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Introduction 

Indigenous communities in the Arctic are increasingly experiencing themselves within a 

broader regional, national and global context.(1) This has been partially influenced by the 

encroachment of non-indigenous culture, particularly with respect to the imposition of political and 

administrative structures (often centralized outside the Arctic region in national governments 

situated to the south), for the purposes of social services delivery, such as health care and education; 

commercial development, such as oil and gas pipelines in northern Alberta, the Yukon and the 

Northwest Territories; and renewable resource regulation and management, such as whaling quotas 

imposed on Greenland by the International Whaling Commission, or government-imposed hunting 

bans on Barren-ground caribou in northern Canada.(1,2)  Encroachment in the form of renewable 

resource management, and its impacts on traditional resource use by indigenous peoples and the 

traditional ecological knowledge1 that informs traditional resource use, will be the topic of this 

paper; more specifically, management of Arctic whales and caribou upon which the indigenous 

peoples of Greenland and the Canadian Arctic, respectively, have traditionally subsisted. While 

models for co-management represent a crucial advance towards inclusion of indigenous peoples in 

defining external and internal political and administrative structures that directly impact their 

livelihoods,(4) many current co-management regimes continue to privilege non-indigenous 

knowledge and sociopolitical paradigms.(5) 

 This paper will discuss the Arctic wildlife management regimes and indigenous peoples in 

three contexts:  

1. Non-indigenous state management programs wholly imposed without indigenous peoples’ 

participation, or without consideration of traditional ecological knowledge. The Canadian Wildlife 

                                                 
1 Ecologist Fikret Berkes describes ‘traditional ecological knowledge’ as “a cumulative body of knowledge, practice, and belief, evolving by adaptive processes and 
handed down through generations by cultural transmission, about the relationship of living beings (including humans) with one another and with their environment”, and 
‘indigenous knowledge’ more broadly as “the local knowledge held by indigenous peoples or local knowledge unique to a given culture or society”.(3:8). 
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Service’s creation of the ‘caribou crisis’ in the 1950’s, and the government’s public campaign to curb 

‘wanton slaughter’ of caribou by indigenous hunters, will provide a striking example of ethnocentric 

assumptions informing the decision to restrict indigenous peoples from traditional practices and 

accessing traditional resources.  

2. Externally imposed international management regimes administered internally by 

indigenous state authorities. Exploring the effects of International Whaling Commission (IWC) 

quotas, and the internal administration of the whaling industry in Greenland by Home Rule 

authorities, will provide an example of a failing model of wildlife management involving indigenous 

stakeholder participation.  

3. Collaborative co-management programs incorporating both scientific knowledge and 

traditional ecological knowledge. Discussion of the Arctic Borderlands Ecological Knowledge Co-op 

(ABC), comprising an international region spanning the Yukon and Alaska, will offer an example of 

a co-management program wherein science and traditional knowledge have been integrated through 

processes of knowledge co-production, and wherein science has been greatly enriched by inclusion 

of traditional perspectives that have remained in an appropriate context. This example will 

demonstrate how co-management programs that facilitate inter-faces(6) between traditional 

knowledge and scientific knowledge can provide holistic, contextual interpretations of data that 

supplement aggregate scientific data that might otherwise justify restricting indigenous peoples’ 

access to traditional resources.   

 

Tragedy? Or Common Good? 

 Non-indigenous state and international wildlife management regimes seek to develop 

scientific knowledge to support sustainability of an animal resource for human use. These regimes 

have tended to focus on single species at a time, abstracting the species from its larger ecological 
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context.(7) Collings points out that, with respect to the Arctic, a significant shortcoming of non-

indigenous management regimes is that wildlife managers have incomplete knowledge of Arctic 

species, given that few data sets spanning full multi-year/decade natural population cycles have been 

collected.(7) 

 Until about the 1970’s, many (most) non-indigenous management regimes have suffered the 

influence of Gordon’s (1954) and Hardin’s (1968) ‘tragedy of the commons’, wherein the central 

thesis is that “without external coercion, people are incapable of collective action to manage environmental resources 

for the common good”.(7:15; 8,9) Collings identifies the assumptions that follow when this thesis is 

applied to indigenous peoples’ use of traditional wildlife resources: 

