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Wek’èezhı̀ı Renewable Resources Board Bluenose-East Caribou 

Herd Public Hearing – Undertaking No. 3 

April 15, 2016 

Please find attached the Délın̨e ̨Ɂehdzo Got’ın̨e ̨(Renewable Resources Council) responses to 
Undertaking No. 3, Questions 1-5, taken on April 8, 2016 at the Wek’èezhıı̀ Renewable Resources Board 
Bluenose-East Caribou Herd Public Hearing. The undertaking is regarding Belarewıĺe Gots’e  ́Ɂekwe  ́
Caribou for All Time: A Deĺı  ne  Got’ı  ne  Plan of Action (the Délın̨e Caribou Conservatıon Plan) and read as 
follows: 
 

1. Will your harvesters, both men and women, who are on the land, be involved in 
monitoring, or rather watching from a Dene perspective, the caribou habitat while 
collaborating with others? 

2. Briefly expand on how maintaining human-caribou relations during this time of few 

caribou is critical to caribou. 

3. a) Please explain how the Deĺı  ne  Conservation Plan will help caribou in ways other 

than limiting harvesting through ceremonial hunts.  

b) You have a few stories in your plan. Explain why hearing, listening, telling Dene 

stories help caribou and humans. 

4. Briefly expand on how using your own traditional governing style will assist the people 
in your community to maintain their relations with land on [which] caribou live. 

5. How will the harvesters, male and females, observe and help the community to 
'tweak' your plan to fit occurrences on the land and using two (2) knowledge systems 
while building trust and communicating effectively with the GNWT? 
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1. Will your harvesters, both men and women, who are on the land, be involved in 
monitoring, or rather watching from a Dene perspective, the caribou habitat while 
collaborating with others? 

Délın̨e ̨hunters and harvesters are a main information source for Dene perspectives and traditional 
knowledge about the land. Hunters may travel all over the Great Bear Lake watershed, often from early 
winter (November) to spring (late May), observing and experiencing the elements that make up ɂekwę ́
habitat (e.g., plants, air, water, land). It is traditional for hunters to then share their information with 
each other and interpret it collectively. We expect that these traditions will continue in a collaborative 
research and monitoring setting that can help everyone understand more about ɂekwę́ and their 
habitat. For example, we know that food sources and habitat conditions are especially important to the 
overall health of ɂekwę ́during the winter migrations south. Specifically, the timing, extent and location 
of icing conditions in early winter can strongly influence feeding and access to food sources. We also 
know that conditions and ɂekwę ́behaviour are changing rapidly. Elders have a critical role in this 
process, helping to interpret new information. Any new information coming from harvesters that may 
differ from normal historical experience can shed light on the possible effects of climate change on 
ɂekwę ́movements and migrations.  
 
The Working Group has not yet developed a formalized monitoring program as part of Belarewıĺe Gots’e  ́
Ɂekwe  ́Caribou for All Time. To date, only one program area (Nat́s’ezé – Hunting) has received in-depth 
consideration, however, the approach in the Plan relies on the development of four program areas:  
 
1. Ɂededah́k’ǝ́ (Habitat) – the areas of ɂededah́k’ǝ́ and land use are combined, since they are linked in 

terms of the ways in which they affect ɂekwę́. 

2. Nat́s’ezé (Hunting) – we can’t do much about predators because they need to achieve their own 

balance, but it’s important that everyone agrees on a way of supporting good nat́s’ezé practices. 

3. Ɂedets’e ́ K’aóts’erewe (Governance) – We are our own bosses, but we have to follow Dene ɂeɂa.  

4. Dene Naówérǝ́ (Knowledge) – includes research, education, advocacy and communication.  

We expect that topics and ideas for monitoring ɂekwę ́and their habitat will be more fully developed 
when we are able to devote more time and energy to the areas of Ɂededáhk’ǝ́ (Habitat) and Dene 
Naówérǝ́ (Knowledge) in particular. We also see that all four program areas will be important in a 
monitoring program – this means that ‘monitoring’ or ‘watching’ ɂekwę́ will be done in a way that 
accommodates the Dene perspective and is more inclusive. For example, Dene monitoring is likely to 
take a more holistic approach than a scientific one, that would involve also keeping an eye on 
relationships (e.g., between people, between ɂekwę ́and their habitat, etc.) as well as the 
intergenerational transmission of knowledge and culture. As a more formalized and structured 
monitoring program is developed, we would also look forward to increased sharing and discussion with 
neighbouring communities, to increased understandings at a landscape level.   

