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UNDP EQUATOR INITIATIVE CASE STUDY SERIES
Local and Indigenous communities across the world are 
advancing innovative sustainable development solutions 
that work for people and for nature. Few publications 
or case studies tell the full story of how such initiatives 
evolve, the breadth of their impacts, or how they change 
over time. Fewer still have undertaken to tell these stories 
with community practitioners themselves guiding the 
narrative. The Equator Initiative aims to fill that gap.

The UNDP Equator Initiative, supported by generous 
funding from the German Federal Ministry for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (BMZ) and the Norwegian 
Agency for Development Cooperation (NORAD), awarded 
the Equator Prize 2020 to 10 outstanding Indigenous and 
local communities from 10 countries. The winning orga-
nizations showcase innovative nature-based solutions 
(NBS) for tackling biodiversity loss and climate change. 

Selected from 583 nominations from more than 120 
countries, the winners were celebrated at a high-profile 
virtual event on 29 September 2020. The event was held 
in conjunction with the UN Biodiversity Summit and the 
75th Session of the UN General Assembly, both also held 
virtually. The winners are sustainably protecting, restor-
ing, and managing forests, farms, wetlands, and marine 
ecosystems to mitigate greenhouse gas emissions, help 
communities adapt to climate change, and create a green 
new economy. Since 2002, the Equator Prize has been 
awarded to 255 initiatives.

The following case study is one in a growing series that 
describes vetted and peer-reviewed best practices intended 
to inspire the policy dialogue needed to scale nature-based 
solutions essential to achieving the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs).

http://equatorinitiative.org/index.php?option=com_winners&view=casestudysearch&Itemid=858


KEY FACTS
Equator Prize winner 

2020

Founded

2019 (After 50 years of advocacy for Indigneous rights to 
co-govern)

Location 

Łutsël K’é, Northwest Territories, Canada 

Beneficiaries

500 local people directly impacted; 40,000 regional 
people indirectly impacted

Thematic areas 

Land rights and tenure security; Preservation of 
Indigenous or Traditional knowledge; Sustainable land 
management

Fields of work

Protected area management; Eco-monitoring or patrols; 
Community-based financial mechanism

Sustainable Development Goals addressed

EQUATOR PRIZE 2020 WINNER FILM

PROJECT SUMMARY
After 50 years of advocacy for Indigneous rights to 
co-govern, the Łutsël K’é Dene First Nation (LKDFN) 
in Canada’s Northwest Territories achieved the 
vision of protecting the Indigenous community’s 
land and waters for future generations. In 2019, the 
First Nation of Canada signed agreements with fed-
eral and territorial governments to officially create 
Thaidene Nëné, a 2.6 million-hectare Indigenous 
protected area that includes boreal forest and 
arctic tundra. In addition to being the homeland 
of the Łutsël K’é Dene people, this intact landscape 
features some of the cleanest freshwater in the 
world; provides habitat for grizzly bears, wolves, 
moose, wolverine, and some of the last herds of 
barren-ground caribou; and is a globally significant 
carbon sink. This Indigenous-led conservation 
model is made possible through the use of an in-
novative conservation finance mechanism called 
the Thaidene Nëné Trust, which is critical to the 
long-term conservation and lasting stewardship of 
this protected area. The Trust and Indigenous local 
leadership established the groundwork for this 
model of effective co-governance.

The depiction and use of boundaries and related information shown 
on maps or included in text of this document are not guaranteed to 
be free from error, nor do they imply official acceptance or recognition 
by the United Nations. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8khfe3STWQs
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/
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BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

Every time I go to Ts’ąkuı Theda area (The Old Lady of the Falls), it brings me back in time. That’s where my family 
comes from. It’s my homeland. Everything is clean and quiet. There are all kinds of wildlife. The Elders said, ‘Find 
a way to protect that area.’ So, over the years, the community talked about it. They said maybe we should go with 
the idea of having a national park. They didn’t like the idea at first. But as development started to happen with the 
diamond mines, people got concerned because wildlife got impacted. The caribou did not come to the community 
as before. It opened up people’s minds to the damages that development can cause to the land, water, and wildlife. 
We had public meetings about it throughout the years and eventually the attitudes started to change. We can work 
with Parks Canada, and we can work with the Government of the Northwest Territories. But our Traditional laws 
have to come first. That’s the only way that people agreed to the park.

