
 

 

Microsoft Office User 

[COMPANY NAME]  [Company address] 

[DOCUMENT TITLE] 

  

A Best Practices Guidebook  
for Community-Based  

Ecological Conservation and  
Land Use Planning 

In Northern Saskatchewan  

Grassroots 
 Stewardship 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Published under the authority of the Prince Albert Model Forest.  
 
Copyright © 2018 Prince Albert Model Forest 
 
This handbook written by the Prince Albert Model Forest on behalf of the First Nations 
and Metis communities of Northern Saskatchewan, in partnership with the University 
of Saskatchewan Community Engaged History Collaboratorium.  
 
This material may be used, reproduced, stored or transmitted for non-commercial 
purposes. However, Crown copyright is to be acknowledged. Except as otherwise 
specifically noted, these materials may be reproduced, in part or in whole and by any 
means, without charge or further permission from the Prince Albert Model Forest 
provided:  

- Due diligence is exercised in ensuring the accuracy of the materials 
reproduced; 

- The authors are identified and recognized; and 
- The reproduction is not represented as an official version of the 

materials.  
 
  
This publication is available at no charge from:  
Prince Albert Model Forest 
Box 2406 
Prince Albert 
Saskatchewan, Canada S6V 7G3  
 
An electronic version of this handbook is available at:  
www.pamodelforest.ca  



 
 

 3 

 

 
 

Grassroots Stewardship:  
A Best Practices Guidebook for Community-Based 
Ecological Conservation and Land-Use Planning  

In Northern Saskatchewan 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Prince Albert Model Forest  
University of Saskatchewan Community Engaged History Collaboratorium 

Funded by the Aboriginal Fund for Species at Risk 
  



 

 4 

 
 
 
 
PREFACE …………………………………………………………………….…….6 
 
1.0 INTRODUCTION........................................................................................9 

1.1 What is this handbook for and who should use it? 
1.2 What is grassroots stewardship?  
1.3 How does this handbook work? 
1.4 Why is using this handbook important?  

 
2.0 DEFINITIONS AND CONTEXTS.............................................................14 

2.1 What does conservation in Northern Saskatchewan look like? 
2.2 What is community and why does it matter? 
2.3 What is reconciliation? 
2.4 What is traditional knowledge? 
2.5 Why do we need community-based conservation? 

 
3.0 METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Planning...................................................................................................19 
  3.1.1 What is a land use study? 

3.1.2 How do you plan land use research? 
3.1.3 How do you get research approval? 
3.1.4 When is approval necessary? 
3.1.5 How does funding work? 

3.2 Conducting and Applying .......................................................................24 
3.2.1 What are the protocols of community-based research? 
3.2.2 What does hiring, training, and managing a project look like? 

 3.2.3 How do you use the knowledge that you have collected? 
3.2.4 How do you merge Western and Indigenous knowledge together? 

3.3 Disseminating...........................................................................................26 
  3.3.1 How do you return your final product to the community? 

3.3.2 How do you preserve research (and community’s knowledge)? 
3.3.3 What are the indicators of success? 

 

CONTENTS 



 
 

 5 

 
 
4.0 CONCLUSIONS..........................................................................................28 
 
5.0 APPENDICES 

A - Map of Saskatchewan treaties and tribal affiliations.................................30 
B - Map of Northern Saskatchewan ecology zones.........................................34 
C - Tradition land use study planning manuals................................................35 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This handbook is not a government policy, nor does it represent a government position on 
this matter. This handbook is intended to provide information and is not regulatory in any 

way. It does not affect the rights and privileges of anyone. 
 

 

 



 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
We wish to acknowledge first and foremost that both the University of 

Saskatchewan's main campus and the head offices of the Prince Albert Model Forest are 
situated on Treaty 6 Territory and the Homeland of the Métis. We pay our respects to the 
First Nations and Métis ancestors of this place and reaffirm our relationship with one 
another. We also extend special thanks to all the Elders, land users, knowledge keepers 
and community leaders who kindly shared their knowledge and made it clear that 
collaborative land stewardship is not only possible—it is the brightest possible future for 
our province.  

 
The authorship of this handbook has been undertaken by the Prince Albert 

Model Forest in partnership with the University of Saskatchewan’s Community-Engaged 
History Collaboratorium, on behalf of the First Nations and Métis communities of 
Northern Saskatchewan (hereto often referred to just as ‘the community’). Thanks must 
be extended to the Prince Albert Grand Council for their ongoing support.  
 
What is the Prince Albert Model Forest?  
Established as part of the Canadian Model Forest Network in 1992, The Prince Albert 
Model Forest (PAMF) is a not-for-profit organization whose aim is to create a forum for 
bringing together the organizations and communities of Northern Saskatchewan to build 
community, sustainability, and positive relationships that will shape the land for the 
better. Although the Canadian Model Forest Network has since been dissolved, PAMF 
lives on as more than just a location—it is a community that transcends boundaries and 
works to bring stakeholders in Northern Saskatchewan together. Academic research is 
often undertaken solely for the purposes of leading to further academic research; PAMF 
focuses on turning theory into practice, facilitating the application and implementation 
of research.  
 

Prince Albert Model Forest’s mission is to build vibrant, resource-
based communities where local people are equipped with the 
capacity to work together to engage in the informed decision-
making necessary to implement actions that build economic 
diversity and foster sustainability for future generations. 

 

PREFACE     
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Community Participation in Woodland Caribou Research and Recovery in 
Northern Saskatchewan 
 
This is the PAMF project for which this handbook has been written and the best practices 
here outlined put into use. The project’s objectives are to establish critical habitat zones 
for woodland caribou in Northern Saskatchewan and to sound out and then establish 
community engaged stewardship and recovery of the caribou.  
  