 

2. Briefly expand on how maintaining human-caribou relations during this time of 

few caribou is critical to caribou. 

The Délın̨e ̨Plan is founded on the traditional Dene relationship with ɂekwę ́– a relationship that goes 
back thousands of years. It is a true conservation relationship, and teaches all our hunters that which 
our grandparents have been passing on through stories and hands-on experience for generations. Elder 
and prophet Ɂehtse Ayha said, “Take care of all wildlife otherwise they may not be available in the 
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future.” We know that Dene that do not follow these words will not receive the bounty of wildlife, as 
they only return to those hunters that follow and practice Dene ɂeɂa (laws or rules, practice of being 
part of the ecosystem) about conservation and maintaining balance. Part of this traditional relationship 
involves harvesting ɂekwę́. Because of this, at least a ceremonial harvest of ɂekwę́ is necessary for 
keeping that relationship healthy and alive, and in turn, keeping the land healthy. 
 
It is more critical than ever to restore these traditional relationships based on respect and reciprocity 
now. Many ɂeɂa have a direct conservation impact (e.g, take only what you need, do not waste any 
parts of the caribou, when it’s low give it a rest, etc.). Others, such as not speaking negatively about 
ɂekwę ́and treating remains appropriately, help to restore the spiritual relationship and allow ɂekwę ́to 
replenish themselves.  
 
The Dene concept of being human is that we are part of the ecosystem and not master of it. We have to 
do our part to maintain the ecosystem and contribute to healthy land, water and wildlife. Harvesting 
other resources that are available throughout the year, truly being part of the ecosystem, and 
understanding the importance of contributing to that state is what Dene Ts’ıl̨ı ̨ ̨is all about. 

 

3.a) Please explain how the Délı̨nę Conservation Plan will help caribou in ways 

other than limiting harvesting through ceremonial hunts.  

The maintenance of Dene Ts’ıl̨ı ̨ ̨underpins our conservation approach. This focus on strengthening 
conservation traditions within Dene culture will provide the strongest foundation for all stewardship 
actions proposed in the Plan. The idea of renewing relationships and practices based on respect 
supports Délın̨e’̨s approach to governance within our own community and in communications with 
other communities. At all stages of planning we have involved a lot of the community in a consensus-
based decision-making process, meaning that our actions and efforts (e.g., education, training, 
mentoring, research, habitat protection, etc.) will be supported from the level of the individual through 
to the leadership. This is a traditional Dene approach to self-regulation or Ɂedets’e ́ K’aóts’erewe 
(Governance). 
 
As mentioned under Question 1, the Working Group will be developing other programs areas more fully 
in the near future. We expect that many of the topics that fall under Ɂededah́k’ǝ́ (Habitat) (e.g., such as 
climate change and land protection) will be especially important tools for helping to sustain ɂekwę.́ 
Further work in research and education, or Dene Naówérǝ́ (Knowledge), will also likely be very 
important.  
 
One important tool already outlined in the Plan is the concept of Dene béré kats’ın̨ıw̨e or alternative 
harvest. By focusing education and support for people to harvest alternative sources of food when they 
are plentiful, we will encourage a more diverse cycle of harvesting throughout the year, and take some 
pressure off ɂekwę ́from time to time.  
 
Another way of keeping parts of the land quiet will be achieved through limiting and monitoring 
development in critical caribou habitat areas.  

 

3.b) You have a few stories in your plan. Explain why hearing, listening, telling 

Dene stories help caribou and humans. 
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During the development of the Délın̨e ̨Plan the Working Group felt strongly about the importance of 
selecting key stories that would help to create a foundation and direction for our work. The stories serve 
to communicate Dene Ts’ıl̨ı ̨,̨ and to connect the Plan and our actions to our grandparents and traditional 
principles. They help to guide us and make sure we are doing things as our grandparents did. Within 
Dene culture, these stories are more meaningful to people and carry a different kind of weight or 
significance than stories or information from outside Dene culture. Because of this, they are more likely 
to shape peoples’ practices in the present. They not only communicate information about ɂekwę ́and 
how to maintain relationships with ɂekwę,́ but also reflect back to people who they are and the 
direction they need to go in a language and cultural context based in Dene traditions and 
understandings of the land.  
 
