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Collaborative Conservation and
Contexts of Resistance: New (and
Enduring) Strategies for Survival

Anna J. Willow

Proponents of schemes to incorporate indigenous individuals and ideas into main-
stream natural resource management point out that participation allows Native
voices to be heard, giving previously excluded citizens seats at environmental decision-
making tables while simultaneously supporting effective programming and indigenous
rights.! These claims have validity. While initiatives have varied in both their durability
and their ability to respectfully integrate diverse perspectives, Native North Americans
have found ways to productively present their communities’ critical concerns in new
and important arenas and, through their recent collaborative undertakings, have
become accepted as valid environmental actors—an achievement environmental justice
scholar Laura Pulido refers to as “ecological legitimacy? Yet, critics argue, partaking
in mainstream processes leads to empowerment not on autonomous indigenous
terms, but only within an asymmetrical (post)colonial system.t Even as indigenous
contributions are encouraged, usually sincerely, the politically dominant settler society
continues to set operating discourses, patterns of information transmission, and rules
for producing relevant knowledge.

As anthropologist Paul Nadasdy suggests in his critique of land claims and
co-management in northern Canada, “to be empowered, local people must first agree
to the rules of the game, rules that they had no role in creating and that constrain what
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it is possible to do and think.”> Global observers of indigenous inclusion in resource
conservation projects have noted similar disparities. Based on their study of joint
forest management in India, for example, Nicholas Hildyard and his colleagues argue
that so long as access to tangible and intangible resources remains uneven, merely
sitting around the same table is insufficient. In order to empower formerly margin-
alized groups, they propose that “participation requires wider processes of social
transformation and structural change to the system of social relations through which
inequalities are reproduced.’* Similarly, Richard Howitt and Sandra Suchet-Pearson
draw on evidence from wildlife management in Australia to declare that employing
“naive or simplistic accommodations of diversity in ways that deny the embeddedness
of power and privilege in social, economic and environmental relations at all scales will
reproduce the problems in new forms rather than open up new possibilities.”>

Complex historical and political realities underlie interactions between indigenous
peoples and surrounding settler societies. These ensure that attempts to determine
whether or not participating in collaborative conservation effectively enhances indig-
enous sociopolitical prospects yield equally complex and inevitably paradoxical results.
Throughout this article, I use the phrase land-based self-determination to describe an
indigenous community’s ability to make decisions regarding its customary land base
and thus define the trajectory of its citizens’ land-based livelihoods, cultural beliefs
and practices, and future opportunities.6 I argue that collaborative conservation can
be constructively approached as a productive and pragmatic strategy for taking incre-
mental steps toward land-based self-determination and thereby promoting long-term
physical, cultural, and political survival.

Researchers seeking to understand the politics of environmental protection have
found value in contemplating collaboration as a potential vehicle for indigenous empow-
erment.” But such inquiries bring to light only a partial picture. Andrea Smith urges
us to differentiate between centering and including; the approach she advocates “differs
from a politics of inclusion that seeks to include a marginalized voice within a pre-
established politics or discourse” and instead demands a comprehensive re-centering
of perspective.® Shifting, as I do here, from an analysis centered on the power struc-
tures that contour and sometimes complicate intentionally diverse initiatives—within
which indigenous contributors typically comprise one small component—to a perspec-
tive that positions indigenous individuals and organizations at the center of their
own worlds encourages a different set of questions. How, I ask, have First Nations
communities worked to promote the land-based self-determination upon which their
identities as culturally distinct and politically autonomous peoples depend? How have
their strategies for protecting the material foundations of cultural and political life
shifted over time in response to changing opportunities and circumstances?

Living with legacies of unjust land and resource policy, coping with by-products
of industrial production systems that threaten the continuance of land-based subsis-
tence and culture, and weighing options that are largely limited by external political,
economic, and legal frameworks, Native North American leaders have become adept at
following multiple paths toward the same ultimate goal—the survival of their people.
In this context, the political paradox posed by indigenous involvement in collaborative
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conservation is, like previous engagements with outsiders that simultaneously empower
and disempower indigenous participants, both acknowledged and expected. In order to
illuminate some of the pathways along which Native peoples have traveled in pursuit
of empowerment and autonomy, I define and describe collaborative conservation (a
new context of resistance) and strategic accommodation (an enduring one). I then
present the cases of three Canadian First Nations organizations involved in the Boreal
Leadership Council (BLC)—a twenty-one-member coalition committed to working
collectively toward “solutions-based dialogue on issues affecting the boreal region of
Canada”—to suggest that participation in collaborative conservation both extends
and transforms patterns of resistance established through the actions, decisions, and
desires of previous generations.’ It is, we will see, a contemporary enactment of resis-
tance through strategic accommodation.

COLLABORATIVE CONSERVATION (NEW CONTEXTS OF RESISTANCE)