In the process of consulting with the communities of SK1 and SK2 (see 
appendix B) to build woodland caribou range plans for the provincial and federal 
governments, PAMF worked to ensure that, unlike previous land-use surveys and 
conservation efforts in Northern Saskatchewan, the occupants of the land were consulted 
and their wishes taken into account in the planning.  
 
 It is the sincere hope of the authors of this handbook that in using it, you are 
empowered to take steps towards reconciliation, the ecosystem is bettered, and 
sustainable social and environmental habits are eventually established.  

 

 

Photo courtesy of Tom Perry 
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1.1 What is this handbook for and who should use it?  
 
This handbook has been designed for land use by researchers in 

academia, government, and non-government organizations (NGOs). 
That makes this information pertinent to those conducting mining 
or forestry surveys, studying ecological or biological zones of 
conservation, and developing rural, agricultural, or urban spaces.  

 
That is not to say that the concepts here outlined are relevant only 

to the communities of Northern Saskatchewan. If there is one single 
thing that you take away from using this handbook, it must be this: 
that every community is unique, and each has its own individual 
wishes. What you will find here is merely a set of guidelines that, if 
followed, will make for lasting, productive, and mutually beneficial 
relationships between the environment, the local Indigenous 
communities of an area, and the third-party organization to which 
you belong.  

 
The “best practices” here outlined are what we at the PAMF have 

found to be the most effective way of planning projects from the 
ground up with the communities for whom we work—rather than 
coordinating our efforts around communities as an obstacle or a 
resource, we integrate them at the very start, as joint partners in the 
planning process.  

 
In a word, the purpose of this handbook is ongoing 

reconciliation. 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

 
 
 
 

If there is one single thing to take away 
from using this handbook, it must be 
this: that every community is unique, 

and each has its own individual wishes. 



 

 10 

1.2   What is Grassroots Stewardship?  
 

Grassroots stewardship is the protection and use of the land by its 
actual inhabitants. This handbook has been designed to facilitate the 
grassroots stewardship of the land by outlining the processes by which you 
must approach a single community and ask them: 

1. What manner of relationship with the land they have 
maintained previously or are currently involved in; 

2. How they want their land used or preserved, and what sort 
of stewardship they want to undertake in the future; and  

3. What you yourself can offer to the communities of 
Northern Saskatchewan in exchange for their knowledge 
or the sharing of their land for your project.  

 
Ultimately, the Indigenous peoples of Northern Saskatchewan were here 

long before any colonising force attempted exploitation of their land and no 
one knows the space like they do. Their wisdom, should you have the good 
fortune of having it shared with you, is not just to be listened to; it must be 
heard and integrated into your project as per their wishes, even (and 
especially) if that means coming to a compromise and altering your original 
project.    

 
1.2.1    Land Use Studies and the Duty to Consult 

In Saskatchewan, the guidelines that industry must follow are clear. 
The documents to the left can be easily found on the provincial and federal 
government websites and outline in full detail the bare minimum that must 
be undertaken in consultation of a community. That doesn’t mean that doing 
the bare minimum in duty to consult is anywhere near best practice! Resource 
developers may be required to undertake impact studies (both environmental 
or socio-economic), but that is often not enough for communities. Impact 
studies often resemble closely the studying of and area and a people, and not 
a studying with them in preparation for development.  

 
Furthermore, the notices of impact tend to end up being a letter in 

the mail or an invitation to a committee gathering that working community 
members find themselves unable to attend because of distance from their 
relatively isolated communities, or insufficient notice, or the overwhelming 
pressure of being told to travel to attend a very brief meeting hundreds of 
kilometers from their homes where their voices will be heard but likely not 
listened to in any meaningful way. Compensation is then relegated to a 
cheque in the mail and dialogues are never opened: communities and 
relationships are never given the chance to grow.  

 
This handbook will outline how to avoid this “bare minimum” 

approach to land use planning—in short, it is a brief manual for how to 
engage with the communities of Northern Saskatchewan in a positive, 
constructive way that builds relationships and works for reconciliation, 
rather than isolating and alienating parties with different interests from one 

another. 
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There are several themes that run through this handbook. 

 
1. Finding local solutions to ecological issues  
2. Ensuring reciprocation and balance in all relationships 
3. Expressing vulnerability, humility, and openness  
4. Maintaining individual accountability  
5. Building long-term, sustainable relationships  

 
As you use this resource to plan your land use study or land management 
endeavour, watch closely for how these themes interact.  

The Definitions and Contexts section will give you a brief history of 
Northern Saskatchewan and a background on the importance of community 
engagement and reconciliation efforts in this province. The Methodology section 
will offer an outline for planning your project and will help you make sure that 
you’ve involved the community that you are working with from the very start of 
your project. If you are pinched for time, the Conclusion will summarize all 
previous sections and give some final impactful sentiments on community-based 
land use planning.  

 
 

 
In the 2012 Recovery Strategy for the Woodland Caribou (Rangifer 

tarandus caribou), Boreal Population in Canada, there are a total of two pages 
of the 140 page report whose contents reflect a consultation with local Indigenous 
communities. This negligence in implementing the consultation of the 
communities in question is what we hope to correct in future drafts of this and 
similar recovery strategies.  

 
It is all well and good to write a recovery plan and put it into action 

using government resources, but it is not the best way of going about recovery. 
Community-based conservation uses traditional knowledge and employs the 
skilled labour of individuals whose families and cultural heritage have existed on 
the landscapes in question and have managed the land for literal centuries.  