 
“… so-called primitive technology prevented efficient hunting, which in turn 
forced people to follow a nomadic lifestyle. Taken together, these two factors 
prevented people from observing the consequences of their actions and making 
appropriate adjustments. Indeed, human foraging prior to contact with 
Europeans is thought to be best characterized as a complex predator-prey 
interaction, where human predators are prevented from exacting too great a 
toll on their prey by their limited technology. If this limit is not sufficient, then 
overharvesting is counteracted by starvation. In cases where resources are 
susceptible to overexploitation, foragers are thought to have shown little 
restraint and hunted their prey to local extinction, often through wasteful 
practices.” (7:15) 

 
 

 Collings correctly points out that Gordon and Hardin failed to understand property rights as 

they generally are within an indigenous context: communal systems of ownership, not open 

access.(7) Where open access systems maintain few or no mechanisms for excluding others and 

access rights are unspecified, communal systems involving a group of resource sharers incorporate 

defined access rights under the local control of these interdependent users, with self-limiting 

pressures imposed through an elaborate set of unwritten rules and social sanctions that has been 

passed down through many generations.(7,10) For a ‘tragedy of the commons’ to occur amongst 

societies with communal property systems, ecologist Fikret Berkes argues that users would have to 

 3



act to serve their own interests rather than the group’s, and that resource use would not be 

adequately offset by resource regeneration.(11)  However, community-based management embedded 

within indigenous social contexts prescribes against self-interest at the expense of the group. As well, 

traditional ecological knowledge incorporating multigenerational observations (i.e. diachronic data) 

of the relationship between resource status and human hunting activities would enable users to 

adjust access provisions in response at a given point in time so as to forestall over-harvesting and 

promote sustainability.(7) 

‘Open access’ may potentially apply, for instance, to migratory caribou herds(3) or whale and 

fish stocks, upon which a number of geographically dispersed social groups depend without the 

capacity for centralizing control over the resource with local user groups, a factor which Berkes 

argues is essential for development of a conservation ethic.(3)  I do not believe Berkes is here 

implying that indigenous peoples in such circumstances are prone to lack of restraint and to 

overexploitation of resources.2 Collings identifies that Hardin assumed individual resources users in 

open access circumstances never had contact with each other; thus Hardin abstracted these users 

from their social context.(7)  Even in circumstances where multiple stakeholder groups depend on 

resources, and where resources are not centralized under the control of a single user group, 

community-based management situated within indigenous social contexts of communal property 

and informed by diachronic data on resource status would lead each group of users to locally 

enforce provisions of controlled access to inhibit over-harvesting within their region: 

 
“[c]ase studies from throughout the world, particularly those involving 
indigenous peoples, [showing] that community-based management can often 
promote resource sustainability through decentralized decision-making and 
expanded user participation.”(10:9) 

                                                 
2 In fact, with respect to migratory caribou, I would argue that comprehensive knowledge of migration routes and patterns facilitated a degree of local 
control for traditional herd-dependent peoples via their ability to predict when and where caribou might be accessible.(12,13) As well, traditional 
knowledge of caribou behaviour employed in conjunction with herd-driving technology (such as drive funnels constructed with rows of stone cairns, 
inuksuit, containing and directing herds towards killing pits) utilized by some herd-dependent peoples enabled at least temporary local control over the 
movement and behaviour of caribou populations.(13,14) 
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In contrast to community-based systems of resource management practiced by indigenous 

peoples, Richard Caulfield describes that: 

 
“… state [and international] systems [of resource management] uses written 
laws, rules and regulations. It enforces these through a formal system of sanctions, 
including such things as licenses, permits, and harvest restrictions. In the North, where 
distances are vast and enforcement of regulations is difficult, implementing the state 
system [is] problematic.” (10:9) 

 
 

These represent protocols and sanctions that indigenous societies have not traditionally 

developed or utilized for wildlife management, and they make little sense within an indigenous 

ideological context. Additionally, related bureaucratization and a management agenda wholly situated 

within the scientific/western paradigm serves to alienate indigenous peoples from participation in 

defining policies that directly impact their use of traditional resources.(10,15) The government-

constructed ‘caribou crisis’ in Canada in the 1950’s demonstrated the consequences of this type of 

management regime. 

