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Traditional Knowledge, Sustainable 

Forest Management, and Ethical 
Research Involving Aboriginal 

Peoples: An Aboriginal Scholar’s 
Perspective
Deborah McGregor

In the past, research concerning Aboriginal peoples has usually 
been initiated outside the Aboriginal community and carried 
out by non-Aboriginal personnel. Aboriginal peoples have had 
almost no opportunity to correct misinformation or to change 
ethnocentric and racist interpretations. Consequently, the existing 
body of research, which normally provides a reference point for 
new research, must be open to reassessment.

Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP) 19931

Introduction 
Indigenous people represent one of the most researched cultural groups in the 
world. The methods utilized for “studying” Aboriginal people over time have 
often contributed to their ongoing colonization. The underlying epistemologies, 
paradigms, approaches, and methods for such research remain problematic in 
terms of both the outcomes of the research and its treatment of Aboriginal people 
in the process.2 As Aboriginal people begin to exert more and more control over 
the events that affect them, and as their desire to have their interests advanced 
through scholarly work increases, researchers are pushed towards altering their 
research relationships with Aboriginal peoples.3 Not only is there a movement to 
decolonize research approaches, but there is an equally important movement to 
advance Indigenous approaches and methods of research.4

There has been a broader shift in relationships between Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal peoples and institutions that has played a significant role in decoloniz-
ing research relationships. These broader Aboriginal/non-Aboriginal relationships 
have been shaped by Supreme Court of Canada decisions favouring the recog-
nition of Aboriginal and treaty rights and the assertion of Aboriginal peoples’ 
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right to self-determination.5 An important aspect of asserting self-determination is 
assuming greater control over research agendas.6 

Research involving Aboriginal peoples in the forestry sector7 has begun to 
respond to this paradigm shift. This is in part due to the increase in Aboriginal 
involvement in the forestry sector over the past thirty years.8 For most of this 
period, a critical proponent and voice of Aboriginal involvement in forestry sector 
research has been the National Aboriginal Forestry Association (NAFA).9 NAFA 
has conducted research itself and been involved in numerous research projects 
with governments, academics, and industry. This association therefore has a 
wealth of experience to draw upon as the forestry sector tries to adapt to rapidly 
changing expectations with regard to the conduct of research involving Aborigi-
nal peoples.10 

This paper will provide a preliminary evaluation of how forestry-related 
research involving Aboriginal peoples has responded to the overall paradigm shift 
in Aboriginal research in Canada. The author will draw upon her own experi-
ence in this area as an Indigenous scholar in forestry. In so doing, discussion will 
range from a focus on shifting research paradigms, to involving Aboriginal tradi-
tional knowledge in resource management, to a more specific look at Aborigi-
nal research in the forestry sector. Finally, recommendations for future direction 
based on the findings of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP) 
and a “co-existence model” will be highlighted.  

Context: The Paradigm Shift in Research Involving 
Aboriginal Peoples 
Since Maori scholar Linda Smith’s book Decolonizing Methodologies was 
published a decade ago, Canada (along with many countries around the world) has 
seen a remarkable emergence of Indigenous research scholarship.11 This research 
is closely linked to international initiatives such as the UN Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples, as Indigenous peoples face many similar challenges 
all over the world.12 The groundbreaking work by Indigenous scholars around the 
world has created a community of scholars locally, nationally, and internationally 
who share research ideologies, theories, approaches, and methods.13 In Canada, 
Indigenous research paradigms are informed by a number of principles and values 
that seek to decolonize past and current research approaches. Such research 
paradigms have become more clearly articulated among Aboriginal organizations, 
Indigenous scholars, funding agencies, and non-Indigenous scholars alike.  

The Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples also served as a catalyst for 
advocating a different research approach. RCAP, which released its final report 
in several volumes in 1996, called for research to be conducted in an “inte-
grated, holistic” manner, rather than one fragmented along the lines of conven-
tional academic disciplines.14 In living up to its own standards, RCAP ensured 
that during the fulfillment of its mandate, “appropriate respect [was] given to 
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the cultures, languages, knowledge and values of Aboriginal peoples, and to the 
standards used by Aboriginal peoples to legitimate knowledge.”15 RCAP also 
recognized and accommodated distinct groups involved in and affected by the 
research (e.g., women, northern residents, Inuit, Métis, First Nations people, 
youth, elders, etc.).16 Key aspects of RCAP’s approach included stipulations that 
the research must:17 

