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Background 
The cover image of this document attempts to illustrate the meaning and intention of this document.   

“When you go somewhere you’ve never been, you have to…make an offering to the lake.  You 
must place a spruce bough (or tobacco) on the shore, and you ask for a good day and for good 
weather.  This makes sure that your trip starts in a positive way.  These branches also help you 
find your way if the wind picks up and the trail is no longer visible. It serves as a marker, so you 
know the trail and never lose your way.”  

– Elder, Hatchet Lake Denesųłiné First Nation 

This document will serve as a “spruce bough”, it will ensure that we are on the right track, and that we 
are moving forward in a good way.  We will use this document to guide our path forward, and if we find 
ourselves off course, it will guide us back on track.  By making sure that the foundation of all work done 
regarding Indigenous Protected and Conserved Areas (IPCAs) is respectful and built on Denesųłiné 
Values.   

Introduction 
For the IPCAs to be Denesųłiné-led, the core cultural and inherent values of the Dene are integral to the 
project and must form the foundation of the IPCAs.  Over the years, there have been numerous projects 
whereby the Denesųłiné have articulated our values, objectives, and priorities. We were able to use 
these projects as a starting point in outlining the Denesųłiné values for this specific project.  These 
include:  

 “Athabasca Protected Areas Workshop”, March 2006 AD Negotiation Team/Athabasca Interim 
Advisory Land Use Planning Panel.  

 Land Use, Occupancy and Values database (Ya’thi Nene Land & Resource Office) 
 Núhenêne K’eyághÿ æÿåá æéghádáidá, Athabasca Land Use Plan: A Northern Perspective. 

January 2008. Athabasca Land Use Office.   
 2010. Learning from the Past – To Direct the Future: Traditional Ecological Knowledge and 

Caribou Management.  Denesųłiné Né Né Land Corporation. Prince Albert, SK.  
 Athabasca Land Use Vision (2007). Athabasca Interim Advisory Land Use Planning Panel. 

We were also able to conduct Working Group sessions with numerous Elders and land-users (both male 
and female) in all three Denesųłiné communities in February 24-26, 2020.  In these interviews we asked 
questions related to traditional teachings, oral stories, conservation, protocols related to conservation, 
priorities and species that are important to themselves and their communities.    

The following are 6 main themes that emerged from this research and documentation:  

1. We must protect the land and water 
2. Denesųłiné are part of the ecosystem 
3. Traditional Ecological Knowledge helps us understand the world 
4. Elders guidance 
5. We do the work for Future Generations  
6. We are our language 
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1. We must protect the land and water  
The Denesųłiné have a strong connection to the land, a connect so strong that makes us inseparable.  
The land, which includes everything, (i.e. the plants, animals, rocks, medicines, spirits, air, etc.) has 
provided for our ancestors and continue to support us to this day.  We are truly fortunate that we 
continue living our culture by accessing our traditional territory “Nuhenéné”.  Nuhenéné must be 
protected, the Denesųłiné cannot exist without land, water, and air.  The land provides and defines the 
Denesųłiné; therefore, it must remain for future generations.  We found through our research that the 
value of protecting the land, air, and water was critical.  The following quotes highlight the consistency 
in the messages: 

“The land provides”- Hatchet Lake Elder 

“Like protecting your family, you need to respect the land” – Hatchet Lake Elder 

“Creator provided all to us, all is important to us.” – Black Lake Elder 

“Caribou go far away, and I wish they are respected so they will come back. All animals and birds 
should be respected. We need them to sustain us, then we will live happily. All the things, like 
water should be respected. Without water, we cannot live.” Elder Hatchet Lake 

“Land and water is our future” – Hatchet Lake Elder 

“Since the world has begun, since the Denesųłiné existed, we are sustained by animals.” – Fond 
du Lac Elder 

Although all land and water are important, the communities also explain that some areas are more 
critical for protection than others.  This was reflected in the development of the Athabasca Land Use 
Plan.  After many discussions and consultations, the following were determined important when 
considering lands and water that need to be protection1: 

• They are important ecosystems and important for maintaining healthy animal 
populations. 

