
12/12/2014

• Click to edit Master text styles
– Second level
• Third level

– Fourth level
» Fifth level

An example of traditional knowledge information gathering for 
wildlife management decision-making

Frank Pokiak, Jennifer Smith, Christine Cleghorn, Jen Lam 
CAFF Arctic Biodiversity Congress
December 2, 2014

Good afternoon.
My name is Frank Pokiak and I am the chair of the Inuvialuit Game Council. 

I am also the vice-chair of the Wildlife Management Advisory Council for the Northwest 
Territories. I would like to thank the organizers for inviting me to speak today.

I am here to talk to you about a recent traditional knowledge study on polar bears we 
conducted in the Inuvialuit Settlement Region. 
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Inuvialuit Settlement Region(ISR)

For those that are not familiar with where the Inuvialuit Settlement Region is, I have a couple 
of maps here on the slide. 

The map on the left shows where the Inuvialuit Settlement Region  – or the ISR –  is situated in 
North America. 

The ISR is in the North Western part of the Canadian Arctic and it spans two territories: the 
north slope of the Yukon and the northern Northwest Territories.  It encompasses the 
traditional area of the Inuvialuit people.

The map on the right is a close up of the ISR.
There are 6 communities in the region: Aklavik, Inuvik, Tuktoyaktuk, Paulatuk, Ulukhaktok and 
Sachs Harbour.

Our land claim, the Inuvialuit Final Agreement, was finalized in 1984, and the Inuvialuit have 
been a partner in wildlife management since that time. Under this land claim agreement, we 
established a comprehensive and integrated regime for conservation of wildlife that brings 
together both scientific information and traditional knowledge.
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Why Do A TK Study?

Jointly supported by WMAC(NWT) and WMAC 
(North Slope)
Needed direction from TK and Inuvialuit on
•Management objectives
•Understanding of how Inuvialuit see climate 
change affecting polar bears

The two Wildlife Management Advisory Councils for the North Slope and Northwest 
Territories, which are the Inuvialuit wildlife co-management boards dealing with terrestrial 
species, jointly supported the collection of traditional knowledge about polar bears in the ISR. 
We worked with wildlife researchers and social scientists to develop and implement this 
project.

We felt it was important to understand polar bears and their environment from both the 
traditional knowledge perspective, as well as through the information gathered by scientists.

There was a strong need to do a comprehensive traditional knowledge study in order to better 
inform management decisions regarding polar bears, especially in light of a changing arctic 
due to climate change and pressures from potential development like offshore drilling and 
increased shipping in the Beaufort Sea. 

This project gathered local and traditional knowledge related to the population status of polar 
bears, climate change and the influences that climate change has had on polar bears and their 
habitat in the Beaufort Sea region. 

Doing a Traditional Knowledge Study is time consuming. This study took 5 years and was 
expensive ($275,000) and required enormous commitment from Inuvialuit and our partners. 
Because of this, they can only be conducted periodically. 
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Traditional Knowledge

This is downtown Sachs Harbour on Banks Island, home to a number of people who were interviewed for the study. I was born on this island.

My point with this slide is to show why TK is important for us as Inuvialuit. It is about survival. 

As  you can see with this landscape, it is a remote and sometimes harsh environment. In order to harvest in the winter you need a lot of 
knowledge, and then you need the skills to apply that knowledge and make good decisions. Mistakes or bad decisions can have serious, or 
even deadly consequences.

That is why Inuvialuit take Traditional Knowledge so seriously. 
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Peacock,2011, recommends that,“(R)esearchers better document their use of TEK in research publications and when communicating with co-management boards and communities,”This approach is insufficient.• Appropriate traditional knowledge research methodologies used from start• Researchers trained in TK research & social sciences• Understanding of Inuvialuit culture and worldview

At the top of this slide is a quote from Lily Peacock, a biologist who has done polar bear work. 

Though her intent is good here, it falls short of what is required. Appropriate TK research methodologies must be employed from the start, and 
researchers must be trained in both the nuances of TK research, which is a subject of social science inquiry, and in the subtleties of the 
Inuvialuit culture, language and worldview. 

Merely documenting the use of Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) in research publications and in communications back to the TK holders 
and management authorities is not sufficient.  
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Methods
•Study question
•Joint Council involvement (6 ISR communities) 
•Literature review
•Survey design / approvals
•Interviews
•Coding (4764 pages of transcripts)
•Raw text-edit-analyze/synthesize-interpret
•Verification workshop 
•TK Experts Workshop
•Draft Findings
•Review by TK Holders, WMACs, IGC
•Publication (in progress)

This slide shows all the steps taken in our project. 

I am not going to go into great detail here about methodology, but will give a brief overview of some of the methods used.