Historians of the North American environmental movement differentiate between
conservation (which, following the approach of early United States forester Gifford
Pinchot, argues for responsible stewardship and prudent use) and preservation (which,
in accordance with the views of naturalist, writer, and Sierra Club founder John Muir,
seeks to maintain natural areas in an untouched and untrammeled state).!® In fact,
indigenous peoples’ customary environmental relationships are neither conservationist
nor preservationist; while “conservation” comes closer to describing how members of
small-scale societies utilize lands and resources, terms like coexistence and sustainable
use have been proposed as more accurate alternatives.!! Although they operate outside
of environmentalism’s terminological divisions and debates, Native North Americans’
historical relationship with settlers’ environmental protection efforts is far from
harmonious. Clashes accompanied the establishment of many prominent protected
places, with indigenous inhabitants expelled—sometimes forcibly—from the areas
that became Yellowstone and Yosemite National Parks by the late 1800s.12 Referred to
by critics as fortress conservation (despite its more precisely preservationist philosophy),
this enduring exclusionary model was founded upon the Cartesian presumption that
humans do not belong in pristine “nature,” as well as the racist colonial conviction that
distant experts know better than local residents how best to care for the land.!?
Change began in the 1980s, when major environmental groups abandoned fortress
models in favor of a new emphasis on the sustainable use of protected areas and the
inclusion of local people. This move had multiple motives. Top-down environmental
protection programs run by states and international agencies were not producing
positive results, leading observers to interpret the rise of participatory paradigms
as a response to the failures of fortress conservation.!* Experts now contended
that local involvement, knowledge, and commitment were necessary components of
successful initiatives, that giving locals a stake in natural resource management would
encourage support and compliance, and that programs developed at local levels would
be comparatively cost-effective.’> Wider shifts in global politics and discourse were
equally influential. With newly accessible informational and educational networks,
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local residents were becoming increasingly critical of outside interference. Concurrent
changes in ecological thinking were also transforming conservation conduct; as Fikret
Berkes notes, collaborative models emerged just as scientific and applied ecology were
undergoing “a shift from reductionism to a systems view of the world [and] a shift to
include humans in the ecosystem.’16

The outcome of this transition has been known by several names, including
‘community-based conservation,” “community-based natural resource management,”
and “‘community natural resource management,” and has taken forms ranging from
joint forestry and wildlife management to integrated conservation/economic develop-
ment ventures. Still, a set of foundational principles distinguishes the approach: a
commitment to involving communities, a desire to link socioeconomic and environ-
mental goals, an ambition to empower local people and their knowledge, and a belief
that the global economy guides patterns of resource use and conservation opportuni-
ties.'” With this history in mind—and following individuals working on the ground
who use the term self-referentially—1I define collaborative conservation broadly to mean
any organized attempt to unite diverse individuals and interests for the common
purpose of environmental protection.

Adjusting these basic principles to North America’s distinctive historical and polit-
ical situation has resulted in two (occasionally overlapping) kinds of collaborative
conservation. First, formal co-management boards and committees involving indigenous
residents, state-scientific resource managers, environmental groups, and private-sector
stakeholders have arisen at the intersection of ongoing land claims negotiations and
the new emphasis on local participation. Observing that co-management is now a
preferred approach to wildlife management in northern Canada and Alaska, Nadasdy
suggests that its rise in North America can be considered a regional manifestation of
the global community-based and participatory development/conservation phenom-
enon.!8 Although novel co-management models capable of recognizing First Nations
cultural values and priorities are now being realized in some parts of the Canadian
north, North American co-management is thus vulnerable (as implied in the introduc-
tion) to the same critiques as collaborative conservation in other parts of the world.1

Second, and at the same time, informal alliances between indigenous residents
and concerned non-Natives have developed in response to struggles over the future
of threatened areas and ecosystems. In the 1990s, for example, high-profile conflicts
surrounding British Columbia’s Clayoquot Sound and Great Bear Rainforest brought
representatives from multiple sectors together to resolve heated debates.2® In numerous
less-publicized instances as well, alliances between citizens of American Indian and
European descent have been inspired by the mutually perceived necessity of protecting
a shared landscape from an outsider enemy that poses an immediate and urgent
threat.2! Such alliances have not always proceeded smoothly and decision-making
power has not always been shared equally, but many environmentalists have come to
appreciate the political and legal potency of First Nations' land and resource rights,
and consequently acknowledge working with and respecting indigenous cultures as
essential to the future of conservation.?? It is within this context of collaboration that

the Boreal Leadership Council (BLC) began.
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The Boreal Leadership Council

The BLC grew out of conversations in the early 2000s between leaders of the Pew
Charitable Trusts' Boreal Conservation Campaign and Ducks Unlimited Canada
about how to make boreal forest conservation a reality in Canada. An Ottawa-based
group called the Canadian Boreal Initiative (CBI) was created to serve as the BLC's
secretariat and convener. Founding BLC members met in 2003 to draft the Boreal
Forest Conservation Framework (BFCF), an eight—page document summarizing
council members’ shared vision “to sustain the ecological and cultural integrity of the
Canadian Boreal Forest in perpetuity.?? The BFCF articulates a clear overarching goal
of protecting at least half of Canada’s boreal forest “in a network of large interconnected
protected areas” and encouraging sustainable use throughout the remaining portion.2*
Although the group’s paramount purpose is safeguarding Canada’s boreal ecosystems,
respect for aboriginal lands, rights, and cultures figures prominently among the BFCF’s
guiding commitments.2> BLC members come together twice each year to discuss the
groups progress, goals, and directions and commit to ongoing participation—largely
facilitated by emails and conference calls—in at least one of the BLC's working groups.2

The majority of the BLC’s twenty-one members have been involved since the
council’s creation. The BLC includes six environmental groups (Canadian Parks and
Wilderness Society, Ducks Unlimited Canada, ForestEthics, The Nature Conservancy,
The Pembina Institute, and World Wildlife Fund Canada), six investment institutions
(Batirente, Calvert, Desjardins Funds, Domini Social Investments, NEI Investments,
and TD Bank), three timber companies (Alberta-Pacific Forest Industries, Domtar,
and Tembec), one energy company (Suncor), and five First Nations entities (Innu
Nation, Poplar River First Nation, Treaty 8 First Nations, Kaksa Nation, and Dehcho
First Nations).?” Although participating First Nations organizations include subarctic
Algonquian and Athabaskan groups with a wide range of contemporary concerns, all
share cultural roots in a land-based subsistence hunting way of life and historical roots
in the Canadian (post)colonial experience.

