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About This Research 

This report considers Tłįchǫ knowledge of the relationships that tǫdzi 

(boreal caribou) have with their habitat, including human and other-than-

human beings. 

The current research grew from elders’ discussions at Ɂedèezhìi field 

camp about the importance of tǫdzi habitat around the Whatì area as the 

frequency and extent of forest fires continued to grow. The elders strongly 

suggested we pay more attention to tǫdzi winter habitat around Whatì 

and how they use islands in this area. 

Background 

The Tłįchǫ Land Claim and Self Government Agreement states that Tłįchǫ 

knowledge will be used, if available, to develop management plans for 

wildlife and habitat. Documenting Tłįchǫ knowledge takes time. As with 

other knowledge systems, one must consider the epistemology and 

ontology associated with the knowledge. When documenting knowledge 

of tǫdzi and the state of their habitat, researchers need to hear and respect 

the oral narratives that are told before and after travelling to favoured 

hunting locales. 

As early as 1996, Tłįchǫ elders associated with the Whaèhdǫò Náowo 

Program1 recommended that the Tłįchǫ do research on forest fires in the 

boreal forest and document Tłįchǫ knowledge on tǫdzi. Elders who had 

always lived and worked in the bush could provide realistic baseline 

information2. These elders thought this necessary because of their 

observations of habitat change from industrial development and more 

frequent, wide-spread, and intense forest fires.  

The Tłįchǫ first tried to do this research with limited funding. Other 

funding became available after the federal government declared woodland 

boreal caribou a threatened species under the federal Species at Risk Act. 

The Wek’èezhìi Renewable Resource Board (WRRB) and Tłįchǫ 

                                                   
1
 Tłıc̨hǫ Elders’ Traditional Knowledge Program 

2
 Dogrib Treaty 11 Council 2001 
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Government Land Protection Department secured funding: first from 

Environment and Natural Resources, GNWT and later from the Cumulative 

Impact Monitoring Program, GNWT and Aboriginal Fund for Species at 

Risk, Government of Canada. 

Boreal Caribou as a ‘Species at Risk’ 

We know that boreal caribou are in trouble. In some places the situation is 

dire. Across the circumpolar north, 84% of mountain and forest caribou 

and wild reindeer are included in a conservation category3. In Canada, 

boreal caribou are listed as ‘threatened’ under the federal Species at Risk 

Act. They have a similar status in various provincial and territorial wildlife 

conservation laws.  

Scientific and Indigenous research clearly shows that habitat loss, 

degradation, and fragmentation are the main causes of caribou population 

decline. In the NWT, increasing forest fires and industrial development 

and associated infrastructure contribute to increased habitat destruction. 

Tłįchǫ and other Dene consider all caribou habitat to be at risk. 

In 2014, the NWT Species at Risk Act listed boreal caribou as ‘threatened’ 

in the NWT. In 2017 the Conference of Management Authorities4 

developed and released the Recovery Strategy for the Boreal Caribou 

(Rangifer tarandus caribou) in the Northwest Territories.  

Much of the current research effort—western science and Indigenous—is 

motivated to gain knowledge to help develop and implement effective 

conservation actions. The overall objective is for boreal caribou and their 

habitat to be ‘self-sustaining’—to survive and thrive with no human 

intervention, and allow Indigenous subsistence harvesting in perpetuity. 

  

                                                   
3
 Gunn, A. 2016 IUCN Red List of Threatened Species 

4
 A group of NWT-based management authorities responsible for boreal caribou: Tłıc̨hǫ Government, 

Wek’èezhıı̀ Renewable Resources Board, Sahtu Renewable Resources Board, Gwich’in Renewable 

Resources Board, Wildlife Management Advisory Council, and Department of Environment and 

Natural Resources, GNWT. 
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This table gives a brief summary of the current status of boreal 

caribou/wild reindeer across the circumpolar north. 

Brief Summary of Current Status of Boreal Caribou/Wild Reindeer5 

Country Status 

Norway  With hunting regulations, 23 populations of wild reindeer are 

increasing to stable. 

Finland  Forest reindeer declined to 800 (from thousands) due to high 

calf mortality from an increase in wolves, traffic accidents, and 

movement into Russia. 

Russia  19 populations of wild reindeer are ranked endangered, 

vulnerable, or near threatened. 

 Forest and mountain reindeer are all listed in Red Books; 

declined 64% from 1991 to 2015; distribution is highly 

fragmented and reduced. 

Mongolia  Limited assessments show <1000 wild reindeer. 

Alaska  Three of the larger mountain herds have increased numbers, 

with managing predators and hunting. 

Canada  Since 2002, 81% of boreal caribou populations continue to 

decline, despite conservation efforts to mitigate cumulative 

impacts of oil and gas, forestry, and other land use activities that 

destroy habitat and increase predation. 

  

                                                   
5
 Gunn, A. 2016 IUCN Red List of Threatened Species 
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This map shows how likely it is for boreal caribou populations in Canada 

to become self-sustaining, given range conditions and size in 2011. Range 

conditions have deteriorated since then6. 

 

  

                                                   
6
 Environment Canada 2011 
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As habitat loss and degradation is the main cause of species decline, the 

most effective way to help species survive and recover is to restore, 

maintain, and protect their habitat. The federal strategy (2012) set a 

threshold of 65% undisturbed habitat as part of the critical habitat within 

any boreal caribou range. It is based on a model of 60% probability that a 

local population will be self-sustaining7. 

Action is slow on the ground. The federal Report on Progress (2017) 

describes the condition of caribou habitat within Canada. 

 In 2012, 21 of 51 ranges had 65% or more undisturbed habitat.  

 In 2017, 19 of 51 ranges have 65% or more undisturbed habitat. 

 From 2010 to 2015, the net total habitat disturbance from humans 

and fire increased in 34 ranges; decreased in nine ranges; and 

stayed the same in eight ranges. The net total human-only 

disturbance increased in 29 ranges; decreased in nine ranges; and 

stayed the same in 13 ranges.8 

The federal Report on Progress (2017) concluded that: 

 Habitat conditions have got worse since 2012. 

 As a whole, boreal caribou populations have continued to decline. 

 We need to do more, including having robust range plans in place. 

 We need to work together to develop solutions to protect caribou 

and habitat; at the same time allowing continued economic activity 

where appropriate. 

  

                                                   
7
 Environment and Climate Change Canada (2017) Report on the Progress 

8
 ibid 
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Tłıc̨hǫ Research Goal and Objectives 

The overall goal of this project was to take a first step towards compiling 

Whatì elders’ and harvesters’ knowledge of tǫdzi and their habitat before 

and after a forest fire. The elders’ focus, however, was in telling us, 

through oral narratives and on-the-land experience, about tǫdzi range, 

landscape, and associated habitat. They did not neglect the fact that large 

forest fires are intensifying and impacting all wildlife, but preferred to 

explain why tǫdzi require unfragmented habitat and why they require a 

variety of habitat types to maintain a self-sustaining status. 

The objectives of the project were to: 

 Document elders’ knowledge of various habitats and the associated 

vegetation that tǫdzi prefer. 

 Identify which of these habitats were burned by forest fires and 

when, and determine the state of these locales. 

 Document locales to be regularly monitored from the harvesters’ 

perspective. 

 

  

Tǫdzı footprints in the sand 2013 © Allice Legat 
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Tłıc̨hǫ Research Methodology 

The research team follows the Tłįchǫ elders’ method of understanding 

tǫdzi and their habitat. First by recognizing who are the most 

knowledgeable and best able to share their knowledge, and then by 

visiting the places where hunters expect tǫdzi to be.  

Over five years, the research teams spent time with elders from Behchokǫ̀ 

and Whatì. Research based on Tłįchǫ knowledge of tǫdzi involved the 

researchers following the elders’ and harvesters’ protocol. 

Research 2012  

In March 2012, researchers Georgina Chocolate and Allice Legat held a 

focus group with elders from Whatì and Behchokǫ̀ documenting 

narratives of tǫdzi and their range. Elders Elizabeth Michel, Dora Migwi, 

Francis Williah, Mary Adele Apple, and Robert Mackenzie represented the 

elders from Behchokǫ̀; Elders Dora Nitsiza, Jimmy B. Rabesca, Pierre 

Beaverho, and Sophie Williah represented the elders from Whatì.  

As is consistent with becoming and being knowledgeable among the 

Dene,9 the elders directed the research team to first listen to oral 

narratives and then to visit relevant places. At the March gathering, the 

researchers were directed to visit Ɂedeezhìi (Horn Plateau) to observe the 

habitat types in the area and determine to what extent tǫdzi are returning 

after the intense forest fire of 1995.  

Research 2013-2014 

In September-October 2013, the research team, consisting of Rita Wetrade 

and Allice Legat, documented the state of tǫdzi habitat on Ɂedèezhìi (Horn 

Plateau). We made observations related to tǫdzi moving back to the area 

after the severe burning from forest fire in 199510. Elders Dora Nitsiza, 

Jimmy B. Rabesca, and Sophie Williah from Whatì along with Dora Migwi, 

Francis Williah, and Robert Mackenzie from Behchokǫ̀ directed the 

research. Harvesters Narcisse Chocolate and Harry Rabesca accompanied 

                                                   
9
 Basso 1988, 1996; Cruikshank 1998, 2001; Goulet 1998; Legat 2012; Ridington 1988; Smith 1998 

10
 Legat and Wetrade 2013 
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the team to ensure everyone was safe and had sufficient fish to consume 

each day. While at the Ɂedèezhìi camp, the elders from both communities 

directed us to work closely with the elders of Whatì as they are respected 

for their knowledge of tǫdzi and their habitat. 

 

Research 2014-2015 

Before the summer of 2015, the elders wanted to spend time showing us 

and explaining tǫdzi winter habitat. In February 2015, the Department of 

Environment and Natural Resources, GNWT funded research for an on-

the-land research trip to take place before the end of March. 

As directed the previous year, we worked closely with the Whatì elders. In 

February 2015, the research team met with Whatì elders to hear their 

stories of tǫdzi and to better understand their habitat, including their 

winter habitat in the Whatì region, and document the people’s 

Francis Williah at  Ɂedèezhıı̀ 2013 © Allice Legat 
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relationship with tǫdzi. We reviewed some background information, and 

then listened to oral narratives about when tǫdzi return after a fire. 

Our plan was to spend at least three days on the land to observe winter 

and island habitat, to document signs of tǫdzi, and to consider burned 

areas in the winter. Due to weather and snow conditions the field research 

was suspended. A blizzard arrived and the temperature dropped. This 

created a hard layer of snow on the lake over soft snow. Elder Mary 

Madelaine Champlain—who is 82 and has her own skidoo—explained that 

people stay put and do not travel with this combination of temperature 

and snow cover. 

 

This provided a period of time to consider the epistemological approach of 

the Dene. Our research took place in the privacy of Elders Joe and Mary 

Madelaine Champlain’s home, in much the same way as pre-harvesting 

discussions occur. We focused on understanding and documenting the 

elders’ perspective and intimate knowledge of tǫdzi habitats within their 

range, and why and when tǫdzi spend time in these places. 

Elders always prefer to share their knowledge in groups. They poured 

over maps and marked sites, talking about where they travelled and 

where they observed tǫdzi or evidence of tǫdzi. As the discussion 

developed it became apparent that we needed a lot more information 

Elder Mary Madelaine Champlain 2017 © Darla Rabesca 
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about the varied habitat types that tǫdzi access if we are to understand 

tǫdzi habitat use from a Tłįchǫ elders’ perspective. 

We presented the research question, ‘when do tǫdzi return to a place after 

a forest fire’? This is relevant to understanding the relationship between 

tǫdzi and their habitat. The elders’ knowledge can be considered baseline 

information and as they come to understand the new massive, intense 

fires we will understand change and the cumulative impact of forest fires 

that burn on top of and/or adjacent to each other. We will also understand 

the impacts of the smoke—from fires both nearby and far away. 

We met separately with men and women. They each have different types 

of knowledge associated with the land, tǫdzi, and tǫdzi habitat. The 

women have a tendency to discuss in more detail aspects of the land, such 

as plants and soil. The men discussed where they observed or hunted 

tǫdzi. Both used the same terms to describe habitat—terms that reflect 

their intimate knowledge of the land and the character of tǫdzi. 

We worked with the elders for several hours each day, always in their own 

language. The elders shared among themselves, with youth as well as with 

community researchers. At the end of each day the research team went 

over the information recorded, tying information to places. At the start of 

each session we shared what we understood from the previous session. 

Community researchers met with elders whose information needed 

clarification. These were one on one interviews.  

During the summer of 2015, we visited habitat types that the elders 

selected; habitat that tǫdzi prefer and habitat burned in the last 60 years. 

We documented the information on these places. When on the land the 

team visited places where the elders expected to see tǫdzi in the past and 

where there had been fires.  
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Logistics did not allow us to verify the discussion in this research year. 

During the research, the elders were extremely concerned about how the 
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2014 forest fire had impacted the land, animals, fish, and water as all are 

interconnected. The elders were very clear that although they understand 

the behaviour of small fires, they do not understand the behaviour or 

impacts of the massive and intense fires that have come with climate 

change. They are currently observing places where these fires occurred 

and considering the impact on wildlife during the fire and after. 

They observed how the fish had become small, in one year. They felt that 

the big fire travelled fast, killing many young animals including birds in 

their nests. Although tǫdzi habitat had not been burned in the 2014 fire, 

the elders discussed the smoke and ash from the fires, not just around 

Whati ̀but smoke from many of the massive, intense fires around 

Behchokǫ̀ and Gamètì, and further afield. The smoke impacts the ability of 

animals to run. Animals such as tǫdzi did not have time to escape with 

their young, especially those that were on islands. 

 

  

Place we camped at each year Xadł’adì 2015 © Alice Legat 
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Research 2016-2017 

During 2016-2017, the research team focused on the harvesters who were 

regularly harvesting tǫdzi. We used a similar process, documenting oral 

narratives. Community researcher Camilla Nitsiza accompanied 

harvesters on the land to gain further experiential knowledge of habitat 

types where tǫdzi frequent, and to participate in harvesters’ discussions 

on potential health of the herd.  

We introduced a process to document harvesters’ observations of tǫdzi 

and the state of their habitat (Tłįchǫ monitoring). 

Research 2017-2018 

In 2017-18, Community Researcher Camilla Nitsiza again worked with 

harvesters and elders. Harvesters told stories about what they observe as 

they trap and hunt on a regular basis. All harvesters were active on the 

land before Christmas 2017. Elders and harvesters all told their stories 

about the state of tǫdzi’s habitat, and therefore, the state of tǫdzi health.  

The research team verified information and revisited elders and 

harvesters where we needed clarification. The research teams’ verification 

process entailed inviting all the Whati ̀elders to a three-day verification 

meeting. Two language specialists participated: Francis Zoe and Mary 

Siemens who translated the report to them. A discussion followed to 

determine if it reflected the elders’ knowledge as a group. The 

disagreements usually focused on more detail than less. 

Next, Camilla Nitsiza, Charlie Nitsiza, and Allice Legat went over the report 

together to find any areas that needed further clarification. Camilla then 

agreed to write a monitoring method that would stay true to the Tłįchǫ 

knowledge system (oral narratives, observations, stories and 

documentation); and Charlie undertook to verify and clarify specific areas 

of the report on a one-to-one basis with elders. 