 • Be credible to Aboriginal peoples 

 • Include in its objectives a balance between “description of problems 
[and] discussion of solutions”

 • Involve the participation of as many community-based people as possible

 • Recognize the rapid changes that many Aboriginal communities are 
undergoing, often involving movement between traditional and Western 
colonial systems of organization 

The terms of reference created by RCAP’s research advisory committee 
acknowledged the importance of the following:

 • The broader context, including the “history of relations between 
Aboriginal peoples, the Canadian government and Canadian society as a 
whole.” In understanding the past, suggestions regarding reconciliation 
between Aboriginal peoples and Canadian society are possible.

 • Recognition of Aboriginal self-government, not just in Canadian 
government-directed self-government initiatives, but in traditional 
government as well.18

The research agenda set by RCAP provided an important foundation from 
which many scholars, Aboriginal organizations, and funding agencies advanced an 
Indigenous research paradigm in Canada. Furthermore, many Canadian scholars 
involved in research with Aboriginal peoples conducted much of the background 
research for RCAP’s deliberations. This exercise alone, spanning five years, 
initiated a transformation in research involving Aboriginal peoples. In 2002, the 
Social Science and Humanities Council of Canada (SSHRC) (a federally funded 
research agency) undertook extensive consultations and developed a program 
specifically designed to advance Aboriginal research.19 A background report 
prepared by Craig McNaughton and Darrell Rock, Opportunities in Aboriginal 
Research: Results of SSHRC’s Dialogue on Research and Aboriginal Peoples, 
summarized findings from the consultations and found that a transformation in 
Aboriginal research was required; a paradigm shift was needed that called for 
research conducted by and with Aboriginal peoples, as opposed to research for 
and on Aboriginal peoples.20 This research approach was institutionalized through 
SSHRC’s strategic grants program from 2004 to 2008.

In 2007, the Canadian Institute of Health Research (CIHR) finalized guidelines 
for health research involving Aboriginal peoples after several years of intensive 
consultation with scholars and Aboriginal agencies involved in health research.21 
The Interagency Advisory Panel on Research Ethics is currently updating the 
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Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans 
(TCPS), originally adopted in 1998. The policy is undergoing public consulta-
tions and a revised chapter, “Research Involving Aboriginal Peoples,” is under 
review.22 The revised chapter represents a dramatic improvement and provides 
considerable guidance to researchers, universities, and granting agencies for 
ethical considerations regarding research involving Aboriginal peoples. Marlene 
Brant Castellano, professor emeritis and Indigenous scholar (Trent University), 
serves on the panel and has urged that it recognize “that Aboriginal or Indig-
enous traditions have much to contribute to our understanding of ethics.” The 
language Aboriginal peoples use to describe ethics may differ from official policy 
documents and instead refer to “spiritual responsibilities to maintain the right rela-
tionships.”23 Castellano reflects upon the words of Elder Courchene as they apply 
to relationships between researchers and Aboriginal participants as follows:24

 • Kindness implies respect for the dignity of the others involved, not 
dominating or pressing our own agenda at the others’ expense. 

 • Honesty involves communicating our principles and intentions as the 
basis for relationships and ensuring free, informed consent for actions 
taken. 

 • Sharing recognizes that the common good requires give and take by all, 
with respect for the different gifts that each party brings.

 • Strength is courage to stand firm for our principles; in some cases 
strength is resilience, as in the capacity to bend to circumstance while 
holding on to important values.

Brant Castellano adds, 

Together, these virtues balance one another to maintain respect 
for self and others. All parties to a relationship are responsible 
for maintaining this ethical balance. While words to describe 
relationships differ, it is possible to see the harmony between 
the ethics of “respect for human dignity” endorsed by research-
ers and the ethics of “right relationships” embodied in First 
Nation, Inuit and Métis traditional teachings.25 

Research funding agencies and institutions are now beginning to recognize the 
important contributions that Aboriginal philosophical and ethical principles can 
make. Such insights and sharing of knowledge will provide much clearer direction 
for all parties involved. There have been significant efforts towards establishing 
ethical guidelines for conducting research involving Aboriginal people.26 While 
none of these documents is without room for improvement or is able to provide a 
“one-size-fits-all” solution, each offers some crucial points that must be considered 
when working towards respectful research relationships with Aboriginal peoples.
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Aboriginal Research Paradigms in Canada: 
Current Trends 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars committed to a paradigm of Aborigi-
nal research27 have advocated respect for traditional knowledges28 and its careful 
consideration in research. Another important aspect of the Aboriginal research 
paradigm constitutes the high ethical standards expected of researchers and as 
part of the research relationship. 