 
Unlike this 2012 recovery strategy which displays a nominal effort to 

collect traditional ecological knowledge (TEK), there was hardly a mention of 
the knowledge or an analysis of how it had been used and integrated into the 
range plan. It is our sincere that this handbook will give you some constructive 
direction in how best to employ the TEK that you collect and engage the 
communities in the recovery and preservation of their traditional lands.  

 
There are already a dozen manuals and handbooks out there detailing 

how to construct a survey or how to go about conducting a traditional land use 
study, and we have accumulated a list of these in Appendix C for your 
consultation. This handbook is special because it has been written by and for the 

 
 

1.3 How does this handbook work? 

1.4 Why is using this handbook important?   
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communities in question and is filled with the protocols that they want you 
to follow when interacting with them.  

 
This is not just another document on how to build the framework 

of a Land Use Study. This handbook is designed to facilitate your 
interactions with the communities of Northern Saskatchewan, and 
specifically in community-based stewardship of the land. It will help you 
answer the question of how the question of how the community wants you 
to go about planning your conservation efforts or land use management, and 
it will help you to ensure that they are a part of that conservation or land use 
at every step of the process. 
Ultimately, this handbook, like Prince Albert Model Forest, is all about:  

 
• Constructing community-involved research methodologies 
• Ongoing reconciliation 
• Communities, government (provincial and federal), and NGOs 

working together and helping each other to achieve environmental 
sustainability and form a healthy and vibrant global community.  

 
This handbook, as the product of close work with various communities, is 
meant to help you to make sure that positive, constructive, and lasting 
relationships are built and maintained between each individual community 
and their respective industry leaders, governments, academies, and other 
NGOs.  
  
This is a manual written on the community’s behalf, for the community’s 
benefit, for any and every third-party organization whose interests lay in 
interacting with and getting information from the community. It is for the 
study, application, integration, and implementation of traditional ecological 
knowledge into scientific research, be it for academic, industrial, or 
conservational purposes.  

 
 

  

Here Prince Albert Model Forest 
general manager Sarah Schmid and 
land-user Raymond Highway set up a 
trail camera in Pelican Narrows, SK 
on what is a likely a woodland caribou 
game trail (photo courtesy of Sarah 
Schmid).  
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Anyone who has spent any amount of time in the deep forests or on the glittering lakes of Central 

and Northern Saskatchewan will vouch for what a magical place it can be. While the landscape can an idyllic 
ecotourism attraction, it is rare that the same can be said about the rural spaces.  
 

As displayed in this map, Saskatchewan (see Appendix A for more) is home to six treaties, and 
every bit of the province falls under one of them. Treaties are agreements that were signed by the Canadian 
Commonwealth and the original occupants of this land. Treaties 5, 6, 10 and 8 are those that cover the 
communities of Central and Northern Saskatchewan. As the phrase “we are all treaty people” suggests, these 
treaties are agreements that must be upheld by all persons and organisations who occupy any space of land 
in Saskatchewan. They must be honoured by all parties, Indigenous and colonizing forces both.  
 

“We are all treaty people.” 
  
 Formerly part of the much larger 
“Rupertsland,” Saskatchewan has a rich history of 
trapping, hunting, and forestry by the Hudson Bay 
Company and similar organisations. Prior to 
occupation by this commercial European colonising 
forces, the land was used by Cree, Ojibwe, Dene, 
Metis and other First Nations groups who either built 
settled communities in the area or lived nomadic lives, 
moving seasonally.   
 
Historically, these various peoples have not come out 
on top of interactions with colonizers. Indigenous 
communities have been pushed off of their own land 
into the isolation of reserves. Though their treaty rights 
to hunt, trap, fish, and otherwise use the land as they 
see fit still remain, for many communities this is not 
enough. The legacy of colonialism lingers in Northern 
Saskatchewan, and many Indigenous communities 
view outside forces who want a stake on their land 
with extreme caution and an understandable distrust.  
  
 It is imperative that as an external party with 
interest in the landscape, you work with the Indigenous 
communities and not around them (or “in spite of” 
them). The treaties must be honoured (both to the letter 
and in spirit) and every possible step in the direction 
of ongoing reconciliation must be taken is the wounds 
made by unfair and one-sided relationships between 
Indigenous communities and industry (and 
government, and academia) are ever to be healed.  

 

2. DEFINITIONS AND CONTEXTS 

2.1 What does conservation in Northern Saskatchewan look like? 
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 The fertile landscape of Northern Saskatchewan has much to offer to the 
communities that occupy  it and to external parties with the resources to bring 
in new development and profitable land use, but only if everyone works 
together to build positive relationships based on sustainable methods of land 
use.  

 
 
  

Community, in the most literal sense, is a group of people with shared 
interests of some sort. There are, however, many different ways to approach 
the sharing of these interests. While many types of community are based in 
unchangeable factors (like ethnic  or religious communities), many 
communities can be built from the ground up from commonalities like shared 
places and interests.  
  
 Communities allow people with similar alignments to gather together  
behind a common interest of cause, and they have the power to enact lasting 
change and long-term protection and transmission of knowledge. This is all to 
say that while many Indigenous communities of Northern Saskatchewan are 
rooted in ancient and unchanging factors like seasonal land-use and specific 
locational understanding of a landscape, a culture, or a religion, they are by 
no means static or unchanging.  
 