We also did a literature review of other Indigenous research related to 

boreal woodland caribou in the context of species at risk laws. 
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Tłıc̨hǫ Research Results 

These results reflect the Tłįchǫ perspective and intimate knowledge of 

tǫdzi habitats within their territory, and why and when tǫdzi spend time 

in these places. Several themes emerged from the research. 

 Tǫdzi character 

 Knowing and respecting tǫdzi 

 Tǫdzi distribution within Wek’èezhìi 

 Habitat types important for tǫdzi within Wek’èezhìi 

 Vegetation important for tǫdzi within Wek’èezhìi 

 Current state of tǫdzi habitat within Wek’èezhìi 

 On-the-land monitoring and reporting 

Tǫdzı Character 

Tǫdzi live within the boreal forest, which supports many other species and 

includes watersheds that are necessary for clean water and healthy fish. 

All beings are interconnected. 

Tǫdzi is a large caribou with a dark head and long legs. They have no 

large-scale seasonal migration. They move around to find food and habitat 

favourable for calving and escaping predators and pests. They move 

around more in winter and spring, less in summer. They may travel 

through areas where they do not feed, such as very young forests, and 

burned and clear-cut areas. 

More often than not, tǫdzi prefer to be around lakes or protected streams 

in the summer and low and clear areas in the early winter where they can 

run quickly from predators. As the snow gets deeper, tǫdzi move to the 

thick bush where they can better avoid predators. 

Large lakes with islands are important calving areas. In summer they use a 

wider variety of areas and foods; in winter they focus on different types of 

lichens. They prefer mature forest, but not very old forest where the 

canopy prevents lichen growth.  
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Tǫdzi prefer to remain unnoticed, only coming into the open when they 

are safe from predators. The tǫdzi character is different than the ɂekwǫ̀ 

(barren ground caribou), who are curious and migrate to respectful 

people. With tǫdzi, people must show respect in a different way, a way 

that suits their character. 

Tǫdzi stay still or retreat to thicker bush when they notice predators, 

which they usually detect with their highly sensitive sense of smell. They 

are elusive and secretive, as Whatì elders explained many times. 

When people are around, tǫdzı do not move; not even their head. 
Nothing moves; not at all. They can stand for long periods of time. 
(March 2015—March 2018) 

Elder Jimmy B. Rabesca describes them this way. 

When tǫdzı is approached by human they will not go straight, they will 
go sideways and go back to their own track; and people [Tłıc̨hǫ Dene] 
will get them because the people know they will come back to their trail. 
The wind picks up the scent so fast that the tǫdzı know when 
something—humans—are around and they take off like lightening. They 
are fast, alert, and smart. 

We know how the tǫdzı react so if they make a turn to go to the left, we 
go the other way because we know how they behave. But you are lucky if 
you surprise the tǫdzı. 

Near the Fort Simpson area, they [have] seen tǫdzı there. They went 
trapping, and we kept seeing tǫdzı [in their younger days]. We would 
shoot tǫdzı once in a while, and we got a moose too.  

Tǫdzı is a very smart animal and very fast. Even if you follow with a small 
skidoo, the tǫdzı is faster. The tǫdzı have very long legs; it doesn’t matter 
how deep the snow is. It is very, very hard to see tǫdzı. (March 2017) 

Elders Dora Nitsiza and Jimmy Nitsiza add to this picture. 

They look like floating logs when they are seen from a distance and 
swimming across a river or lake. They know how to blend with the 
landscape, even in the water. (Dora Nitsiza, March 2015) 
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Tǫdzı are very alert and if they see a human they take off; there is no 
stopping them. They are too fast to follow. It doesn’t matter if it is land 
or water, they take off. (Jimmy Nitsiza, March 2015) 

Elders agreed tǫdzi have the ability to live alone but are, at times, seen in 

groups of six or more individuals. In 1984 when Elder Dora Nitsiza and 

her family were out of food, they saw eight tǫdzi coming towards their 

camp, although they were not going straight, but moving around. (March 

2015) Elder Robert Mackenzie explained that you rarely see more than a 

few, although once he was trapping and saw six standing on a lake. 

(September 2012) He also told of a time when he and Elder Jimmy Nitsiza 

shot four at one time. (February 2012) 

Elder Pierre Beaverho told this narrative. 

During a trip when I followed tǫdzı, I had to build a small hut, with 
willows and branches. I covered the small hut with snow and then 
crawled in to sleep, with a fire burning. It burned out by morning.  

I knew not to rush over to the tǫdzı or they will take off. I remember my 
father telling me that. I then saw something behind the bushes, so I 
approached ahead of them; then I followed them. There were five. They 
circled around, and they were sniffing my tracks – that was amazing. I 
then went around them and shot four tǫdzı. I hadn’t eaten for a day so I 
kicked snow over them and covered them with their hides.  

I remember my father saying that when you don’t want any other 
animals to get your kill, you should put some matches on it, so no other 
animal will come after it. This happened at Gòt’ǫǫtı ̀11 where there are a 
lot of tǫdzı. (February 2012) 

 

                                                   
11

 See #2 on the inset from Working Map (2016-2018)— inland lake on west side of map. 
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Tǫdzi travel in circles, covering their tracks. Experienced harvesters and 

elders stressed that in spite of seeing their tracks, they are very difficult to 

spot because they are able to stand still and stay quiet for long periods of 

time. Tłįcho learned to track tǫdzi’s circular movements and to spot them 

through small cracks in thick bushes. In the past, people used dogs to find 

tǫdzi on islands as the space was contained. 

Elders agreed that tǫdzi spend most of their time in very bushy areas as it 

camouflages them from humans, wolves, lynx, and bears. Even when you 

are next to them, tǫdzi are difficult to find among the trees. They also use 

the sides of bluffs to blend in and float like logs in the water, making them 

difficult to see. The only way a hunter really knows how many are around 

is by their tracks in the snow or sand. 

Like humans, wolves, lynx, and bears are known to have a relationship 

with tǫdzi. Therefore, it is important to understand how these animals 

interact. During the discussion, Elder Pierre Beaverho said, 

My brother Zoòòzeh spotted lynx tracks, and since it was their prime fur 
season, he decided to follow the track. He came to where the lynx was 
and noticed that the lynx had pushed all the snow together – banking it 
to watch the area for tǫdzı. Suddenly the lynx jumped into the air and 
attacked one tǫdzı by ripping its throat. (February 2012) 

All elders agreed that wolves are known to bite on the hind legs of tǫdzi, 

holding on until they down them. If escaping, they are often crippled and 

may die if the bite is too severe. Elder Francis Williah added,  

Even though people say wolves kill lots of tǫdzı, it is hard for the wolves 
because tǫdzı are very fast. … Tǫdzı will take off fast if they hear or smell 
you. But, if you come across them by accident they will just stand very 
still. But because they are secretive and difficult to find, and when 
disturbed, they usually disappear quickly into the forest. (February 2012) 
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Knowing and Respecting Tǫdzı 

For the Tłįchǫ, knowledge is essential to understand how to maintain 

relationships with tǫdzi while harvesting and using them. To gain 

knowledge, people observe the relationships between all beings in the 

environment. Knowledge is gained through listening to oral narratives, 

observing behaviour, experiencing what others have shared through their 

stories, and then adding their own observations to the story12. 

Harvesters and elders who know tǫdzi know their character and 

behaviour just as they know the traits of all that dwell within Mǫwhì Dè 

Nįįtłèè13. They know by observing, experiencing, harvesting, and using 

tǫdzi, which they do because tǫdzi were and continue to be an important 

resource with which the Tłįchǫ thrive.  

Elder Pierre Beaverho explains where the knowledge came from. 

Wherever you see burials west of the Xàèhlıı̨ ̨[Old Village] - we know our 
ancestors understood the behaviour of tǫdzı as they watched them and 
harvested them. (March 2015) 

Humans are meant to listen to those who know and watch while doing a 

task. In this way, they learn to understand the land, learn how each animal 

lives, and how to respect all beings. Knowledge includes understanding an 

animal’s character, how they use their habitat, words associated with 

them, how they avoid predators, and how organs, meat, hides, and antlers 

look, feel, and taste and how to use them.  

Tǫdzi were and continue to be harvested year-round. Most of the elders 

and harvesters we worked with harvested tǫdzi during trapping season. 

Tǫdzi are significant to the people from Whatì and Behchokǫ̀ because 

ɂekwǫ̀ less often migrate to these communities. Tǫdzi were and are always 

valued. Currently more hunters from Gamètì are watching for tǫdzi 

because fewer ɂekwǫ̀ are available in the area. As Harvester and WRRB 

Board Member, Archie Wetrade explained to Allice Legat while in Gamètì.  

                                                   
12

 Goulet 1998, Legat 2012, Ridington 1990, Rushford 1992.  
13

 Tłıc̨hǫ traditional territory as defined in the Land Claim and Self-Government Agreement. 
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I saw and took one tǫdzı. I had not travelled far enough north to find 
ɂekwǫ̀. (Personal communication, March 2017) 

Most Tłįchǫ explain that it is disrespectful for people to ‘talk’ about 

animals that will be harvested, including tǫdzi. In fact, people do not talk 

about hunting any specific animal. Rather they simply say they are ‘going 

to the bush’. 

Tǫdzi is valued, providing meat for extended families of a hunter, often 

with enough to share with those who need it. Hunters know where to find 

tǫdzi and know their behaviour in association with habitat types during 

specific times of the year. As Community Researcher Camilla Nitsiza said, 

the hunters know the animals and do not take those that are too skinny or 

are obviously sick. (Personal communication, February 2017) 

Women know and watch for different indicators of tǫdzi wellbeing as they 

work on the hides, the meat, and prepare the fat and bone grease. Tłįchǫ 

women value and respect tǫdzi. Elder Sophie Williah explained, 

Tǫdzı is a living animal. We would never use tǫdzı for just anything: just 
three items. Tǫdzı hair is used to stuff the dog collars; not the harness, 
just the collars. We use tǫdzı hides for clothing. Tǫdzı hides make 
extremely good footwear, and we use its leg bones for scrapers. 
(September 2013) 

Elder Robert Mackenzie told the following story about how it is important 

to know what and when to wear articles of clothing made from tǫdzi 

hides. His story grew out of a discussion other elders were having on 

respecting tǫdzi, explaining how clothing made from tǫdzi is not to be 

worn while hunting ɂekwǫ̀ but rather only worn at home, around their 

home community, or when hunting tǫdzi. After listening to the discussion, 

Elder Robert Mackenzie said, 

At one time, a whole group of hunters went out to the tundra to hunt. 
We went to one place where we saw several small herds of ɂekwǫ̀, but 
the next day they had disappeared and we didn’t know what happened. 
We noticed one young man was wearing tǫdzı moccasins and mitts. That 
was the reason why they disappear so fast. Ɂekwǫ̀ do not like being 
around clothing made from tǫdzı, so the elders asked this young man to 
throw his tǫdzı moccasins and mitts into the fire. He did this.  
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The next day there were many [ɂekwǫ̀] on the whole lake – it was full of 
ɂekwǫ̀. This happened back in the dog-team days. This is the reason; we 
know the relationship between those two caribou. This story first came 
from our ancestors. We know it is true, because it happened with us out 
in barren ground. We hunters witnessed this. (February 2012) 

Wearing inappropriate clothing is disrespectful to both animals.  

Other aspects of maintaining a respectful relationship with tǫdzi include 

understanding your own desires as well as the needs of the animals. For 

example, the elders say that tǫdzi love their legs, especially the shinbone 

(wedzawaa) and hooves (wekè). And for this reason, they should never be 

placed in the fire. To do so shows a lack of gratitude for the spirit of the 

animal. As Elder Robert Mackenzie explained, 

We love eating the bone marrow. But the tǫdzı love their bones so we 
cannot just throw them into the fire so we can eat the marrow. So, [we] 
cut open the upper part; cut through the hair and pull the marrow out. 
We can break or split the bone for bone marrow.  

Because they love their hooves is the reason they do not walk on the 
rough sharp ice. It is the best time to look for tǫdzı – when the ice is 
rough because they do not like to move around – they do not like the ice 
– they protect their hooves. (September 2013) 

Tǫdzi are respected—as all animals are respected—by hunting them and 

using what they have to offer in the appropriate way. This characteristic is 

not unique to the Tłįchǫ. All Indigenous people have similar practices. For 

example, elders from the Pikangikum First Nation in northern Ontario 

explain that the decline of woodland caribou in their region is partly due 

to the Pikangikum people not accepting the gift when the caribou present 

themselves – meaning they are forgetting to participate in the reciprocal 

relationship with the land and the Creator14. 

Several Indigenous groups, including the Tłįchǫ are very concerned with 

continued use of radio collar transmitters on caribou. Collars wear away 

                                                   
14

 O’Flaherty et al 2008 
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fur, and the skin is prone to infection. Collars are perceived as 

disrespectful. 

Tłįchǫ and other Indigenous groups are concerned with lack of respect for 

boreal caribou—at local and broader levels. Government regulations and 

institutions replace traditional systems for establishing rules and values. 

Elders see younger generations of Indigenous people becoming less aware 

of cultural knowledge and traditions. They grow up in communities and 

reserves with TV, internet, and all the cumulative impacts of colonization.  

Tłįchǫ elders are concerned their children and grandchildren are learning 

more knowledge associated with the perspective of the dominant society; 

and non-indigenous hunters are unaware of respectful hunting practices. 

Elders would like non-indigenous government bureaucrats and hunters to 

learn more about how to respect Tłįchǫ traditional lands within Mǫwhì 

Gogha Dè Nįįtłèè. 

 

As Elder Sophie Williah said,  

...[We pray] that Ɂedèezhìì [Horn Plateau] will not burn again. We have 
to ask for God’s help. We do not know what will happen. K’atdehtı ̀... I 
hope it doesn’t burn between those two places. My son used to travel 
with his father so I always talk to him like this. There are very few elders 
and fewer elderly women. Today young women we talk to them. We do 

Sophie Williah 2016 

© Darla Rabesca 
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not want anything to happen to them. We now depend on them, the 
young people. So this is what we the elders think. We talk to them so 
nothing will happen to them. The young people do not help us with the 
prayers; that is why so much is happening today. 

Lots of grandchildren; we do not want anything bad to happen to them. 
We stay home and think about them. Even the land that is burning we 
think about it. ... Even the moose food is all burned. Even when we go up 
towards the road, we feel sad looking at it. The land looks so bare; can 
see all the rocks. 

We used to work on the hides with ek’wodzıı (golden brown rotten 
wood). That is how everything is today. I think about the tǫdzı area. I 
hope it does not burn. When we go to that area by boat, we see tǫdzı 
now and then. We love our land and we ask for god’s help that the land 
is protected from fire. (March 2015) 

For Tłįchǫ elders it is important to live in relationship with all that is part 

of the land; to leave it to ‘the land’ to remain in balance, not to be 

controlled by humans. They want scientists to ‘leave the caribou alone’ 

and allow them to have the habitat they need. They want to restrict non-

indigenous hunters from hunting the boreal caribou from the highways—

particularly between Behchokǫ̀ and Fort Providence, and between 

Behchokǫ̀ and Whatì when the all-season road is finished. 