Since about the 1970’s, co-management programs incorporating participation of multiple 

stakeholders (indigenous peoples, non-indigenous managers, other stakeholders) in managing 

common pools of resources have been gaining acceptance worldwide. This has been notably 

influenced by the Inuit Circumpolar Council’s (ICC) relationship with the Arctic Council (AC), with 

the ICC achieving a shift in focus from conservation to environmentalism to regarding the Arctic as 

a homeland.(5)  

However, in many cases, co-management continues to privilege non-indigenous knowledge 

and sociopolitical interest, and indigenous peoples’ perspectives and participation are incorporated 

superficially.(5,7,15) Greenland, which I will discuss later, represents an extreme example wherein 

externally constituted, non-indigenous hierarchies have been reproduced internally by the indigenous 

Home Rule authorities’ administration of Greenland’s whaling industry.(10,15-17)  Berkes suggests 
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the ideal model for co-management is one that includes indigenous peoples in both the research 

process and in making management decisions, a framework that fosters equal participation and 

political autonomy. (7,11) The Arctic Borderlands Ecological Knowledge Co-op represents Berkes’ 

ideal model for co-management. 

 

Three Contexts of Wildlife Management 

Canada’s “Caribou Crisis” 

Canadian policy prior to the 1950’s (articulated through the Northwest Game Act, 1917) 

aimed to ensure the sustainability of caribou meat to support Dene and Inuit self-sufficiency in the 

northern region.(2,18) However, changing commercial development dynamics and infectious disease 

epidemics mid-century were undermining Dene and Inuit well-being, and made administration of 

the north more challenging. New administrative policies imposed relocation, sedentarism and 

increasing state supervision on the Dene and Inuit peoples. A ‘caribou crisis’ arising in the 1950’s 

helped facilitate this policy change, providing justification for restricting traditional practices of 

caribou hunting and non-human consumption of caribou meat.(2,18) 

Figures 1 and 2 show the ranges of the migratory Beverly, Qamanirjuaq and Bathurst 

caribou herds (segments of the Barren-land caribou subspecies, Rangifer tarandus groenlandicus), upon 

which Dene and Inuit groups traditionally depended for subsistence food and clothing.(2,19)  In the 

1950’s the Canadian Wildlife Service (CWS) surveyed the Barren-land caribou population, 

undertaking the first aerial census of these herds. CWS biologists concluded caribou numbers were 

in decline, attributing this to wolf predation and to ‘wanton slaughter’ by indigenous hunters (i.e. 

overharvesting and wasting of meat).(2,18,19) The Canadian government responded by 

implementing a wolf management program, and by imposing restrictions on Dene and Inuit caribou 

hunters, accompanied by a public campaign to curb ‘wanton slaughter’.(2,18,19)  
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Figure 1.  Beverly and Kaminuriak Caribou Ranges (modified from The Beverly and Qamanirjuaq 
Caribou Management Board website, 2006: www.arctic-caribou.com/range_map.html)   

 
 

 
 

 
Figure 2. Bathurst Caribou Range 
(modified from: Northwest Territories, Environment and Natural Resources – Wildlife Division web site, 2006: 
www.nwtwildlife.com/NWTwildlife/caribou/bathurstdist.htm) 
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The ‘wanton slaughter’ campaign targeted two traditional practices of Dene and Inuit 

caribou hunters:  1. feeding caribou meat to sled dogs; and, 2. leaving whole caribou carcasses in the 

forest, in rivers, or on the tundra. Biologists and the government characterized these practices as 

wasting, which embodied the assumption that non-human consumption of caribou meat constitutes 

wasting.(18,19) For the hunters, however, these were reasoned practices grounded in traditional 

ecological knowledge:  

Firstly, hunters needed their dogs to have enough energy to pull sleds over long distances, 

and since caribou meat has a high energy value (higher than moose or muskox meat, for 

instance)(20) it was more efficient to feed sled dogs caribou meat than other types of meat of feed. 