— JC Catholique, Member, Thaidene Nëné Xá Dá Yáłtı  
(Thaidene Nëné Indigenous Protected Area Management Board) 

The homelands of the Łutsël K’é  Dene First Nation (LKDFN) 
in the Northwest Territories (NWT) of Canada contain some 
of the last pristine, deep freshwater lakes, boreal forests, 
and tundra. The lands and waters provide habitat for vast 
biodiversity and provide ecosystem services to the world 
as a significant carbon sink. This storied place features 
important spiritual and cultural sites. The Lockhart River, 
or Deshun Bedézé (Granny’s River), is home to Ts’ąkuı 
Theda (Old Lady of the Falls), an important figure in the 

origin story of the Łutsël K’é  Dene. Providing healing and 
wisdom, Ts’ąkuı Theda is a spiritual gathering place that 
community members have protected throughout history. 
With the permanent protection offered by agreements 
with the Governments of Canada and the Northwest 
Territories, the people of Łutsël K’é  will be able to continue 
to carry out their responsibilities to the land, water, and 
animals long into the future. 

Origin and structure

Thaidene Nëné, meaning ‘Land of the Ancestors,’ is an 
Indigenous Protected and Conserved Area (IPCA) in the 
Northwest Territories on the east shore of Great Slave 
Lake. LKDFN’s desirable lands, which include the East Arm 
of Great Slave Lake, the deepest lake in North America, 
were sought out twice by the Government of Canada 
for a national park. In 1970, LKDFN’s Chief and Council 
refused to consent to a national park, knowing that, as 
an Indigenous community, they would be forced off their 
land. In 1982, when the Government of Canada proposed 
the idea again, Łutsël K’é Chief Joe Lockhart famously told 
Canadian officials to “pack up their maps and go,” again 
fearing the people would be stripped of rights to their land 

and way of life. Since then, five decades of work have gone 
into resetting the established power structure between 
the federal government and First Nations in Canada. With 
progress made and openness to innovative and equitable 
partnership arrangements from the Government of 
Canada, a new model began to form. 

In 2000, with pressure mounting from mining and energy 
industries in and around Łutsël K’é ’s territory, the LKDFN 
Council initiated discussions with Parks Canada. Receiving 
a favourable response, Łutsël K’é formed a Thaidene Nëné 
Advisory Committee, Leadership Team, and Negotiations 
Team. In 2004, using Dene Law, the Nation designated 
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their core lands as an Indigenous Protected Area. The 
foundational Dene laws used to establish and protect the 
area were conceived of and led by the Łutsël K’é Dene 
First Nation, whose people have been caring for the area 
since time immemorial. The protected area was named 
Thaidene Nëné, meaning ‘Land of the Ancestors’ in the 
Dënesųłıné language. 

In 2008, LKDFN established Ni Hat’ni Dene (the ‘Dene 
Watching the Land’), a guardian programme with the 
broad mandate of promoting stewardship and watching 
over the land. In 2015, LKDFN initiated a strategic 
conservation financing plan to create an endowment fund 
that would finance community-managed conservation in 
perpetuity. Then, after nearly two decades of negotiations 
with the Government of Canada and the Government 

of the Northwest Territories (GNWT), a historic tripartite 
agreement was settled. Łutsël K’é used Dene Law to 
designate Thaidene Nëné as an Indigneous Protected 
Area. Meanwhile, Canada and the GNWT used their laws to 
designate areas within Thaidene Nëné as a National Park 
Reserve (NPR), Territorial Protected Area (TPA), and Wildlife 
Conservation Area (WCA), further increasing protection 
around culturally significant and biodiverse lands.  