Tǫdzı Distribution within Wek’èezhìı 

Tǫdzi distribution is directly tied to habitat. Tǫdzi occupy places that give 

them the resources and conditions they need to thrive. Within Wek’èezhìi 

tǫdzi prefer habitat that includes thick bush where they can hide, 

especially in winter, and hard ground that will not harm their hooves or 

legs and where they can travel quickly. In the spring and summer, they 

travel to islands to protect their calves to some degree from wolves, lynx, 

and bears. They like plateaus year round, but especially in the spring and 

summer where they can find dry ground as well as streams, ponds, and 

lakes. In general, tǫdzi stay around water in the summer where there is an 

abundance of food and they can avoid wolves. Tłįchǫ elders and 

harvesters stress the importance of islands for the tǫdzi in their region. 
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The Tłįchǫ often refer to “the place where tǫdzi belong” as Nǫdìi, as there 

are many plateaus and uplands in the area. Through the narratives we 

learned that tǫdzi are often found on the following plateaus15:  

 Ɂedèezhìì 

 Shìigǫǫ̀la 

 Gotłįshìh 

 Kwechoozhìì 

 Gowhashìh  

Besides the plateaus, Tǫdzi also frequent the bush on the lowland, but 

prefer areas when the land dries and becomes hard. 

The map of Key Family Harvest Areas shows where Tłįchǫ harvested tǫdzi 

before the massive forest fires, in the early 1990s. The extent to which 

Tłįchǫ have harvested tǫdzi within Wek’èezhìi reflects their knowledge of 

tǫdzi, their distribution and range, and habitat types in these areas. 

Tłįchǫ elders explained that tǫdzi rut in late September or early October, 

and give birth to a single calf in May. They prefer high ground, but they rut 

and calf throughout the bush. In the spring and summer tǫdzi travel over 

thin ice or swim to islands with their calves. Islands such as Diicho and 

Tàdłaadiì on the lake known as Tsǫ̀tì (Lac La Martre), and Dinàgà in the 

North Arm of Great Slave Lake have been mentioned as important terrain 

for tǫdzi when calves are young, and in the summer.  

  

                                                   
15

 See map Key Family Harvest Areas Before Massive Fires (pre-early 1990s) 
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In the winter, tǫdzi share the boreal forest with ɂekwǫ̀ who migrate there. 

Each usually avoids the other. But there are rare times when ɂekwǫ̀ stay 

among the tǫdzi for a year and then migrate back to the tundra the 
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following spring. Infrequently, tǫdzi follow ɂekwǫ̀ north to the tundra in 

spring and return in the fall.  

Elder Jimmy B. Rabesca shared the following story of such an occurrence 

during a discussion about how few tǫdzi people have seen on the east side 

of Tsǫ̀tì (the lake on which Whatì is located).  

We all know where tǫdzı lives around this whole area [south and west of 
Whatı]̀. When ɂekwǫ̀ migrate back to us, the two kinds of caribou live 
near each other in the winter, but sometimes during spring migration 
maybe one or two tǫdzı will follow them back to the tundra.  

A few years ago, we went for a trip to ɂekwǫ̀ birthing ground. We saw a 
whole herd of ɂekwǫ̀. There were so many ɂekwǫ̀. We were usıng a 
helicopter. We landed on top of an esker where we could see. I saw a 
caribou that was bigger than the others in the herd. I suggested we take 
a closer look at the one bigger caribou, so we got close. I looked at its 
head and the legs, [realizing] it was a tǫdzı. That is how the animals 
roam on this land; not lots but maybe one or two will follow ɂekwǫ̀. 
(February 2012) 

Similarly, Sahtu harvesters have observed boreal caribou in the company 

of the barren ground caribou on both the north and east sides of Great 

Bear Lake16.  

Tǫdzi move to a more favourable part of their range when the resources 

they need become unavailable because of habitat loss, degradation, and 

fragmentation. Other factors related to habitat also affect their 

distribution. For example, tǫdzi are sensitive to noise and smells and will 

retreat to the thick bush when they hear loud motors or smell predators.  

In recent years, forest fires have also become an important factor. And 

with climate change we can expect the effects from forest fires on habitat 

and distribution to have a greater impact. Forest fires are known to 

destroy habitat, including the lichen tǫdzi need for winter foraging or the 

cover they need to hide from predators. When this occurs, they move.  

                                                   
16

 McDonald 2010 
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According to the elders it takes 20 to 30 years or longer for the lichen to 

fully recover, depending on the fire. But during our discussions, Elder 

Mary Madelaine Champlain did explain that ‘plants’ start returning to 

burned areas within five years, emphasizing that even the lichen starts to 

grow. 

Tǫdzi may still pass through burned areas en route to other habitats if the 

grasses and bushes have recovered sufficiently. As Benny Jeremick’ca 

emphasizes,  

Tǫdzı eats grass, even old grass. They pull the grass out from around 
Tıd̀aak’o [and other watery places]. They pull the grass out and eat the 
roots with the grass. (July 2017) 

The Fire History Map shows burned areas of the tǫdzi range within 

Wek’èezhìi, in 10-year increments. During our research we compiled 

information for the Tłįchǫ Elders’ Fire Map. It gives more detail about the 

location and individual year for fires in the Whatì area. It shows some 

burned areas not included on the other map. 

The Fire History Map also shows the eastern limit of the tǫdzi range 

within Wek’èezhìi, according to Tłįchǫ elders and according to biologists. 

Elders’ experiential knowledge of both habitat types and where they find 

tǫdzi to harvest, shows a different eastern limit to the tǫdzi range. Elders’ 

knowledge comes from many generations of observing and hunting 

various ungulates on a regular basis in this area. 

Biologists show tǫdzi distribution as far northeast as the Canadian Shield. 

All Tłįchǫ elders with whom we worked agree that tǫdzi may infrequently 

wander on the northeast side of Whatì, but they emphasize that the tǫdzi 

range is mainly to the west and south Tsǫ̀tì (Lac La Marte).  

As Elder Margaret Nitsiza said,  

People see tǫdzı everywhere south and west of Whatı.̀ (March 2015) 
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Forest Fire History and Eastern Limit of Tǫdzı Range within Wek’èezhìi 
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Habitat Types Important for Tǫdzı within Wek’èezhıı̀ 

It is important to understand the concept of habitat from the perspective 

of the Tłįchǫ elders and harvesters, to understand what habitats and 

landforms tǫdzi need and why they frequent these places. Tłįchǫ have 

intimate knowledge of the land and tǫdzi. This brings a level of detail that 

is essential to clearly understand the habitat—including terrain as well as 

vegetation used for safety and comfort—that tǫdzi needs to maintain a 

healthy population. 

Elders from Behchokǫ̀ and Whatì identified various habitats that tǫdzi 

need and use within their range in the boreal forest, at different times of 

year and to meet various needs. These habitats provide the abundance 

and variety of vegetation they forage on, suitable birthing locales, places to 

rest safely from predators and insects, appropriate rutting sites, and areas 

that give them some shelter from winter conditions to name a few. Habitat 

also includes all the areas tǫdzi need to move from one locale to another. 

To define habitat types we need to consider features such as soil, 

moisture, temperature, light, predators, geography, available food, and 

others.  

Within the tǫdzi range, they use different habitats associated with various 

landforms. Our research suggests that tǫdzi need all the habitat types, 

therefore all their range, to maintain a healthy population. 

Elders and harvesters state that the government personnel constantly 

state that forest fires are natural and rejuvenate the forest. But elders and 

harvesters’ observations tell them these new fires are very different than 

the ones of the past. They are watching them so they can come to  

understand these fires. They fear governments will allow development 

and infrastructure that, together with forest fires, will fragment a 

currently healthy caribou habitat as has happened south of Great Slave 

Lake. They want decision makers to know that tǫdzi need their full range, 

as it now exists. 

The habitat types we documented are listed and described below.  
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Ɂehdaa 

Ɂehdaa are points of land. There are many types. A prefix indicates the 

habitat type or vegetation on the point. If the point is wide, tǫdzi can both 

hide in the trees or go to the water to avoid pests. Usually there is an array 

of grasses along the shore. 

Ts’iɂehdaa can be a place name as well as a description of a habitat type. It 

is a point dominated by spruce and surrounded by water, as it is the very 

end of a point of land.  

 

Whagweèɂedah is a point of land covered with sparse vegetation. Tǫdzi 

use the area to hide in the summer as neither people nor wolves expect 

them. They can graze on ɂadzį̀į̀ (lichen), rest in the shade of the trees, 

spend time in the water cooling off and avoiding insects, and easily escape 

from predators they can see coming. 

Ɂehlè 

Ɂehlè is also associated with dahdègahɂǫ̀—bad smelling muddy ponds or 

areas that act like quicksand when wet. If dry and cracking, animals and 

people can walk over them. Moose often get caught in ɂehlè, but tǫdzi 

seem to avoid them unless the holes are dry and cracking. 

Ts’ıɂehdaa March 2017 © Allice Legat 
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Ɂehts’awhıleı ̨

Ɂehts’awhileį is the oxbow of the river. Tǫdzi get together here to forage 

on their preferred vegetation and to spend time in the water.  

Behts’a 

Behts’a is a bank with a short steep shoreline (from 1 to 15 feet) with 

grass and bush on top. It goes steeply into the water. In some places it is 

very deep and in other places it is fairly shallow17. It consists of black dirt 

and is only found in association with ts’oo. Tǫdzi frequent these locations 

to browse on leaves of various plants. They can spend time in the water to 

get away from insects. At the top of the bank are usually larger trees, but 

not always, where tǫdzi can find shade. 

Dahdègahɂǫ̨̨̨̀ 

Dahdègahɂǫ̨̀ (also spelled Dèdagoaɂò) is water-soaked land, known to 

have water underneath it, with a variety of flora. Tǫdzi can sink into the 

water to escape from the mosquitoes and flies. At the same time they can 

graze on the surrounding vegetation, especially the grasses. 

Dehdłıı̨ ̨

Dehdłįį is thick bush consisting of tall ts’iwà (white spruce) growing on 

whagweè. Tǫdzi spend a lot of time in the winter in this habitat after there 

is a lot of deep snow in more open areas—usually after December. They 

can easily hide from predators and forage on ɂadzį̀į̀ (lichen). At times deep 

snow in dehdłįį habitat makes it difficult for tǫdzi to get at the ɂadzį̀į̀ . 

When this occurs tǫdzi forage on dàaghoo (tree lichen). 

Dègǫtłoa 

Dègotłoa is like a meadow such as on the island Ɂehk’èdoo18. In this 

habitat, tǫdzi forage on various types of grasses and sedges, and leaves 

                                                   
17

 Personal communication with Charlie Nitsiza and Camilla Nitsiza Feb. 18, 2016 
18

 People often set up camp on this island when harvesting. There was a fire there in 1980. The island 

also has ewàà habitat (sandy beach). Tǫdzı and evıdence of tǫdzı are often seen here. 
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from berry bushes. Often they eat the berries and mosses as they browse 

and graze on their favoured foods. 

 

Dehtì 

Dehtì is a widening of a river and referred to as a river lake. Tǫdzi use 

dehtì as places to cool off and forage on the grasses and willows. 

Dehts’oa 

Dehts’oa is a stream with many curves flowing to a lake. Tǫdzi like the rich 

vegetation associated with these streams. They can easily walk in the 

water and forage on the grass that grows along the edges. 

Willows grow thick, especially at the curves of these streams, allowing 

tǫdzi to hide from predators while they circle back through the willows 

and water, fooling predators. There are no trees; just willows and grass 

with purple flowers that grow in the water. Tǫdzi graze on the flowers and 

the leaves. 

  

Dègotłoa 2016 © Camilla Nitsiza 
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Dıı 

Tǫdzi go to islands as they feel protected and they can get the most 

vegetation on which to forage. Islands are safe places for birthing and 

caring for calves. In summer they remain in open flat areas on islands so 

they can see predators and disappear into the bush around them.  

 

  

Walking the shore, Dııdho 2015 © Allice Legat 
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Enąąk’ǫą 

Unlike dègotłoa (fairly large meadow), enąąk’ǫą is a small clear area with 

grasses and trees around. Tǫdzi frequent this habitat type in the spring as 

they can quickly hide in the bush with their calves. Tǫdzi forage on grasses 

and lichen in this habitat type. They also travel to enąąk’ǫą in the fall to 

rut. These are often on islands.  

 

  

Place where tǫdzı rutted in the fall 2012 © Allice Legat 
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Ewàà and Ewààshı ̨̨̀ı ̨̨̀ 

Ewàà is often translated as a sandy beach. Tǫdzi spend time here grazing 

on grasses and cooling off in the water while escaping from insects. 

Ewààshìì are sandy hills that tǫdzi visit to escape insects. 

 

 

Tǫdzı tracks along ewàà 

2012 © Allice Legat 

Ewàà showing tǫdzı tracks – probably retreating quickly from 

hearing and smelling predators 2012 © Allice Legat 
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Hunters say they often see tǫdzi tracks in these areas. But once tǫdzi 

realize hunters, lynx, wolves, or other predators are near they quickly 

retreat to the thick bush.  

Tł’otıa  

Tł’otia19 is associated with dahdègahɂǫ̀—a waterhole that tǫdzi sink in 

and forage on tł’o (grass). Since the grasses are easily accessible tǫdzi 

forage and protect themselves from insects.  

Tł’otia is associated with dahdègahɂǫ̨̀— water-soaked land, known to have 

water underneath it, with a variety of flora. 

 

Gonı ̨̨̨̨̀ı ̨t̨ǫ̨̨̀ǫ/Gonı ̨̨̨̀ıt̨ǫ̨̨̀ą 

Gonį̀įtǫ̀ǫ is often referred to as xàgonį̀įtǫą by elders. These are valleys with 

very little moisture, so few predators pass through, giving tǫdzi the chance 

to rest if there is no wind. The bush is not very thick, so if there is wind, 

they go to a lake to avoid predators. 

  

                                                   
19

 Some elders and harvesters described these as Tł’otsoa. 

Tł’otıa 2012 © Allice Legat 
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Shı ̨̨̀hgeh 

Shìhgeh are wide valleys with ponds, lakes, streams, and a large river 

between two high hills or mountains, such as between Gotłįshìh and 

Gowhashìh. There is also a shìhgeh between Whojishìh and 

Kwechoozhìì20.  This habitat is rich with vegetation that tǫdzi forage on, 

and is thick with trees and bushes where tǫdzi can avoid predators.  

Shı ̨̨̀hwegeh 

Shìhwegeh is a valley between two large hills or mountains with very 

thick trees and bushes. A creek runs through the valley, but the bush is so 

thick tǫdzi can hide from predators. 

Shı ̨̨̀hwegehgogòɂa 

Shìhwegehgogòɂa is similar to shìhwegeh but has much thicker bush as 

the suffix ‘gogòɂa’ indicates. Although tǫdzi tracks are seen in these 

valleys, the animals themselves are never seen. Predators, especially 

wolves, come to these valley streams. Tǫdzi are able to avoid detection 

and being attacked by standing still for extended periods. 

Tı ̨̨̀a 

Tìa is a pond or small lake where some tǫdzi spend time during the 

summer—especially July—to escape from mosquitoes and black flies. 
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 See map: Key Family Harvest Areas before Massive Forest Fires (pre-1990s) 

Tìa 2016 © Allice Legat 
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Tìdaak’o 

Tìdaak’o is a narrow lake, with some describing it as a small pond that 

tǫdzi can easily swim across. It differs from a dehtì (river lake) and a deh 

(river) in that it is associated with all the vegetation tǫdzi forage on. 