• They are important for maintaining the cultural traditions and values of local people. 
• They are scenic areas or areas where local people and visitors can go to enjoy the 

outdoors and nature. 

In addition, the 2006 Athabasca Protected Areas Workshop, community members identified important 
fish and wildlife areas as in need of special protection from more intensive industrial activities2. 

• Fish spawning areas  
• Woodland and Barren-ground caribou, moose, bear denning, eskers (wolf denning, 

wildlife corridors,) 
• caribou migration routes, water crossings 

 
1 Núhenêne K’eyághÿ æÿåá æéghádáidá, Athabasca Land Use Plan: A Northern Perspective. January 2008. 
Athabasca Land Use Office.   
2 Athabasca Protected Areas Workshop – March 2006 (AD Negotiation Team/Athabasca Interim Advisory Land Use 
Planning Panel). 
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2. Denesųłiné are part of the ecosystem  
You cannot remove the Denesųłiné from the landscape. We are part of the ecosystem along with fish, 
water, rocks, and animals.  We are guardians, we watch over the land because the land watches over us.  
We have formed a relationship with the land and water over thousands of years.  Land and water are 
the essence of Denesųłiné culture.   

“If you take away the land, the Dene will not survive.”- Black Lake Elder 

“The land is lonely when Dene are not there.” – Black Lake Elder  

The primary objective in developing the Indigenous Protected and Conserved Areas (IPCA) is to conserve 
and enhance the natural and cultural values that are essential to specific areas. The continued use of 
these lands by the Denesųłiné are a priority in protected areas. By recognizing the Denesųłiné as part of 
the landscape, it requires that lands for IPCAs are also selected with identified cultural and land use 
values.   

Highly sensitive values include3:  

• Barren-ground caribou habitat 
• burial sites  
• medicinal plants  
• healing waters  
• fishing areas  
• trapping areas  
• water networks/travel routes  
• treed areas 

Management Plans and governance structures must include the original stewards of the land; the 
Denesųłiné.  By having a voice in managing these protected lands, it will ensure that not only the land 
and water is protected but will also ensure the continued health and well-being of the Denesųłiné 
people. The Denesųłiné have identified some aspirations and concerns when looking at land 
management, and these must be considered to respect the past and honour the future (see Appendix 
B).   

Barren-ground Caribou and other Cultural Keystone Species 
 

Cultural keystone species are important when considering the locations for the IPCAs.  Cultural keystone 
species are significant to the Denesųłiné and are important for ongoing survival of our people, our ability 
to be on the land, and our interactions with the land (e.g. Barren-ground caribou). 

 
3   Athabasca Protected Areas Workshop – March 2006 (AD Negotiation Team/Athabasca Interim Advisory Land 
Use Planning Panel). 
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Caribou are considered the lifeblood of the north, and intrinsically linked to the health, subsistence, and 
culture of the Denesųłiné4.  We are known as the Caribou people – Ëdtthën Heldeli.  The Denesųłiné are 
caribou; caribou are Denesųłiné (See Appendix A for protocols surrounding Barren-ground caribou).  

Safeguarding the Barren-ground caribou herd, its habitat, and migration corridors is paramount when 
selecting protected areas. They top the list of priority species for the Denesųłiné.  The caribou herds 
have been declining recently and are being considered “threatened” under the Species at Risk Act.  It is 
important that their habitat is protected, and we have an opportunity to assist with the development of 
Indigenous Protected Areas.   

Other Important Species 
When discussing other species, Elders and Traditional Knowledge keepers consistently refer to the 
following species as being culturally important.  However, they were also very quick to state that ALL 
plants, animals, trees, and birds’ matter.  Important species to the Denesųłiné are listed below, ranked 
in order by the number of times they were mentioned.   

