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1.0 INTRODUCTION

Most populations of caribou across Canada
are now in decline (Parks Canada, 2013) and
as caribou management challenges are
increasing in complexity and breadth, so too
are the concerns of a variety of stakeholders
that have a relationship to the caribou herds
of Canada. As such, organizations across
Canada are working towards the recovery of
caribou populations. The Boreal Leadership
Council’s (BLC) Caribou Project Team is one
such organization (www.borealcouncil.ca).
The BLC is building on its historical focus on
recovery
planning
and
Indigenous
management by conducting a cross-country
review of caribou action planning led by
Indigenous peoples. The BLC retained the
services of the Centre for Indigenous
Environmental
Resources
(CIER
–
www.yourcier.org) to conduct a review with a
focus on tools, data, practices and
governance structures currently used by
Indigenous peoples for action planning,

including Traditional Knowledge, identifying
habitat, monitoring populations and other
aspects of caribou conservation.
1.1 PROJECT GOALS
The goals of this project were to:
 Document
existing
or
developing
approaches to Indigenous-led caribou
action planning in Canada’s Boreal
 Raise awareness of how Indigenous
peoples are protecting caribou in
Canada’s Boreal
 Help connect and facilitate the sharing of
information among practitioners and
planners working on Indigenous-led
caribou action planning in Canada’s
Boreal
 Reach out and engage with companies
and governments to garner support and
encourage collaboration and cooperation
where appropriate
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2.0 INDIGENOUS-LED CARIBOU ACTION
PLANNING

Caribou (Rangifer tarandus) in Canada
occupy a number of different habitats
including the boreal forest, mountainous
regions, sparse forests, and tundra. There
are four main sub-species of caribou in
Canada: Barren-ground, Peary, Grant’s and
Woodland. The Committee on the Status of
Endangered Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC)
has determined all but one of the populations
of woodland caribou to be at-risk. One subspecies which roamed Haida Gwaii,
Dawson’s Caribou, is extinct.
Canadian caribou populations generally are
in decline. Knowledge from Indigenous
Elders, data collection and survey methods
have all taught researchers that caribou
herds fluctuate in population size. In the last
several decades, human activities and
climate change have raised concerns about
effects on caribou populations and how best
to manage a species that seems to be losing
a battle of survival in an ever-changing world.
These new concerns have led to
collaboration and discussions between a
variety of stakeholder groups to determine

lasting and feasible plans for caribou
management.
The research to identify and explain declines
in caribou population is plentiful. As such,
this review will not focus on reasons for
caribou decline, but instead will explore and
analyze what has been and is being done
with and by Indigenous peoples in Canada to
manage and recover caribou populations.
Indigenous peoples have been involved in
research projects, monitoring programs,
planning and management to varying
degrees and with varying levels of success.
2.1 REVIEW APPROACH
The data collected and analyzed in this
review was obtained through interviews and
a document review. The interviews were
conducted with representatives from
Indigenous communities who had been
involved with an Indigenous-led initiative and
the documents represent cases in which
Indigenous groups were involved in caribou
action planning initiatives.
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Interview participants were selected through
recommendations provided by the BLC.
Additional communities and interview
participants
were
selected
through
recommendations provided by contacts
made at the North American Caribou
Workshop. Preference was given to
interviewing Indigenous peoples directly
involved in caribou action planning.
Representatives from the following nine
communities/organizations were interviewed
(also see Figure 1):
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Nisichawayasihk Cree Nation, MB
Little Red River Cree Nation, AB
Saulteau First Nation, BC
Dawson
First
Nation
(Tr'ondëk
Hwëch'in), YT
Ta’an Kwach’an Council, YT
Fort McKay First Nation, AB
Kaska Nation, BC
West Moberly First Nations, BC
Carcross Tagish First Nation, YT