Furthermore, it is narrow enough for them to easily swim across. 

Ts’oo/Ts’oh 

Ts’oh is dry land. Sometimes when it rains there are waterlogged holes 

beside the tiny, dry hills: hummocks. Ts’oo is known to have all the food 

that tǫdzi need to survive. While foraging in ts’oo habitat, tǫdzi eat 

everything except juniper and thorny bushes, like roses. Although they do 

not purposely graze on moss, they often consume it while foraging on 

other plants.  

 

What’àa 

What’àa are important to tǫdzi. The top of these eskers provides both 

kwetsò (black rock tripe) and ɂadzį̀į̀ (lichen) in summer and winter. They 

can easily dig for food in winter as the wind keeps the top relatively free of 

snow.  

As well as easy access to food, what’àa offer other advantages. For 

example, this is a good place for tǫdzi to escape insects in summer. They 

can quickly escape from predators, as the ground is hard and relatively 

smooth, allowing them to run without hurting their legs. 

Ts’oo 2015 © Allice Legat 
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Whagweè 

Whagweè consists of sandy soil mixed with black dirt and covered with 

sparse vegetation. Tǫdzi favour these places year-round for several 

reasons, such as the variety of vegetation to forage on and the ease of 

running on the hard ground to thicker bush.  

 

Tǫdzi are often observed and hunted in these places in spite of the fact 

that they are hard to see when resting in the shade of the trees. 

  

Sophie Williah, Robert Mackenzie, Jimmy B. Rabesca, Dora Nitsiza, and Dora 

Migwi sitting on whagweè after seeing tǫdzı scat 2012 © Allice Legat 
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Vegetation Important for Tǫdzı Within their Wek’èezhìı Range  

This section gives a general list of vegetation that tǫdzi need to have 

available—for food and other reasons—to thrive within Wek’èezhìi. It is 

not an exhaustive list. We include the following information: 

 Tłįchǫ term for each type of vegetation, alphabetical order 

 English translation for each type of vegetation 

 Tłįchǫ term for habitat types where tǫdzi may find each vegetation 

 

  

Įmbè students help identify plants 2017 © Darla Rabesca 



Forest Fires, Tǫdzı and the State of Their Habıtat 

42 

Examples of vegetation important for tǫdzı 

Tłıc̨hǫ21 English Tłıc̨hǫ term habitat types 

ɂadzı ̨ı̀ ̨ ̀22 lichen dahdegahɂǫ, shıh̀geh, around 

tıd̀aak’o, whagweè, 

whagweèɂehdaa, what’àa 

dahghaà*23 black hairy lichen on trees dahdegahɂǫ, around Tıd̀aak’o, 

gonıı̨t̨oo, shıh̀geh, whagweè 

dahba* wild rose bush whagweè 

dahkàà* raspberry bush dègǫtłoa, around tıd̀ak’oa, 

ts’oo, whagweè 

datł’ıı̨ ̨*̀ highbush cranberry  whagweè, whagweèɂedah 

detsıw̨aa dry grey wood gonı ̨ı̀t̨ǫ̀ǫ 

dlah* water weed shıh̀geh, tıà, tıd̀aak’o 

dıwe* tamarack behts’a, gonıı̨t̨ǫ̀o24 

dzıèwà* blueberry bush dahdègahɂǫ̀, dègǫtłoa, 

gonı ̨ı̀t̨ǫ̀ą, shıh̀geh around 

tıd̀aak’o, ts’oo, whagweè, 

whagweèɂehdaa 

dzoǫɂǫǫ type of tree—not 

identified 

shıh̀wegehgogòɂa, around 

tıd̀aak’o 

edaghoò* gooseberry bush gonıı̨t̨oo, whagweè, 

                                                   
21

 Tłıc̨hǫ terms with a star beside the name have been checked in the Tłıc̨hǫ Yatıı.̀ Dictionary: 

Tłıc̨hǫ.ling.uvic.ca 
22

 In Tłıc̨hǫ Yatiı,̀ the word ɂadzı ̨ı̀ ̨ ̀is spelled without the glottal – adzı ̨ı̀ ̨.̀ Here it is spelled with the glottal 

as elders told us, in 1999, to include glottal when sound is present. As discussed in Saxon et al 2002. 
23

 Tǫdzı prefer dahghaà in winter and when it has rained. They forage on this when there is no other 

food, especially in the winter, especially when they are not finding adzìį̀.̨ Ɂekwǫ̀ is the same. 
24

 Not all gonıı̨t̨oo habitat has dıwe. There is some further west and north, but not next to Whatì. 
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Examples of vegetation important for tǫdzı 

Tłıc̨hǫ21 English Tłıc̨hǫ term habitat types 

whagweèɂhdaa 

edzǫ* black spruce behts’a, tıd̀aa, ts’oo, ts’iɂehdaa 

gǫ̀h* fireweed behts’a, whagweè, 

whagweèɂehdaa 

gǫ̨̨ǫ̀*25 jack pine behts’a, gonı ̨ı̀t̨ǫ̀o, 

shıhwegehgogòɂa, whagweè, 

whagweèɂehdaa 

goòka not identified whagweè, whagweèɂehdaa 

gots’agoò* Labrador tea dègǫtłoa, gonı ̨ı̀t̨ǫ̀ǫ, whagweè, 

whagweèɂehdaa 

gots’ǫdzeè*/dloodıı*̀ mushroom around tıd̀aak’o, ts’oo 

gots’ǫkà*/nǫdlàa* cloudberry bush whagweè, whagweèɂehdaa 

ıhdǫǫ* Kinnikinnik (different 

specie of bearberry that 

below) 

whagweè, whagweèɂehdaa, 

what’àa 

ìh̨k'aadzìì* bearberry bush whagweè, whagweèɂehdaa 

ıt̨ł’ǫ̨̨̨̀̀̀ cranberry bush dègǫtłoa, shıh̀gee, around 

tıd̀aak’o, ts’oo, whagweè, 

whagweèɂedah 

ıt̨’ǫ̀choa grass with purple flower; 

not identified 

dègǫtłoa, dehts’oa, tıd̀aak’o 

k’ę̀ędzıè* saskatoon bush whagweè, whagweèɂehdaa 

                                                   
25

 Tǫdzı do not eat this. They rub their antlers on this and on other trees. 
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Examples of vegetation important for tǫdzı 

Tłıc̨hǫ21 English Tłıc̨hǫ term habitat types 

k’ı* birch behts’a, shıh̀wegehgogòɂa, 

whagweè, whagweèɂehdaa 

k’àa*,k’àadalaà, 

k’àhdzàa* 

willow, willow cones, dry 

willow 

behts’a, dahdègahɂǫ̀, dehtı,̀ 

dehts’oa, gonı ̨ı̀t̨ǫ̀ǫ, shıh̀geh, 

shıhwegehgogòɂa, around 

Tıd̀aak’o 

kw’ah*26 moss dahdègahɂǫ, dègotłoa, ts’oo 

around Tıd̀aak’o 

kwetsı ̨*̀ rock tripe shıh̀geh, whagweè, 

whagweèɂehdaa, what’àa 

łıgaezǫa ̨̀ small plant; not identified dègotłoa, whagweè, 

whagweèɂehdaa 

tèeht’aà* water lily, lily pad shıh̀geh, around Tıd̀aak’o 

tł’o* grasses and sedges ewàà, behts’a, dahdègahɂǫ, 

dehtı,̀ dègotłoa, dehts’oa, 

gonı ̨ı̀t̨ǫa , tıà, around Tıd̀aak’o, 

whagweè, whagweèɂehdaa 

tł’odzıı ̀ Lily pads that grow along 

the edge of water; along 

the shore of a river, creek, 

or lake 

behts’a, tł’otıà associated with 

dahdegahɂǫ, dehtı,̀ dehts’oa, 

gonı ̨ı̀t̨ǫ̀ą, shıh̀geh, shıh̨wegeh, 

shıh̨wegehgogòɂa, around 

Tıd̀aak’o, tıà 

tł’ok’àhwhıı*̀ cattail, reeds, bull rushes around Tıd̀aak’o, degotłoa 

                                                   
26

 If moss is green it’s fresh; if darker it is older and there are various colours; red and orange are 

middle age. Apparently tǫdzı do not forage on kw’ah, but they consume it at times with other 

vegetation. 
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Examples of vegetation important for tǫdzı 

Tłıc̨hǫ21 English Tłıc̨hǫ term habitat types 

t’ooh* poplar around Tıd̀aak’o, whagweè, 

whagweèɂehdaa 

ts’ı* trees/spruce behts’a, gonı ̨̨̀̀t̨ǫ̀o, shıh̀wegeh, 

shıh̀wegehgogòɂa, around 

Tıd̀aak’o, ts’oo, ts’ıɂehdaa, 

ts’ıkwa ̨̀* dry spruce tıd̀aa 

ts’ıwà* white spruce behts’a, dahdègahɂǫ̀, gonı ̨ı̀t̨ǫ̀ǫ, 

shıh̀wegehgogòɂa, whagweè, 

whagweèɂehdaa, 

ts’ıwaɂo27 reddish tree; not 

identified 

behts’a, around Tıd̀aak’o 

tsǫht’è* crowberry bush dègotłoa, whagweè, 

whagweèɂehdaa 

  

                                                   
27

 Tǫdzı only eat the dry branches, but not when the branch is alive, unless they can’t get food. Then 

they will eat branches of all kinds. 
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Past and Current State of Tǫdzı and their Habitat within Wek’èezhıı̀ 

This map shows all the locations that Tłįchǫ elders and harvesters 

discussed during the research, where they have observed evidence of the 

state of tǫdzi and their habitat in the Whatì area. Some of the quotes in 

this section of the report refer to locations on the map. We included insets 

of relevant parts of the map to make it easier to find these locations. 

 

Compiled Locations with Evidence of Tǫdzı 

Whatì area 2015 to 2018 
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We also included the Tłįchǫ Elders’ Fire Map as some of the quotes also 

refer to years with forest fires. 
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The elders emphasized that tǫdzi do not go where fires have been; nor do 

they go where there is smoke, or where ashes are or have been falling—

even if it is where they would normally go to forage, whether on land or in 

the water.  

As Elder Pierre Beaverho says: 

Tǫdzı will not return to burnt areas. Tǫdzı do not go where there’s 
smoke. After a forest fire, plants start growing back after more than ten 
years. Tǫdzı known when their food is burnt; they [can smell it] and will 
not return to where the land was burn. Smoke destroys all land and trees 
too. There are ashes on everything. The wind carries ashes to other areas 
too. … During the fire season tǫdzı calves get burnt too if there’s fire all 
around them. … We’ve seen calves burnt. They’re not the only one, not 
only tǫdzı, moose, all other animals burn too. (September 2017)  

Elders Benny Jeremick’a, Jimmy B. Rabesca, Joe Champlain, and Laiza 

Jeremick’ca add that tǫdzi go where there is healthy food; where they can 

forage on vegetation that has not been burned or covered with ash. Sophie 

Williah said,  

When there’s a forest fire, and tǫdzı food is burning, they will swim 
across to an island, [or] … go to a different area where the land is not 
burnt. (September 2017)  

Escaping forest fires is said to be the reason tǫdzi move to new regions as 

they did in the mid to late 1990s. They moved further west and northwest 

according to harvesters in Tłįchǫ communities and in surrounding 

regions. Elder Jimmy B. Rabesca grounded this discussion by saying:   

Tǫdzı eats grass that grows along the shore. Tǫdzı also eat dahghǫ̀ǫ̀ 
[especially in the winter]. It grows on trees but once there’s a fire, and 
tǫdzı food is all burn—even the grass that grows in small ponds is burnt. 
When the land burns the smell of smoke is so strong, the animals leave. 
… Animals go to places where their food is healthy. This is how animals 
live. Even me or other people would not go to places that are burnt. 
What are we going to harvest? All animals’ food is gone (September 
2017) 
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Elder Laiza Jeremick’ca made a similar comment: 

We hear that if there is a big fire on the land, the smoke is so strong it 
burns tǫdzı’s food [the heat is so strong it cooks the plants on which tǫdzı 
forage]28. (July 2017) 

Elder Pierre Beaverho clarified by adding: 

Even the roots deep in the ground burn. It takes time for trees to grow. 
Then afterwards will grow fast, that’s how it is after the fire. So it takes 
ten to fifteen years for plants; trees to start growing. (September 2017) 

Discussions on how long it takes for plants and tǫdzi to return after a fire 

occurred off and on during the last four years, with the most common 

statement being, “It depends on the fire; the landscape; and the habitat 

being burned.” 

Most of the female elders, who have detailed knowledge of plants and the 

soil they grow in, often say that even ɂadzį̀į̀ will ‘start’ growing back after 

five years, and grasses and small trees drawing animals in the summer 

after eight to ten. They add, it takes longer for tǫdzi to return for the 

winter as the thick bush with tall trees haven’t grown up. 

The male elders, like Pierre Beaverho and Jimmy B. Rabesca, who base 

their knowledge on where there is sufficient growth to draw tǫdzi back to 

an area in the winter, say it takes 15 to 25 years or longer to provide 

shelter and protection from predators in the winter. As Elder Pierre 

Beaverho said: 

Tǫdzı go to area where it’s very bushy during the winter and caribou and 
tǫdzı live together all winter long. They also go to where there’s tall 
trees. This is what my father said. (August 2017) 

Elder Benny Jeremek’a explains,  

When the plants come back it depends on the forest fire. [It depends on] 
how deep it is, whether the land is soft and it burns deep [then the plants 

                                                   
28

 Elders Charlie Nitsiza and Joe Champlain discussed how carnivores will return the year after a 

forest fire to feed on animals that have died (Personal communication 2015). 
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take longer], or if the land is hard and it burns across the top. … When 
the land is burned, maybe tǫdzı never returns to that area. Tǫdzı 
probably travels to where they find healthy ɂadzı ̨ı̀ ̨,̀ leaves, grass.  

[Take for example, Benny says], there was a fire [in 2014], but it is not 
tǫdzı’s land. …  All this side is tǫdzı’s land. But here [2014 fire] I never 
seen tǫdzı there. … I’m looking at this map here, and in 2006, this area 
was burnt [where 2014 fire was]. That’s the one I’m talking about. Some 
of the area was burnt [earlier] in 1940s. I travelled back on this area in 
1990 and there were new plants growing, remember we went there, 
[Charlie]? [That’s 50 years from 1940 to 1990], I travelled there again in 
1998 and we saw ɂadzı ̨ı̀ ̨ ̀growing back; it grew back from 1990 to 1998. 
Then its been 10 years. We walked on that land where it was burnt and 
all ɂadzı ̨ı̀ ̨ ̀grew back, willows, all plants, trees. We went there. It depends 
on the fire. (July 2017) 

All harvesters explained that currently there seems to be an increase in 

tǫdzi in their area. They are returning due to the fires elsewhere (Charlie J. 

Nitsiza, person communication 2016). As Elder Benny Jeremick’ca said, 

[In 2017], we left Whatı ̀by boat and went to Ɂedaazoòtsotł’àa29. In that 
area [we] observed that willows had been eaten recently by both tǫdzı 
and moose even though willow was old. We saw some tǫdzı tracks. 
(September 2017) 

 

                                                   
29

 See inset from map of Compiled Locations. The land surrounding the bay associated with the points 

at #57 (where people often see moose as well as tǫdzı) and #58 (known for good fishing). The land on 

the south side of this bay had forest fires in 1968, 1970, 1971, and 2004. 



