriate and
trauma-informed ways.

Recent public discourse has included calls by denialists for the exhumation of physical remains
as a means to “prove” the presence of children buried at or near Residential School sites. This
framing reflects a fundamental misunderstanding of both the nature of the investigations and
Indigenous cultural protocols. It also risks causing further harm.

There are several critical considerations the public must understand:

e Cultural protocols: Many Indigenous Nations have strict cultural and spiritual protocols
governing ancestral remains. Disturbing graves may be prohibited or deeply distressing,
regardless of age or context. These protocols must be respected.

e Preservation realities: The preservation of human remains varies widely depending on
grave practices, soil chemistry, climate, the age of the child at death, and subsequent land
disturbance or development. The absence of recoverable remains does not negate death,
presence of graves, or historical truth.

o Consent and identity: In many cases, the identities of children buried in unmarked graves
are unknown. This creates profound ethical and legal challenges around informed
consent, next-of-kin notification, and decision-making authority.

e Focus on healing: For many communities, the priority is ceremony, remembrance,
commemoration, and cultural care - not excavation or exhumation. Healing-centered
approaches are valid, necessary, and must not be overridden by external demands for
“proof”.
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Archaeology is not a tool for validating or invalidating Indigenous truth. Indigenous oral histories,
archival records, survivor testimony, and non-invasive technologies such as ground-penetrating
radar together provide compelling and credible evidence of what occurred at Residential Schools.
The demand for excavation as a prerequisite for belief reflects colonial standards of evidence
that have long been used to dismiss Indigenous knowledge.

BCAPA supports the rights of Indigenous Nations to determine if, when, how, and whether
investigations proceed in relation to Residential Schools. We call on governments, media, and
the public to reject denialism, respect Indigenous authority, and approach this work with
humility, care, and an understanding of its profound emotional and cultural significance.

Truth, respect, and healing, not denial, must guide Canada’s path forward.
Sincerely,

The BCAPA Directors
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