The establishment of Aboriginal-related journals reflects the increased interest 
and activity in Indigenous research, teaching, and community work. Pimatisiwin, 
published out of the University of Alberta since 2003, is an example of a recently 
established journal utilizing both academic and community peer reviewers to 
ground its scholarship. The National Aboriginal Health Organization’s Journal 
of Aboriginal Health, established in 2004, is another excellent example. Such 
journals expand the scope of what constitutes “research” and recognize that tradi-
tional knowledges form a key aspect of sharing knowledge and research. Both 
journals encourage submissions from community-based researchers. This is an 
important way to challenge the view that universities are the only sites of Indig-
enous scholarship and research.

There is also an increase in the number of Aboriginal organizations that have 
incorporated research as a key component of their organizational mandate and 
objectives. For example, the National Aboriginal Health Organization (NAHO) 
has published influential research reports/tool kits that have found currency in 
mainstream research agencies’ vocabulary. Most notable are NAHO’s OCAP 
principles.29 NAHO has also published research tool kits such as Considerations 
and Templates for Ethical Research Practices (2007) that embody the OCAP prin-
ciples, and which include data-sharing protocols, collaborative research agree-
ments templates, and codes of research ethics. These policies, guidelines, and tool 
kits all address traditional knowledge (TK) and the protection of such knowledge. 
Some Aboriginal organizations have developed specific policies to protect TK. 
For example, NAHO has also published a tool kit for traditional knowledge called 
Sacred Ways of Life: Traditional Knowledge (2005) with guidance provided for 
governance and setting policies to protect knowledge.30 Regional Aboriginal orga-
nizations are also developing specific TK policies and guidelines. For example, 
the Gwitch’in Renewal Resources Board created a document titled Working with 
Sgwitch’in Traditional Knowledge in the Gwich’in Settlement Region (2004) and 
the Council of Yukon First Nations’ produced Traditional Knowledge Research 
Guidelines (2000).31 

With such developments in Indigenous research occurring in Canada, how has 
the field of environmental and natural resource management responded? How 
have Indigenous research paradigms influenced the field of natural resource 
management, particularly sustainable forest management planning, in Canada? 
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Traditional Knowledge and Environmental 
Management in Canada 
Consideration of TK in environmental decision making in Canada has been gaining 
momentum for over two decades.32 Support for TK in sustainable development, 
including conservation efforts as well as environmental and natural resource 
management, has been part of international efforts as well. Key meetings of world 
political leaders, such as the World Commission on Environment and Develop-
ment (1987) and the United Nations Conference on Environment and Develop-
ment (1992), have stated that Indigenous peoples must be supported in their efforts 
to re-establish healthy, land-based communities, because the knowledge inherent 
in these communities potentially holds a great many answers to current ecologi-
cal problems.33 At the United Nations Conference on Environment and Develop-
ment in 1992, the Convention on Biodiversity (CBD) was signed. The CBD is an 
international accord signed by a majority of the world’s governments, including 
Canada, and sets out commitments for maintaining the planet’s ecosystems. The 
CBD reiterated the important role of Indigenous people and their knowledge in 
achieving sustainable environmental and resource management. The CBD has 
had significant influence in terms of the inclusion of TK in environmental and 
resource management in Canada since 1992.34

Agreements such as the CBD have contributed to increased recognition of 
Aboriginal people and their knowledge, roles, and rights with respect to environ-
mental and resource management in Canada. The Government of Canada, 
as a signatory to the CBD with commitments to Aboriginal people and their 
knowledge, is motivated to formally include TK in environmental legislative 
and policy frameworks. As such, the Government of Canada has formally recog-
nized the value of TK in the development and implementation of federal policy 
and legislative frameworks by referring to TK in the Canadian Environmental 
Protection Act (CEPA), Species At Risk Act (SARA), and Canadian Environmental 
Assessment Act (CEAA). This interest in including TK in government decision 
making is not limited to such formal frameworks, but also extends to other policy 
frameworks such as those involving forestry and parks management.35 TK in 
environmental and resource management has thus emerged as a field of study, 
complete with theory, research approaches, models, and applications.36