Forest Fires, Tǫdzı and the State of Their Habıtat 

51 

Similarly, Harvester Moise Nitsiza explained: 

I go trapping and we use a lot of gas. We pass this place called 
Nıẁııt̀ł’àà30. Around that area we saw a lot of tǫdzı tracks. [We went 
inland], we kept going to these small lakes and saw lots of tǫdzı tracks. 
We set out traps…There are a lot of tǫdzı tracks where we set traps …. 
We stayed for two weeks. After we set traps we walk around on the land 
and saw tǫdzı and moose tracks. … There was a forest fire some time 
ago but we couldn’t go further because of the deep snow. [so, we don’t 
know if tǫdzı were in the area that burned]. We had to watch out for our 
gas. … There we lots of tǫdzı tracks all over [where we travelled]. 
(February 2018) 

 

  

                                                   
30

 See inset from map of Compiled Locations. The north side of the bay at #102 had a forest fire in 

2004. 
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Likewise, Harvester Michel Romie who set traps in the southern part of 

the lake said: 

[I went] on to Ɂehdaazoòtsoa31 we set traps. And, it was burnt area 
[1968]. [Now] there are always tǫdzı tracks there during the winter. … 
And also, around Sahdıı ̀32. There are lots of island there and tǫdzı tracks 
all year round. When the snow is thick, tǫdzı are slimmer, but now tǫdzı 
are fat because there isn’t much snow. (February 2018) 

 

Elder Laiza Jeremick’ca explained: 

When we went the land [this year], it was clear and not too bushy; … the 
willows look like they’re dead. Trees look bare. Before when we went to 
those places, the leaves, grass, willows, flowers, tamarack look and smell 
fresh. Maybe it’s because of the forest fires. We didn’t go further out on 
the land. (September 2017) 

And Harvester Frank Nitsiza, who travelled inland after travelling along 

the shore from Whati,̀ says, “When I travel near the shore, I see lots of tǫdzı 

                                                   
31

 See inset from map of Compiled Locations. The point north of #149 is known for good harvesting. It 

had forest fires in 1966 and 1968. 
32

 See inset from map of Compiled Locations. The island covered with #93 has a lot of kw’ah (moss). 

#96 is what’àa (esker) and #94 is ts’oo (hummocky landscape. Forest fires occurred in this area in 

1965, 1971, and 1974. 
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tracks. … Along the creek inland there were lots of tǫdzı tracks.” (February 

2018). Frank went on to say,  

I find the land so different … but now it looks kind of bare. It’s because 
the land is dry and there’s not enough water for willows to grow. Some 
places look muddy. As before when we used chisel to make hole in ice, 
now it’s just mud, even along the shore. Before the water was deep but 
now it’s all dry. There are no hills [hummocks], it’s just flat area; the 
ts’oo. … I still use my dad’s trail. … We don’t trap there because there 
was a fire back in 1997. Our trail was all burned. Before there were lots 
of tǫdzı there, but they haven’t been there for a long time. … the most 
tǫdzı I saw were at Kwıt̀sè33. (February 2018) 

 

Harvester Peter Nitsiza, who goes with his wife Louisa on the land three or 

four times a week, all year, is always watching (monitoring), like other 

harvesters. Louisa cleans and prepares tǫdzi meat and hasn’t seen any 

unhealthy animals. Peter observed a lot of tǫdzi along the shore from 

Whati ̀to Takadaà34. He said the tǫdzi were really fat and he did not see 

one that was sickly. (February 2018) 

                                                   
33

 See inset from map of Compiled Locations. The area around the bay associated with #62, where 

there is a burial site, and at #154, a stream with many curves, is free of forest fires. 
34

 See inset from map of Compiled Locations. The area at #63 had a forest fire in 1976. 
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Harvester John Beaverho talked about travelling up to the Takadaà area 

for trapping. He found lots of tǫdzi tracks in the area. He explained: 

When we shot tǫdzı we check between the joints of the arm/legs and if 
we see some kind of infection. But if we cut it up, we can smell it and it’s 
strong and we know tǫdzı is sick. At another time too when I shot tǫdzı 
the smell was so strong; it was not healthy. But this year I haven’t seen 
any tǫdzı that are unhealthy. But sometimes when tǫdzı have some kind 
of infection on its arms it’s because tǫdzı travel in deep snow. (January 
2018) 

Richard Romie made an interesting comparison between the ɂekwǫ̀ and 

tǫdzi.  

All around there are lots of tǫdzı tracks in the tǫdzı range. [I have seen 
and shot some] I haven’t seen any unhealthy tǫdzı here yet. But for 
caribou it’s different. They travel near the mines. That’s what I think. 
Sometime when we shoot ɂekwǫ̀ [barren ground caribou], we notice the 
meat looks different. It’s very smelly and its meat look greenish colour. 
But tǫdzı around Whatì area are healthy. (February 2018) 

As in the past, once tǫdzi are taken, women clean the meat, and as 

Harvester Irene Zoe says: “We monitor everything around us, as women.” 

(January 2018). Irene went on to say they watch (monitor) everything 

because they depend on the meat and fish to thrive. Irene worries as they 

need food from the land to feed her family. 

Harvester Albina Nitsiza, who spends a lot of time on the land with her 

husband, Bobby Nitsiza, adds to this by saying,  

My husband is always hunting for tǫdzı.  The meat is healthy but last 
year when he shot a tǫdzı, just as I was cutting in between the joints 
there were a lot of white spots.  It looked like worms, too. There were 
‘ever lots’. I’ve never seen tǫdzı like this before. … I clean and cut up tǫdzı 
meat, and it [always] looks healthy.  …  That was the first time we saw a 
sick tǫdzı. Just once in a while we see spots. [I can usually cut them out]. 
But not like this.  

I check tǫdzı heart and liver, and there was pus on it here and there. So, I 
took and cut out a small piece, put it on paper towel, slice it, and watery 
stuff come out of it. Maybe it’s sores. I don’t know what it was so we 
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pack everything in a box and Bobby threw all the meat away far from the 
community. I didn’t eat any meat from it. Even fish (trout) we see white 
spots on it and we cut it out. (February 2018) 

 

Harvest Cathy Simpson also experienced an unhealthy tǫdzi. 

Her bother, Freddy asked me to clean/cut up the meat.  The meat was so 
smelly and he gave me a piece.  I boiled it and we couldn’t eat it and I 
threw it away.  It was so smelly even my hands were smelly.  (February 
2018) 

  

Albina Nitsiza cutting up fat, healthy 

tǫdzı 2016 © Camılla Nıtsıza 
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Tłıc̨hǫ Watching the Land—Monitoring Tǫdzı and Their Habitat 

The research team followed the Tłįchǫ elders’ method of ‘watching and 

walking the land’. This was first documented in 1999 in Elder Romie 

Wetrade’s home in Gamètì, where elders and harvesters gathered. The 

group included a female and male elder and a female and male harvester 

from each of the four Tłįchǫ communities. They developed the first 

monitoring plan and shared it with the Tłįchǫ leadership at the time. This 

plan has since been shared with the Tłįchǫ Government. The Wek’èezhìi 

Renewable Resource Board has also done research on using Tłįchǫ 

methods of monitoring to watch ɂekwǫ̀ (barren ground caribou).  

Harvesters are on the land; they watch the land and gather information all 

the time; then they share it with others. They may discuss their 

observations with harvesters in other Tłįchǫ communities, as well as Dene 

from other regions. 

 

The Tłįchǫ method of ‘watching and walking the land’ [monitoring] is a 

complex, culture-based process of sharing knowledge and learning what it 

means to be Tłįchǫ. People listen to elders’ stories from the past, then go 

out and experience the land. When experiencing the land, a person is 

walking and watching. Then when you return, you share with the 

Albina Nitsiza, Bobby Nitsiza, and Peter Nitsiza document where they observed 

tǫdzı and their tracks, and healthy vegetation. 2016 © Camilla Nitsiza 
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community. The process involves elders, harvesters, and youth. It is based 

in stories and learning how to be respectful, how to take care of the land 

and all beings, including other-than-humans. 

Elders’ and harvesters’ experiences and observations are heard by 

community members, and intellectually linked to all of what they have 

experienced and observed. The stories and discussion are based on elders’ 

and harvesters’ knowledge. Like academics that demonstrate their 

knowledge of a subject by providing a list of their education, job 

experience, and published material, Dene share their knowledge while 

providing their experience—their credentials.  

It is vitally important to establish the spatial and temporal parameters of 

what elders and active harvesters know about a topic. It only becomes the 

group’s knowledge when we hear all the information—best in a group 

setting. Just as reading and discussing publications among academics. 

 

  

Margaret Nitsiza and Mary Madelaine Champlain feeding the fire 2015 © Allice Legat 
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Summary of Indigenous Research in Canada Related to Boreal 
Caribou—in the Context of Species at Risk Laws 

This section summarizes some of the Indigenous research available online, 

in the context of conservation action/inaction. The research was 

completed in 2018. 

 Relationships between boreal caribou and Indigenous people. 

 Condition of local populations and habitat. 

 Recommendations related to managing human behaviour to restore 

caribou populations and habitat to self-sustaining. 

Indigenous research is research that Indigenous people initiated for 

themselves. As much as is available, the information embodies the entire 

Indigenous knowledge system: spirituality, values and beliefs, 

environmental knowledge, transmission of knowledge, and the code of 

practices. All parts of the knowledge system are interconnected.  

Indigenous research offers important perspectives—unavailable from any 

other source—to develop effective conservation policies and other actions 

related to boreal caribou. 

Indigenous peoples … have a strong tradition in decision-making and 
governance, based on the best knowledge available to them. Indigenous 
governance has been grounded in deep understandings of the people 
and the land, including ancient knowledge passed down orally through 
the generations, measured against and responsive to more recent 
experiences.35 

The available research reflects the diversity, context, and traditions of 

different Indigenous groups that live in the boreal forest and have a 

relationship with boreal caribou. They have in common a relationship to 

the land and all beings, and to the teachings of their ancestors. The 

research is tied to a respect for the natural world and the beliefs, values, 

and practices that reflect that stewardship. 
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Overview of Threats to Boreal Caribou Populations and Habitat 

For boreal caribou to survive and reproduce, they need suitable habitat 

conditions—quantity and quality through space and time. We know that 

boreal caribou use various habitats in different locations. They respond to 

regional and local conditions for available habitat. 

In general, boreal caribou need very large areas of connecting old growth 

boreal forest—large areas of undisturbed habitat. They use mature or old 

growth coniferous forests with lots of ground and tree lichens. Lichen is 

the main food. They also use ridges, swamps, bogs and fens, and burned 

areas. Meadows are important areas to avoid predators and insects in 

spring and summer.  

Threats to Caribou Habitat 

Research results are clear. The main threat to boreal caribou populations 

is landscape change from industrial development, forestry, agriculture, 

and other human activities. Roads, seismic lines, and other linear 

developments lead to vegetation changes. Linear disturbance opens 

corridors for wolves and other predators, and increased predation. 

Impacts from development also include noise, dust, and pollution of the 

air, water, and ground. Boreal caribou become stressed around 

development disturbances and they avoid affected areas. 

Caribou are particularly sensitive to sensory disturbance, especially 

during calving and over-wintering seasons. This includes oil and gas 

development, snowmobiles, ATVs, motorboats, vehicle traffic, low flying 

aircraft, and etc. 

The effects of climate change create other potentially damaging impacts 

on caribou and their habitat. For example: 

 More frequent and intense forest fires—damaging old growth 

forest; increasing the amount of early stage landscape. 

 More common snow crusting or icing in winter—making it harder 

to travel, forage, and avoid predators. 

 Melting permafrost—causing a shift in vegetation and habitat. 
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 Different or new parasites, disease, and insects—increasing 

possible health risks. 

Climate change is changing the impacts of fire within the boreal forest. 

There is a clear connection between fire and caribou food, especially the 

lichens they need in winter. Fire can destroy lichen stands and it can take 

decades for them to recover. Slow, hot fires burn most or all of the organic 

matter; fast-moving fire may leave some food and rooting materials. 

Lichen takes longer than other vegetation to re-establish after fire. Time 

varies among locations throughout the circumpolar range. Factors include 

latitude, altitude, climate, and disturbance history (i.e. time since the last 

fire, logging or other human disturbance, insect epidemic).  

Once a fire burns an area, caribou generally do not go back to forage until 

the lichen recovers. Research suggests it takes 50 to 150 years for lichen 

to recover in boreal forests in the Canadian north.36 Other factors 

influence recovery, such as lichen cover and biomass when the fire 

happened, annual precipitation, winter temperatures, and drainage 

conditions.37 The time it takes caribou to return to burned areas depends 

on how quickly deciduous feed is available compared to how much time it 

takes for lichen to return. 

There are fewer caribou in areas where fire is more frequent. Moose 

and/or deer may move into these areas. Caribou may use burned areas as 

travel corridors and may forage some. They tend to not use burned areas 

in mid to late winter, even as travel corridors.  

Fire clears lichen from the land but not the life from the land. The forest 

slowly returns to a pre-fire state. This contrasts with when forestry clears 

the land. All that is left is clay/mud, sand, and stone. Caribou cannot 

survive on that. In forest areas, elders believe that the absence of 

commercial, clear-cut forestry techniques is necessary to keeping caribou 

on the land. Commercial forestry is only possible with harvesting and 

silviculture techniques that support life on the land. 
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Fire is an important factor in the cycle of change on the land. Historic 

Indigenous burning practices have been suppressed in northern Alberta. 

Over time this has altered the landscape. Large summer fires have severe 

destructive impacts because of long-term fuel build-up.38  

In the Caribou Mountains in northern Alberta, a large fire in 1995 severely 

affected large parts of the caribou spring range in the white spruce zone. 

Traditional knowledge experts reported that the combination of fire and 

logging in this zone along the southern escarpment led to a dramatic 

decline in caribou spring habitat.39 

Forest fires are more frequent in the past 60 to 80 years, and with climate 

change promise to become even more frequent and severe. 

In some areas, people see unregulated or illegal hunting as a threat to 

caribou. Various factors influence the ‘hunting threat’ and may put more 

pressure on boreal caribou.  

 Limits on harvesting other species, such as barren ground caribou 

or bison.  

 Increase in human access through linear developments. 

 Hunting technologies that increase access: e.g. GIS/GPS tracking and 

mapping, various motorized vehicles (jet boats, snowmobiles, 

quads, planes) 

 Non-resident hunters; non-Indigenous hunters; non-resident 

Indigenous hunters. 

In managing threats, it is important to consider the cumulative impacts 

from industrial developments, climate change, and harvesting. 
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Boreal Caribou Populations and Habitat throughout Canada 

In the past, boreal caribou ranges covered a much larger area of southern 

Canada. See the map on the next page. Habitat conditions within the local 

population range determine whether or not a caribou population survives 

and thrives. Local population range is the scale we need to consider, to 

identify the quantity and quality of habitat that caribou need, through 

space and time. 

At this scale, Indigenous research provides important perspectives, 

knowledge, and insights unavailable from any other source. It builds on a 

multi-generation foundation of experience that comes from an ongoing 

relationship with the land—monitoring the abundance and health of all 

beings and observing changes, bringing the past to the present and into 

the future. 