We interviewed 72 Traditional Knowledge holders, that were chosen by the Hunter and Trapper Committees, who were asked to identify 
knowledgeable harvesters. 

Some of the people we interviewed were elders and had a lot of knowledge but hadn’t harvested in a few years. Others were young with 
recent experience on the land, which provided important perspectives. 

As you see, there are many steps taken to ensure that this study is robust and would provide us with accurate and useable information. 
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Verification Workshop

• Report back the information provided during 
the interviews

• Summarize what was said about polar bears 
by informants

• Give participants our understanding of what 
they said

• Asked participants to verify summaries and 
understandings

• Errors & omissions

The verification workshop was critical in ensuring that our study findings were accurate. We 
asked the local Hunters and Trappers committees to identify two people from each 
community to send to this workshop. 

Because our principal investigator was not Inuvialuit, there was a risk that his interpretation of 
the study data would be inaccurate based on his understanding of the data. I really 
appreciated that we had hired a social scientist to do this work. 

In this workshop we reported back to the group the information that we had gathered, and 
summarized what was said.

We provided the participants our understanding of what they said and asked them to verify 
the summaries and our understandings.

We also asked if there were any errors and omissions. 
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Interpretation by TK Experts

Photo credit: J.Lam

Like most studies, there is going to be variation in the data. In TK studies, typically it is the 
researcher who interprets the differences in the TK gathered. There are weaknesses in this 
approach. We chose to do something different. Instead of having a third party researcher 
interpret the range of TK perspectives, we brought together a subset of the traditional 
knowledge experts to provide insight and interpret this range of TK perspectives with the 
researcher facilitating the discussion.

The group discussed how people from the same community could have different perspectives 
on the health and population of polar bears. The TK experts together provided much insight 
on this. Sea ice condition was the over-arching factor in explaining the range of perspectives. 
The range in local and regional ice conditions accounts for much of the variability in the views 
of the Inuvialuit Traditional Knowledge Holders. 

Sea ice conditions like rubble ice would make it challenging for harvesters to access bears. 
Harvesters that are involved in the wage economy and can only go out hunting on the 
weekends are limited in time. They would not have the option to wait for better weather and 
ice conditions and likely not have enough time to cut through near-shore rubble ice in order to 
gain access to good ice beyond that. Also, if the ice is too solid and does not have any leads or 
openings, there will likely not be any seals, therefore, no polar bears. Due to these 
circumstances these harvesters may not see as many polar bears while they are out.

Harvesters that are not involved in the wage economy have the option of being able to wait 
for the sea ice to develop leads and thus provide habitat for seals and attract polar bears. They 
also would have the time to be able to cut through the rubble in the nearshore and go further 
out on the ice where there is good seal and polar bear habitat. These harvesters would be 
more likely to perceive that the polar bears are in good shape and the population stable. 



12/12/2014

• Click to edit Master text styles
– Second level
• Third level

– Fourth level
» Fifth level

9

Respect for Polar Bears

Photo Credit: J Pongracz
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What We Learned:
Polar Bears + Climate Change

•Physical condition stable over time
•Variation from season to season
•Ice and Seal hunting conditions  plus other 
factors
•Premature to conclude decline in polar bear 
abundance and condition in Beaufort Sea

Photo credit: GNWT

In general, TK holders said that the physical condition of polar bears in the area has remained stable over time, although there is considerable 
variation from one season to the next. Ice and seal hunting conditions are important for polar bears, but are not the only factors determining 
where polar bears hunt. The complex matter of actual and potential changes in polar bear abundance, distribution, and condition is an 
important part of the study, and it is hard to do it justice in this short presentation. 

Our TK Holders told us clearly that it is premature to conclude that the abundance of bears in the Beaufort Sea has declined, and that their 
overall condition has permanently deteriorated, given the complex nature of polar bear interactions with sea ice and seals. The number of 
polar bears in the Inuvialuit hunting areas have remained relatively stable during the living memory of study participants. While TK holders 
stated repeatedly that ice conditions are changing, they also stated with equal vigor that ice conditions have always been highly variable. 
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Management Implications

Photo credit: GNWT

Our management goals for every species in the ISR is clearly outlined in our land claim final 
agreement: we must manage wildlife populations and habitat to ensure the maintenance of 
the quality of these resources and to support continued Inuvialuit use. 

If we take care of the land, it will take care of us. So when we make management decisions 
about polar bears, it is towards sustaining them as a species, as well as their environment. 

On this basis, management of human activities with respect to polar bears is supported with 
the best available scientific information and Inuvialuit knowledge and experience. 

Management functions such as harvest quotas, length of season, bans on killing female/cub 
family units, including in the maternity den, restrictions on sex of animals harvested, 
acceptable harvest methods are just some examples of how we can make decisions that draw 
from all of our knowledge. 
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