Additionally, this practice meant excess meat was not wasted once peoples’ nutritional needs had 

been met.(18,19)  

Secondly, killing caribou and leaving whole carcasses behind was a practice that provided 

food to other animals, such as foxes, wolves and weasels, which the Dene and Inuit people would 

need as resources at a later time.(2,18,19)  This practice of sharing caribou meat with other animals 

was embedded within Dene and Inuit cosmology, serving as an expression of respect in the 

interdependent relationship between humans and animals.(18,19,21) Killing caribou for non-human 

consumption did not represent disrespect; rather, it fit with beliefs about reincarnation wherein 

indigenous management of animal resources meant facilitating an animal’s reincarnation and return 

to the world to be hunted again.(21)  

This example demonstrates some paradigmatic differences informing indigenous and non-

indigenous perspectives on the same traditional practices, and as well on the conception and 

articulation of wildlife management.(18) It also demonstrates the impact of a state-imposed wildlife 

management system on indigenous peoples’ use of traditional resources, while ignoring indigenous 

perspectives and traditional knowledge entirely. In this case, restrictions on caribou hunting and 
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non-human consumption of caribou meat not only impeded traditional subsistence practices, but 

also interfered with the spiritual relationship between humans and animals. These restrictions on 

traditional practices were complicit in a broader policy aimed at assimilating Dene and Inuit to a 

more western lifestyle.(2) Forced relocation to permanent settlements and adoption of sedentarism 

made it impossible to engage in traditional hunting lifestyle and to access traditional resources for 

subsistence. Their subsistence needs would have become increasingly dependant on conversion to a 

mixed cash economy, wherein the necessity of purchasing supplemental store-bought foods and 

goods would have meant either engaging in wage labour, or dependency on government welfare.(2)    

The CWS’s caribou population counts from the 1950’s were challenged in following decades, 

as improvements in research technology (ex. radio collars) and methodology (ex. collaboration with 

traditional hunters) have produced more accurate counts.(2,18) It turns out that what biologists and 

the Canadian government perceived as a ‘caribou crisis’ instead represented high numbers of 

individual caribou changing herd affiliations (i.e. moving to a different herd).(18,19,22) 

 

Home Rule and Whale Hunting in Greenland 

Greenland’s Inuit population (Kalaallit) achieved self-determination in 1979 with the 

inception of Home Rule, with Greenland becoming an autonomous province of the Kingdom of 

Denmark. When jurisdiction over environmental policy was fully transferred from Denmark in 1989, 

the Home Rule government gained authority over the internal administration of Greenland’s 

whaling industry.(10,16,17) 

Traditionally, Inuit community-based resource management in Greenland comprised 

decentralized, territory-based access rights determined by miut (i.e. rural/local village or community, 

largely kin-based) affiliation.(Sejerson, 15-17) The miut exercised local control over resources, 

imposing checks on harvesting that were articulated through social sanctions and a system of 
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communal distribution. The miut also exercised local control in granting or restricting resource 

access by outsiders from accessing local resources.(15-17)  Under Danish colonial rule, Greenland’s 

traditional system of resource management with respect to whaling was replaced by centralized 

Danish control of the industry, which took over both whaling hunting and the distribution of whale 

meat to the Inuit population.(10) Later, Greenland’s whaling industry became subject to external 

regulatory influence from the International Whaling Commission (IWC), and Danish administration 

of IWC quotas locally in Greenland.(10) 

 Since Home Rule, regulatory influence over whaling in Greenland, has remained with the 

powerful IWC3, with the Home Rule government administering quotas internally. (10,15-17)  IWC 

regulation largely applies to commercial whaling worldwide, with the objective of maintaining whale 

stocks for multiple stakeholders. Kalaallit hunters continue whaling – of minke whales (Balaenopteria 

acutorostrata) and fin whales (Balaenoptera physalus) in particular– under the IWC’s Aboriginal 

Subsistence Whaling Management Regime. (10,16,18)  Except for this provision, IWC management 

strategies have not generally incorporated indigenous peoples’ interests,(18,23) and in the past 

prohibited Greenlanders from undertaking subsistence whaling:4(10) 

 Although resource management in Greenland today is controlled and administered by 

indigenous authorities, the extent to which these incorporate traditional management principals is 

arguable. Berkes points out that indigenous resource management systems are “fragile and easily 

                                                 
3 Although Greenland is represented at the IWC by the Danish delegation, in the international forum Home Rule operates autonomously, interacting 
with other stakeholders, and thereby influences the structuring of power relationships. For instance, the Kalaallit Nunaat Aalisartut Piniertullu 
Kattufait (KNAPK, the Greenland Association of Fisherman and Hunters, representing the interests of all Kalaallit dependent on subsistence hunting 
and fishing) speaks at annual IWC meetings. Greenland, as an independent state, recently joined Iceland and the Faroe Islands in establishing the 
North Atlantic Marine Mammal Commission (NAMMCO), which offers an alternative to the IWC Internally, Greenland’s Environmental Protection 
Act (1989) has fostered research carried out by Kalallitt people themselves, rather than bringing in biologists from other countries.(10,16, 18)  
 