The BLC's inclusion of environmental non-governmental organizations (NGOs),
investment institutions, resource extractive industries, and First Nations organizations
reflects its status as an intentionally diverse, multi-sector group as well as its convic-
tion that multiple ways of understanding, valuing, and using the forest are essential
to building a sustainable boreal future. North American approaches to collaborative
conservation—formal co-management arrangements and informal alliances alike—are
influential precedents for the BLC’s balanced philosophy. Yet unlike co-management
(which focuses on a specific resource or area) and informal alliances (which focus
on a specific dispute), the BLC’s operational philosophy entails working proactively
and pragmatically to address high-level national concerns and cross-cutting themes
that interest members with very different perspectives.2 The BLC also differs from
co-management arrangements in that it does not possess management authority over
any resource or parcel of land. Furthermore, while the BLC aims to influence corpo-
rate entities and provincial and national governments, it explicitly does not include
government representation at any level other than that of participating First Nations.
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Rather than attempting to create or enforce rules, then, the BLC's role is primarily
advisory. Nevertheless, the BLC shares several characteristics of groups proven to
care successfully for broadly distributed natural resources, including the capacity to
deal constructively with difference and the ability to generate and circulate informa-
tion (on ecological conditions as well as social and political trends) to aid informed
decision-making.2® Studies of eflicacy in complex resource management contexts addi-
tionally suggest that trust building and leadership (in the form of project initiation
and conflict mediation) are among the factors that enhance socioecological resilience
in the face of rapidly changing circumstances.? Facilitating information transmission,
bringing dissimilar perspectives and ways of knowing into dialogue, offering guid-
ance for addressing uncertainty, and inspiring external implementation of sustainable
management planning and practice (and in some instances offering funding to make it
possible) are among the BLC'’s main goals. The BLC thus plays a valuable collaborative

conservation role even in the absence of a managerial mandate.

STRATEGIC ACCOMMODATION (ENDURING CONTEXTS OF RESISTANCE)

Understanding the forms resistance takes demands close attention to the contexts
within which it unfolds. Although collaborative conservation is a recent development,
American Indians have crafted strategic alliances with non-Native outsiders and used
introduced items, ideas, and organizational forms to meet their own needs for more
than five hundred years. In the boreal forest and far beyond, indigenous campaigns of
resistance have been tailored to fit unique historical and cultural backgrounds, as well
as specific cultural, economic, and political situations. Rather than imagining colonial
domination and indigenous resistance as monolithic facts, I therefore take resistance
to include a diverse array of responses to complex and constantly changing sociopo-
litical settings. Participation in collaborative conservation—and in the BLC as one
outgrowth of it—thus joins a long line of responses to an equally long line of threats
to land, life, and self-determination.

As indicated above, critics point out that participation in mainstream processes
presents a paradox by inviting indigenous people to become contributing members of
dominant systems but failing to resolve underlying inequities or address valid desires for
difference. To be sure, most Native people (including those involved in the BLC) are well
aware of the contradictions that complicate their decisions to embrace or refuse such
participation. In his study of Lumbee Indian ethnohistory, Gerald Sider uses the phrase
politics of accommodation to describe how adopting the undertakings and aspirations of
the surrounding society can serve as a path toward indigenous empowerment, dignity,
and pride but simultaneously reinforce indigenous groups’ perceived dependence and
position of relative inferiority.3! Because utilizing settler societal institutions in ways
intended to augment indigenous empowerment and autonomy demands the insightful
ability to make proactive choices, I use the derivative term strategic accommodation to
highlight the individual agency and astuteness of Native North American leaders.

The historical record reveals that indigenous Americans have long made conscious
decisions about when, where, and how to accommodate outsiders. Lumbee education
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scholar Bryan Brayboy reminds us that “many strategies of resistance through accom-
modation are, in fact, centuries old."32 And, as anthropologist Larry Nesper learned
while conducting research among Anishinaabe people in northern Wisconsin,
adaptability is a central component of American Indian identity, with the ability
to continuously improvise new collective relationships with larger forces and move
between multiple modes of articulation and interaction with outsiders described
by Anishinaabeg as “one of the qualities they identify as most Indian about them-
selves.33 Historical and contemporary economic relationships, linguistic choices, and
educational decisions—along with recent engagement in collaborative conservation
efforts—are among the ways that Native people have drawn selectively from the domi-
nant society’s array of political, social, and technological options in order to advance
their own causes.3

Ronald Niezen'’s story of the James Bay Cree struggle to defend a forest-based way
of life from the challenges of extensive hydroelectric development offers an instructive
and proximate example of indigenous people’s ability to modify patterns of resis-
tance to match changing circumstances.?> In the 1970s, the Québec government
announced plans for a multibillion-dollar hydroelectric project that would flood vast
portions of the Cree homeland. The Cree were never consulted. Upon hearing of
the impending construction, Cree leaders mobilized quickly and, in 1975, agreed to
the provisions of a modern treaty known as the James Bay and Northern Quebec
Agreement (JBNQA). While the JBNQA delivered some monetary compensation
and is sometimes lauded for its inclusion of an income security program that provides
guaranteed payments to families who spend a significant amount of time in the bush,
it also transformed the cultural and political landscape of Cree life by instituting a
formal centralized administration.