In spite of rapid development and burgeoning areas of research, the state of TK 
research and application remains largely unsatisfactory.37 Aboriginal peoples in 
Canada have been at the forefront of stating that TK should be an integral part of 
environmental governance and resource management decisions (with the precau-
tion that it be understood that “traditional ecological knowledge is not another 
frontier for science to discover”38). Thus far, while TK is receiving increasing 
recognition, there has not been widespread acceptance of TK and its consideration 
into environmental and resource management regimes. Nonetheless, interest in 
TK and resource management remains strong. The research continues to evolve 
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in response to demands by Aboriginal people for greater control over projects that 
occur in their communities and territories. 

In forestry, the NAFA has played a key role in asserting the importance of 
forest-based TK in policy, research, and applications. NAFA was instrumental in 
ensuring TK formed an important part of national forest policies and strategies.  
Furthermore, NAFA has conducted its own research in relation to TK and forest 
management. At least two important NAFA papers have addressed the issue of 
the incorporation of Aboriginal TK in forest management planning in Canada. 
NAFA’s Aboriginal Forest-Based Ecological Knowledge in Canada39 report 
found that despite substantial interest in Canada regarding Aboriginal knowledge, 
little was being done in terms of ground-level changes. Incorporating Aborigi-
nal knowledge remains largely at the documentation stage; a minimal amount 
of meaningful application has yet been achieved. In 1998, NAFA was commis-
sioned by the Canadian Forest Service to produce another report, Aboriginal 
Forest-Related Traditional Ecological Knowledge in Canada, on the state of TK 
in Canada. The focus of this effort was to identify and describe mechanisms for 
the incorporation of TK into forest management planning in Canada. National in 
scope, the report’s findings were similar to those of the 1996 effort. Aboriginal 
knowledge had not yet been applied on any meaningful scale and existing mecha-
nisms for doing so provided little opportunity for improving this situation.40 

Over the past decade there has been more research relating to Aboriginal 
peoples, forestry, and TK, in part due to the establishment of the Sustainable Forest 
Management Network (SFMN) in 1995, which established sustainable Aboriginal 
communities (SAC) as a priority research area. However, the network will cease 
to be later this year, and with it will disappear Canada’s primary centre of forestry-
related research involving Aboriginal peoples. Over its fourteen-year existence, 
the SFMN managed to address TK issues in numerous projects. Such work is 
aptly summarized in Marc Stevenson’s Traditional Knowledge and Sustainable 
Forest Management,41 which outlines the constraints and barriers that the incorpo-
ration of TK is faced with in environmental and resource management. Stevenson 
argues that the barriers are institutional, systemic, and structural, and therefore 
TK application has not realized its potential. Even with focused effort such as that 
offered by the SFMN’s Aboriginal program focus, TK in forest management has 
failed to produce its much-anticipated results. While there are noteworthy excep-
tions, including research supported by the SFMN involving Pikangikum First 
Nation,42 such examples have not been the norm.  

Aboriginal forest-related research will further evolve as the broader context for 
research continues to find expression in formal policies, guidelines, and protocols. 
Researchers will be expected by funding and Aboriginal agencies, organizations, 
and communities alike to respect Indigenous theories, paradigms, and approaches 
to research. This overall trend has slowly begun to permeate forest-related 
research, although it has not been formalized. The next section will highlight 
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necessary steps to bring researchers in the forest-related area in step with current 
broader initiatives in Aboriginal research in Canada.

Asserting an Aboriginal Forestry Research Paradigm: 
One Aboriginal Researcher’s Experience 
A decade ago, when I was writing my doctoral thesis, there was very little 
published literature upon which to draw in developing research frameworks and 
methods for forestry research relating to Aboriginal people. It was my intention 
at that time to root my work in Indigenous world view, my own experience, and 
those of my cultural traditions, but I found overall Indigenous theoretical frame-
works to be non-existent in the forestry literature. I therefore decided to ground 
my work in the Aboriginal research frameworks described in the research plan 
and ethical guidelines set out by RCAP. A decade later, there is considerably more 
work accessible to researchers in Aboriginal forestry, yet there is still a relative 
absence of, specifically, Indigenous theory, approaches, and methods.43