 While many communities cannot be simply entered (no matter the level 
of shared investment in any given issue), it is a simple matter to build new 
communities and bring old ones together to work toward common goals. 
Don’t be afraid, in your project planning process, to reach out to people with 
shared goals. The most valuable thing you can do as an individual (or as part 
of an industry or a group with a collective interest) is to make lasting 
connections. Making friends on whom you know you can rely for help in this 
and future projects (and friends who can in turn rely on you) is the foundation 
of sustainable, community-based forest management.  
 

Building these friendships (specifically, these two-way streets of 
information exchange built on mutual trust and pooled resources) is the only 
way to establish grassroots stewardship of the land. Approaching an 
Indigenous community as a friend with a proposition of mutual work towards 
a common goal is the best way to go about using all resources available to 
enact positive change.  
 
 

  
 
“possible.”  
 

 
 

2.2 What is community and why does it matter? 
 

Conducting a TEK 
interview with new 
friends. Photo courtesy 
of Sarah Schmid.  
 

2.3 What is reconciliation?  
 

 

As discussed earlier, the lasting legacy of colonialism in Northern 
Saskatchewan has not been a kind one. This means many Indigenous 
communities view governmental and industrial organizations alike with no 
small degree of distrust, which in turn is often reflected by government and 
industry as a sort of defensiveness where no party is will to give any more than 
any other party, and proceedings get bogged down in what is “fair” rather than 
what is “possible.” 
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This brings a dwindling end to what could be a constructive and sustainable 
pooling of resources if just approached from a different angle. 
 
From the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada website:  

 
“The cumulative impact of residential schools is a legacy of unresolved trauma 
passed from generation to generation and has had a profound effect on the 
relationship between Aboriginal peoples and other Canadians. Collective 
efforts from all peoples are necessary to revitalize the relationship between 
Aboriginal peoples and Canadian society – reconciliation is the goal. It is a 
goal that will take the commitment of multiple generations but when it is 
achieved, when we have reconciliation - it will make for a better, stronger 
Canada.”  

 
Reconciliation is the necessary ongoing effort to heal the lasting damage done by the 
colonization of Canada by external forces, and it is the responsibility of all Canadian 
individuals, be they part of a larger organization or not. On a personal and corporate 
level, it is the process of addressing how past actions have had negative impact on 
others, apologising, and moving forward with affirmative action to right the wrongs 
committed.  
 
 Reconciliation is a complex and multifaceted process, and will never be a one-
time action that can eventually be achieved. Just as the treaties are living documents 
that must be honoured both in letter and in spirit, reconciliation is a fluid and dynamic 
process that must include affirmative action and the integral honouring of said treaties.  
 

As a party with interest in resources that belong to an Indigenous community, 
the best way to make them aware of your shared interest is to approach with humility 
and vulnerability, and to ask them what you can do to make good on your responsibility 
to build positive and lasting relationships that cast off the oppressive legacy of recurring 
trauma and the lasting damage of colonialism.  

 
Every community is different, and every community will want something 

different. It is up to you to offer your services in good faith in exchange for shared 
responsibility for your project.  

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 

Here, PAMF representatives 
pose after conducting an 

interview with an Elder from 
Pelican Narrows.  

Photo courtesy S. Schmid.  
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 In the minds of the popular media, Western Eurocentric academia is the 
“right” way of understanding the natural world. This is an intensely reductive way of 
thinking about the world, and one that needs to be destroyed if reconciliation is ever 
to be enacted. Traditional ways of understanding the natural world are often nuanced 
and deeply spiritual, but no less true for having been recorded orally and handed down 
through generations of knowledge keepers and Elders rather than being boiled down 
to numbers and displayed on graphs and charts.  
 

That is not to say that “traditional” ways of knowing are in any ways static 
or unchanging. “Tradition” carries a connotation of being ancient or dead: these are 
things that our vibrant communities of Northern Saskatchewan are not. In this 
instance, traditional knowledge is simply knowledge that is collected and preserved 
in the traditional ways— orally transmitted and generated by the members of the 
community (in a ground-up method, rather than the top-down way of disseminating 
knowledge that is so common in Westernised education systems).  
 
 Custodians of knowledge are highly respected members of the community 
whose responsibility it is to collect, preserve, and disseminate the information 
collected by their community members. These knowledge keepers are often also the 
Elders and land-users whose role it is to make governing decisions in the community 
as members of the band or tribal council. The data that they collect is not quantitative 
in the way that Western science reveres, and if it is it is often nonspecific or very 
broad. Traditional qualitative data, however, is a resource that, if you are so lucky as 
to be granted permission to gather it, can be observed for trends that will be more 
telling than any sequence of points on a graph.  
 
 It is in this way that traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) becomes an 
invaluable resource in land-use planning. It is a data source that extends back many 
generations and is comprehensive and holistic in a way that numbers can never be.  
 
 
 
Just as TEK can change the entire course of a study, community-based project 
planning can make all the difference in the success and longevity of a land-use plan. 
Projects that find their root in the community and are led by people whose vocations 
and cultural heritage already has them out on the land every day will naturally find 
more success than projects that require travel from an external location by persons 
whose only stake or interest is current employment rather than life-long sustainable 
use of that particular area.  

 
In the long run, use of community resources (often as established or 

supported by external forces like government or industry, but sustained by and from 
within the community itself) will find long term success if they are integrated into 
recovery and preservation efforts that were already ongoing. If success lays in the 
difference between a project that lasts for two to five years and a project that lasts for 
five to thirty years, it is clearly the project that has involved multiple generations and 
a resilience that comes from constant adaptive change that will be the successful one.  