Citing ethnohistorical evidence from the fur trade era and from more recent times,
Niezen argues that Cree people have for generations selectively employed technological
and organizational tools invented outside of Cree society. As he notes, “the forest way
of life has a long history of accommodation and innovation resulting from outside
influence” that ranges from airplanes and snowmobiles to rifles, outboard motors, and
radios.?6 Contrary to outsiders’ expectations, externally manufactured implements have
diminished neither Cree peoples’ forest-based spirituality nor their social relationships
with the animals they hunt. Similarly, regarding the emergence of Cree bureaucracy
demanded by the JBNQA process, Niezen shows that the existence of an adminis-
tration based on Euro-Canadian models does not imply that Cree values, goals, and
strategies conform to those of non-Native organizations. Far from signifying Cree
capitulation to dominant interests, Niezen believes—and, based on my experiences
elsewhere in Canada, I agree—that Cree leaders’ agreement to the less-than-ideal
terms of the JBNQA was motivated by their deep desire to sustain their land-based
way of life. While some outsiders view the existence of a centralized Cree administra-
tion as an affront to cultural authenticity, Niezen concludes by stating that “the Cree
have developed a form of administrative culture in which relatively efficient bureaucra-
cies can be used to define and defend an aboriginal way of life situated in the practice of
forest-based subsistence.”3”
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In the context of resource extraction that has characterized the Canadian north
since the 1970s, the development of political bodies and NGOs capable of facilitating
opposition, demanding consultation, and/or tapping into mainstream legal structures
has given First Nations communities hope that future generations will retain oppor-
tunities to learn and live on the land. The BLC represents one such organization—an
option for First Nations leaders seeking to further their peoples’ land-based self-
determination not by distancing themselves from settler societal institutions, but by
strategically accommodating them.

COLLABORATIVE CONSERVATION CASE STUDIES

In 2012 and 2013, I conducted multi-sited ethnographic research with the goal of
understanding cultural and political dimensions of First Nations participation in the
Boreal Leadership Council38 Taking the 2.2 million square miles of Canada’s boreal
forest as my field site, the BLC initially served as a unifying spatial and concep-
tual center. I learned early on that First Nations BLC participants gain valuable
networking opportunities and access to direct funding for their land-use planning
programs. Over time, however, I found that there was much to be gained by repo-
sitioning First Nations participants as centers in their own right. This repositioning
revealed that they come to the table not because they think their perspective will
predominate, but because they envision the BLC as a strategic platform for efforts
to regain and/or retain land-based self-determination through practical engagement
with the surrounding settler society’s environmental decision-making processes. For
them, collaborative conservation contains the promising possibility of inﬂuencing the
future of Canadian conservation in ways that ensure their own needs and goals are
met.?® As we will see in the case studies that comprise the remainder of this article,
First Nations’ participation in collaborative conservation continues an enduring
pattern of strategic accommodation.

First Nations BLC participants travel from their own communities to sit among
others who represent very different interests and possess very different perspectives.
They bring unique experiences of environmental transformation, distinctive histories
of cultural continuity and change, and singular patterns of sociopolitical relation-
ships, all of which influence how they approach their involvement in the BLC and the
contributions and choices they make. Looking from three very different First Nations
communities situated in the eastern, central, and western portions of Canada’s boreal
forest (fig. 1) toward the BLC, I show how indigenous participation in collaborative
conservation augments long-term struggles for land-based self-determination.

Innu Nation: Fighting for Nitassinan

The Labrador-Quebec Peninsula, a vast land of coniferous forest and tundra, has been
home to Innu people since time immemorial. They call this place Nitassinan—our
land. Only sixty years ago, Innu were mobile hunters, traveling throughout Nitassinan
according to seasonal patterns and the movement of caribou herds. Pressuring Innu
families to abandon their traditional lifestyle, the government began requiring children
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F1GURE 1: Landscape photographs of West Moberly First Nations; Poplar River First Nation; Innu Nation.
Photos by author. Map of Aboriginal Peoples of North America’s Boreal Region with case study locations
denoted. Map adapted from Boreal Songbird Initiative, http://www.borealbirds.org/ ethnobotany.shtml.

to attend schools and hunters to adhere to provincial game laws in the 1960s, effec-
tively criminalizing nomadic land-based subsistence.*® Today, Labrador Innu reside
primarily in the communities of Sheshatshiu and Natuashish and are collectively
represented by the Innu Nation.#! Until very recently, the Innu of Labrador were party
to neither a historic treaty nor a contemporary land-claims agreement; a land-claims
and self-government agreement-in-principle was signed in 2011 and final agreement
negotiations are in progress.+?

The rapid transition to sedentary life had tragic consequences.3 Despite dramatic
changes, many Innu people continue to spend time in “the country”—the English term
Labradorians use to refer to what most Canadians call “the bush” and most environ-
mentalists call “wilderness”—where the way of life experienced by previous generations
still organizes social and spiritual relationships among humans and between humans
and animals.* In the 1940s, ethnographer Julius Lips wrote that Innu people “have
always been, and always want to remain, hunters.#> This remains the case today:
caribou and other wild game are valued above purchased foods and the perceived
contrast between the advantages of country life and the challenges of life in the settled
communities is a topic of frequent discussion among Innu citizens.*¢
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Active Innu involvement in the protection of Nitassinan predates the appearance
of the BLC by neatly twenty years, indicating that the BLC is one of many strategies
used to advance Innu land-based self-determination. Since the 1980s, Innu citizens
have earned a reputation for making their voices heard regarding activities in their
territory—and for protesting vehemently when they are ignored. As an Innu Nation
employee told me when I visited Labrador in June 2012, Innu “have demonstrated
time and time again that they’ll just mess things right up if you don’t deal with
them. They’ll get involved.”#” This pattern of intensive involvement—using direct
action and political engagement to address land and resource conflicts—began in the
late 1980s and laid the foundation for today’s well-informed and highly politicized
Innu citizenry.