You hear about all the studies we do on caribou today and there’s many 
people that don’t believe in these studies and how these studies are 
done. The Dene people have knowledge in stories. The Dene people have 
lived with caribou for 10,000 years. How do we learn about caribou? We 
observe them. The caribou is not going to sit there and say, well, this is 
the way I feel today. The Dene people have put it in stories. So the 
caribou stories, and especially you’ll see a lot of stories about Raven, 
those are biology. The Dene people pass on stories by putting all this 
information in the stories they pass on. There’s thousands of stories like 
that all across our continent here. (Walter Bayha)40 
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Current and historic (early 1900s) distribution of boreal caribou range across 

Canada41 
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Indigenous Rights and Perspectives 

In Canada, public governments are responsible to manage crown lands, 

natural resources, and wildlife. Through conservation legislation such as 

the Species at Risk Act (SARA), they have a legal responsibility to protect 

wildlife. 

In contrast, Indigenous people throughout Canada have a deep-rooted 

cultural responsibility to steward the land. This responsibility is inherent 

in cultural and spiritual values and practices, such as respect for the land 

and all beings, including other-than-human beings. 

From the perspective of stewardship, management decisions about boreal 

caribou need to recognize that humans have relationships with the land 

and all the beings that live there. Human behaviour towards boreal 

caribou and their habitat affects their wellbeing. Disrespect results in the 

creator ‘taking the animals away’42. Disrespect includes the use of 

collaring, which is so common with science research. 

Boreal caribou are a key indicator species for the overall health of the 

boreal region. Across the boreal region of Canada, boreal caribou share the 

land with about 300 different First Nations, from 22 linguistic groups.43 

Among these nations, caribou have many different meanings: food, 

spiritual ancestor, gift from the creator, totem spirit, neighbour. Boreal 

caribou are involved with ceremonies, taboos, stories, and place names. 

Indigenous perspectives and values are essential to truly understand this 

elusive ungulate and to make wise decisions to recover, restore, and 

monitor populations and habitat. Values include language, knowledge, 

existence, practices and laws, relationships and sense of place, health and 

wellness, cultural products, sense of reciprocity and reconciliation.  

Indigenous subsistence harvesting is an inherent right. For many 

Indigenous groups, harvesting boreal caribou is opportunistic. Boreal 

caribou are very elusive. It happens when people do other activities on the 
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land, such as trapping, moose hunting, cutting wood, etc. Harvesting 

mostly takes place in fall and winter. Many groups stop harvesting when 

they observe declines in the populations, based on Indigenous values and 

laws (not regulations imposed by public governments). 

Managing Threats 

Despite having good information about the effects of landscape changes on 

caribou, population declines continue. To date, management decisions 

have had little or no effect on reducing the impacts from industrial land 

use. Other measures such as hunting restrictions, predator control, and 

maternal penning have had limited effect in the long term, especially 

without habitat restoration and protection (i.e. reduced/banned industrial 

development).  

Protected areas are not a complete answer. They usually bring an increase 

in tourism and recreation activities. The defined area often fails to 

consider and integrate the entire habitat needed. It focuses on ‘identified 

seasonal ranges’ within a certain time frame or perspective. These areas 

can and do change with time, and depend on who defines the area and the 

information they use. 

The final part of this section presents some realistic proposals for 

managing human behaviour to effectively restore caribou habitat and 

populations to self-sustaining. 

Dehcho, NWT44 

Groups of boreal caribou occur throughout the Dehcho region. Range and 

movement patterns differ somewhat within the region. Many groups have 

‘linear’ seasonal movement or migration patterns. Other groups remain in 

large multi-habitat areas, with preferred seasonal habitat. All groups move 

throughout the year, seeking favoured habitat. Some cross into northeast 

BC and northwest Alberta. 
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People view the population as relatively stable in most areas. They see 

slow decline in other areas, especially those impacted by forest fires, 

presence of bison, hunting, and other development pressures.  

During calving season, caribou spread over large areas and generally stay 

in wetlands and burned areas to avoid predators and to have the forage 

they need. They are difficult to access during spring calving. Some cows 

calve in the same general area; some do not. 

The Dehcho region includes all habitat types that boreal caribou use 

throughout the year—areas with hanging and ground lichens, other 

foraging vegetation, and a large number of ‘endaa’ (wallows or licks). 

Dehcho people note a relationship between caribou presence and pine-

forested areas. Since oil and gas exploration ended in the early 1970s, the 

habitat has changed little. Many seismic lines are grown in. 

Within the Dehcho, boreal caribou interact some with mountain caribou. 

In some areas in mid-winter, their range overlaps with barrenground 

caribou range. Caribou generally do not appear in the same areas as 

moose; they prefer different habitat. 

People in the Dehcho note an increase in wolves, bears, and cougars 

throughout the region. They move north to follow whitetail deer and 

intense oil and gas activity in northern Alberta and BC. The threat to 

caribou may be offset because other prey is available: bison, moose, elk, 

and beaver. This needs ongoing monitoring. 

Overharvesting is a moderate concern in the Dehcho and only in certain 

areas. It is mostly related to non-Dehcho and non-Dene hunters. 

Few areas in the Dehcho are affected by fire. It can take decades for land to 

recover. Boreal caribou may use burned areas as corridors, except in mid 

to late winter. Fires do not cause as much damage to open muskeg areas, 

which continue to host lichen cover. 

The Dehcho region saw relatively intense oil and gas exploration from the 

late 1950s to early 1970s. Boreal caribou avoided these areas for many 

years due to the cumulative impacts of seismic lines, sensory disturbance, 

spills, and seismic wire. People noted that caribou harvested close to the 
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corridor of the Normal Wells pipeline had the taste associated with stress. 

In the Dehcho area, people are concerned about the cumulative negative 

impacts from current and new development, and other threats. 

In general, caribou in the Dehcho region are in good health. They have no 

unusual internal parasites or evidence of disease. People identify handling 

and collaring caribou for telemetry as disrespectful and cause for concern 

for their health. 

Gwich’in, NWT45 

Boreal caribou in the Gwich’in Settlement Area appear in small groups or 

alone, with some larger groups of 10 to 15. Opinions vary on whether the 

population is stable, increasing, or decreasing. Caribou are dispersed, 

traveling here and there. Small groups may intermingle. In winter they 

spend more time in treed locations; hills and higher ground are more 

important than tree cover. They calve throughout the area. 

The Gwich’in recognize boreal caribou as a culturally valuable species. 

Many legends, place names, and trails relate to boreal caribou and show 

their cultural importance. Long ago caribou and all large animals were 

very scarce. 

People do not harvest boreal caribou as often as other types of caribou. 

But boreal caribou is an important food source when there is not enough 

barrenground caribou. Other predators in the Gwich’in area include 

wolves, grizzly and black bears, wolverine, and lynx (rare). Muskoxen 

compete for food resources. 

The main diet is caribou moss or lichen. Other vegetation is also 

important: willows, willow leaves, sedges, aquatic vegetation from lakes, 

and grass in summer; and tree buds and muskrat push-ups in winter. 

People in the Gwich’in area see many climate change impacts that affect 

caribou and their habitat. 

 More lightening strikes; more forest fires since the 1960s. 
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 More landslides and melting permafrost. Boreal caribou move away 

from areas with melting permafrost and slumping. 

 Warmer and longer summers; changing freeze-up and permafrost 

conditions. 

 Lower lake levels. 

 More rainfall causes rivers to run faster, caribou have trouble 

crossing. 

 Thick brush growing after forest fire makes it impassable; unsafe 

conditions for travel. 

 Fall rain and freezing rain in early winter affect caribou movement 

and access to food. 

In the Gwich’in area, people assess caribou health before and after 

shooting them. In the past 10 years, harvesters see more unhealthy 

caribou: e.g. parasites or fungus, lumps in the legs, joints full of yellow 

coloured fluid. People occasionally see spotted livers or an animal in poor 

health. 

Sahtú, NWT46 

There is variation in caribou populations and habitat throughout the Sahtú 

region. Primary habitat has stayed fairly stable in recent years due to low 

fire disturbance. During the mid 1990s, abundant forest fires caused 

drastic habitat loss. This old habitat is now taken over by new and 

expanded moose populations. 

Important foods for boreal caribou include willow tips, grasses, white 

lichen, and spruce tree moss. Caribou actively seek salt licks. They do not 

migrate very far during any time of year.  

Boreal habitat supports many other important harvest species: marten, 

fox, wolverine, and wolf. The boreal forest supports clean water and 

healthy subsistence fish species. 
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Boreal caribou is still an important food source within the Sahtú, although 

they played a larger role in the past. Boreal caribou are often referred to 

as the ‘secret’ animals; they are stealthy. People see the populations as 

generally healthy. Climate change and industrial activities are cause for 

concern—could impact the populations. Caribou do not like noise or 

activity. 

In winter, boreal caribou travel to where there is enough cover from forest 

growth and hard ground. In summer they seek open meadows on high 

ground and forage for mosses. During high insect times, they are also 

found near rivers and lakes. In spring, they seek out salt licks near rivers. 

In fall, they come together on high ground for the rut, though not in large 

numbers. In general, they prefer old growth areas and tend to stay away 

from winter roads because of noise and pollution. 

Forest fires destroy boreal caribou habitat and seriously impact their 

ability to get food. After a fire they relocate to more desirable locations. 

Some people say they return to burned areas once there is new growth; 

others say they never return. Caribou tend to avoid industrial activities 

and development including roads and winter roads, seismic lines, noise 

pollution, etc. Increasing extremes in annual temperatures and flooding 

negatively impact caribou.  

People link a recent increase in wolves to a decrease in trapping wolves 

and a general increase in moose, muskox, and beaver. People observe 

collared caribou at risk of disease. The area around the neck is worn raw 

and may become infected. 
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Inuit and Innu, Labrador47 

Three boreal caribou herds form a continuum across southern Labrador 

and northeast Québec, bounded to the north by the migratory George 

River herd. They are the Lac Joseph, Red Wine Mountains, and Mealy 

Mountains herds; ‘threatened’ in Newfoundland and Canada.  

Their ranges overlap and during winter animals intermingle. The historic 

ranges are largely intact. All herds have changed their range use. 

People believe that all three herds can recover. The overall goal is to 

prevent extirpation and to improve the status of current herds until they 

are self-sustaining and distributed throughout their current and historic 

ranges.  

Although the population is declining, recruitment rates show good 

potential for recovery. Mortality may be a significant limiting factor. 

Threats include legal and illegal hunting, incidental mortality, and lost and 

altered habitat. Some threats were more significant in the past; others are 

more current threats. Most threats are interdependent and cumulative.  

Certain challenges limit potential for recovery and contribute to ongoing 

declines: illegal hunting, ongoing resource development and extraction 

activities, human access to areas not accessible in the past, and lack of 

protected areas. 

Inuit families depend on caribou as an important food source. These herds 

once provided a close and readily available source of food year round. 

People use the hides and hair on a small scale for clothing and crafts. They 

sell crafts to supplement income. With two national parks in the area, 

some people are interested in eco-tourism business opportunities. 

Abundant wildlife is part of the appeal. 

Labrador Inuit define themselves based on their relationship with land 

and wildlife. Their values define when and how to use wildlife resources 

such as caribou. They need caribou herds to maintain their identity and 

preserve cultural values. 

                                                   
47

 Schmelzer, Isabelle et al (2004) 
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Caribou is a significant food source for Innu—important in the year-round 

diet. Innu who hunted in a certain place moved to another place until the 

first place replenished itself. This value of respect is not directed at a 

single species, but at the whole area.  

Caribou is important in storytelling and as a religious symbol. People see 

caribou master or Kanipinikassekueu as the animal protector. People still 

use the hides to make moccasins, snowshoes, and crafts such as tea dolls 

and hunting bags that they sell in an Innu craft shop. 

Doig River First Nation, Northeast BC48 

Doig River First Nation (DRFN) is a Dane-Zaa or Beaver community that 

has existed since time immemorial in an area north of the Peace River. It is 

now part of Treaty #8. The traditional territory is home to a number of 

madziih herds, each with different habits and habitat needs. For the DRFN, 

madziih is an important animal within the seasonal round. It is a vital part 

of cultural and spiritual practices. These practices include harvesting 

madziih according to DRFN rules. 

In the past, Dane-Zaa people regularly harvested madziih, especially when 

other animals were scarce. In the last 20 years, with declining numbers of 

madziih, people have limited their harvest. This has a significant impact on 

treaty rights and diet. Elders want to eat madziih again before they die. 

They want future generations to be able to exercise their hunting rights. 

As with other land-based activities, the caribou harvest provides 

opportunities for cultural sharing and strengthening family and 

community bonds. These activities are critical to expressing Indigenous 

values such as reciprocity and respect—using all parts of the animal. 

DRFN monitoring shows that the current and historic madziih range 

extends further south than governments define. This population does not 

migrate to specific habitat areas in winter. They use large peatland areas 

to forage for ground lichens. They also use tree lichens, sedges, and 

shrubs. In spring cows depend on large intact peatland areas to hide their 
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calves from predators until the calves are old enough to travel. Upland 

forested areas are important connecting corridors. Seasonal and daily 

movements can be large. 

In all seasons, muskeg (‘dry’ and ‘wet’) and forested areas with large 

spruce and pine trees are important for caribou. Mineral licks are also 

important. Caribou feed on lichens in all seasons. Especially from spring to 

fall they also use grasses, young leaves, Labrador tea, berries, clover, and 

various grasses and cattails growing near water and in shallow water. 

Cows calve in wet areas: near beaver dams, swampy areas, rivers, lakes, 

and muskeg. Important spring foods include lichen, roots, new greens, 

leaves in the muskeg, and certain grasses and other plants growing at the 

edges of water bodies. Along with muskeg, mature forests of mixed stands 

with spruce are important to avoid predators. 

In summer, caribou seek habitat to avoid bugs: wet areas and open areas 

with wind. Lakes give relief from heat and bugs, and help caribou escape 

wolves and bears. Summer diet is much more varied than in winter. 

Important fall habitat includes upland deciduous and coniferous forests, 

some treed bog, open areas, and poor fens. In winter, caribou use a mosaic 

of habitat including muskeg and large spruce and pine stands. They forage 

for lichen in the stands where there is less snow depth and some shelter 

from storms. Caribou travel less in winter than in summer. 

Population declines coincide with increased industrial development, 

especially oil and gas. Other pressures include agriculture, hydro projects, 

mining, and forestry. Each of these threats acts cumulatively with other 

impacts in the area (past and current), and including impacts from climate 

change and harvesting. Fragmented peatland habitat increased calf 

mortality as wolves and black bears easily find them when they are most 

vulnerable. Fragmented winter habitat also contributes to increasing 

predators.  
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Blueberry River First Nation, Northeast BC49 

The Blueberry River First Nation (BRFN) relies on lands, waters, and 

wildlife that lie at the heart of the Peace Region to sustain their way of life. 

Boreal caribou was and is an important part of the BRFN seasonal round. 

The people rely on meat, hides, and other parts of the animal for specific 

cultural practices that only this species can fulfill. 