 

 
 

2.4 What is traditional knowledge? 
 

 
TEK – Traditional ecological 

knowledge that is very much 
alive, but has been collected 

by land users (hunters, 
trappers, fishers, etc.) in the 
traditional ways and is often 

disseminated orally.  

2.5 Why do we need community-based conservation?  
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Often times, the way to establish that decades-long successful project is to 
procure the resources and the education for local community members who are already 
out on the landscape every day. We have found that this quickly becomes a matter of 
keeping the knowledge alive and circulating in the community—PAMF makes an effort 
to host or facilitate a number of youth-oriented camps every year, helping communities 
pass their TEK and land-use knowledge on to the next generation. This is just one of the 
ways that an external stakeholder can come to a community and offer their services in 
exchange for contributing TEK to a research project.  

 
 This illustrates one of the points we’d like to emphasize: 
The relationships you will build in community-based projects must be, from the very 
start, approached with the intent of making them long-lasting and mutually beneficial. 
This can often be difficult to plan if you are simply a single person representing a 
political office or company, it is imperative that you remember to be a person first, and a 
representative of your organisation second. Build community ties and lasting 
relationships… not just a list of correspondents to be filed into a Rolodex and left for the 
successor to your current position.  
 
 Community involvement is not a one-time interaction. It is a lasting relationship 
that should thrive through years of shared work on a project.  
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
 
 
 
Though every community 
will have unique wishes, 
the relationships that you 
form will ideally be long-
lasting and mutually 
beneficial.  

Active logging site, photo courtesy of Volker Schmid 
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3.1 Planning  
It is crucial, before beginning a study and in the very first stages of considering land use, to factor 

both for the implications and lasting impact of the research as well as the ways in which the community can 
be involved. Decolonising your research methodologies and stepping beyond the limitations of Westernised 
scientific study means involving the community and looking at the project through a holistic lens from the 
very conception, rather than forming your entire plan and merely bringing it to a community for approval.  

 

 

3. METHODOLOGY 

1. Plan initiation 

2. Initiate formal public involvement 

3. Collecting, sharing, and analysing of information 

4. Formulating and approving a plan 

5. Plan implementation 

6. Plan monitoring 

 
 
The Prince Albert Model 
Forest planning model: 

 

 
Guiding principles for 

the Prince Albert Model 

Forest planning process:  

Ø The rights, privileges and responsibilities of other users in 
the area must be respected.  

Ø All those who benefit from the resources of the Prince 
Albert Model Forest will:  

o  have the opportunity to tell us what they want  
o learn what we have learned  
o know what we plan before finalization 

 

Photo courtesy Sarah Schmid 
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3.1.1 What is a land use study? 
 
A traditional land use study (TLUS) or land study is an element of a 

community-based research project that is conducted to learn more about a specific area, 
with information gathered specifically through an Indigenous community or with 
Indigenous knowledge and involvement factoring heavily into the project.  

 
TEK and TLUS may not be the entirety of a much larger recovery, 

conservation, or forest management project, but they quickly become invaluable when 
it comes to planning these sorts of studies. As discussed earlier, involving the 
communities that actually live on the land that your project is based on and accepting 
their labour and commitment as a resource will make your project one that is 
meaningful and sustainable, and has a lasting impact rather than becoming a fleeting 
nuisance to the people that live there.  
Some methods of conducting a TLUS as an element of your larger endeavour that we 
have found useful include (but are certainly not limited to):  

§ Interviewing Elders and community leaders for TEK  
§ Going out on the land with land-users and actually spending time getting to 

know the areas your project will take place in  
§ Hosting local meetings or events and getting feedback from members of the 

community who would otherwise remain uninvolved in the project or have 
no say  

§ Giving back to the community whose help you are requesting by hosting 
educational events (like presenting to students at local schools, attending 
campfire sessions, etc. 

 
3.1.2 How do you plan land use research? 

 
Traditional land use studies certainly shouldn’t be the only method of research 

involved in your broader project, but they should factor heavily both into your planning 
and into the overall data collection process. If your project takes place in an area that 
is traversed regularly or is directly adjacent to a community or individual land users 
and you have not consulted or involved them in your project, you’ve done something 
wrong.  
 
Phases of study: 
 
1. Identify the need for the study 

Consider how you can integrate TEK and TLUS into your project. 
Reflect on the local ecology and what residents can tell you about your area. They 
and their families have been living there for generations and their oral histories, 
should you be so fortunate to hear them, can convey information that will change 
the entire scope of your project.  

Identify the communities whose information and assistance will be 
valuable to your project and get in touch first with their regional band office or 
tribal council (see Appendix A for map), and then with the individuals living on 
the land.  
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2. Seek ethics approval and approach the communities 
See section 3.1.3 for more on when to seek research 

approval. There can be a frustrating number of hoops to jump 
through before you can actually approach the communities, but 
once all is clear, the help they can provide will be well worth it.  

Once you’ve received the go-ahead from Chief and 
Council, proceed with surveying the land (best done with land 
users themselves). We’ve found it is useful to seek out land users 
who will act as a guide (usually in exchange for monetary 
compensation), taking us out into the bush to survey, record data, 
set trail cameras, etc. 

See 3.2.2 for notes on understanding the contexts of 
selecting the right land user and the tribal politics that can hinder 
progress.  

 
3. Hire your participants 

As discussed earlier, a project whose lasting day-to-day  
operation is in the hands of persons who would be out on the land 
even if it weren’t for this project will find greater efficiency, 
productivity, financial success, and lasting impact than a project 
whose operators have to travel in from a completely different city 
just to go out into the bush.  