It seems environmental and natural resource management (ENRM)44 could 
learn much from other disciplines, such as education and health, and from the 
needs and aspirations articulated by Aboriginal organizations, agencies, and 
communities. I recently reviewed the literature in Canada relating to Aboriginal 
peoples, TK, and forestry, and while indeed there is more research than there was 
a decade ago, this work generally does not draw on Indigenous theory, research 
paradigms, or methods in the same way as is occurring in other areas. (There 
are notable exceptions, such as the Whitefeather Forest Initiative and SSHRC/
CURA45 funded Evolving Co-management Practice: Community Based Environ-
mental Monitoring with Tl’aste’n Nation on the John Prince Research Forest.) 
I would argue that health, education, law, and political science are far ahead 
of ENRM in terms of engaging Aboriginal peoples in research and drawing on 
Indigenous traditions to frame the research, as well as set the research agenda. 
There may well be reasons for this, such as Aboriginal health, education, and law 
all having their own journals in which issues relating to respectful and ethical 
research approaches/methods can be shared, debated, and discussed.46 These 
research areas also have well-established and respected Indigenous scholars who 
exert considerable influence on their fields in relation to Aboriginal peoples.

Many of the sciences have been slower to take up the project of decoloniz-
ing their disciplines. To effectively decolonize such firmly entrenched areas of 
study, there needs to be active engagement in Aboriginal scholarship and with 
Indigenous scholars. The current lack of engagement is evident in the forestry-
related published literature, where only a tiny number of Indigenous scholars 
are to be found. Even in the community-based, collaborative work conducted by 
some researchers in the forestry sector, there is little engagement with Indigenous 
scholarship. Few if any references are made to the canons of Indigenous thinkers 
who theoretically frame ENRM issues from Indigenous perspectives, such as the 
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late Vine Deloria Jr., Gregory Cajete, Marie Battiste and Sa’ke’j Henderson, John 
Borrows, Dale Turner, or Taiake Alfred.47 The research orientation in forestry 
remains characterized by research on Aboriginal communities rather than with 
and by Aboriginal peoples. 

The value of linking with Indigenous scholarship and scholars is undeniable for 
the decolonizing process in forestry. Aboriginal studies in Canada (also referred 
to as Native or Indigenous studies) is constantly evolving in response to the needs 
of Aboriginal communities. Furthermore, as Indigenous scholars begin to occupy 
leadership positions in academia while retaining their ties to their communities, 
we will begin to see more rapid and positive changes. Respect for traditional 
knowledge and Aboriginal languages is a core aspect of Aboriginal research. 
Aboriginal people need to be recognized for their role in knowledge production, 
not just as research participants, but also for their intellectual contributions for 
which others often take credit (by documenting and then publishing TK-related 
information). TK originates from within Aboriginal communities and it is not 
possible to conduct appropriate TK research without the meaningful involvement 
of these communities.48 Aboriginal peoples need to retain control over traditional 
knowledge production and transmission.49

The current Aboriginal research paradigm asserts that research must occur 
with the meaningful involvement of Aboriginal people, ideally utilizing Aborigi-
nal research theories, approaches, and methods (or at the very least respecting 
them). Although in this paper I am focusing on forestry, this is not by any means 
the only discipline that requires decolonizing from an Aboriginal perspective. 
For example, the discipline of geography has also acknowledged its role in the 
dispossession of Aboriginal peoples from their lands and territories and is also 
embarking on processes to decolonize.50 Decolonizing research calls for all disci-
plines to examine their own historical and current relationships with Aboriginal 
peoples and seek ways to move toward a relationship of mutual respect and recon-
ciliation.

Toward a Paradigm of “Aboriginal Research” in 
the Forestry Sector 
As noted earlier, there is a lack of discussion/acknowledgment of Indigenous 
theories and concepts in forestry research in Canada. While there are genuine 
attempts to incorporate Indigenous perspectives into the body of knowledge in 
forestry, these are not framed from an Indigenous theoretical or epistemological 
standpoint. Instead, Indigenous perspectives are described according to other theo-
retical frameworks, most often seemingly anthropological in nature. To aid a move 
toward the vision articulated in various Aboriginal research endeavours in Canada, 
i.e., that of self-determination in research,51 I offer the following suggestions: 

