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The living connection between land and 
people, between water and land, between 
forest and barrens makes Thaidene Nëné a 
National Treasure of Canada. Carrying these 
relationships into the future, the ecological 
integrity and Dene way of life of Thaidene 
Nëné will be a living legacy for all, where the 
Łutsël K’é Dene First Nation and the Parks 
Canada Agency/GNWT will welcome the 
world.
– Thaidene Nëné Establishment Agreement – 

Description of the site: In August 2019, 
the Łutsël K’é Dene First Nation (LKDFN) 
signed agreements with Parks Canada66 
and the Government of the Northwest 
Territories (GNWT)67 to create a new 26,376 
km2 protected area called Thaidene Nëné, 
“Land of the Ancestors”,68 in the heart of 
their traditional homeland in the Northwest 
Territories. Together with the adjacent 
Thelon Wildlife Sanctuary, the Thaidene 
Nëné National Park Reserve and Territorial 
Protected Area and Wildlife Conservation 
Area protect an ecological system that is one 
of the largest terrestrial protected area zones 
in North America. Thaidene Nëné is now 
protected under Dënesųłiné [LKDFN], federal 
and territorial law. All three governments will 

work together to manage the Thaidene Nëné 
protected areas, ensuring that Indigenous 
knowledge and culture are the foundation of 
protecting the globally significant ecosystem 
that provides habitat for grizzly bears, wolves, 
moose and muskox, and the critical winter 
ground for herds of barren ground caribou 
(Rangifer tarandus groenlandicus).

Sustainability challenge: Although 
the First Nation had historically resisted 
the creation of a formal protected area, 
the recent discovery of diamond and 
mineral resources in the territory created a 
development boom that posed new threats 
to the traditional lands, waters and wildlife 
for the Łutsël K’é Dene. These development 
pressures challenged the LKDFN’s ability to 
manage its lands, particularly when coupled 
with the risks of climate change. In 2000, 
Chief Felix Lockhart, concerned about this 
industrial development in the traditional 
territory, initiated discussions with Parks 
Canada about the creation of a potential 
National Park Reserve. The challenge and the 
vision for Thaidene Nëné was to construct a 
governance framework for the protected area 
that would provide the legal and economic 
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empowerment for – and be informed by – 
Indigenous knowledge and stewardship.

Key benefits: The new protected area 
encompasses the core of the traditional 
homeland of the Łutsël K’é Dene – areas 
that include sacred sites and other places of 
critical cultural and sustenance values for 
the Nation. Most importantly, the protected 
area’s Establishment Agreements call for 
Canadian and LKDFN governments to 
collaborate in the management and operation 
of Thaidene Nëné, and explicitly aim to 
protect and promote Łutsël K’e Dënesųłiné 
culture. This will allow the First Nation to 
realise its vision of governance, allowing 
for the continuation of an Indigenous 
system of intergenerational transmission 
of knowledge and human connection 
with the land to inform stewardship and 
management decisions and policy. The 
community has begun to set its own agenda 
to meet its needs for economic opportunities. 
The park enables them to ensure clean 
water, with a large portion of the protected 
area covering a freshwater area of Great 
Slave Lake, the deepest freshwater area in 
North America; as well as work to preserve 
sustainable food sources. The community 

will meet these needs by creating its own 
plans, informing multi-party management 
plans in a meaningful way, and by creating 
and enforcing its own laws. The Agreements 
guarantee that Dënesųłiné knowledge be 
used to make decisions and to develop 
interpretation and promotional materials for 
the park, and to protect sacred places and 
document heritage resources.

While tourism is envisioned as an important 
opportunity for the park, before visitors enter 
Thaidene Nëné they will have to register 
and complete an orientation programme so 
that they can learn about safety and how to 
properly respect the land they are visiting. 
They will also be required to obtain necessary 
permits and licenses, to be approved by the 
Management Board.

The protected area provides additional 
opportunities to promote the use of the 
Dënesųłiné language, promote the Dene way 
of life, and ensure the history and culture of 
the Łutsël K’é Dënesųłiné are shared across 
Canada and globally. 
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Business case: The protected area 
is not just about biological and cultural 
conservation, but it is also about promoting 
a viable economic future for the Łutsël 
K’é. Thaidene Nëné will foster sustainable 
economic growth by building park 
infrastructure in the home community of 
Łutsël K’é’, bringing new stewardship and 
management jobs to the community, and 
encouraging ecotourism to the region.