The most important habitat and food sources are areas boreal caribou use 

in spring for calving and in winter, especially late winter. Fall rutting is 

also important, but not as critical to avoid predation. Chinchaga and Pink 

Mountain populations each use some different habitat. Some reasons for 

population decline are specific to each population. Ground and tree 

lichens are the most important foods, especially in winter. In other 

seasons caribou feed more generally from available greens. 

In spring calving season, males go to snow-free areas and seek out new 

greens and growth. They prefer south facing. Cows seek sheltered shrub 

areas surrounded by water that mask their scent to predators—fens, bogs 

with hummocks, and swampy areas with dry islands in the middle. Cows 

tend to return to the same calving grounds each year and use the same 

routes to get there. 

In summer, as calves grow and get faster, cows and calves travel further. 

They use fens and bogs with hummocks close to upland forests. They 

prefer rich, old growth areas—easy to move through with long site lines. 

They avoid deciduous forests. 

The BRFN collected no specific information about habitat in fall, during 

the rutting season. They assume an association with open peatland and 

conifer stands, near water. Caribou also use deciduous stands in this 

season. 

In winter, caribou prefer mature spruce/pine areas, eating tree and 

ground lichen, and drier areas (less snow). They avoid open water. 
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In their year-round movement throughout the landscape, caribou avoid 

burns, clear cuts, and linear corridors. They choose areas near water 

(except in winter) and older forest with lots of lichen. They avoid steep 

slopes (>20%) and prefer long sight lines—to see wolves. 

Industrial development and increasing predator populations have pushed 

two local caribou populations close to extirpation—Chinchaga and Pink 

Mountain. For about 10 years, BRFN no longer hunt caribou in their 

territory. Habitat damage has affected other plants and animals important 

to their culture. As with the caribou, BRFN cultural practices and rights 

are severely threatened. People are concerned about transmitting 

Indigenous knowledge and cultural practices to younger generations. 

Caribou numbers continue to decline.  

The scale and rate of industrial disturbances that governments have 

authorized have gone too far. In 2009, 92% of the Milligan Core of the 

Chinchaga Range was subject to impacts from human developments. The 

recommended level for a self-sustaining population is a maximum of 35%. 

Since 2009, impacts from development keep expanding. In 2015, the 

calf:cow ratio for the Chinchaga Range was 9:100. For the population to be 

self-sustaining, the ratio should be at least 29:100. 

Active oil and gas tenures cover 69% of BRFN traditional territory. In the 

province as a whole, 60% is considered intact forest landscape compared 

to less than 14% within BRFN territory. Provincial parks and protected 

areas are less than 1% of BRFN traditional territory. 

The main reasons for population decline are rooted in oil and gas 

development, logging, and agriculture. 

 Habitat loss: calving and winter habitat, migration routes, water 

levels dropping, mineral licks drying up, noise avoidance. 

 Increased human access: resident over-hunting causes declines in 

moose (no caribou hunting); resident hunters damage the area, 

hunt differently than BRFN: shoot cow and leave calf, leave garbage, 

bait animals, injure animals and not track them to kill). 

 Predation: roads, cutlines, pipeline rights-of-way generally good for 

predators; increased wolf populations. 
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 Contamination: drinking water; water and soils at well sites where 

caribou lick the soil; herbicide spraying. 

Beaver Lake Cree Nation, Northeast Alberta50 

If current rates of decline continue, the caribou population on the 

traditional territory of the Beaver Lake Cree Nation will drop below 50 

individuals—the number below which small populations are vulnerable to 

extirpation.  

Human-caused changes in vegetation, including linear features such as 

seismic lines, pipelines, and roads are the main cause of population 

decline. These disturbances cause a decrease in the quality of caribou 

habitat—less lichen cover—and physical habitat loss. Caribou avoid 

important areas. With a shift in available habitat, more moose, deer, and 

wolves move into the area. If this habitat damage keeps increasing, the 

current population decline will continue, accelerating the time to 

extirpation. 

Very high levels of oil and gas exploration and development take place on 

most of Alberta’s caribou ranges. The majority of disturbances and their 

effects are still in place—ongoing industrial use, slow forest regeneration, 

high levels of recreational vehicles. The evidence is very clear that human-

caused changes in vegetation on caribou range are well above any 

threshold that could support viable populations. 

Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation, Northeast Alberta51 

The Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation (ACFN) signed Treaty #8 in 1899 

as a peace and sharing agreement with the crown. The treaty guaranteed 

that their children and grandchildren could maintain their distinct way of 

life into the future. 

We are the stewards of our land and caribou are integral to our culture 
and our connection with the land. We have to protect our lands in order 
to preserve our culture and support our constitutionally protected rights 
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to hunt caribou and other culturally significant species in our traditional 
territory. (Chief Allan Adam, Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation) 

Populations of important cultural species are in serious decline. Industrial 

development and wildlife management practices and decisions have 

eroded habitat. Treaty rights are not protected. ACFN livelihood rights are 

made useless. Current levels of habitat destruction have exceeded a level 

sustainable to protect caribou and ACFN rights and interests. 

The meaningful practice of our treaty rights depends on having sufficient 
lands and resources to exercise those rights. Sufficient refers to not only 
quantity but quality, including what is required to fulfill our cultural and 
spiritual needs. (Excerpt from ACFN Elders’ Declaration on Rights to Land 
Use, July 8, 2010, Fort Chipewyan, Alberta) 
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This diagram shows average population growth rate (lambda; λ) for all 

Alberta’s boreal woodland caribou, with various management actions.  

 1.0 = stable pop; >1.0 = pop growth; <1.0 = pop decline.52 
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Inuit, Cree, Naskapi, Innu, and Métis of the Ungava Peninsula53 

The Ungava peninsula is home to more than 60,000 Indigenous people 

and 15,000 to 1,500,000 caribou (woodland and barren ground caribou 

together). The people have relied on caribou for physical, social, cultural, 

and spiritual wellbeing for thousands of years. 

The George River herd experienced steep decline for 20 to 30 years since 

the 1990s. Management decision-makers missed opportunities to 

intervene through decades of liberal access to all user groups. When the 

population reached extremely low levels they set a hunting moratorium. 

Management actions from 2010 to 2013 allowed no priority access for 

Indigenous people and did not recognize the social, economic, and cultural 

significance of caribou to Indigenous peoples. 

The research identified patterns and relationships (not about cause and 

effect). Five things changed through time in relation to each other: 

population size, range, body condition, recruitment, and predator 

abundance. 

The populations have fluctuated dramatically between extreme lows and 

extreme highs. Highs and low occur somewhat regularly; changes happen 

quickly; rates of increase and decrease are sharp. 

The range size increases and decreases as the herd size does. Range size is 

a good indicator of abundance. Calving range size also changes through 

time. Trail use is a predictor of pending increase or decline. 

Four indicators are important for body condition: adult fat, birth mass, calf 

fall mass, and % unantlered females. Other important indicators include 

the number of calves per 100 cows and the abundance of predators. 

When the caribou is population is high: 

 Adults are skinny 

 Calves weight <6 kg at birth and <45 kg in fall, 
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 >7% females have no antlers.  

 >34 calves per 100 cows. 

 Lots of predators 

When the caribou population is low: 

 Adults are very fat. 

 Calves weigh >7.5 kg at birth and >55 kg in fall 

 <5% females have no antlers. 

 <34 calves per 100 cows. 

 Predators stay high for a time as caribou decline. 

Klinse-Za Herd, West Moberly First Nation, Northeast BC54 

The range of the Klinse-Za herd includes sacred land to the Dunne-za, 

Cree, and Saulteau peoples of the surrounding area. It is known as Klinse-

Za to the Dunne-za and The Two Mountains that sit together to the 

Saulteau. These First Nations are stewards of the land and responsible to 

ensure people respect traditional laws. In the early 1970s elders placed a 

moratorium on harvesting caribou because of declining numbers. 

With the decline in numbers and distribution, these First Nations were not 

able to exercise their right to hunt caribou. This directly affected their 

spiritual traditions and customs.  

In the last two decades, this population has declined significantly. 

Unsustainable levels of resource development and predation threaten its 

continued existence. A survey in April 2012 identified 23 individuals, 

>80% decline since 1995. 

Certain types of habitat disruption are particularly important. 

 Forage lichens damaged or destroyed. 

 Changes to snow cover. 
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 Barriers to movement. 

 Loss of joining-up habitat 

Certain activities threaten to destroy critical habitat, which increases 

predation. 

 Climate change and natural disturbances (fire, insects, etc.). 

 Exploration and development activities (forest, minerals, coal, oil 

and gas, hydro, etc.) 

 Agriculture and settlement. 

 Recreation activities. 

 Enhancing habitat for other ungulates. 

 Non-Indigenous natural resource activities. 

 Roads and other linear infrastructure (utility and service lines, 

seismic lines, railways, pipelines, etc.) 

James Bay Cree Elders55 

Elders from James Bay Cree communities unanimously agree that 

scientific research itself is the cause of dwindling caribou populations. 

They are concerned about the continued use of radio collar transmitters 

on caribou. The scientific ways of learning about caribou upsets elders. It 

is not respectful (part of natural law) for caribou to have collars. 

Elders have observed at least 13 caribou struck by lightning. Things get 

caught in collars. The collar wears the fur away, leaving the skin exposed 

with the meat around their neck. Caribou suffer. 

Elders feel it would be best for scientists to approach elders to find out 

any information they need to know about caribou. Elders know the 

behaviour and needs of caribou. 
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Elders also mentioned the effects of hydro dams. Thousands of caribou 

drowned at the river crossing that encompasses part of their migrating 

pattern. 

Indigenous Roles in Management Decisions 

Indigenous research is one example of Indigenous people wanting to take 

charge and participate in management decisions related to boreal caribou. 

We are the stewards of our land and caribou are integral to our culture 
and our connection with the land. We have to protect our lands in order 
to preserve our culture and support our constitutionally protected rights 
to hunt caribou and other culturally significant species in our traditional 
territory. —Chief Allan Adam56 

Indigenous people in Canada have rights and interests protected in the 

Canadian constitution, treaties and land claims agreements, and 

international policies such as the Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples.  

Governments have an obligation to respect, protect, and ensure 

Indigenous people can fully exercise their rights. A history of oppression 

has over time included many and varied laws, regulations, and policies 

related to wildlife and land management that overrun and deny 

Indigenous rights and interests. This needs to change. 

Management decisions at their core express societal values. For 

Indigenous people, caribou management connects to many areas of life 

that directly impact social, cultural, physical, and spiritual wellbeing. The 

relationship between people and caribou (and all beings) is millennia old. 

All of it informs understanding of the present and expectations for the 

future. 

As each caribou population and range has individual characteristics and 

needs, so does each Indigenous group have their own approach and 

priorities related to restoring caribou populations and habitat to self-

sustaining. 

                                                   
56

 Marcel, Pat and Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation (2012) 
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Dehcho, NWT57 

The Dehcho First Nation expects to be actively involved in implementing 

plans in their region. They make several recommendations to help protect 

boreal caribou and their habitat. 

 Approve a land use plan; set up a Resource Management Authority. 

 Establish protected areas with full surface and sub-surface 

protection from development. 

 Restrict and monitor development during calving and 

overwintering periods. 

 Stop collaring research; develop less intrusive ways to monitor. 

 Work with harvesters to use community-based monitoring. 

 Stop introducing bison into boreal caribou habitat areas. 

 Do more detailed analysis of critical habitat: calving and over-

wintering habitat; available lichen, quality and density, how 

vulnerable to development, pollution, climate change. 

 Verify special habitat sites/areas: wallows/licks, rich lichen areas, 

old growth forest, calving areas, etc. Locate these on maps to guide 

forest fire management decisions. 

 Restrict non-Dene hunting during winter. 

 Monitor predators; encourage more traditional harvesting of 

wolves and bears. 

 Ensure Dehcho harvesters respect critical habitat periods and 

voluntarily maintain current harvesting levels (not increase them). 

Gwich’in, NWT58 

People noted it is hard to set aside specific areas to protect habitat as 

caribou wander so freely over a very large area.  

Follow traditional values and practices; respect caribou: 
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 Take only what you need. 

 Share meat. 

 Don’t hunt if you already have meat, don’t hunt just to sell meat, 

don’t waste meat, don’t use aggressive hunting practices, and don’t 

hunt along the road. 

Elders recognize that young people do not necessarily learn traditional 

values of respect. Government regulations replace the advice and 

direction of those who earned respect through experience. People do not 

always follow those regulations. 

People suggest having seasonal restrictions on certain activities to reduce 

impacts on habitat from industrial activities. Need strong land use 

planning process. 

Doig River First Nation, Northeast BC59 

The Doig River First Nation (DRFN) asserts their right to play a leadership 

role in reversing caribou declines in their area. Their research forms the 

basis to identify priority actions to restore caribou populations within the 

Chinchaga range—to manage cumulative effects, and to oversee 

monitoring and implementation. 

In 2012, the Chinchaga range had 24% undisturbed habitat, well below 

the recommended 65%. Although public government has enacted some 

protective measures, oil and gas development still occurs at a rapid pace 

within identified winter ranges and calving habitat; forestry activities 

continue largely unchecked. 

The DRFN has important management recommendations. 

 Immediately start a ‘rest’ period for industrial development, 

including a complete halt (minimum 10 years) for at least 2/3 of the 

Chinchaga range. 
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 Extend the range south to include observed habitat areas just south 

of the DRFN reserve. 

 Impose a complete ban on all industrial activity in important 

calving habitat, especially during critical late-winter and early-

spring periods 

 Fence ‘man made licks’—contaminated sites created from 

development. 

 Start a DRFN-managed monitoring and maintenance schedule in 

priority areas. 

 Restore abandoned and orphaned well sites in areas identified as 

important habitat. 

 Impose significant fines on industry for observed oil and gas leaks 

and spills; give the funds to DRFN for cleanup and monitoring. 

 Immediately restore linear corridors (roads, rights-of-ways, seismic 

lines) within priority areas. Replant and restore them to pre-

development state. 

 Start a wolf-trapping program in areas with high wolf populations 

in a way consistent with DRFN stewardship practices. 

 If and when needed, establish a maternal penning program in at 

least one important area within the Milligan Core. 

 Impose a moratorium on forest harvesting until mature forest cover 

increases to the established minimum needed to maintain winter 

habitat in the area. 

 Set new winter ranges based on DRFN research and short-term 

telemetry data. 

 Close some areas to hunting; DRFN and province co-manage 

resident and non-resident hunters. 

 Prevent any population control of other ungulate species in caribou 

habitat rest areas, to avoid further disturbing caribou. 

 Set up DRFN community-based monitoring program to ensure 

people follow management recommendations and to provide 

consistent monitoring. 
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Blueberry River First Nation, Northeast BC60 

The Blueberry River First Nation (BRFN) recognizes that current 

government regulations are not effective to reverse population declines. 

Within their territory, they need strong actions to protect the remaining 

caribou and to restore habitat in priority areas.  

 Avoid contaminating animals. Fence industrial sites; reclaim 

abandoned sites. 

 Avoid disturbing caribou. Set no-hunting zones for resident and 

non-resident hunter in some areas. 

 Have ecological restoration as the long-term goal to restore habitat. 

Develop a plan to restore linear corridors within priority areas. 

Focus on calving and winter habitat. Include measures to restore 

lichen, especially in winter habitat. 

 Minimize predation. Consider a short-term wolf control program 

within some parts of the range. Focus on areas with high wolf 

populations and high density of linear corridors. 