Hiring and educating land-users on how to conduct your 
research, collecting and recording data on your behalf, has the 
dual effect of involving the community and building positive 
relationships while also putting money into a local economy that 
will benefit from the work.   

 
4. Educate the community 

One consistent frustration we hear about when 
approaching communities is that when they have assisted outside 
researchers in the past, their hard work and contributions tend to 
either be oversimplified or erased completely. Further, the 
research they have contributed to is often merely turned into an 
academic paper or a mapping plan that is shelved, and they never 
see or hear about it again.  

It is a major step toward reconciliation (and a crucial 
element of your study) to ensure that all data that you collect is 
disseminated back into the community from which it came. More 
on this in section 3.4.  

 
5. Ongoing community engagement  

Just as you need to disseminate your gathered knowledge 
back into the community, it is a good idea to make sure that these 
positive relationships that you’ve worked so hard to build are 
lasting ones. We’ve talked about how you need to represent 
yourself as a person first and an organization second—this stands 
here as well.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Recall that you are looking not 
just for the application of 
collected knowledge, but the 
meaningful contribution from 
continuing relationships. 
Preservation of the environment 
is forever, and so to should these 
relationships be. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Not every member of the 
community is a land-user!  
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Think about what you can do to remain in contact with these 
people who have helped you, and how you can engage in ongoing and 
lasting friendship. If it is the end of your tenure in a position that is 
relevant to this geographical area and its people, set up personal 
introductions to your  successors. Make sure that these connections will 
remain vital,  just like the project you’ve worked so hard to build.  

 
1.2.1 How do you get research approval?  

 
As a researcher or project planner, research approval and ethics 

clearance are perhaps the most frustrating steps of the whole project. They can 
amount to months spent jumping through hoops and clearing red tape, and many 
projects are stopped here before they even have a chance to begin.  

 
Obtaining approval from various authorities is necessary, however. 

We’ve discussed briefly the legacy of institutional abuse of the Indigenous 
communities of Northern Saskatchewan—and the ethics review board from 
which you must acquire approval is there to protect these communities from 
further trauma, and the researcher from inadvertently misusing the community 
as a resource.  

 
The most difficult part of getting research approval is this: the ethics 

review board will want to see your project fully formed and every aspect planned 
out, with a timeline. This means you need to procure letters of support from the 
Chief and Councils of the communities in question before you even begin fully 
forming your plan.  

 
This can be a positive thing, because you really should be planning your 

project with the community, not around them. It can, however, stretch out your 
timeline beyond what you may have initially hoped for. And in the worst-case 
scenario, you’ve not promised a project to the community whose approval 
you’ve sought, only to have it turned down by ethics review (or for lack of 
funding).  

 
The best way to approach the whole frustrating dilemma of research 

approvals is to know ahead of time exactly what you and the community want 
out of a project. Build your relationships first, so that going through the process 
is a burden shared between you and the community. And make sure, from the 
very start, that you are completely committed to this project (or something very 
similar to it). Once you’ve promised to help a community conduct research (just 
as they’ve promised to help you), you need to follow through on your proposals.  

 
3.1.4 When is approval necessary?  

As frustrating as acquiring ethics approval and funding can be, it is (as 
discussed above) a protective measure for both you and the community. It 
ensures that anonymity can be maintained for those participants who have 
consented to share their involvement but not their names. It also allows for 
complete transparency in a project, and ensures that all collected information 
will be returned to the community in one form or another.  

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
Here, another TEK interview is 
conducted. Just because these 
interviews tend to be a bit more 
informal and may not deal with 
information one would call “sensitive” 
does not mean that obtaining ethics 
clearance is not still a necessary step.  
 
Photo courtesy of S. Schmid.  
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One issue that we’ve run into repeatedly both through the Prince Albert Model 

Forest and the University of Saskatchewan’s Community Engaged History 
Collaboratorium is the preservation of collected data after the duration of the project 
has been concluded. Most ethics review committees have designed their approval 
processes with psychological or medical studies in mind. When approaching an 
environmental (or a historical, or geological, whatever the case may be) project from a 
community-based direction, it quickly becomes a matter of finding a balance between 
what the community wants and what the review board wants—and making it all fit your 
research.  

 
Often, communities want the information you collect from them recorded and 

preserved for later. Communities find that recorded interviews are a great way to 
preserve the knowledge of Elders whose wisdom would not be passed along in any other 
way—ensuring that a way of understanding the world is maintained and assisting with 
the translation of an oral tradition into a digital format.  Navigating the world of ethics 
can be tricky when the review board insists that you anonymize and destroy all 
interview records within five years, but the community has asked you to preserve them.  

 
We’ve found that the best way to deal with this boundary is by being open and 

honest with the community, and making the nature of your project clear to the review 
board. Ensure that all parties are aware of how the information is recorded and where 
the it will be stored in the long term. At the end of the day, anything you record 
ultimately belongs to the community, and it is their responsibility to do with it what 
they will (and share it with whomever they choose—you and your project included).  

 

3.1.5 How does funding work?  
   

Just as ethics approval can be difficult to procure, funding too can be the most 
difficult thing to navigate in a research project.  

 
Proposals must first be drafted to bring to the community. You will never get 

funding (federal, provincial, NGO, or otherwise) if you have not already procured letters 
of support from the communities in which the project will be based. Just as above, this 
means you must already have begun the dialogue with the community, having already 
identified the necessity of the project and established the methods of research.  
 