To supplement the interview data, thirteen
published caribou action plan documents
were researched and reviewed. The
documents were selected based on the level
of Indigenous involvement and the
leadership roles held by Indigenous
governments and co-management boards in
the development of the strategies. In one
case (The Ungava Peninsula Caribou
Aboriginal Round Table, or UPCART), the
documents selected were their declaration
and press release, because the group has
not yet produced an action plan, but is worth

noting in their efforts to plan for caribou
protection.
The thirteen documents reviewed were (also
see Figure 2):
1. Caribou Forever – Our Heritage, Our
Responsibility: A Barren-ground Caribou
Management Strategy for the Northwest
Territories 2011-2015
2. Action Plan for Boreal Woodland Caribou
Conservation in the Northwest Territories
2010-2015
3. Recovery Strategy for Three Woodland
Caribou Herds in Labrador
4. Management Plan for the Chisana
Caribou Herd 2010-2015
5. A Management Plan for the Bathurst
Caribou Herd
6. Conserving the Icon of the Boreal:
Manitoba’s Boreal Woodland Caribou
Recovery Strategy
7. Rebuilding the Fortymile Caribou Herd: A
Model of Cooperative Management
Planning
8. Recommendations for, and Voluntary
Contributions towards a Kesagami
Range Caribou Action Plan
9. Harvest Management Plan for the
Porcupine Caribou Herd in Canada
10. The Forest-Dwelling Caribou Recovery
Plan in Quebec 2005-2012
11. Status of Woodland Caribou in the
James Bay Region of Northern Quebec
12. Ungava Peninsula Caribou Aboriginal
Round Table Press Release and
Declaration
13. Action Plan for the Klinse-Za Herd of
Woodland Caribou
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Figure 1 Map of communities with initiatives and herds

Figure 2 Map of areas/herds of focus in document review initiatives
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3.0 CULTURAL ASPECTS OF CARIBOU ACTION
PLANNING

3.1

THE IMPORTANCE OF CARIBOU

Indigenous peoples have strong and unique
historical and cultural connections to the land
on which they live – it has sustained them for
millennia. This connection has led to an
intimate knowledge of lands and the plants
and animals that thrive there. Indigenous
peoples have stewarded these lands
sustainably and responsibly and are key to
the restoration and conservation of caribou.

In all of the interviews conducted with
Indigenous community members, the
community (in six interviews), or Elders (in
three interviews), were identified as the
leaders in the caribou management initiative.
A declining herd population was the most
common reason cited for concern about
caribou. The most common reason for why a
community took initiative was to protect their
traditional lifestyle.
3.2

“Because Tr'ondëk Hwëch'in relies on a
traditional/subsistence lifestyle, which
includes a lot of wild game from the land
including berries and plants they need to
ensure that species like caribou and moose
are sustainable in order for the community to
be able to rely on those things for food
annually. This lifestyle has been passed down
from one generation to the next and it
continues to this day.”
Interview 4

USE OF TRADITIONAL
KNOWLEDGE

Traditional knowledge (TK) represents an
integral
part
of
many
Indigenous
communities as a way of keeping and
passing on of information and of monitoring
the environment.
In the documents reviewed, Boreal
Woodland Caribou Conservation in the
Northwest Territories (initiative 1) and Action
Plan for the Klinse-Za Herd of Woodland
Caribou (initiative 13) were the most
descriptive in their explanation of how TK
was used in the development of the action
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plan and how TK should be used in the
implementation of the plan.

“Hard to explain how it [traditional
knowledge] is used because it’s used in
everything. When you’re out on the land, and
living as part of the land and water you have
an awareness that you don’t get in the office.
First Nations knowledge is passed down from
generations. It’s in everything – it’s a
perspective of philosophy. TK is everything we
do, TK is used in management, work, and
assessment; everything we do with caribou.”
Interview 5

Although TK is integral to Indigenous groups,
incorporating TK in non-Indigenous led
initiatives has presented a challenge. In the
document review, three initiatives (1, 2 and
10) used TK to understand natural
fluctuations of herd populations and trends
and to aid in determining the effects of
environmental conditions on caribou
populations. Three initiatives (3, 5 and 6)
used TK in the development of the action
plan but the documents did not specify how
it was used. Last, four initiatives (4, 7, 8 and
9) did not indicate any use of TK. The
recognition of the importance of TK as