Increase the number of graduate-level Aboriginal researchers in forestry. 
There is a lack of Aboriginal researchers who can bring Indigenous theories, 
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perspectives, knowledges, values, and ideas to forest-related research based on 
their own cultural traditions, communities, and experiences. Without Indigenous 
scholars to mediate, facilitate, and lead forest-related Aboriginal research, the 
burden will continue to fall on Aboriginal communities or community-based 
researchers who may lack the institutional capacity to conduct research on their 
own terms. Indigenous scholars, on the other hand, often remain fairly well-
connected to Aboriginal communities, yet can facilitate engagement with forestry 
researchers from outside the communities. Indigenous scholars will both attract 
Indigenous students and assist in training non-Indigenous students in appropriate 
research approaches and methods regarding Aboriginal peoples. This movement 
is especially important because Aboriginal peoples in Canada are steadily gaining 
increased control over lands and territories through comprehensive land claims 
agreements, as well as self-government and other institutional arrangements, and 
increased Aboriginal research capacity will be required to ensure smooth transi-
tions to these new governance systems.

Partner with Aboriginal organizations, agencies, and communities in 
research. Aboriginal organizations such as NAFA have a wealth of experi-
ence and expertise to share with governments, scholars, universities, and other 
institutions. Such organizations, however, require support in order to engage in 
research in a meaningful fashion. The training of community-based researchers 
and providing appropriate support forms an important part of building research 
capacity in Aboriginal organizations and communities.

Support Indigenous scholarship in forestry research. Some barriers are 
ideological and epistemological. For example, what is considered scholarship? 
What counts as knowledge? What counts as research? What requirements need 
to be met to qualify for research funding? Other research areas and disciplines 
are breaking down these barriers (health, geography, law, etc.) and some funding 
agencies are becoming more open to Aboriginal research paradigms (e.g., SSHRC 
Aboriginal program).

Increase support from non-Aboriginal researchers (and their institutions) 
in forestry. We need allies, people who are willing to support Aboriginal research 
in forestry as opposed to simply forestry research on Aboriginal people. There are 
already allies, but we need more explicit support through research partnerships 
and openness to new theories and methodologies. We need courageous partners 
who are willing to let go of their own biases and accept Aboriginal research on 
its own terms.

Continue to work on decolonizing research approaches and methods. 
Forestry as a discipline needs to address the task of decolonizing itself (as other 
disciplines have done or are in the process of doing). This requires respectful 
engagement with Aboriginal scholars and Aboriginal agencies, organizations, 
governments, communities, and peoples. This is a necessary step in transforming 
the nature of research relationships with Aboriginal peoples. 
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Accept greater accountability to Aboriginal communities involved in 
research. All researchers need to take the issue of accountability to Aboriginal 
peoples and communities in research seriously. Researchers have to be account-
able for their work, and this is more than simply “reporting back” to communi-
ties on the results of the research. Specifically, it involves taking responsibility 
for outcomes. Indigenous researchers are often held accountable to Aboriginal 
communities through personal relationships including family, clan, community, 
etc. These kinds of accountabilities, however, are not often considered in current 
non-Aboriginal research processes (even where research agreements exist). 

Practice reciprocity. The ethic of reciprocity is an oft-studied concept in 
Aboriginal forest-related research, but one that is not often acted upon during the 
research process itself. This is more than a discussion of the “benefits” of research 
for Aboriginal communities; it includes ideas about how knowledge is shared, the 
conditions by which it is shared, what knowledge is shared, and why it is shared. 
I have reviewed many research papers about what Aboriginal people have said 
(reported), but I rarely see anything about what Aboriginal people have learned 
or gained from the whole research process. In other words, I do not detect Indig-
enous “voice” in the forestry-related scholarship. Similarly, I have seen plenty of 
reports, papers, and maps summarizing information Aboriginal peoples already 
possess through direct relationships to the land and environment. But what of the 
researchers’ knowledge has been shared with the community? Research relation-
ships must be based on reciprocity, with the knowledge that the research would 
not be possible without Aboriginal peoples.

Ensure accessibility. Researchers (whether academic or community-based) 
have to ensure that the research is accessible to communities so it can actually 
be used, with or without the assistance of the researchers. Many researchers are 
tasked with writing for other scholars as part of their institutional responsibilities. 
However, research also needs to be accessible to the participating community. 
This includes not just the results, but the data itself, as outlined in the OCAP prin-
ciples. Academic writing on its own is often not accessible to community people 
who nevertheless may wish to access this work for their own goals/purposes. 
Resolutions to this issue must be negotiated with the community, and may involve 
presenting the information in various forms.