Animals 
 Beaver  
 Moose  
 Fish (whitefish, lake trout, pickerel, burbot, jack) 

Trees 
 Spruce  
 Birch  
 Tamarack  
 Jack Pine  

Plants 
 Blueberries  
 Labrador tea 
 Spruce gum 
 Rat root   

Birds 
 Spruce grouse 
 Canada geese 
 Ptarmigan  
 Ducks 

 

3. Traditional Ecological Knowledge helps us understand Nuhenéné 
We are the original occupants and stewards of the land since time immemorial, and the Denesųłiné 
have been the keepers of valuable knowledge and history. This knowledge is a powerful tool and critical 

 
4 Kasstan, S.C. 2016. Caribou is Life: An Ethnoarchaeology of Ethen-Eldèli Denesųłiné Respect for Caribou. Simon 
Fraser University.  
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for best land and resource management practices. Traditional Knowledge must be used as a foundation 
for all work done in IPCA development.  This includes finding ways in determining locations, governance, 
management plans, monitoring and research, etc.   

 

Ecology taught the Denesųłiné way:  

“Plants grow on their own.  Even after a fire, they grow back.  In the fall time we see plants die 
and disappear, but in spring things come back, and bloom again.” – Hatchet Lake Elder 
(translated from Dene).  When asked what teachings she had related to humans and their 
impact on the environment. Nature does not need our intervention; we must leave nature alone 
and it will come back as it has for many generations.    

Conservation taught the Denesųłiné way:  

“One time, while I was trapping, I came across some wolves on the lake.  I came up to them and 
started talking to them.  They can understand you when you talk to them.  I thanked them and 
told them that they had provided for me for so long, it was time to not hunt them anymore.  
From then on, I stopped hunting and trapping wolves.  That was 10 years ago.” – Fond du Lac 
Elder 

4. Elders Guidance 
At the core of our community is the wisdom of our Elders.  Their stories, words and insight guide all 
aspects of Denesųłiné life.  They are the holders of the knowledge and ensure that Denesųłiné culture 
continues through time, as it has done for thousands of years.  An important part of Denesųłiné culture 
is the presence of Elders in all community functions.  Elders provide training and teachings on survival on 
the land, how to raise strong babies, Denesųłiné laws and guiding principles (see Appendix C) and 
provide information at important community meetings.  

“Get advice from Elders, they will tell you what to do and what not to do to be successful”  

– Fond du Lac Elder 

The inclusion of Elders in guiding this process is of utmost importance.  The only way this project will 
succeed is with a strong group of Elders guiding the way.  They not only provide wisdom but can ensure 
that the project follows appropriate protocols and is culturally appropriate.   

“Respect the land, offer something, give, talk to the land, tell it how you feel.  Talk to animals, 
they know you and understand.” – Fond du Lac Elder   

When seeking guidance from Elders, the most consistent message that is conveyed to all of us is the 
importance of working for protection of the land and water for our future generations.   

5. We do this work for Future Generations  
Everything we do is for our youth.  They will benefit from the work we do today, and in return they will 
work towards the next generation’s health and well-being, and the cycle continues.   
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It is at the fundamental core of Denesųłiné conservation and wildlife management, to leave enough for 
the next generation to benefit.  Thus, it is important that the next generation witness and be taught 
their culture and values.   

“As a parent, it is your responsibility to teach your children about everything.  When I go hunt, 
my children observe at least three or more times to learn.  I teach them during all seasons.” – 
Elder Fond du Lac 

“The children that are in school should watch and observe the elders.  They can learn by 
watching.  This is the way they will learn, by doing this.  They will not learn on their own.” Elder – 
Hatchet Lake 

“Traditional ways need to be taught to youth.  We used to know our way without getting lost, 
how to make fires, our plants, trees, and other animals well. Not anymore”. – Elder Black Lake 

Youth must be involved in the development of the IPCA and have access to the land and be familiar with 
the IPCA parcels.    Youth are living in a modern world and have easier access to education and 
technology.  In this way, by involving youth, they can be motivated to continue their education by 
looking at science, environmental or land management fields and learning from TEK and their Elders.  It 
is important to bring Elders and youth together to transmit important knowledge. It is possible to live in 
a world that is balanced between modern advances and traditional ways.   