As secular occupants of the forest territory,
Indigenous communities have developed
traditional knowledge of the forest-dwelling
caribou. Information on certain behavioural
traits of the caribou, on the use of parts of the
territory or specific sites can be integrated
into the various protection activities involving
the caribou and its habitat. The confidential
nature of information will have to be
respected.
The Forest Dwelling Caribou Recovery Team
2008, 56

inherently valuable is necessary, but there
are challenges to the inclusion of TK. Even
when the importance of including TK is
recognized, practitioners may not have
access to TK, do not know how to include it,
or TK is incorporated only in a way that fits
within the resource management model
(Nadasdy, 2003). Inclusion of TK only when
it conveniently fits within the model in use is
problematic because it diminishes the
importance of TK as an entire perspective, as
noted by interview participant 5. Also, when
including TK in initiatives such as caribou
action planning, there are opportunities for
learning about the ways in which the
environment is interpreted from TK that can
be beneficial to resource management
(Kendrick & Manseau, 2008).
3.3

COLLECTION OF TRADITIONAL
KNOWLEDGE

The methods of collecting TK differed
between the Indigenous-led and nonIndigenous led initiatives. Some Indigenousled initiatives used existing methods of
storing and passing on knowledge for
monitoring purposes. One of the methods
mentioned was the use of a Knowledge
Keeper, noted in Interview 6. A Knowledge
Keeper is designated to record and keep a
record of the knowledge that comes from the
community.
Another method of collection used by the
Saulteau First Nation was a workshop in
which 10 Elders participated and their input
was used directly in the West Moberly
management plan. In Little Red River Cree
Nation, Elders are involved in the ongoing
caribou research in the community. As well,
all researchers that enter the community
must interview Elders to include TK as an
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important component in directing
research and decision making.
3.4

the

PLAN IMPLEMENTATION

The implementation of caribou management
in Indigenous-led and non-Indigenous led
initiatives used a variety of actions. In order
to implement management initiatives,
Indigenous communities noted a variety of
governance structures and measures
needed to proceed with their plans. Several
of the communities developed groups
responsible for monitoring the area and its
development to ensure certain areas remain
untouched for caribou habitat. These were
called Knowledge Keepers in Fort McKay
First Nation (Interview 6), Dena Game
Guardians/Monitors in Ross River Dena
Council (Interview 7), Wildlife Monitors
Program in Ta'an Kwäch'än Council
(Interview 5), and Elder Environmental
Monitors in Carcross/Tagish First Nation
(Interview 9).
One action mentioned in the documents and
described by interview participants was
placing limits on caribou harvesting.
However, as described in interviews, this
loss or reduction of traditional activities
through harvesting limits can effect multiple
generations of people.
The loss of passing on knowledge as an
indirect effect of loss of wildlife has a
detrimental
effect
on
Indigenous
communities.
Elder
and
harvester
knowledge was cited as a reason for taking
action with caribou management. Without
this knowledge, the information used to make
management decisions will be missing a
crucial piece.

The methods used to include Indigenous
groups in the initiatives led by nonIndigenous groups were not always
described in detail. In three documents,
Indigenous groups were listed only as
represented on the caribou action planning
working group but their level of involvement
or input was not mentioned.

“The one thing that [those involved in caribou
management] always talked about over the
years was that as First Nation people we are
the one that has to pick up things; for instance,
with caribou, when it came to the crunch for
the last 23 years we had to put our life on hold.
Not only did we lose our ability to hunt caribou
but our traditional way of life, our culture, a lot
of stuff that fell by the wayside. In addition to
that – our life is put on hold, even for our
young people that are not learning how to hunt
or how to respect animals [because of the
ban].”
Interview 9

Five
documents
provided
detailed
descriptions of Indigenous involvement, and
the methods that could be beneficial to
effective
co-management
processes.
Initiative number 4, the Recovery Strategy for
Three Woodland Caribou Herds in Labrador,
described how Indigenous groups were
included and the extra steps taken to ensure
effective
communication
between
Indigenous and non-Indigenous groups.
Educational brochures and signage were
translated to indigenous languages to clearly
inform groups of the existing problem and the
need to protect caribou.
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4.0 CHALLENGES AND LESSONS LEARNED