In recent years, Délın̨e ̨has been working on how stories are used in governance. Through a series of 
research projects we have uncovered how critical stories are in education, governance and policy 
development. They also serve more broadly as a basis or benchmark for understanding change and 
continuity. 

 

4. Briefly expand on how using your own traditional governing style will assist 
the people in your community to maintain their relations with land on [which] 
caribou live. 

In many Dene communities there has been a long history of a leadership system structured by families, 
but also directed by those who held special knowledge, such as the lead hunters. This resulted in a 
division of leadership among those who had differing expertise. This traditional form of governance has 
also shaped the development of the Délın̨e ̨Plan, in that the different knowledge and expertise of 
individuals came together in the Working Group, and the Working Group played a very strong leadership 
role in developing the plan. While the elected chief was also involved at all stages of Plan development, 
the main focus was on people with specialized knowledge about ɂekwę ́– people from different age 
groups, such as elders, current harvesters and youth, all carried different stories about ɂekwę ́and had 
certain knowledge, experience and skills to contribute.  
 
This type of governance or leadership that draws upon diverse sources of knowledge and expertise, 
lends an additional strength to Délın̨e ̨stewardship role. There has also been a strong emphasis on doing 
the work required to build consensus as part of the planning process – in addition to Working Group 
meetings there have also been meetings with all the harvesters in the community, and the broader 
public.  
 
However, traditional Dene governance is based on experiences on the land and does not only take place 
in meetings and boardrooms. It is important that people are out actively practicing this form of 
governance, developing theories and policies in a setting that provides the required wisdom to make 
good decisions. Traditionally, harvesters would gather in early spring and in summer to tell stories of 
their winter harvests – it was in this context that stewardship and future harvest planning would be 
done. Many stories are shared, such as the first kill of young hunters, the best dried meat made by 
young women, and overall, the areas that are low in available wildlife or rich in food sources like plants, 
small game, and beaver. Sharing these stories helps to inform this year’s decisions, shaping where 
people will move in the fall. All must agree and the decisions must be supported by the leadership. The 
Délın̨e ̨Plan brings back this form of governance and self-regulation, meaning that individuals that do not 
act accordingly will have to answer to the broader community. In Dene tradition, over-harvesting is not 
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appropriate; if the land does not support it then it is not done. Leaving food for the future is an 
important principle taught to us by our grandfathers and grandmothers. 

 

5. How will the harvesters, male and females, observe and help the community to 
'tweak' your plan to fit occurrences on the land and using two (2) knowledge 
systems while building trust and communicating effectively with the GNWT? 

Since the first version of the Plan was prepared in 2015, we have already gone through a process of  
‘tweaking’ and adjusting content based on what we are hearing and experiencing. Involving active 
harvesters in discussions about the Plan throughout the process has helped to ground it better in 
peoples’ experiences and ensure really strong support in the community as well as increasing interest 
and support from ENR.  
 
One example of how the Plan and actions will need to evolve based on new information and experiences 
arose this winter. This harvest season, our approach was to structure the harvest to support mainly 
smaller bulls, based on our knowledge and expertise of where they would be at certain times. 
Unexpected changes in ɂekwę ́behaviour this past winter meant that our strategy did not work as was 
envisioned – cows and bulls in the herd were more mixed than usual. As a result, next year there will 
need to be more planning and perhaps a new approach to achieve greater success on that objective.  
 
Already we are seeing a positive influence that the Plan is having on our community’s relationship with 
ENR. We anticipate that as we continue to work in this direction we will see a greater trust and sharing 
of information develop over time. We know that the community is interested in seeing and helping to 
interpret the scientific information that is available about the herds. Délın̨e ̨also has a strong interest in  
increasing involvement in the design of appropriate research questions and methods. So far, we are 
encouraged with the willingness of the GNWT to accommodate the principles, objectives, and methods 
that we have outlined in the Plan. We feel that further planning and implementation work with GNWT 
staff will continue to improve cross-cultural understandings and cooperation.  
 
Délın̨e ̨recognizes that there was a need to put some of our understandings about stewardship and 
respectful relationships with ɂekwę ́on paper. Many of these principles and values are just a part of our 
daily life, but needed to be written down to help communicate the ideas, as successful stewardship will 
need to be shared across regions and across cultures.  
 
Everyone talks about harvesting on a daily bases, that is what people do most of the time. Contact by 
Norwesters, missionaries and Government changed the way people lived; today we have a tremendous 
challenge to keep our traditions alive. This plan will play a leading role in the lives of many of our young 
people. 

 

 