In February 2019, LKDFN ratified the Establishment 
Agreements for Thaidene Nëné through an all-member 
referendum with 88 percent of ballots in favour. Later that 
same year, LKDFN invited the Government of Canada and 
the GNWT to sign the agreements, setting a powerful new 
precedent for a different relationship between Crown and 
Indigenous governments.

“The trust will be owned by the First Nations. That gives us real 
independence. We don’t have to go to government of Canada 
or NW territories. By having access to the fund, we can bring 

Indigenousness to the management operations of Thaidene Nëné. 
Indigenousness—the spiritual, reciprocal relationship we have 

with the land, that most Indigenous people have with their land 
and territories across the world. The land gives life to us as Dene, 

gives us a sense of identity, a great sense of responsibility and it will 
continue to provide that space that we can call home, forever, and 

everybody needs a home in this world.” 

Steven Nitah, Thaidene Nëné Chief Negotiator 
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LOCAL CHALLENGES 

Historical patterns of deauthorization of Indigenous Peoples

Indigenous conservation values, integral to Indigenous 
laws and ways of life, are beneficial to people and the 
environment. Yet, historically, these values have not 
been recognized or respected by crown governments 
and corporations. These values include a spiritual and 
reciprocal relationship with the land; protection of land, 
water, and air for future generations; and a sense of 
identity rooted in a connection to the earth. 

Environmental conservation initiatives in Canada 
historically separated Indigenous Peoples from their 
territories and the lands, waters, and animals that sustain 
them. These initiatives failed to recognize Indigenous 
Peoples as leaders and partners in land management 
and sustainable development. For example, when Wood 
Buffalo National Park was established in 1922, in Parks 
Canada’s eyes, “All Aboriginal rights were considered 
extinguished.” Only Treaty Indians (people registered under 
a treaty with the crown government) already residing 
within park boundaries were able to continue harvesting, 
though they were subject to strict monitoring and 
regulations. All other Indigenous Peoples were expelled 

from the park. Park policies were violently enforced, and 
Indigenous community members were fined, jailed, and 
subjected to hard labour for accessing their Traditional 
hunting grounds. 

As a result of this history, when the Government of Canada 
first approached LKDFN to create a national park in 1970, 
the Nation rejected the offer. Stories like that of Wood 
Buffalo National Park loomed in Łutsël K’é community 
members’ minds. They were concerned that establishing 
a national park would mean losing their relationship 
with the land and prevent them from carrying out their 
responsibilities within their territory. They anticipated 
a park would invite government officials in a capital city 
hundreds of kilometres away to be owners and managers 
of their land and heritage.

The colonial framework for conservation continues 
to inform a longstanding mistrust by Indigenous 
communities of outside partnership and the national 
parks system. It also poses challenges to embracing new 
national parks negotiations like Thaidene Nëné.

Threats to LKDFN lands by industrial development 

In 1991, 81 small diamonds were discovered at a site 
northeast of Yellowknife in the NWT, and a staking rush 
ensued. The first diamond mine opened for commercial 
production in 1998. Companies also began prospecting 
for uranium, a resource found to be rich within Thaidene 
Nëné, and proposing hydropower dams on the Lockhart 
River, the foundational spiritual site for the Łutsël K’é Dene 
First Nation. LKDFN leaders felt these developments would 
alter the landscape and culture of Thaidene Nëné forever. 