Make time for reflection. Needless to say, no research process is perfect. 
Reflection is an important part of the Aboriginal research process and sharing 
one’s insights with others will help everyone learn. 

Focus on relationships and responsibilities. The current trajectory of formal-
izing Aboriginal research processes does pose some risks. One such risk is the 
loss of the most important aspect of the process—the relationships. The current 
trend toward promoting research agreements as instruments for negotiating and 
managing research relationships is sound on many fronts. However, they are not 
a replacement for the intense work required to maintain respectful and mutually 
beneficial relationships in research.
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One of the primary goals of Aboriginal research in any area, including ENRM, 
is to develop respectful, mutually beneficial, and reciprocal relationships with 
the communities we serve (all of us, not just Aboriginal researchers). If we work 
on building, maintaining, and enhancing these relationships, we become part 
of the community. We continue to engage and work with the communities we 
serve whether we are engaging in research or not. Research agreements tend to be 
needed when these types of relationships do not exist and it becomes necessary to 
make the establishment of such relationships explicit. I would rather see research-
ers focus their efforts on building and maintaining constructive and respectful 
relationships with communities as a matter of course, so that when research is 
needed, you already have a relationship built on trust and reciprocity. Research 
just becomes one aspect of a relationship, rather than the only reason for the rela-
tionship. This then becomes part of the responsibility of a researcher: you are also 
responsible for cultivating and maintaining the relationship itself.

Such relationships can be especially critical when dealing with TK. Due 
frequently to unfortunate past experiences in dealing with outside agencies, 
Aboriginal peoples are sometimes reluctant to share their TK. While they may 
recognize the potential benefits of sharing such knowledge, they also know all 
too well the risks of cultural exploitation. It is therefore imperative that a level of 
trust be established and maintained between Aboriginal communities and outside 
organizations so that TK is not only shared but is treated and applied with dignity 
and respect. This can only occur through increased communication at all levels 
and a concerted effort at relationship building.

Nation-to-Nation Research Relationships:  
RCAP and the Co-Existence Model 
In Canada we now have over two decades of experience to draw upon from which 
to begin exploring alternative models of respectfully and ethically considering 
Aboriginal people and TK in ENRM. Some models for collaboration are not 
new, but have been operating for hundreds of years. I believe the most interest-
ing of such concepts raised in RCAP’s presentation of research ethics is that of 
“the necessity of parallel development,” as described by Brant Castellano and 
Hawkes.52 Referring to ideas behind the two-row wampum, Brant Castellano 
and Hawkes acknowledge that there is an unequal power relationship between 
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people in Canada. This compounds the problem 
of maintaining authentic Aboriginal voice. Research projects that simply try to 
“indigenize” dominant, non-Aboriginal institutions are seen as failures. Other 
models need to be explored. Brant Castellano and Hawkes suggest that a parallel 
process, or co-existence, is required. Brant Castellano and Hawkes53 describe this 
process as “intercultural convergence and cohabitation.” The two-row wampum 
enables two systems to exist that are independent, but linked by virtue of the task 
at hand. In the parallel system, authentic voice and representation can be asserted. 
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In this model, opportunities should be created such that Aboriginal initiatives 
can be developed and implemented alongside or in parallel to Western science-
based projects. Instead of competing with one another, or having one dominate 
the other, the two systems can benefit from a mutual exchange of information and 
a sharing of lessons learned. This model has been taken up by different scholars 
and Aboriginal peoples, including James Ransom, as part of his work with the 
Haudenosaunee Environmental Task Force;54 Marc Stevenson, as part of his work 
in the SFMN; and myself, as part of ENRM work in forestry and State of the Great 
Lakes Ecosystem Conference research.55

Certainly, there are other theoretical approaches to addressing research and I 
would encourage exploring such approaches so scholars and Aboriginal commu-
nities have options from which to make informed choices. The points above are 
not exhaustive; there are lessons to learn from broader initiatives that continue to 
shape Aboriginal research in Canada. However, I believe the suggestions listed 
above will help create an Aboriginal forestry paradigm. 
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