4 Historically, Greenland Inuit hunted bowheads (Balaena mysticetus), and humpback (Megaptera novaeangliae). These whale stocks were decimated by 
European hunters between 1600-1900’s. From 1940-1950, Greenland Inuit revitalized traditional subsistence whaling, employing European harpoon 
canons and whaling vessels, and changing to minke and fin whales (and humpbacks, to a lesser extent). Subsistence hunting was sanctioned by the 
International Convention for the Regulation of Whaling (ICWR, est. 1946), but when the IWC formed in 1985 under the ICWR, minke and fin whale 
quotas for Greenland Inuit were slashed in half, and hunting humpbacks was banned. Low stock counts observed by IWC biologists, and criticisms 
that use of European technology meant Inuit whalers were not practicing subsistence whaling, informed this policy change.(10,18) Caulfield points out 
that this viewpoint reflects European ideology of individualism and capital accumulation.(10) Anthropologist Mark Nuttall notes that adoption of 
European technologies and a mixed-cash economy has not transformed the spiritual relationship between the Inuit and the animals they depend 
on.(16) 
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disrupted by any of four factors: 1) commercialization; 2) conversion of controlled access, common property conditions to 

open access conditions; 3) technology change; and 4) population growth.”(7:22;11) In Greenland, whale hunting 

and management has been disrupted by all four of these factors to some degree, as control of the 

industry has become centralized under Home Rule administration:  

 

1) Internal commercialization, supplying the internal market (as well as exporting to Japan); 

(10,15) 

2) Equal access rights to whale stock have been extended to all Greenlanders by virtue of 

their occupation, rather than by virtue of their miut; (15) 

3) Relocation of traditional villagers to urban centres;(16,17)  

and 

4) Use of European-style harpoon canons and whaling vessels.(10) 

  
While Home Rule has meant self-determination for Greenland as a homeland, western-style 

political and economic hierarchies have been constructed internally, partly articulated through 

reconstituted identities of rural traditional hunters in opposition to urban dwellers and Home Rule 

authorities.(16,17) In terms of resource management, Sejerson describes that: 

 
“Today in Greenland, there is little talk of co-management or 
decentralization because the Home Rule government, municipalities and 
interest organizations are considered to be the principal actors in management 
affairs and negotiations.  At the moment, management is mainly centred 
around the Home Rule administration, which is the principal formulator of 
hunting and fishing regulations, as most issues are considered national.” 
(15:37)  

  

Bureaucratic structures involved in Home Rule’s internal regulation of whale hunting are 

reproduced at local levels where municipalities are responsible for distributing quotas to local 

hunters.(15-17) Although this appears to represent decentralized control, municipal control remains 
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situated within a political paradigm extending from centralized Home Rule authority and is not 

commensurate to traditional miut-based local control.  These bureaucratic structures undermine 

traditional Kalaallit provisions for accessing subsistence resources and distributing catches 

communally.  For instance, competition between villages for quota allotments undermines the 

traditional cultural value of sharing resources.(16,18) As well, ‘open access’ rights to all regions by 

virtue of one’s occupation as a whale hunter and one’s identity as a Greenlander/Kalaallit has meant 

traditional territorial access restrictions based on miut affiliation (the only management system 

recognized as traditional) have eroded.(15-17) In other words, use of traditional resources no longer 

extends from miut-based access rights.  

Traditional resource use involving subsistence hunting and communal distribution of catches 

has been partially replaced by local meat markets and by commercially distributed meat (i.e. 

purchased at stores). In rural subsistence communities, this, as well as increasing dependency on 

western modernizations (such as electricity and television), has fostered development of a mixed-

cash economy, wherein subsistence hunters sell a portion of their catches to local markets or 

external wholesalers, in exchange for cash to offset household expenses.(10,16,17)    

 The dynamics described above have fostered reconstruction of the identity of rural 

subsistence hunters in opposition to Home Rule authorities. At the same time, assertion of a 

homogenous national Kalaallit identity (vis-à-vis Danes), with equal opportunities and access rights 

extended to all Greenlanders, has re-constituted Greenland as a national territory rather than as a 

complex of inter-dependent, geographically dispersed local/rural centres.(10,15,16,18) This has 

included the ‘closing down’ of rural whaling communities to encourage relocation to urban 

centres.(15-17) 
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The Arctic Borderlands Ecological Knowledge Co-op (ABC) 