Establishing protection from industrial development 
required overcoming significant pressure and persuasion 
from industrial development advocates. LKDFN 
members, led by the powerful oratory skills of their 
Elders, made numerous interventions to proposed 
industrial development projects during the 2000s, These 
interventions kept LKDFN lands intact and protected. 
When LKDFN pursued protected areas legislation for 
Thaidene Nëné, numerous op-eds, open letters, and 
public-opinion articles criticized the initiative. Some 
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claimed that officials did not properly investigate the area’s 
high potential for mines. One letter requested changes to 
Thaidene Nëné’s Establishment Agreements to allow for 

pipelines and transmission lines through the protected 
area, while another complained the plan would withdraw 
too much land from potential hydropower development. 

Unequal financial positions

Lacking equal access to investment and revenue presented 
a significant challenge to establishing equal partnership and 
collaboration. Unequal financial positions would perpetuate 
historical power dynamics and prevent an equal opportunity 
for action and leadership among partners. LKDFN understood 
this challenge. A lack of capital was a threat to being able to 
negotiate and collaborate on decisions and carry out activities, 
such as leading and training guides and operators; developing 
marketing unique to the community’s culture and story; 
building state-of-the-art and environmentally friendly eco-
tourism infrastructure; improving transportation options; and 
supporting Guardians, land managers, and researchers. 

This financial challenge became the most significant 
opportunity for creating a ground-breaking protected 
area proposal. The LKDFN proposal acknowledges and 
proactively pursues the need for community rightsholders 
to participate in decision-making and stewardship without 
financial dependence on co-management partners and 
others. Financial independence became an imperative for 
LKDFN, directed by the community’s Elders. 

“We were always told as a child, Ni’ holni, that means watch over 
the land. They knew the land sustains us and they chose the most 

beautiful area.” 

Addie Jonasson, Board Member  
Thaidene Nëné Indigenous Protected Area Management Board
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LOCAL RESPONSES 

Ni Hat’ni Dene—Guardians of Thaidene Nëné 

In 2008, the Łutsël K’é Dene First Nation established Ni 
Hat’ni Dene (‘Dene Watching the Land’), a manifestation 
of a long history and culture of raising the community’s 
children to watch over the land. Ni Hat’ni Dene Guardians 
travel the tundra, forests, lakes, and rivers to carry forward 
the Nation’s responsibility to care for nature and watch 
over the sacred land of the Łutsël K’é Dene. In the summer, 
Guardians record hundreds of biodiversity data points, 
including water quality in McLeod and Christie bays, as 
well as health and population data for caribou, fish, and 
birds. Guardians also play an important role in welcoming 
tourists. They provide a brief history of the area, explain 
rules and regulations, and request that visitors fill out 
a short survey about where they are from, why they 
are visiting, where they camped, what wildlife they’ve 
seen, and what recommendations they have. During the 
winter, two guardian crews alternate one-week shifts of 
monitoring the barrenground caribou, a subspecies of 
the reindeer/caribou (Rangifer tarandus) species listed as 
vulnerable on the International Union of Conservation 
of Nature’s (IUCN’s) Red List of Threatened Species. 
Guardians make observations about the number, age, sex, 
and condition of encountered caribou. They also monitor 
harvesting practices in Łutsël K’é territory and educate 
hunters about Dënesųłıné harvesting laws. Guardians 
enter and maintain data in a central database. 

The Ni Hat’ni Dene programme provides formal land-
management training for Guardians. It also provides direct 
intergenerational knowledge transmission from one 
generation to another in Dene Ways of Knowing and Being 

on the land. Youth are selected to accompany Guardians 
on patrols during the summer months. This immersive  
intergenerational knowledge transfer promotes 
education, cultural connection, language retention, and 
leadership development far beyond what a textbook or 
online course could provide. Young community members 
report having life-changing experiences through the Ni 
Hat’ni Dene programme.

The Ni Hat’ni Dene programme offers social, environmental, 
economic, and cultural benefits. A 2016 study found 
the investment of CAD$4.5 million in the programme  
returned $11.1 million in community benefits over an 
eight-year period. These benefits included retained 
language, crime reduction, and availability of traditional 
foods. The formation of Ni Hat’ni Dene prepared the 
community for negotiations and the establishment of 
Thaidene Nëné. Guardians catalogued important cultural 
sites, gathered ecological and cultural information 
through Elder interviews, and showcased the effectiveness 
of Indigenous-led guardian programmes. LKDFN leaders 
brought these reports to negotiations table with Parks 
Canada and the Government of the Northwest Territories. 