“The big challenge for us at the very outset was
bringing people together under one roof – at
the beginning all of the players under one roof
and to resolve the issues that way. It took a lot
of coaxing, pushing, and shoving, but
eventually we got them all together and that’s
where all of the things began to happen and a
working relationship is established. That’s
where management plans get established.”
Interview 9

Challenges to implementation of Indigenousled caribou action planning initiatives were
mostly related to the role of government and
industry. In order to overcome challenges,
the most prominent theme in all the initiatives
(both Indigenous-led and non-Indigenous
led) that we examined was the need for
improved cooperation and communication
between all interested parties in order to
achieve success.
Interview participants were asked if they had
recommendations for future caribou action
planning and for other Indigenous groups.
When interview participants were asked

“Does
the
initiative
provide
any
recommendation on provincial action
planning processes and ways to improve that
process?”, they provided recommendations
regarding the need for the recognition and
inclusion of TK, a network of competent and
engaged people, better monitoring and
information and better access to that
information.
Interview participant 7 noted the need for
further education about the Indigenous
worldview and the need for inclusion of
Indigenous
perspectives
in
caribou
management. In that same vein,

Have the federal and territorial governments
seriously commit to the conservation of caribou
and follow through on action. We need action.
Land use planning (LUP) is huge, there’s so many
different uses for land, LUP deals with all human
interests and ecological and wildlife needs. LUP
is the way it needs to go.
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the participant from Little Red River Cree
Nation noted that although sustaining
dialogue with a range of stakeholders is
important, being too aggressive can lead to
negative outcomes and missed opportunities
(Interview 2).
Documents 1, 3 and 7 described the process
challenges encountered while developing
the initiative, which included: dealing with a
variety of perspectives, disagreement
regarding management techniques (e.g.,
fertility control, non-lethal wolf control),
consultation and public engagement, linking
with other planning initiatives and limited
capacity (to conduct monitoring activities, to
participate in management because of time,
knowledge, and funding restrictions). These
three
documents
stated
the
interjurisdictional or collaborative process was a
challenge in developing the action plan.
Gronquist et al. (2004) explain that ‘the
primary benefit of such a public process is
drawing from a wide range of experiences,
wisdom, and interest in the problem to be
solved.’ Initiative 7 used newsletters, art
contests, news releases and roadside
information exhibits to promote public
awareness of the management plan. Not
only is public involvement important for the
success of an initiative, as evidenced by the
documents, a diverse representation of
viewpoints in the planning process from the

beginning is also critical. For instance, if one
of the key challenges to caribou population
management is harvesting and one of the
key action items is a reduction in harvest,
harvesters and hunting associations should
be involved at the onset so that proper
education takes place before the plan is
developed. This way groups do not become
displeased because they were not involved
in the process.
In terms of lessons for successful
implementation, Gronquist et al. (2004,)
explain the commitment by all groups
involved in the Fortymile Herd initiative to
implement the entire plan – which was
agreed-upon by consensus – was
instrumental to the plan’s success in
comparison to a comparable Wolf
Management Team in the same area. The
Wolf Management Team only selectively
implemented the recommendations made by
a consensus process, undermining the
process and causing issues with plan
implementation by team members within
their respective agencies. Consensus is
based on compromises by representatives
and adoption of the entire package is critical
to ensuring the approval of all parties and
legitimizing the long and sometimes difficult
process. In other words, if plan
implementation does not undermine the
process, the initiative has a chance at
success.

Indigenous Communities Leading the Way for Woodland Caribou Recovery in Canada

9

5.0 SUMMARY, CONCLUSION AND NEXT STEPS

Interview and document reviews provided an
in-depth perspective on the involvement and
leadership of Indigenous groups in caribou
action planning. Document reviews provided
insights into how detailed plans published by
non-Indigenous groups can move caribou
management forward. On the other hand,
interviews with Indigenous participants
involved in caribou action planning provided
the direct perspectives of those who have
witnessed the evolution and outcomes of
caribou action planning.