The Arctic Borderlands Ecological Knowledge Co-op (ABC) is a collaborative organization 

involving Iñupiat and Gwich’in communities in Alaska and the Yukon (figure 3), researchers, co-

management boards and government departments in Canada and the United States. (4,18) Since 

2000, the ABC has conducted an ongoing caribou monitoring program, targeting the Porcupine 

herd. The herd’s range is shown in figure 3. The communities shown in figure 3 continue to depend 

on caribou hunting to meet a significant portion of their subsistence needs.(4)   

 

Figure 3. The Arctic Borderlands Ecological Knowledge Co-op, and the Porcupine Caribou 
Range (modified from Kofinas, 2002:54) 
 

 
 

 

Monitoring has incorporated both hunters and biologists, and both scientific and indigenous 

methods of observations and data analyses, with the objective of complementary knowledge co-

production.(4) Iñupiat and Gwich’in people participate in community meetings where monitoring 

data is disseminated, contributing feedback and interpretations and providing direction for the 
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ABC’s activities. Randall Tetlichi from the community of Old Crow describes this complementary 

potential between science and traditional knowledge: 

  
"I didn't ask why I use snowshoes to get a moose, it's by the knowledge that was passed 
down. Traditional knowledge is using the knowledge that we have. Traditional knowledge is 
all connected with the universe. Science wants to know why it works... A good thing today is 
that people have to come together. We have to know why and how. We have to double 
understand." – Randall Tetlichi, ABC Old Crow monitoring association and 
former Vuntut Gwich’in First Nation Chief (4:60) 

 
 

Incorporating hunters’ observations of caribou has generated data that the scientific method 

(ex. radio collars) would not have captured.(4,18) For instance, a collaborative census of the herd 

conducted by scientists and hunters between 1989-1999 suggested the population declined from 

189,000 to 123,000. Quantitative scientific indicators, such as birth rate and harvest counts, did not 

explain this decline. However, it did correlate to consensus amongst hunters that human 

disturbances (ex. snowmobiles) were undermining the herds’ overall health during this period.(4,18) 

The hunters’ monitoring tasks included assessing caribou body composition against qualitative 

health indicators before (ex. symmetry of rack) and after (ex. amount of rump fat) harvest.(4) Body 

composition is a meaningful health indicator for both hunters and biologists because it manifests a 

number of ecological factors, such as pollution or richness of vegetation.(4,18) Hunters are generally 

better positioned than biologists to make these observations, through their daily subsistence 

activities, and as well because hunters draw on a diachronic data set of caribou health and 

population status for comparators (whereas science has not yet recorded a complete data set 

representing a full caribou cycle, estimated to take 35-100 years).(4,7,18) Quantitative scientific 

methodology falls short of providing important descriptive qualitative information for situating 

aggregate data within a holistic context. In this case, hunters interpreted declining caribou numbers 

within the context of population increases and lower harvest levels during the previous two decades; 

relative to this, the hunters concluded the herd was not in fact declining between 1989-1999.(4,18)  
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Frank Sejerson describes that:  

“… one reason for the polemic between hunters and biologists is the different 
parameters used to evaluate success. For hunters actual seeing and shooting 
caribou are success parameters. For biologists comparability and viability of survey 
methodology are success parameters.” (15:41) 

 
Although the ABC initiative represents a more successful model of co-management, it 

nonetheless is a model wherein traditional knowledge and traditional resource use is challenged 

through exposure to scientific scrutiny. However, efforts to create inter-faces between scientific 

knowledge and traditional knowledge help bridge this gap (6,15). Vectors for inter-faces within the 

ABC model include correlates between data produced through hunters’ and biologists’ observations; 

hunters’ explanations of data; hunters’ identification of those scientific indicators most relevant; and 

common interests addressed in policy recommendations.(4,18)   

   Sejerson notes that:  

“[h]unters very often argue that the number of caribou in the landscape primarily 
depends on natural cycles and natural resources. Thus, hunting bans will not 
counteract a decrease in caribou numbers to any great extent.” (15:41) 