The Ni Hat’ni Dene programme continues to significantly 
impact community youth by providing direct knowledge 
of ‘The Dënesųłıné Way.’ The programme has improved 
community employment and training by providing 
culturally and ecologically focused jobs and has been 
pivotal in building a conservation economy. 
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KEY IMPACTS 

Ni Hat’ni Dene

 ■ CAN$2.46 return on every dollar invested.
 ■ Seasonal biodiversity monitoring patrols established.
 ■ Annual immersive youth trainings held.
 ■ Tourism survey established.
 ■ Central database established.
 ■ Intergenerational transmission of Dene language and cultural knowledge (The Dënesųłıné Way) 

established.

Protected areas reconciliation framework

Thaidene Nëné is a departure from the colonial practice 
of creating parks by removing Indigenous Peoples from 
the land. Far from removing Łutsël K’é Dene people from 
their territory, the Establishment Agreements for Thaidene 
Nëné celebrate “the living connection between land and 
people, between water and land, between forest and 
barrens that makes Thaidene Nëné a national treasure 
of Canada.” The Agreements state that by “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, Parks Canada 
and the Government of the NWT will welcome the world.”

The model of co-governance articulated in the Establishment 
Agreements aims to protect the natural and cultural heritage 
of Thaidene Nëné. The model also supports sustainable local 
development and the continuity of Łutsël K’é Dene way of life, 
which has consistently involved working to protect the water 
and land. The Agreements centre the Łutsël K’é Dene First 
Nation’s leadership as the designators of the Thaidene Nëné 
Indigenous Protected Area through Dene law. LKDFN invited 
the Government of Canada and the Government of the 
Northwest Territories to sign the Establishment Agreements 
and use their laws to designate as parks and protected areas 
within Thaidene Nëné. 

The Government of the NWT passed the Protected Areas 
Act in 2019, providing the necessary legislative framework 
to designate 890,600 hectares of Thaidene Nëné as the 
first territorial protected area in the NWT. The NWT Wildlife 
Act was used to create a Wildlife Conservation Area, 
which measures 316,500 hectares. On the federal side, 
the Canadian Parliament passed an amendment to the 
National Parks Act in 2019 to create the 1.4-million-hectare 
Thaidene Nëné National Park Reserve. The term reserve 

indicates that all or a portion of the designated park area 
is subject to an outstanding land claim. Importantly, the 
entirety of the Thaidene Nëné Indigenous Protected Area 
remains subject to treaty and Aboriginal rights, allowing 
Indigenous Peoples to exercise their rights as they did 
before the Indigenous Protected Area was established. 
This fact is enshrined in the two Establishment Agreements 
signed with the Government of the NWT and Parks Canada, 
establishing the IPCA in 2019. 

In total, the Thaidene Nëné Indigenous Protected Area 
covers 2.6 million hectares of the Łutsël K’é Dene’s ancestral 
homeland surrounding the community of Łutsël K’é. 
Non-Indigenous visitors can use Thaidene Nëné as LKDFN 
members do, except that they are not allowed to harvest 
big game in the Thaidene Nëné National Park Reserve. 
Industrial development is not permitted anywhere in 
Thaidene Nëné. New infrastructure is not permitted in 
Thaidene Nëné National Park Reserve, but corridors 
of infrastructure may be developed in the Territorial 
Protected Area and Wildlife Conservation Area. 