In 1986, several nations began using Labrador’s Goose Bay Air Force Base to
conduct frequent and far-ranging low-level military flight-training exercises. As
described by Marie Wadden and as documented in the film Hunters and Bombers,
sudden fly-overs caused severe disruption of hunting activities and country camp life
and had detrimental effects on human and animal health.*8 Many Innu considered
“the flights to be the most serious encroachment ever to take place on their land."®
In 1988, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) was considering Goose
Bay for a multimillion-dollar training center. Because it would have radically increased
the number of military exercises conducted over Nitassinan, Innu activists adamantly
opposed the NATO plan. When their request for a meeting with NATO officials was
denied in September 1988, protesters from Sheshatshiu occupied the base’s runway,
led by women and including numerous children. After seven trips to the runway,
dozens of arrests, and international media attention, Innu observers noted that it was
only when they took dramatic and direct action that the government finally acknowl-
edged their existence.5* The warming of the Cold War in the years that followed
prevented the NATO training center’s construction.

Innu citizens again turned to direct action in the 1990s, when development of
a major nickel mine at Voisey’s Bay was initiated without consulting Innu people or
identifying indigenous interests in an important area. Together with Inuit neighbors,
Innu protestors occupied the proposed mine site in February 1995. As noted by
Robert Gibson in his analysis of the dispute,

It is impossible to know just how much attention would have been paid to the
local communities’ concerns had they not used site occupations, media events and
court actions, as well as participation in the formal assessment process and in nego-
tiations with the mining company. However, past experience of both [Labrador
indigenous] groups, especially the Innu efforts to stop low-level military flight
training over their lands, has taught them not to expect automatic recognition of
their rights and interests through formal processes.5!

In this case, direct action brought about an unprecedented environmental assess-
ment that considered indigenous social issues, land claims and rights, and long-term
sustainability. The parties ultimately formulated a new technique for tackling ques-
tions regarding Nitassinan and its resources, an agreement that permitted the mine
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to proceed under guidance from a specific impact benefit agreement (IBA) and a
co-management board composed of representatives from indigenous communities, the
provincial government, and the mining company.5?

In both of these well-documented instances, Innu protestors took direct action
because it offered a way—perhaps the only way—to oblige outsiders’ recognition of
Innu voices, views, and rights and increase Innu people’s ability to control what takes
place in their territory. Innu activists of the 1980s and 1990s were inspired by a deep
desire to ensure that future generations have opportunities to experience an Innu way
of life and to ensure that when development does take place, it proceeds according to
Innu terms and benefits Innu people. With public sentiment in Canada encouraging
a wider recognition of aboriginal rights and a pioneering agreement in place directing
the Voisey’s Bay mine’s operations, Innu people no longer have to block runways or
occupy mine sites to secure a place at the negotiating table. While Innu leaders’ deter-
mination to safeguard the resources that make a land-based lifestyle possible remains
as strong as ever, more recently they have advanced land-based self-determination not
primarily through direct action and protest, but through official channels of consulta-
tion and negotiation.

In the late 1990s, Innu Nation entered the arena of forest-management planning,
with its environment office playing a lead role in the creation of a comprehensive
forest ecosystem strategy plan for Labrador/Nitassinan Forest Management District
19.5% This work had much in common with the work later supported by the BLC and
was undertaken for the same reason as later BLC participation. By the time the BLC
came into being in 2003, Innu Nation was nationally recognized for its innovative
forestry program. Invited to participate in the BLC’s inaugural meeting, Innu Nation
became one of the group’s founding members. The following year, the Canadian Boreal
Initiative contacted Innu Nation with an open offer of assistance, which was followed
by funding to support enhanced mapping and data-collection capabilities and expand
the Innu Environmental Guardians program.54

BLC involvement was thus incorporated into a multifaceted and dynamic strategy
for protecting the Innu homeland. The networking and financing opportunities asso-
ciated with a decade of BLC participation have enabled Innu Nation to combine
traditional ecological and Western scientific knowledge in formats deemed credible by
non-Native decision-makers, thereby allowing some measure of control over whether,
when, and where Nitassinan military and industrial development would take place.
Opver the course of twenty-five years, the pathways available for promoting Innu objec-
tives—and therefore the specific strategies selected by Innu leaders—have changed
considerably. The ultimate goal underlying Innu action has not. As Innu Nation
forester Guy Playfair made clear, although the types of activities it undertakes vary
widely, “the central pillar of the Innu Nation is ensuring the survival of the Innu
people.”?s Involvement in collaborative conservation follows direct action and occupa-
tions, co-management arrangements, and impact benefit agreements as an emerging
strategy for securing the continued access to Nitassinan and its resources that is so
essential if the Innu are to survive as a cohesive cultural group.
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Poplar River First Nation: Protecting Asatiwisipi Aki

Poplar River First Nation elder Abel Bruce wanted me to understand his purpose
for protecting his homeland and encouraging younger members of his community to
carry on this critical task. “You have to respect everything,” he explained. “We're given
this land to respect the land. That's how it is now. Everything that we see, the creator
has given us to take care of this land.5 The Anishinaabe people of Poplar River have
hunted, fished, trapped, and gathered east of Lake Winnipeg for countless generations.
Out on the land, ethnohistorian Laura Peers observes, the Anishinaabe “seasonal round
was not simply a movement of humans over a natural landscape . . . they moved within
a world that was at once spiritual and physical.’5” Success in subsistence—and in
life—depended upon reciprocal relationships with more powerful “other-than-human
persons” who share humans’ social and moral world.?® This worldview continues to
infuse daily life and influence decisions for traditional Anishinaabeg today.

