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Dene Knowledge and Caribou Stewardship in the Sahtu Region

In 2004, the Sahtu Renewable Resources Board (SRRB) sponsored its first traditional knowledge project with the community of Déline, led by Jane Modeste. More recently, the focus of traditional knowledge (TK) research sponsored by the SRRB has been on Dene relationships with barren-ground caribou in Déline, Fort Good Hope, and Colville Lake. The overall goal has been to investigate the ways in which Dene and Métis people use TK to understand and respond to changes in the caribou herds (in this case the Bluenose East and Bluenose West herds), and act as ongoing stewards of the land. This focus is the result of current concerns about declines in caribou numbers, and proposals for maximum allowable harvests.

This study is locally designed, guided by local Renewable Resources Councils and elders. In each of the communities the overwhelming message has been that proper stewardship and knowledge of the caribou requires ongoing harvesting of the herds according to traditional cultural practices. Consequently, community members are challenging the focus on harvesting limits as a solution to herd decline. Dene people question whether herd size is the critical indicator of the health of a herd. This runs contrary to science-based resource management conventions, which have historically been oriented to maximizing herd productivity. 

Following the important research by Allice Legat in Tåîchô territory, this presentation explores what it means to be knowledgeable about caribou, and linked to this, what it means to be stewards of the caribou. This study has broad implications for understanding Dene perspectives on the intersections of ecological and cultural continuity and change.
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