6. We Are Our Language 
There is a deep interconnectedness between the land and the Denesųłiné language.  There are many 
terms to describe events, life cycles, and locations and are only found in Dene.  The language is very 
descriptive and a valuable resource for culture preservation.  For this reason, it is important for the IPCA 
project to assist our communities in continual use and maintenance of language.  They will do so by  
describing and naming elements within Nuhenéné.   

“If you lose the language, you lose so much of the understanding of the land.”  

– Black Lake member 

In recent years, there is a sense that language is being lost in our communities and our population is 
increasing; therefore, we must include fluent Elders to facilitate language maintenance.  Dene is taught 
in the schools and is spoken at Youth and Elder Culture Camps.  Elders support remains imperative in 
providing land location names in Dene.  

Naming Nuhenéné places is important because we must acknowledge and reinforce Denesųłiné 
presence on the land.  In fact, in recent North of 60 land claim negotiations, Denesųłiné names for 
places and lakes were identified and have replaced English names.  This is reclamation and is part of 
reconciliation with the Crown, this reconciliation will be necessary when names are chosen for all 
attributes of the Indigenous Protected Areas.   

Conclusion 
Athabasca Denesųłiné values arise from our deep connection to the land and the culture created by our 
ancestors.  By protecting the land and water, integrating the Denesųłiné, incorporating TEK, being 
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guided by Elders and ensuring youth involvement and respecting the original language of the Nuhenéné, 
we will ensure that the Denesųłiné are respected. This document does not cover all values that are 
important to the Denesųłiné communities and our members but attempts to guide the 

development of the IPCA project. By following these six (6) values: We must protect the land and water; 
Denesųłiné are part of the ecosystem; Traditional Ecological Knowledge helps us understand the world; 
Elders guide us; We do the work for Future Generations; Our language is who we are, our work will 
ensure that the IPCAs are truly Indigenous-led and Dene owned. 
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Appendix A – 10 Traditional Protocols for Hunting Caribou  
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Appendix B – Hopes and Fears  
The 2008 document Núhenêne K’eyághÿ æÿåá æéghádáidá, Athabasca Land Use Plan: A Northern 
Perspective includes a list of the hopes and fears the communities expressed when developing the draft 
Land Use Plan.  This list is included in this document as a reminder of the discussions that were had and 
the dreams and frustrations that the Denesųłiné hold when discussing and planning for Nuhenéné.   

Hopes:  

- Continued access to minerals for mining companies 
- Better communication 
- Set aside several large natural areas 
- Government supports the plan’s recommendations 
- Less conflict 
- That the mining companies hire more people from the Athabasca region 
- Not having to fight over our land 
- Local control over land and resources including water 
- More and timely communication at the community level 
- More respect of the land 
- Mining royalties for Athabasca communities 
- Supporting education system 
- Better land and resource management 
- Continued cooperative planning and management 
- Environment respected and protected 
- Develop a practical, workable & balanced plan that addresses local and provincial needs and concerns 
- Treaty Rights recognized 
- Protection of the environment 
- Conserve the land and resources for the future 
- Royalty and benefit sharing 
- Control of resource for traditional use 
- Local people and interests maintain land resource input 
- New mines established to provide northern jobs 
- Royalties sharing with First Nations 

Fears:  

- Too many layers of regulations – unequal enforcement 
- No setting aside of natural areas because mineral potential is “Too High” 
- Unequal influence, corporate vs. community 
- Lack of support for future planning and management 
- No consensus 
- Loss of development control 
- Loss of traditional and sacred lands 
- Issues will not be resolved and no preservation for traditional use areas 
- No compensation for any environment or wildlife impacts 
- Continue to hire ‘Northerners’ instead of local Athabasca people 
- Issues not resolved 
- No recognition of Treaty Rights 
- Government will not give up control of resources and associated benefits 
- Development negotiations will not include First Nations 
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Appendix C – Dene Laws  

 
Dene Laws. (n.d). Adapted from https://www.athabascahealth.ca/Documents/Northern%20Health%20-%20AHA%20Newsletter%2048%20-%20Jan.pdf  

https://www.athabascahealth.ca/Documents/Northern%20Health%20-%20AHA%20Newsletter%2048%20-%20Jan.pdf
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