 Support from the communities means bigger, better money from more 
sources—which in turn will enhance the longevity of your programming, or the depth to 
which you are able to examine the area. To acquire third-party funding (beyond that 
which your organisation or the community itself is willing to contribute) broaden your 
proposal to involve the community as much as possible. Make it clear that your project 
is based on affirmative reconciliatory action, and that the community has been part of 
the planning from the project’s very conception. Involve community members (not just 
Chief and Council!) in the programming—find out what people actually want, and give 
it to them. While it is not possible to make everyone happy, it is very possible to structure 
your project in such a way as to be financially appealing.  
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3.2.1 What are the protocols of community-based research?   

 
As noted in the previous section, the steps to follow in project planning and 

implementation are:  
 

1. Identify the need for the study 
2. Seek ethics approval and approach the communities 
3. Hire your participants 
4. Educate the community 
5. Participate in ongoing community engagement  

 
No single plan will work for every community. Each is different, and each will have 
different wishes for how to get involved in your shared project. They will also have 
different wishes on how they want your research returned to the community after the 
project is complete. It is a guarantee that if your plan covers several communities, 
you will need several different engagement plans for several different socio-economic 
cultural groups. Blanket policies can be damaging. Communities should not be boiled 
down in a melting pot of “Indigeneity.” They need to be considered each as its own 
individual entity.  
 
 Additionally, you should approach every interaction with the understanding that 
taking a little longer to build a solid relationship with the community right now is 
worth far more than taking what you need and leaving for the sake of expediency.  
 
 Your first meetings with a community should not actually conduct any research. 
Take the time to get to know them—and for them to get to know you. Build a trust, 
and show that you intend to make a commitment to them (rather than just taking what 
you need from them and leaving).  
 
 If you are operating on a limited time frame or the community is in an excessively 
remote location, make sure to contact participants by phone before you make the trip. 
While nothing can ever replace in-person meetings, just making those connections 
and getting your name out there as an interested party can be the difference between 
success and failure in a project.  
 
 

A word on forming relationships:  
 

Ø The connections you make need not be project-specific. You are forming new ties and will 
ideally become part of a larger community by undertaking this kind of TLUS.  

o Building trust always comes first. Approach every interaction with a sort of 
vulnerability—you must give something of yourself in exchange for the deeply 
personal and culturally centered assistance that the community and its members are 
sharing with you.  

 

 
 

 

3.2 Conducting and Applying   

 
The community will 
still be there after 
you are done with 
it—refrain from 
taking what you 
need and leaving 
forever.   
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Ø Remember that you are a person first: not just a representative of an organization. Represent 
yourself with integrity, not just as a cog in a larger machine. Put yourself into every interaction, 
and hold yourself personally accountable for every choice—the community will too.  

Ø Merge the science and the sociology:  make yourself vulnerable and open to new views. You’re 
not just listening to what the community members are telling you: you need to hear what they 
say and adapt your research and your conclusions based on this.  
 

Ø Government tends to be a bad word, and corporations are often met with distrust. This is why 
you need to represent yourself first. Go through the proper avenues to show respect to the 
community’s leadership. Build relationships with gatekeepers so you have support at every 
level of the community.  

 
Ø This system is a give and take. Understand that you are in the community’s debt for the help 

they have given you on your project—repay their kindness with your own. Return your 
research to the community and help them teach their youth about the things you have learned 
together.  

   
 

3.2.2 What does hiring, training, and managing a project look like?  
 

The day-to-day operation of your project is something that is better outlined in the manuals listed in 
Appendix C than we can do concisely here. The best advice we can offer that those manual occasionally do 
not is this:  
 

Understand that each community is its own social environment and that communities are often 
highly politicised. By aligning yourself with one land-user or another, you may be closing off another avenue 
of research because of old grudges or past interactions between your participants and the rest of the 
community.  

 
Always look within the community before outsourcing labour. Ask around—there is often a 

skilled person right under your nose who, with a little training, can do the work you need done better and 
more efficiently than someone who would have to drive all the way in from Saskatoon or Regina.  

 
 And above all, make sure your projects are always about the community first. 

Understand the contexts that your data collection are coming from, and the history of community-
government-industry interactions in your area before you begin. Design your project from the ground up with 
the community in mind, and return to them often to ask how they want to be involved in your research (and 
what you can research for them in turn).  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Pelican Narrows community 
members attending a 
woodland caribou 
educational event. 
Photo courtesy S. Schmid  
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3.2.3 How do you use the knowledge that you have collected?  
 

Applying your newly collected TEK and other forms of research can be tricky. 
The key here is to make sure that you respect fully the value of the TEK and ensure that it 
is represented in equal measure next to the Western scientific study that you have also 
conducted.  

 
The only thing more important than actually representing the TEK in your final 

report is making sure that you return your work to the community. Make it easy for future 
scholars or community members to access both your final project and the steps that you 
took to build that project—leave more for the community than you take from it, ensuring 
that they understand the value of what you’ve created together (and that they can go on to 
use your research how they want to use it). 

 

3.2.4 How do you merge Western and Indigenous knowledge systems?  
 

So you’ve collected all of your research and have moved into assembling it into a 
finalised project. What you must remember now is to merge and integrate the Western 
scientific ways of understanding and the collected Indigenous knowledge without 
diminishing either. This means keeping from boiling all that TEK down to numbers and 
statistical values—instead, consider both sides of every aspect you address. Present both 
the TEK and the statistics, and make a point of acknowledging the ways in which they 
support and contradict each other in turn. Draw your conclusions from how these various 
information sources interact with one another. If you’ve done things correctly you will have 
a final product that, without obscuring the scientific method of researching, represents at 
least to some degree the Indigenous holistic or non-linear ways of understanding things.  