Management and operations of Thaidene Nëné are 
shared between partners. Critical to co-governance is 
Thaidene Nëné Xá Dá Yáłtı, which means ‘the people that 
speak for Thaidene Nëné’ in the Dënesųłıné language. The 
three parties to the Establishment Agreements appoint 
individuals to Thaidene Nëné Xá Dá Yáłtı. Following their 
appointment, these individuals no longer represent the 
parties that appointed them; they speak only for Thaidene 
Nëné. Tasked with thinking long term for the land and 
for the people, appointees are expected to provide the 
parties with their best advice on subjects such as cultural 
promotion, ecological protection, access and use permits, 
and research and monitoring.
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KEY IMPACTS 

Protected areas reconciliation framework

 ■ GNWT passed the first Territorial Protected Areas Act in 2019.
 ■ LKDFN, Government of Canada, and GNWT signed historic Establishment Agreements, which formally 

create Thaidene Nëné Indigenous Protected Area (2019).
 ■ Within Thaidene Nëné, 1.4 million hectares has been designated as the Thaidene Nëné National Park 

Reserve (2019). 
 ■ Within Thaidene Nëné, 890,600 hectares has been designated as the Thaidene Nëné Territorial 

Protected Area (2019). 
 ■ Within Thaidene Nëné, 316,500 hectares has been designated as a Thaidene Nëné Territorial Wildlife 

Conservation Area (2021). 
 ■ Within Łutsël K’é Dene’s homeland, 2.6 million hectares has been protected.

Sustainable finance and conservation economy

Recognizing the imbalance in financial resources between 
Indigenous Peoples and Canadian governments, LKDFN 
leaders created the Thaidene Nëné Trust, a sound finance 
mechanism to reach their community’s long-term 
conservation financing goals. The Trust was built with 
CAN$15 million in investments from private funders and a 
match from Parks Canada to equal $30 million. The Trust is 
estimated to earn $1 million in interest every year, forever 
supporting LKDFN’s management of its vast territory and 
building the backbone to a new conservation economy. In 
the Establishment Agreements, all parties also guaranteed 
the creation of at least 18 jobs, and a plan was set to build 
a visitor centre. These financial strategies enable LKDFN 
to be an equal partner and carry out its management 
responsibilities.

With the financial capacity to build a conservation-centred 
economy and legislation that protects Thaidene Nëné from 
industrial development, LKDFN can avoid the pressures of 
mining and other extractive industries. Instead, LKDFN 
can focus on its Dene values of reciprocity with nature. As 
nearby mines close, workers will be able to transition to 
careers with a more hopeful future, including ecotourism, 
hospitality, outdoor education, natural resource 
management, and conservation research. Parks Canada 
has committed to maximize economic benefits from parks 
for Indigenous Peoples, including Thaidene Nëné.

KEY IMPACTS 

 Sustainable funding and conservation economy

 ■ CAD$30 million was secured and endowed. 
 ■ At least 18 new jobs will be created for Łutsël K’é Dene.
 ■ Protection from industrial development has been established.
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Recognizing and respecting Indigenous law

The Łutsël K’é Dene community sees the legal documents 
of Thaidene Nëné as a reflection of the First Nation’s 
original understanding of its treaty relationship with the 
Government of Canada dating back to 1900, as well as an 
expression of respect for that law. According to LKDFN, 
Treaty 8, signed in Fort Resolution in 1900, established 
that the parties would share the vast lands and resources, 
while managing and benefiting from the lands together 
in relationship, both with each other and the land. The 
Thaidene Nëné Establishment Agreements articulate 
and realize that interpretation of the treaty relationship. 
Creating a contractual agreement that recognizes 
Indigenous authority and jurisdiction is historically 
unprecedented and a major step for crown governments. 
Through Thaidene Nëné, a reconciliation journey has 
begun.