5.1



HIGHLIGHTS






In Indigenous-led initiatives,
harvesters and elders noticed
declines through a close connection
with the land that attuned them to
early warnings of changes in the
environment.
The committed inclusion of
traditional knowledge in caribou
initiatives is key to building a strong
relationship and ensuring the best
management possible.
Strategies that truly consider all
perspectives to have equal influence
have the best chance at success.



Indigenous-led initiatives were often
dynamic in that plans were often
subject to changes over time
depending on the availability of
information, the types of
collaboration and the capacity built
as the initiative progressed.
Interview participants noted that
when caribou harvesting has been
limited or eliminated in the interest of
protecting the herd, the community’s
ability to perpetuate components of
a traditional lifestyle is affected.
For continued improvement in
Indigenous inclusion and
Indigenous-led caribou management
initiatives, more action is needed in
terms of follow-up with outcomes of
action plans.

Although for both non-Indigenous-led and
Indigenous-led initiatives the most common
cause for concern and action was a decline
in caribou herd size, how the decline was
noticed was different. In Indigenous-led
initiatives, harvesters and elders noticed
declines while in several non-Indigenous led
initiatives, initiatives were initiated because
of population monitors detecting decline and
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the status of caribou populations according
to provincial and federal assessments.
Knowledge stemming from a close
connection with the land enabled an attuned
and early warning of changes in the
environment, in this case with caribou
populations.
Management tools and successes are a
product of the process that develops the
action plan for caribou. Without the inclusion
of the perspectives of all groups that have a
stake in caribou management it is very
difficult to implement a successful recovery
strategy. Those interviewed from Indigenous
communities made clear the committed
inclusion of TK in the development,
implementation and management of caribou
initiatives is key to building a strong
relationship and ensuring the best outcome
possible. The results of the document review
also indicate that strategies that truly
consider all perspectives with equal
influence (e.g., through a consensus
process) have the best chance at success.
The caribou action plans that were reviewed
were diverse, used various methods and
most interestingly, the Indigenous-led
initiatives were often dynamic. They were
dynamic in that plans were often subject to
changes over time depending on the
availability of information, the types of
collaboration and the capacity built as the
initiative progressed. For example, several
interview participants noted they started with
a herd management plan but transitioned to
or added a component of landscape
management.
In many First Nations communities,
protection of a traditional lifestyle is
synonymous with the protection of caribou or
other wildlife. Interview participants noted

that when caribou harvesting has been
limited or eliminated in the interest of
protecting the herd population size, the
community’s
ability
to
perpetuate
components of a traditional lifestyle is
affected. Without harvesting, there are
unintended spin-off effects on other parts of
Indigenous life, such as the inability to teach
youth about traditional ways. In interview 9
the participant described that as “First Nation
people we are the one that has to pick up
things”, meaning that there is a feeling that
although they may not have caused decline
they put their lives on hold to ensure further
decline of populations is prevented.
For continued improvement in Indigenous
inclusion and Indigenous-led caribou
management initiatives, more action is
needed in terms of follow-up with outcomes
of action plans. Specifically, several
documents indicated that building capacity in
Indigenous communities will help improve
the ability of communities to participate in
caribou management activities; indeed, two
initiatives had action plans to develop
capacity in communities including providing
resources for monitoring and management
activities (initiative 1) and the capacity to
share the data collection (initiative 5). These
two initiatives noted that caribou activities
should build capacity in Indigenous
communities whenever possible and to
provide training through workshops on an
ongoing basis. A beneficial next steps for the
Boreal Leadership Council could be to see
what has occurred with those plans and
understand what would be necessary for
communities reportedly challenged by
capacity to participate and become more
actively involved.
As indicated in both the interview and
document review results, some caribou
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management initiatives involving Indigenous
groups have been ongoing for over two
decades – a history exists of learning and
overcoming challenges that can be applied to
future endeavours. At this critical point for
caribou in Canada, reflections on past

management and cooperation among all
groups vested in caribou recovery is key to
moving forward. This review and others of
this type can provide useful guidance for
future management towards inclusive and
successful action planning for caribou.
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