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Introduction 
 
The people of Pictou Landing First Nation (PLFN) have recently completed a successful deer hunt 
that has not occurred in many years due to concerns regarding the environmental pollution present 
in A’se’k. As Northern Pulp ceased discharging mill wastewater into A’se’k, the environment now 
has an opportunity to recover with the potential for the community to once again enjoy the natural 
resources and recreational opportunities presented by the land. As part of the Community-led 
A’se’k Assessment, samples were collected by community members for analysis to assess the 
recovery of A’se’k and the risk of consuming foods and medicines collected from the land. This 
report contains the results of the tissue analysis from the hunted deer. Samples of the muscle, fat, 
liver, and blood were sent for analysis to determine the metal content and for the presence of 
potentially cancer-causing contaminants called polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs). 
 
Summary of the Findings 
 
No polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs) were detected by the analysis laboratory. No metals 
were found in the deer’s liver at toxic levels, and they were detected at levels similar or lower than 
those reported previously for deer harvested from the eastern mainland of Nova Scotia (Pictou, 
Antigonish, and Guysborough counties, Figure 1). Metal concentrations in the muscle and fat were 
at even lower levels. 
 
Understanding the Results 
 
Metals and minerals are an important part of our everyday diet. Some, like sodium and potassium, 
are common electrolytes, and others like iron are familiar nutrients required for healthy blood. 
Many metals are needed in trace amounts; however, at high levels metals can cause toxic effects 
to our bodies. The deer liver contained metal concentrations comparable to normal levels for deer 
liver, and all were well below levels associated with the risk of disease. 
 
Polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs) are potentially cancer-causing molecules that can be 
formed when meat is cooked at high temperature (charring or burning) or from smoking. PAHs 
are also formed by industrial processes and can enter the environment as pollution. Because PAHs 
dissolve in fat and not water, they can build up inside the bodies of animals and become 
concentrated in the food chain, where they can become a health risk. No PAHs were discovered 
above the detection limit of the analysis laboratory, which means the health risk of consuming the 
deer is minimal assuming it is cooked properly. It also lets us know that the deer was not exposed 
to dangerous amounts of pollution while it was alive. 
 
It is important to understand that each white-tailed deer, while harvested adjacent A’se’k by PLFN 
hunters, are free to forage across broad territories. For highly mobile wildlife, it is always unknown 
what foods were consumed by the deer, and the how much of their foraging activities were adjacent 
A’se’k. Despite a limited sample size (n=2 deer) in a single harvest year, the results are 
encouraging that these particular deer from the Fall 2023 harvest have no evidence of elevated 
contaminants burdens in their tissues.  
 



 
 

Figure 1. Metal concentrations detected in deer liver. The mean and 95% confidence interval (the 
true average value has a 95% chance to fall within the error bars) corresponds to values obtained 
from 26 deer and reported in 2005 (Pollock 2005). Toxic levels are reported based on the 
equivalent toxic levels for beef (Puls 1994). The measured value is the value measured in the deer 
hunted by Pictou Landing First Nation. Where no data is recorded the measured values were below 
the detection limit or there is no established toxic level. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Analyzing the foods, medicines, soil, and water around A’se’k will allow the community to 
continue monitoring its recovery and assess their risk of exposure when using harvested foods and 
medicines as well as participating in recreational activities. Building Pictou Landing First Nation’s 
capacity to perform this research further enables its ability to advocate for itself and engage with 
others to promote community welfare and recover and preserve its traditional land uses. 
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