In addition to realizing LKDFN’s interpretation of Treaty 
8, the Establishment Agreements also uphold the Łutsël 
K’é Dene First Nation’s rights to the land and the authority 
of their Indigenous law. LKDFN law includes three 
mandates. The first is embedded in the foundational 

creation story of Thaidene Nëné, in which the community 
is given instructions to respect and protect sacred land. 
The law is carried out through annual pilgrimages to 
sacred homelands and defending those lands from other 
interests. The second law was formed when LKDFN Elders 
drew a map of the areas they wanted to protect and 
community members voted to accept the designation. 
This has been implemented and respected as LKDFN has 
defended these lands and waters throughout history. The 
third law was established when community members 
voted to accept the Establishment Agreements. 

Recognizing and respecting that LKDFN has its own 
Indigenous law has been fundamental to establishing 
equitable partnership on Thaidene Nëné. LKDFN was able 
to uphold the validity of the community’s governing laws 
because the community has operated under them and 
carried them out effectively and consistently throughout 
history. Parks Canada and the Government of the NWT 
recognize these laws and have agreed to operate under 
them through the establishment of a partnership with 
Łutsël K’é to protect Thaidene Nëné. 

KEY IMPACTS 

 Recognizing and respecting Indigenous law

 ■ Legal agreement between Indigenous and crown governments has been established.
 ■ Indigenous law has been recognized within Establishment Agreements.
 ■ Treaty 8 has been implemented as originally interpreted by LKDFN.

“I’m glad we took the initiative to develop relationships with two 
crown governments. At a time when people are talking about 
reconciliation, we are an example for the rest of the country.” 

Darryl Marlowe, Łutsël K’é Dene First Nation Chief
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POLICY IMPACTS 

National policy impacts 

The partnership between the Łutsël K’é Dene First Nation 
(LKDFN), Government of Canada, and Government of the 
Northwest Territories (GNWT) to establish and implement 
Thaidene Nëné sets a precedent for a new era of protected 
areas across Canada.

The Establishment Agreements use language recognizing 
the historic guardianship of land, water, air, and wildlife 

that has been integral to Łutsël K’é Dene law, culture, and 
economies. This language will set a national precedent 
for future partnerships and a standard for respect of 
Indigenous law. The conservation finance mechanism is 
equally impactful, showcasing nationally how Indigenous 
and local communities can ensure they are equal partners 
and investors in protected area management. 

Contributions to the global agenda

At the global level, the creation of Thaidene Nëné 
supports the objectives of several important multilateral 
agreements, including the Convention on Biological 
Diversity (CBD), the United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change (UNFCCC), and the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development (2030 Agenda).

The protected area and related LKDFN initiatives support 
the fulfilment of numerous Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) within the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development (2030 Agenda). For example, by establishing 
a formal protected area and guardian programme, LKDFN 
is helping reach global goals of clean water and sanitation 
(SDG 6), decent work and economic growth (SDG 8), 
climate action (SDG 13), and life on land (SDG 15). LKDFN’s 
efforts are a significant step towards peace, justice, and 
strong institutions (SDG 16) that ensure inclusive and 
representative decision-making.

Thaidene Nëné protects old-growth forests that sequester 
carbon, a powerful nature-based solution (NBS) for climate 
change. This effort supports Canada in responding to the 
UNFCCC and Paris Agreement’s urgent call to scale up the 
global response to climate change. Likewise, the protection 
of terrestrial and freshwater ecosystems supports the CBD 
and corresponding Aichi Biodiversity Targets aimed at 
addressing biodiversity loss, promoting sustainable use, 
safeguarding ecosystems, and enhancing the biodiversity 
benefits for communities. In particular, LKDFN is helping 
to showcase that Indigenous knowledge, innovations, and 
practices are important to biodiversity conservation and 
sustainable use, and that they should be respected. 