By the eighteenth century, Anishinaabe people were enthusiastic participants in the
fur trade, which enabled them to expand north and west to occupy both sides of Lake
Winnipeg long before Europeans arrived there.5 They remained seasonally mobile and
relatively autonomous for many years. After the fifth of Canada’s Numbered Treaties
was negotiated in 1875, the introduction of officially designated chiefs and bands
altered sociopolitical structures and the creation of delineated reserves constrained
geographical movements, but Anishinaabe signatories were promised that they and
their descendants would “have right to pursue their avocations of hunting and fishing
throughout the tract surrendered . .. subject to such regulations as may from time
to time be made by Her Government of Her Dominion of Canada, and saving and
excepting such tracts as may from time to time be required or taken up for settlement,
mining, lumbering or other purposes.”® Although the community’s children were
forced to attend residential schools—leading to losses of language, cultural identity,
and pride from which survivors are still struggling to recover—Poplar River’s relative
inaccessibility prevented its land from being “taken up” by Euro-Canadians. And while
dozens of Anishinaabe communities in the United States and Canada have already
experienced logging, mining, hydroelectric power generation, and/or other environ-
mentally damaging developments, Poplar River’s water runs pure and the region’s
intact boreal forest teems with wildlife.6!

By the 1980s, Poplar River residents saw neighboring First Nations facing indus-
trial impacts firsthand and grew increasingly worried about the future of their own
homeland. In a documentary produced by the First Nation, community activist Sophia
Rabliauskas describes the realization that inspired decades of work: “We used to take
it for granted that the land would always be here, but when we learned of the threats,
we had to protect the land. We made a commitment to protect the land for future
generations.”2 Recognizing the health of Asatiwisipi Aki—Poplar River land—as
rooted in elders  and ancestors’ active caretaking rather than a fortuitous accident, resi-
dents initiated land use and occupancy studies, memory mapping, and archaeological
investigations.53 These efforts culminated in the Asatiwisipi Aki Land Management
Plan (AALMP), an eighty-six-page document that offers a comprehensive vision of
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land protection and combines Anishinaabe ecological knowledge with Western science
to “sustain the culture and very life of the community.¢*

Armed with meticulously collected data, compellingly summarized in rich text and
in dozens of maps and photos, the people of Poplar River set out to convince outsiders
that they should be the ones to make important decisions about Asatiwisipi Aki’s
future. This legislative land protection strategy paid off: in 1999, new Manitoba provin-
cial regulations permitted Poplar River to nominate 3,328 square miles as a protected
provincial park reserve, with interim protection from logging, mining, and hydroelectric
development. In 2008, after years of discussions with Poplar River and other area First
Nations, the Manitoba Legislature passed Bill 6, known as the East Side Traditional
Lands Planning and Special Protected Lands Act, enabling “First Nations and aborig-
inal communities on the east side of Lake Winnipeg to engage in land use and resource
management planning for designated areas of Crown land that they have traditionally
used.”s5 This landmark bill created a mechanism through which the AALMP was
able to obtain legal standing. Today, Poplar River’s landbase is legally recognized by
Manitoba and its management plan is being implemented by the community.66

Like Innu Nation, by the time the BLC formed in 2003 Poplar River was widely
recognized for its innovative work in land-use planning and was invited to serve as
one of the group’s founding members. Complementing earlier planning and legislative
undertakings, their participation in the BLC has given Poplar River direct access to
essential financial support for land-management activities, without which provincial
recognition of the AALMP may not have been possible.” BLC participants from
Poplar River have been especially encouraged by Euro-Canadian members’ willingness
to acknowledge that First Nations must play a lead role in determining if, how, and
when conservation and/or development take place within their territories.%8 Crucially,
collaborative conservation has also helped Poplar River residents generate broad public
awareness of their continuing campaign to protect their homeland from destructive
development, thus enhancing the legal protection of the AALMP with the intangible,
but still imperative, layers of protection offered by citizen interest.

With this goal—increasing national and international visibility so that any attempt
to initiate development that undermines the health of Asatiwisipi Aki meets costly
public disapproval—in mind, Poplar River First Nation entered the global forum of
United Nations” world heritage protection. Together with three adjacent Anishinaabe
communities (Pauingassi, Little Grand Rapids, and Pikangikum) in 2002 Poplar
River agreed to a protected areas accord designed to promote a shared vision of
land protection and mutual support. Out of this accord grew the Pimachiowin Aki
proposed World Heritage Site (Pimachiowin Aki means “the land that gives life”).
People from Poplar River have played a lead role in documenting the cultural and
natural significance of the 20,753-square-mile area and, together with other First
Nations representatives and officials from Manitoba and Ontario, submitted a bid for
addition to UNESCO'’s World Heritage list in January 2012.6

Poplar River disapproves of extractive industrial development and opposes
commercial use of its lands, waters, and forests.’? The First Nation’s measured
approach has entailed compiling robust data, presenting it in terms comprehensible
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to key decision-makers, and working though formal legal channels to persuade outside
officials that Anishinaabe people are competent land managers. The community’s
leaders have made concurrent use of the same basic strategy at multiple scales to
augment their prospects for land-based self-determination; Poplar River citizens view
land-management planning, legal recognition at the provincial level, and the ongoing
campaign for international recognition as tools for ensuring the survival of their
language, culture, and land-based way of life. Participation in the BLC is, in turn, a
tool for supporting, funding, and educating others regarding their outlook and the
value of their work. Their strategy has proven successful; with legal recognition of
the AALMP and potential global recognition of the Pimachiowin Aki region, Poplar
River residents can now be certain that opportunities to and live and learn on the land
will be available for future generations.

West Moberly First Nations: Confronting Cumulative Effects on Dane-zaa nané?