 Protect calves. Consider maternal penning program over the short 

term. 

 Avoid further habitat degradation. Develop BRFN guidelines for 

industry proposing new works. 

 Monitor results. Secure long-tern funding for BRFN monitoring. 

The BRFN recommends these actions to protect and restore caribou in the 

Pink Mountain Range (one of two populations within the BRFN territory). 

 Protect habitat: winter, calving, and movement corridors. Set strict 

guidelines for industry in these areas. 

 Restore habitat: linear corridors in priority areas; calving, winter, 

and migration corridors; connectivity between high elevation 

(spring, summer, fall) and low elevation (winter) habitat. 

 Avoid further habitat degradation. Develop BRFN guidelines for 

industry proposing new works in caribou habitat. 
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 Monitor results. Secure long-term funding for BRFN monitoring. 

Beaver Lake Cree Nation, Northeast Alberta61 

The history of planning and mitigation activities has not worked to protect 

caribou. The cumulative effects from industrial activity creates habitat 

that cannot support viable caribou herds. The information needed to 

conserve caribou is already available, but decision-makers take no 

effective action on the ground. 

Any delays in implementing conservation actions for caribou greatly 

increase the risk of failing. Caribou will become extirpated from the 

traditional territory of the Beaver Lake Cree Nation, from most of 

northeast Alberta, and in many other parts of Canada if decision-makers 

do not take action immediately. 

We need immediate actions to recover caribou. 

 Restore linear features, well sites, and cut blocks to natural 

vegetation. 

 Ban further habitat change from human land use; provide full 

protection of caribou range. 

 Manage caribou mortality, as needed, to help them recover. 

Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation, Northeast Alberta62 

Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation (ACFN) produced a strategy for 

thunzea (woodland caribou), et’thén (barrenground caribou) and dechen 

yághe ejere (wood bison). The main goal was to have a vision and tool to 

sustain their way of life. 

Níh boghodi means we are the stewards of our land. Everything that falls 
under our land, all of this, every animal that lives there must survive into 
the next millennia for the ACFN people to survive. (Pat Marcel, ACFN 
Elder) 
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The strategy includes actions to protect and restore habitat for all 

populations within the historic range of ACFN homelands, with defined 

stewardship and protection zones. It includes monitoring. The 

stewardship zone provides a transition between the protection zone and 

other areas.  

The strategy recommends joint decision-making and co-management of 

all leases, permits, authorizations, and guide-outfitting licenses. 

These are the mandatory objectives for a protection zone for thunzea, 

et’thén, and dechen yághe ejere—Firebag River corridor north to the 

provincial border, including the Birch Mountains and Lake Athabasca. 

 No new industrial developments. 

 No licences, leases, authorizations, or permits on the land, including 

hunting or guiding (unless with ACRN guides) without ADFN 

written consent. 

 Provincial and federal governments fund and work with ACFN to 

implement a program to reclaim habitat that is already degraded. 

These are mandatory guidelines for a stewardship zone for thunzea and 

dechen yághe ejere—Firebag River corridor north to the southern 

boundary of the ACFN consultation zone. 

 Ensure total disturbance area is ≤20%. 

 Ensure industrial footprint within the homeland areas south of the 

Firebag River ≤1 ha (10,000 m2) per square km. 

 Ensure maximum linear disturbance of thunzea and dechen yághe 

ejere is ≤1.5 km per km2 for general habitat; <0.4 km per km2 within 

the stewardship zone. If areas have greater linear disturbance, they 

are considered part of the 20% above. 

 Restore and reclaim habitat where thresholds already exceed 

guidelines in areas of historic caribou and bison range—at a rate of 

at least three units of reclamation to every one unit of new 

development permitted in the future, until this habitat reaches 

acceptable threshold levels. ACFN confirms the reclamation is good 

enough to support treaty rights. 
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 Receive provincial and federal funding and work with them to 

restore and reclaim degraded habitat. 

Implementation and monitoring within stewardship and protection zones: 

 Monitor key indicators: linear disturbance and cow:calf ratios. 

 Set a complete ban on non-Indigenous hunting wood bison and 

boreal caribou until populations at or exceed levels to sustain 

harvesting rights of ACRN and other First Nation and Métis 

communities into the future. 

 Set minimum standards re decision-making and permitting new 

developments within stewardship and protection areas. 

 Establish and fund (crown funding) community- and science-based 

First Nations monitoring and enforcement program. 

Klinse-Za Herd, West Moberly First Nation, Northeast BC63 

The action plan covers an area that Indigenous people understand as the 

historic extent (baseline condition) of the herd before population decline. 

To save this caribou population, the research recommended certain 

priority actions. People recognize that other actions are also needed. 

 Reduce mortality: reduce wolves and pen pregnant cows during the 

natal period. 

 Enhance the gene pool of the Klinse-Za herd with members from 

adjacent herd areas. 

 Set thresholds for maximum levels of disturbance to critical habitat. 

 Adopt specific range plans to restore already disturbed land and 

protect against new disturbance where needed, to meet thresholds 

for disturbance. 

 Set up a stewardship team to implement and manage this action 

plan and to coordinate actions with other planning initiatives. 
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One objective of recovering this herd is to provide a harvestable surplus 

so that hunting caribou is once again part of the seasonal round of First 

Nations. A sustainable population also fosters ecological integrity in the 

area.  

Inuit, Cree, Naskapi, Innu, and Métis of Ungava Peninsula64 

This agreement formalizes steps to monitor and manage the caribou herds 

(George River and Leaf River), and identify and implement conservation 

measures across the 1.5 million square km of habitat. It does not include 

quotas or any immediate restrictions on Indigenous hunting. 

The strategy gives details for each of the eight categories on the diagram: 

indicators, actions, and users. Every two years they assign each herd to 

one of these categories—for high level direction; more frequently if 

needed. Patterns and relationships in the past (step 1) become indicators 

for the future. All parties share in research design, analysis, and 

interpretation. They share results and data. 

Five action plans implement the strategy, in priority order, linking 

knowledge with action. Actions change over time depending on needs. 

 Indigenous sharing agreement: how to share limited harvest among 

Indigenous nations and governments in times of scarcity. 

 Research and monitoring: prioritize research activities so the right 

information is available at the right time. 

 Habitat management and environmental impacts: assess planning 

processes, identify critical habitat, and establish protections against 

incompatible land uses. 

 Stewardship, engagement, and communication: a core component 

of all action plans. 

 Social and economic plan: recognize and take into account social 

and economic benefits for all users. 
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Important Lessons from Forest Management Practices65 

The Sustainable Forest Management Network did research with 

Indigenous peoples and communities to specifically address their needs, 

rights, and interests. The objective was to produce knowledge and skills to 

help reform forestry policies, practices, and institutions in Canada’s forest 

and resource development sectors. 
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There is no universal Indigenous ideology or non-Indigenous ideology; 

there are diverse perspectives. But each ideology has some common 

features that distinguish one from the other, even as they keep evolving. 

Management decision-making processes—e.g. those in charge of forestry 

practices or conservation measures for boreal caribou—depend on the 

perspective and criteria they use to make decisions. Many existing 

processes reinforce government control and embed non-Indigenous 

values into regulations and policies. 

This research took place over 14 years. Fifty Indigenous governments, 

tribal associations, organizations, communities, bands, and other groups 

participated, contributed, and benefitted from the projects. It was 

grounded in the need for Indigenous communities to become healthy and 

sustainable; and for forestry practices to help ward off a social, economic, 

and political crises that may cripple the forest sector for generations.  

Two examples of significant realities emerged from this work. 

 To maintain sustainable forest harvesting, it is in the interest of all 

stakeholders to follow the environmental stewardship practices 

inherent in Cree [Indigenous] culture. The forest management 

system is more likely to succeed if founded on existing Cree values 

and principles. 

 A framework to monitor landscape describes whether or not people 

see ‘X’ conditions as moving toward a desirable or undesirable 

state. To develop the framework (forest, caribou, or etc.) people 

define criteria and indicators. Indicators arise from values—what 

people see is important to measure. The research model bridges 

two disparate value systems—Indigenous and western 

science/government bureaucracy. The Indigenous perspective is 

represented without being swallowed by the dominant perspective. 
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Conclusions and Recommendations 

This report focused on documenting elders’ and harvesters’ knowledge of 

the habitat and vegetation communities that tǫdzi need, to keep their 

population healthy. Tłįchǫ knowledge of tǫdzi is based on observations 

and harvesting tǫdzi66 in the area between Great Bear and Great Slave 

Lakes, west to the Mackenzie River and east to the Canadian Shield.  

Based on the harvesters’ information, tǫdzi currently appear to have a 

healthy and stable population overall. Most saw tǫdzi and/or tracks in 

ts’oo all areas that remain very bushy and with tall thick trees, and along 

the shore lines. The meat from the tǫdzi they shot was fat and healthy, 

with a couple of exceptions. 

 

Research results clearly show that tǫdzi need 100% of their habitat within 

their current range, to maintain a healthy population and a respectful 

relationship between tǫdzi, other animals, and humans. This is especially 

true in view of existing and future habitat loss, degradation, and 
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fragmentation from increased frequency and extent of forest fires and 

increased industrial development and associated infrastructure. 

Tǫdzi need a large range with continuous tracts of undisturbed land, 

allowing them to travel and use their various habitats. These various 

habitats—muskeg intermixed with valley, sandy beaches, oxbow streams 

and rivers, islands, both hard well-drained and water-logged ground, cliffs, 

and uplands—meet their ongoing needs to maintain a healthy population.  

 

Various habitat types allow tǫdzi to thrive. For example: 

 Suitable birthing areas with nutritious foraging and protection for 

calves—in thick bush in valleys or on isolated islands in the middle 

of a lake. Tǫdzi can swim further than many animals. 

 Areas where tǫdzi can rest safely from predators and insects after 

eating, such as high areas exposed to wind, areas with water, or 

thick bush. 

Jimmy B. Rabesca discussing goo (pine tree) with 

community researcher Rita Wetrade © Allice Legat 
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 An abundance and variety of vegetation to forage on at different 

times of year. Tłįchǫ elders mentioned grasses as important food in 

summer; lichen as particularly important in the winter. Arboreal 

lichen grows in mature forests that are thick with closed canopies. 

 Open areas for grazing on lichen in winter but with ground that is 

hard so they can quickly escape from wolves, bears, lynx and 

humans. Areas that give some shelter from severe winter weather. 

 Habitat areas with vegetation that satisfies other needs, such as gǫǫ̀ 

available for rubbing their antlers. 

Defining and understanding the range is an important factor in 

management decisions. Elders believe that decision-makers must 

understand and recognize that tǫdzi need 100% of their habitat within the 

existing range to maintain a healthy population. Tǫdzi must be able to 

seek and find the various suitable habitats they need, in various locations, 

as forest fire and other factors can make certain habitat locations 

unavailable for periods of time—sometimes very long periods of time. 

As they have experienced in the past, elders are nervous that decision-

makers may misinterpret or use elders’ and harvesters’ knowledge to 

justify setting limits to Tłįchǫ hunting tǫdzi; or protecting only certain 

tǫdzi habitats, contributing to further fragmentation. The elders consider 

any loss of tǫdzi habitat as significant. 

Tłįchǫ knowledge, both past and present, provides unique and relevant 

information and perspectives not available through science and other 

sources. Tłįchǫ elders always wanted their people to use their knowledge 

system and ways of caring for the land and wildlife to be honoured and 

used, for decision makers to listen. Many of them participated in 

negotiating the wildlife part of the Tłįchǫ Agreement to ensure that this 

happened. They want their knowledge—the details and the process—to 

be recognized and applied to management policies and actions. 
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Recommendations 

Tłįchǫ elders believe that the most important recommendation is to 

continue to document Tłįchǫ knowledge of tǫdzi, using harvesters, elders, 

community researchers, and young people so they have their elders’ 

knowledge in the future. For example: 

 Male and female elders share their knowledge about the 

relationships between all that exists within the tǫdzi range, in 

culturally appropriate ways. 

 Students and other young people go with researchers, harvesters, 

and elders to on-the-land research camps and on-the-land cultural 

programs. 

More specific to long-term Tłįchǫ knowledge research, we identify the 

following gaps in information. 

 Do on-the-land Tłįchǫ monitoring of habitat types that tǫdzi use 

within their range; initially around the shores and islands of Whatì. 

Both  female and male harvesters are the best, most appropriate 

people to do this work. 

 Monitor various habitats for vegetation and other changes over 25 

years (or other defined time frame) to determine use and change of 

use. 

 Choose habitats that burned—including new massive forest fires—

over the last 50 years and document changes using Tłįchǫ 

knowledge methods, as observed and told by the elders, and ongoing 

over the next 25 years. 

 Observe and document interactions at various habitats during the 

five seasons recognized by elders: 

 The time when the sun and water are warm 

 The time when the wind gets cold 

 The time of thin ice 

 The time when the days are short 

 The time when the land starts to thaw 
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Tłįchǫ elders want decision-makers and young people to have this 

information, and for future generations to continue to become 

knowledgeable as Tłįchǫ. With this knowledge, it is reasonable to expect 

that GNWT and Tłįchǫ decision-makers will work together to monitor and 

protect the entire tǫdzi range in a manner that respects the Tłįchǫ 

perspective. Any management plan must be respectful of the relationships 

between tǫdzi and all that is part of their range, including Tłįchǫ Dene.  

Male and female harvesters walk the trails within the tǫdzi range; they 

watch the land and prepare and preserve the meat. It is now time to use 

active Tłįchǫ harvesters within the context of the more formal monitoring 

process—to recognize and apply their knowledge and experience. Using 

Tłįchǫ harvesters to monitor tǫdzi and the state of their habitat is critical 

to ensure the latest and best information is available to provide correct 

understandings of current and future conditions. This is essential 

information for making wise management decisions. 

Based on Tłįchǫ traditional knowledge, we recommend a simplified ‘Tǫdzi 

Monitoring and Management Plan’. This plan honours and recognizes the 

Tłįchǫ Agreement and the Tłįchǫ knowledge system and ways of knowing 

and caring for wildlife. 

 Provide gas money for skidoos and boats, to harvesters—trappers, 

fishers, hunters, and other who go on the land to harvest food. Given 

they harvest the land so their families can thrive, they remember 

what they observe. Give them a camera to record some of what they 

observe.  

 Create opportunities for regular oral narrative experiences on the 

land where harvesters and elders can share their stories and 

knowledge with youth. Consider providing opportunities for non-

Indigenous people, so they can learn and understand, in the Tłįchǫ 

way. 

 Invite harvesters to share their experiences more formally with a 

community researcher, such as Camilla Nitsiza and the youth 

assistance, to document the information on maps and in a database, 

for longevity and for other relevant applications. 
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 Regularly send the community’s knowledge to the Chief and Council, 

and other relevant decision-making bodies, for consideration.  

 Discuss with male and female harvesters what Tłįchǫ methods of 

respecting and caring for tǫdzi needs to be enhanced in practise, and 

needs to be taught to the youth. 

Elders and harvesters know much more than we documented here. 

Engaging in the Tłįchǫ knowledge system means presenting information 

slowly, so individuals can learn and remember, thus becoming 

knowledgeable through understanding. First through oral narratives 

(information) and accompanied with experience (knowing). Dene and 

non-Dene can benefit from participating when remaining respectful by 

listening to the harvesters and elders who know.  
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