  

 
 
 
3.3.1 How do you return your final product to the community?  

 
Keep in mind that Chief and Council are only elected officials. The results of your research 

should be returned to them (and it is often they who see it first), but it is also important for you to 
bring your results to the community itself, on the individual levels. Host events, present at meetings, 
go around to the local elementary and high schools to show the students and teachers the work that 
you have done. Create different ways to educate the community, in many different formats. An 
academic paper or a final report are not accessible to everyone—consider using multi-media 
presentations, or finding a way to integrate props or samples into the presentation of your material.  

 
The summer of 2018, Prince Albert Model Forest undertook one of these alternative 

presentation methods. This creative dissemination involved taking a group of local young people 
from Pelican Narrows (Peter Ballantyne First Nation) out onto the Churchill River System with a 
few land-users and facilitating their learning—both TEK from local elders and from a scientific 
perspective.   

  

3.3 Disseminating  
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   PAMF also has a bucket of fake wildlife scat and track molds that come out at 
festivals and in school presentations: kids love the tactile nature of this way of teaching, 
and it makes for a memorable lesson. PAMF has facilitated a number of camps like these 
for kids, in addition to tree-planting days where all are welcome to come out and learn 
about the landscape while giving back to the earth in a fun and environmentally friendly 
day spent outdoors.  

 
Disseminating your research as an academic paper is perhaps the least effective 

way to return it to the community, and it goes against the spirit of engaging in lasting 
relationships that we have discussed throughout this handbook. The best we can suggest 
is returning to the community in which you conducted your research again and again after 
the project is over, offering your services as an educator and a knowledge keeper in your 
own rights.  
 

3.3.2 How do you preserve your research (and the community’s 
knowledge)?  
  

The History Collaboratorium currently has several ongoing projects that involve 
the creation of databases for several separate First Nations. What we have found is that 
often times one of the ways you can offer to reciprocate your specialised skills to a 
community is to help them preserve the very knowledge that you go about collecting over 
the duration of your project.  

 
The Collaboratorium is in the unique position of being able to offer secure 

databases for the preservation of these projects, but this may not be an option available to 
every community or researcher. Fortunately however, the magic of an increasingly digital 
world means that it is not a difficult thing to establish open source locations for the long-
term accessibility of information. Discuss with your communities how you can help make 
sure that your work isn’t shoved into a back corner and lost, and how they would like to 
see your hard work and their own returned to their people. As with all things, every 
community is different and will want something different.  

 
3.3.3 What are the indicators of success?  
   

The Prince Albert Model Forest’s indicators for success in community involved 
programs are usually centered around the sustainability of a project and the degree to 
which it will make lasting change. This can mean a website or a database, or a generation 
of community members who now have experience on the land and can pass it on to their 
children. It might also mean that (if your project was recovery or conservation) population 
numbers have stabilized or have been rejuvenated.  

 
Whatever the numeric indicators for success are, one sure sign that you have 

done well is that you could go back to a community and initiate another project. If you 
have left with friendships that you didn’t have before and could re-enter with a new 
project and be supported by the community in that one as well, you have done pretty OK 
for yourself.  
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 It is our sincere hope that this handbook has been of some use in planning your community-based 
land use project. At the end of the day, conservation of the environment is a duty to which we are all beholden 
and working together to keep it safe and to use it sustainably is everyone’s responsibility. Just as we ensure 
that Northern Saskatchewan’s beautiful forests, lakes, marshes, and dunes will remain healthy and strong for 
the enjoyment of generations to come, so too must the relationships that we build now be powerful enough 
to stand the test of time.  
 
 More than just the benefits of working together to manage the land, there is great value in the sharing 
of cultural values and the marrying together of diverse and expansive ways of understanding the world. Your 
project, if planned according to the values here outlined, will be more than just an application of collected 
traditional knowledge. It will be the foundation for meaningful continuing relationships that are founded on 
and conducive to a sustainable environment that goes beyond borders. Community-based conservation is 
more than just an ecological or geographical framework—it is a social structure of mutual support that will 
make the world better.  
 

As the Prince Albert Model Forest tagline says, 
 
Ma maw wecheheowin.  
 
Working together and helping each other makes things better.   

 

4. CONCLUSIONS 

Photo courtesy of Tom Perry 
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5. APPENDICES      
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Best Practices Handbook for Traditional Use Studies 
Ministry of Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development,  
Alberta Provincial Government 
2003 
 
While many handbooks of this sort neglect to decolonise their research methods in any 
way whatsoever, this handbook has at least been written in consultation with several 
Albertan bands and reflects this in the way it accounts for the value of community 
involvement.  
 
 

 
 

 
The Aboriginal Forest Planning Process: A Guidebook for Identifying 
Community-Level Criteria and Indicators 
Melanie Karjala, Erin Sherry, Stephen Dewhurst 
Ecosystem Science and Management Program 
University of Northern British Columbia 
2003 
 
Written specifically with British Columbia forestry in mind, this handbook also takes 
into consideration the value of traditional ways of understanding a landscape.  
 
 
 

 
 
A Guide to Conducting a Traditional Knowledge and Land Use Study 
T. Garvin, S. Nelson, E. Ellehoj, B. Redmond 
Canadian Forest Service 
Northern Forestry Centre 
2001 
 
This handbook is geared specifically to government-oriented land use studies.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Chief Kerry’s Moose: a guidebook to land use occupancy mapping, research 
design and data collection 
Terry N. Tobias 
2000 
 
Of all the manuals here represented, this is the one that best takes into account the 
nuances of working with Indigenous communities and with cultural differences.  
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