Dane-zaa nané?, the Dane-zaa homeland, stretches across much of northeastern
British Columbia and northwestern Alberta.”! Dane-zaa people “believe they have
always been on the land of their ancestors, put there at the beginning of the world by
‘Heaven Sitter, the creator” and the long duration of human inhabitation of the region
is substantiated by archaeological evidence.” Over the course of at least 10,500 years,
indigenous groups developed a richly emplaced cultural life as hunters of the area’s
abundant wildlife. Dane-zaa people participate in enduring social interactions with
others who share their world; as Robin and Jillian Ridington state, “to be Dane-zaa
is to be surrounded by relatives . .. Even animals are relations who have the ability to
give life and bestow power.”” Today, between 2,500 and 3,000 indigenous people live
in northeastern British Columbia, including nearly 250 residents of West Moberly
First Nations (WMEFN), a predominantly Dane-zaa community with a significant
Cree minority.’4 Partaking in twenty-first-century technological, informational, and
economic exchanges has done little to diminish the importance of traditional subsis-
tence and has, if anything, reinforced its centrality to cultural identity.

Here, colonization is a story of ongoing land-use conflict prompted by outsiders’
attempts to control the rich resources of Dane-zaa nané?. Following the explorations
of Alexander Mackenzie in 1789 to 1793 and the subsequent arrival of Hudson’s Bay
Company fur traders, Dane-zaa people were incorporated into an expanding global
economy, but remained committed to their mobile hunting lifestyle.”> With the intro-
duction of firearms and the demands of the fur trade, animal populations declined
rapidly, causing periods of extreme hardship and famine throughout the 1800s.76
An 1891 report indicating that immense quantities of petroleum might exist in the
district and then, more urgently, the 1896 Klondike gold rush and the northward flow
of prospectors, interested Canada in securing the eighth of its numbered treaties with
the original inhabitants of the 324,900-square-mile area that was eventually delin-
eated as Treaty 8 Territory.”7 When Dane-zaa leaders agreed to the treaty in 1900,
their strategic objective “was to secure their traditional hunting, fishing, and trapping
rights.”78 Accordingly, they refused to sign until commissioners promised they would
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be “as free to hunt and fish after the treaty as they would be if they never entered
into it.”?? Contemporary descendants argue that declining wildlife populations and
degraded lands and waterways prevent them from fully exercising their subsistence
rights, thereby violating the treaty agreement.8

The fertile valleys of the Peace River country began attracting agricultural settle-
ment in the early-twentieth century. Rather than recognizing the extensive seasonal
pattern of First Nations' land use, newcomers saw unoccupied land as theirs to
claim and “improve.’8! In the 1920s, the imposition of a registered trapline system
permitted settlers to register areas formerly utilized by Native hunters, who were
then cited for trespassing in places their families had hunted for generations.8? They
responded by registering their own traplines, choosing to “fight the Whites on their
own terms.’8? Still, northeastern British Columbia’s indigenous inhabitants lived rela-
tively unrestricted until the mid-twentieth century, when World War II motivated
the construction of the Alaska Highway in 1942. Additional agriculture and logging
followed, fragmenting wildlife habitat and progressively undermining First Nations
citizens’ subsistence opportunities.

Conventional oil and gas production also began in this era. As ethnographer
Hugh Brody concluded more than three decades ago, “the future of the region is now
inseparable from the world’s demand for energy, and all the attendant apprehensions
and crisis. External domination of the regions economy began with the fur trade; it
culminated in an oil and gas frontier."8* Today, the use of horizontal hydrofracturing
technology to extract fossil fuels from deep shale layer, or fracking, has exponentially
increased this type of industrial activity, turning pristine boreal forests into industrial
zones that cannot be restored. Concurrently with its participation in collaborative
conservation, and for the same ultimate reason, recently WMFN has taken a stand,
releasing a joint position paper identifying the shale gas industry’s intensive use of
water, flawed consultation framework, and lack of attention to cumulative impacts as
key First Nations concerns.$5

Southern energy demands are also supplied by the Peace River’s massive hydroelec-
tric dams. Constructed between 1962 and 1967 with no First Nations consultation,
the W. A. C. Bennett Dam flooded hunting and trapping land, severely disrupted the
migration of caribou and other species, and carried methyl mercury contamination to
downstream waters.8 A second large dam, the Peace Canyon Dam, was completed in
1980. Hearings concerning the possible construction of a third major dam, referred to
as Site C, are now underway. WMEN has actively opposed this third dam’s construc-
tion and has collaborated with environmental groups, most notably including the
Yellowstone to Yukon Initiative, the David Suzuki Foundation, and the more local
Peace Valley Environmental Association, to document and publicize probable detri-
mental effects.8”

Compounding the dams’ devastating effects on caribou populations, the area
surrounding WMFN has seen the construction of massive metallurgical coal mines since
the 1980s. While WMEN does not oppose all mining, First Nation members became
extremely concerned when the province approved an application to conduct bulk sample
exploration in an area that provided critical winter habitat for the endangered Burnt
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Pine caribou herd.®¢ In 2010, WMEN initiated a legal challenge in hopes of resolving
this situation. Their strategic use of litigation to advance land-based self-determination
was successful; the First Nation won the case, with the British Columbia Supreme
Court declaring that WMEN citizens have the right to “exercise meaningfully traditional
hunting practices,” including harvesting specific species in specific places traditionally
included in their seasonal round.®® Even more recently, WMEN has collaborated with
biologists and the provincial ministry of environment to develop an action plan for the
Mobetly caribou herd that complies with Canada’s Species at Risk Act.%