LKDFN has been intentional about its role as an 
ambassador to the world. The community intends to 
maintain continuity of that leadership throughout future 
generations.  

https://www.cbd.int/
https://www.cbd.int/
https://unfccc.int/
https://unfccc.int/
https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda
https://sdgs.un.org/2030agenda
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://www.cbd.int/sp/targets/
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REPLICATION, SCALABILITY, AND SUSTAINABILITY 

Replication 

The K’áhsho Got’ı ̨nę community of Rádelı ̨hkǫ́ (Fort Good 
Hope) in the Sahtú region of the Northwest Territories 
recently concluded an agreement with the Government 
of the Northwest Territories for another Territorial 
Protected Area and Indigenous Protected Area called 

Ts’udé Nılı ̨né Tuyeta. Ts’udé Nılı ̨né Tuyeta was established 
a year following Thaidene Nëné and the establishment 
agreement was modelled on Łutsël K’é’s agreement with 
the Government of the Northwest Territories. 

Scalability

The legal framework created by the Łutsël K’é Dene First 
Nation presents a just alternative to the pervasive colonial 
conservation frameworks that do not respect Indigenous 
rights and authorities. The framework achieves this 
by establishing co-governance practices, including 
collaborative decision-making and management, and 

establishing a precedent for respecting Indigenous 
law. This framework is a model that could scale up 
throughout Canada and make an impact globally, adding 
to the growing examples of Indigenous leadership in 
conservation across the world. 

Sustainability 

The Establishment Agreements, federal and territorial 
legislation, and funding mechanisms that form the 
backbone of the Thaidene Nëné framework were designed 
to be sustainable—empowering the Dene way of life and 
enabling the area’s ecological integrity to become a living 
legacy for all. Central to this legacy, for the first time in 
history, the governments of Canada and the NWT have 
recognized in the Establishment Agreements the legal 
authority of an Indigenous nation, the Łutsël K’é Dene First 
Nation, to protect its ancestral territory, Thaidene Nëné. 

These Agreements have established the expectation that 
governments, companies, and individuals must respect 
Indigenous Peoples, their laws, and their treaty and 
Aboriginal rights. Additionally, the Thaidene Nëné Trust 
offers a sustainable economic support system for the Łutsël 
K’é Dene to carry out its responsibilities in the Thaidene 
Nëné Indigenous Protected Area. The annual interest on 
the trust’s initial investment will cover implementation 
costs and provide perpetual support for the management 
and operation of Thaidene Nëné by the Łutsël K’é Dene. 



14

FUTURE PLANS 
Since the ratification of Thaidene Nëné and signing of the Establishment Agreements, Łutsël K’é has focused 
on the major task of implementing the vision for the Indigenous Protected Area. LKDFN leaders will continue 
to carry out their 25-year strategic plan, developing infrastructure for ecotourism and hospitality, and 
creating a thriving outdoor and conservation industry for their communities. Their vision for Thaidene Nëné 
implementation in the Dënesųłıné language is ‘Nuwe néné, nuwe ch’anıé yunedhé xa,’ which means ‘Our 
land, our culture, for the future.’ This vision includes three aims: to build a strong nation and uphold land 
protection, to see the Łutsël K’é Dene way of life thriving, and to build first-class community infrastructure. 

PARTNERS 
 ■ Canadian Parks and Wilderness Society (CPAWS): 

Supports the Thaidene Nëné initiative, facilitating 
engagements and sharing the Thaidene Nëné vision 
with external parties and the public.

 ■ Ducks Unlimited Canada: Assists Indigenous Peoples, 
government, and industry with comprehensive science-
based solutions for conserving boreal wetlands.

 ■ Indigenous Leadership Initiative: Supports Łutsël 
K’é Dene First Nation capacity-building and skills 
development for full respect, equal treatment, and fair 
partnership in Canada’s government, economic, and 
social systems.

 ■ The Nature Conservancy (TNC): Nature United’s 
global affiliate, supported the development of the 
Thaidene Nëné Trust, providing technical expertise 
and support for cultural and ecological conservation 
and monitoring.

 ■ Nature United: Supported the development of the 
Thaidene Nëné Trust, providing technical expertise 
and support for cultural and ecological conservation 
and monitoring. 
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