The Establishment Agreements prioritise 
training and employment for Łutsël K’é 
Dënesųłiné people and maximising economic 
opportunities for Łutsël K’e Denesǫłine 
businesses. Park staff will be chosen in part 
for their knowledge of Łutsël K’e Dënesųłiné 
culture, familiarity with the Dënesųłiné 
language, knowledge of Thaidene Nëné 
and how to travel and use the land, and 
community awareness. Construction of 
infrastructure – including a visitor and 
heritage centre, administrative offices for 
park management, and storage for historical 
and cultural information and objects – will 
provide opportunities for rental income, as 
LKDFN expects to own these facilities and 
to rent space on a long-term basis to Parks 
Canada and GNWT. 

LKDFN has also established a CA$30 million 
trust fund to support its management and 
operation responsibilities in Thaidene 
Nëné. The Trust will provide a long-term 
revenue stream that will be instrumental for 
achieving stable operational, stewardship 
and management objectives set for Thaidene 
Nëné by LKDFN.

Lessons learned: Establishing the 
Thaidene Nëné protected area could only 
become a viable solution for its most invested 
Indigenous human community once their 
leadership, voice and traditional knowledge 
were recognised and prioritised in all aspects 
of the management, planning and economic 
activity in the park. The Establishment 
Agreements for the park treat LKDFN as 
a legitimate government with treaty rights 
and deep knowledge and connection to the 
landscape, and thus permit the creation of 
an area that enhances the leadership and 
authority of the local community and creates 
a more effective vehicle for multiple values 
to be preserved and protected in cultural and 
biodiversity conservation.

Next steps: The newly created LKDFN 
TDN Strategic Plan started implementation 
in 2020. This includes creating the visitor 
orientation programme and related 
infrastructure. 

Endnotes
1  Lawson, M., Chan, M.K., Rhodes, F., Parvez Butt, A., 
Marriott, A., Ehmke, E., Jacobs, D., Seghers, J., Atienza, J. and 
Gowland, R. 2019. Public Good or Private Wealth. Oxfam, 
Oxford.
2  Lawson, M. et al. 2019. Op cit.
3  See for example https://www.ethnicity-facts-figures.
service.gov.uk/ for UK statistics, accessed 10 March 2020.
4  https://inequality.org/facts/racial-inequality/#racial-
wealth-divide accessed 5 March 2020.
5  Cushing, L., Morello-Frosch, R., Wander, M. and Pastor, 
M. 2015. The haves, the have-nots, and the health of everyone: 
The relationship between social inequality and environmental 
quality. Annual Review of Public Health 36: 193-209.
6  https://ourworldindata.org/global-inequality-of-
opportunity accessed 5 March 2020.
7  Roser, M., Ortiz-Ospina, E. and Ritchie, H. 2019. Life 
expectancy. Our World in Data. https://ourworldindata.org/life-
expectancy accessed 5 March 2020.
8  Ponting, C. 1991. A Green History of the World. Sinclair-
Stevenson, London.
9  UNFPA. 2007. State of World Population 2007: Unleashing 
the Potential of Urban Growth, UNFPA, New York.
10  United Nations, Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs, Population Division. 2014.
World Urbanization Prospects: The 2014 Revision, Highlights 
(ST/ESA/SER.A/352).

11  UN. 2014. Op cit.
12  Tollin, N. and Hamhaber, J. 2016. Op cit. Sustainable 
Urbanization in the Paris Agreement. Comparative review for 
urban content in the Nationally Determined Contributions 
(NDCs). United Nations Human Settlements Programme, 
Nairobi.
13  DNV GL AS. 2015. Global Opportunity Report 2015. DNV 
GL AS, Høvik, Oslo.
14  Lucas, R. 2015. Internal migration in developing 
economies: An Overview, KNOMAD Working Paper 6, May 
2015.
15  Andersen, L.E. 2002. Rural-urban migration in Bolivia. 
Advantages and disadvantages. Instituto de Investigaciones 
Socioeconómicas. La Paz, Bolivia.
16  Clark, W.A.V. and Maas, R. 2015. Interpreting migration 
through the prism of reasons to move. Population, Space and 
Place. 21: 54-67.
17  Brown, O. 2008. Migration and Climate Change. 
International Organization for Migration, Geneva.
18  Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre. 2016. Global 
Estimates 2015: People displaced by disasters. Geneva.
19  Hendrickson, C., Muro, M. and Galston, W.A. 2018. 
Countering the Geography of Discontent: Strategies for left-
behind places. Brookings Institution, Washington, DC.
20	 	Li,	S.,	Sato,	H.	and	Sicular,	T.	2013. Rising inequality 
in China: Challenges to a harmonious society. Cambridge 
University Press.