With a population that continues to spend time on the land and its proactive posi-
tions on shale gas development, the proposed Site C dam, and coal mining, WMFN
is widely regarded as a regional conservation leader.9! Aided by personal networks and
word-of-mouth, WMEFEN became involved with the BLC in 2010. In May 2012, the
BLC held its semiannual meeting in Fort St. John, British Columbia, which allowed
coalition members to tour a heavily industrialized shale gas extraction site and witness
firsthand the transformations taking place. While not an official BLC member, WMFEFN
has attended meetings as an observer and participated actively in working groups
focusing on caribou conservation, FPIC (free, prior, and informed consent), and shale
gas, through which the First Nation has gained a vehicle for taking high-profile, national
action on issues of urgent local concern.?2 WMFN now confronts the direct impacts of
two large hydroelectric dams (and an additional proposed one), eleven mines, 8,000
oil and gas well sites, 10,000 pipelines, eight wind farms, and an untold number of
powerlines and support facilities in addition to ongoing forestry, agriculture, and tourist
outfitting.9 Still, provincial and industrial administrators refuse to address the effects of
these developments in any cumulative fashion.%* Appreciating the capacity of a broad,
multi-sector group to influence public sentiment and policy in Canada and beyond, it
is WMFN's hope that the BLC will encourage a broader awareness of the cumulative
effects associated with decades of industrial activity on Dane-zaa nané?.

Acknowledging the need for regional economic development and the fact that
some First Nations families benefit from energy industry jobs, WMFN has consis-
tently argued that development should not be halted altogether, but should avoid
sensitive areas and proceed only with First Nations approval. Talking between meet-
ings in his busy office, Chief Roland Willson outlined his community’s overarching
goal: “We're trying to preserve our culture,” he told me, “We're trying to preserve who
we are as a people.”® When Dune-zaa leaders accepted Treaty 8 in 1900 but insisted
their subsistence rights be retained, a pattern of strategically adopting and adapting
external institutions to accomplish the ultimate goal of survival through land-based
self-determination was discernible. This pattern was also apparent in the 1920s when
Natives registered traplines to preserve their access to customary hunting areas. And
it is visible today in WMFN’s ongoing organized opposition to current shale gas
and hydroelectric development trajectories and in the community’s recent use of
the Canadian court system and Species at Risk Act to protect endangered caribou.
Participation in the BLC—with its transmission of information, its facilitation of
open discussion, and its capacity to influence diverse decision-makers—continues this
pattern of strategic action, offering new means for achieving an enduring end.
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CONCLUSION: STRATEGIES FOR SURVIVAL

At one of the BLC’s semiannual meetings, held this time in Thunder Bay, Ontario, an
Anishinaabe band councilor from Poplar River First Nation introduced himself and
the work hed been doing for more than twenty years by explaining where he came
from. The boreal forest “is where I live,” he declared; “that is my home.”% Although
their worlds are separated by thousands of miles, shaped by ecological and cultural
diversity, and contoured by different historical experiences, this sense of emplacement
unites First Nations BLC participants. When indigenous perspectives are placed at the
center of analysis, the boreal forest cannot be mistaken for an uninhabited wilderness
or a remote resource frontier. It is a homeland worth fighting for. Non-Native collab-
orative conservation participants must be willing to accept this reality. Other lessons,
too, can be learned from careful attention to First Nations perspectives—the value of
defining key concepts in ways that challenge Western/ethnocentric assumptions, the
necessity of recognizing culture and politics as inseparable from environmental issues,
and the importance of expecting and accepting divergent perspectives and operating
openly and transparently to bring them into dialogue.

As the case studies presented here demonstrate, First Nations BLC participants
are also united by a common underlying goal: survival as culturally distinct and politi-
cally autonomous peoples. Whether through direct action protest, impact benefit
agreements, land claims negotiations, provincial land use planning legislation, global
world heritage programs, public position papers, or litigation—all strategies used by
the First Nations organizations described here—First Nations citizens have pursued
numerous paths on their multigenerational quests to promote land-based self-deter-
mination. Seen through this lens, collaborative conservation emerges as one of many
strategies employed to accomplish this ultimate goal, and participation in the BLC
appears to be a small part of a much larger plan. Collaborative conservation differs
from earlier instances of strategic accommodation in its explicit emphasis on the land
and its protection, its incorporation of numerous geographically distant parties, and its
attention to how global economic markets drive local resource extraction, but it offers
new options for accomplishing an identical ambition. Looking to the land as a core
of cultural identity as well as a source of physical sustenance and, at the same time,
sharing a modern reality structured by unequal interactions and continuing land use
conflicts, preserving the possibility of a land-based way of life is an undertaking that is
as political as it is necessary.

Although generations of Native North American leaders have selectively accom-
modated, adopted, and adapted introduced institutions in hopes of advancing their
peoples’ prospects, multiple possibilities for enacting resistance coexist and compete
for primacy within contemporary indigenous communities.” Some indigenous leaders
argue adamantly against engaging with implicitly unjust colonizing institutions and
processes, while others see value in working practically and incrementally within
the existing system. Among scholarly observers as well, the concept of collaboration
generates both condemnation and inspiration. Some critics have gone so far as to
suggest that participatory and collaborative approaches constitute a form of “tyranny,’
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while others highlight collaboration’s intrinsic benefits, noting that it enables diverse
groups to integrate information beyond the capacity of any individual or organization
to comprehend independently and serves to “stabiliz[e] expectations and facilitat[e]
the cooperation of a large number of disparate groups.”® It is certainly possible that
in some cases and some places such frameworks may inadvertently delay substantive
progress toward social and environmental justice. But it is also possible for collabora-
tive conservation to function as a catalyst for positive change and self-empowerment.
In this complex and contradictory context, partnering with environmentally concerned
Euro-Canadians is a strategic choice to work pragmatically within an admittedly
imperfect societal framework. Contexts of resistance—and therefore, the particular
strategies most likely to succeed in any given moment—change constantly. But the goal
of promoting the land-based self-determination so fundamental to First Nations’ long-
term survival remains, as enduring as the people themselves.
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