 
The ABC hunters’ conclusions regarding census data on the Porcupine caribou herd 

between 1989-1999 reflect this type of insight, and ultimately informed the ABC’s policy 

recommendations:  As part of a collaborative initiative incorporating participatory research, Iñupiat 

and Gwich’in hunters share authority within the ABC’s co-management model, and their 

perspectives and traditional knowledge are not summarily dismissed when the conclusions are not 

supported by scientific data. Instead, hunters’ contributions to the ABC initiative have challenged 

scientists to break away from old ideas about natural systems, and draw on richer, contextual 

information in their interpretations. This has been particularly important with respect to policy 

recommendations made subsequent to the 1989-1999 census data: Had scientific data alone been 

relied upon, it may have provided justification for imposing restrictions/bans on caribou hunting 
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that would impede the Iñupiat and Gwich’in communities from accessing a crucial traditional 

subsistence resource.(4)   

 

Conclusion 

In contrast to the problematic whaling industry, management of Greenland’s halibut fishing 

industry has had success that echoes the positive processes described above in relation to the ABC. 

Where biologists from the Greenland Institute of Natural Resources estimated a decrease in halibut 

(Rheinharditus hippoglossoides) stock biomass from 30,000 tons in 1991 to 10,000 tons in 1998, Kalaallit 

fishers contributed the traditional perspective that an absence of halibut means the halibut have 

(either temporarily or permanently) moved somewhere else, in response to such pressures as the 

arrival of a predator in the area (ex. Beluga whale).(6,18)  For biologists, ‘halibut stock’ represents 

something quantifiable, and overfishing is a qualitative concept relating to efficient harvesting and 

stock regeneration. For Kalaallit fishers the term ‘stock’ is translated as qaleqassusseq in Kalaallisut 

(Greenlandic language), a qualitative concept meaning ‘the existence of Greenland halibut’; 

overfishing represents aalisapilunneq, the socially embedded moral concept of fishing more than 

necessary to meet one’s needs (i.e. transgressing traditional access rights).(6,18) Broader contextual 

knowledge, such as the Kalaallit fishers’ insights on halibut status, derive from diachronic knowledge 

and an ongoing daily relationship between fisher and fish, interactions that are not facilitated 

through scientific methodology.(6,16,18) Knowledge co-production provided a holistic context for 

the stock declines perceived by biologists between 1991-1998, and a better informed interpretation 

of information on halibut status pre-empted the imposition of restrictions on traditional halibut 

fishers.(6) 

Co-management represents an important advance for including indigenous participation and 

perspectives in generating knowledge that informs policies that impact their access and use of 
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traditional resources. However, co-management frameworks create circumstances wherein the 

nature of traditional interactions between animals and traditional users are changing. For instance, a 

hunter’s observations may now include the purpose of providing information to scientists, rather 

than for generating and enhancing traditional knowledge as an end in itself. This type of change may 

confer a changed moral value on the generation, transmission and use of traditional knowledge. 

Additionally, the use of scientific methodology for preserving traditional knowledge may undermine 

traditional modes of transmitting traditional knowledge.(5) For instance, traditional knowledge of 

the impact of climate change on caribou collected in the Tuktu and Nogak Project (TNP; conducted 

in the Kitikmeot region of Nunavut) was entered into a database, which involved categorizing and 

coding the information for database searching and extraction.(24,25) This process abstracted the 

information not only from the direct context of the story it was part of, but also from the cultural 

context of traditional storytelling and in-person social interactions between elders/experts and 

learners.(5,18,24,25) Engaging in these contexts of traditional storytelling and knowledge 

transmission (vs. isolated, individualized learning), regardless of the subject matter of the stories, is 

important for the integrity and reproduction of indigenous culture. It is also important for teaching 

and maintaining traditional practices that will generate traditional knowledge through first hand 

experience, such as rules for human behaviour towards animals in hunting activities.  

However, co-management initiatives also create opportunities for preserving traditional 

subsistence activities, resource use, and knowledge, in an appropriate cultural context. For instance, 

hunting activities are maintained and facilitated when co-management methodology requires the 

collection of qualitative information by hunters out on the land undertaking traditional subsistence 

activities. In this respect, co-management initiatives have a protective effect by promoting 

opportunities for indigenous people to interact with animals and the landscape, which in turn 

reinforces the inter-dependent relationships that inform traditional knowledge and resource use. 
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