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Report Summary

The Déline First Nation is a Dene community of about 550 on the shores of Sahtli, Great Bear
Lake. Our name for ourselves reflects our relationship with the lake — Sahttiot’jing. Guided by the

words of the Déline prophet known as ?ehtséo Ayha, the community has chosen a positive path
of renewal and governance following a long history of social and climate change that started
with the Port Radium radium-uranium mine on the eastern shore of Great Bear Lake during
1932-1960, and climate change that has been experienced with growing rapidity since 1960. Recent
research shows that an area encompassing Sahti has experienced the largest warming over the past 50
years of any location in the world. Gyakum et al argue that the community of Deline is at “ground zero”
of climate change. Moreover, the large size of Sahtu interacts with climate change in significant ways
(Gyakum et al 2009). Now close to achieving self-government, the Deline First Nation has taken a
deliberate and systematic approach to understanding and planning for the impacts of climate change,
especially with respect to impacts on health and well-being. During 2009-2010, the community undertook
a major Phase I health-climate change study entitled Envisioning Adaptations with Elders and Youth to
explore how traditions carried in Dene stories shared between elders and youth are used to identify,
analyze and address health risk in the context of climate change.

In the early part of the 1900s, ?e¢htséo Ayha warned of drastic environmental and social changes
to come in the future, and the community continues to monitor the truth of those predictions.
This research explored the renewal of storytelling practices in Déline with a focus on elder-youth
exchanges about health and climate change. We addressed three questions:

1. How are stories and Dene language use adapted within elder-youth exchanges as a tool for
understanding and addressing health risks arising from climate change?

2. What are the ways in which girls’'women and boys/men share stories across generations
related to health and climate change?

3. What is the role of new media in adapting the stories about health and climate to enhance
resilience and adaptiveness?

The goal was to establish the foundation for health programs that proactively address climate
change and reflect the holism of Dene stories, more effectively support youth-elder interactions,
account for differences in the needs and perspectives young Dene women and men, and thereby
strengthen the capacity of the community to address an uncertain future.

The Déling Learning About Changes program in 2009-2010 was just a beginning. The program
opened up a space for elders, adults and youth to start a dialogue about the nature of changes
being experienced on the land, and the possible health risks that are coming with these changes.
Living in an area with one of the most extreme climates in the world in terms of differences
between summer and winter temperatures, the Sahtiot’jn¢ have developed a culture that is highly
adaptable. For this reason, our stories, language and survival skills are our greatest strength for
moving into a changing future. We are finding ways not only to document the stories, but also to
keep them alive in the community, in the school and especially on the land so that they remain
meaningful to present and future generations. Our next challenge will be to find new ways to
understand stories as policy informing self-government, wildlife practices and health programs
as a strong foundation for sustaining who we are as Dene.
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Health Risk and Climate Change in Sahtuot’jne Stories
Envisioning Adaptations with Elders and Youth in Déljne, NWT

1. Introduction

This research has focused on the evolving role of Sahtiot’jng stories in identifying, analyzing and
addressing health risks in the context of climate change. The project explored traditional and
contemporary narratives about safe travelling on the land, ways of surviving in changing or
unpredictable ecological conditions, and ways that young Dene and elders interact to learn strategies for
survival and good health. The linkages between narratives and experience were explored in relation to
how young Dene learn in school and outside of school, within the community and on the land. We
learned about the specific ways in which youth use Dene narratives as an adaptive tool. The interactions
of elders and high school students, young pre and post-natal parents, and young trappers in exchanging
stories and experiences were documented, along with ways that these narratives are shared at cross-
community and cross-regional scales.

Since time immemorial, stories have been the vehicle for Dene historical knowledge. As many
researchers have pointed out, oral history can be a detailed and stable source of baseline knowledge, at
the same time providing tools for interpreting the present and planning for the future. The stories
describe the skills and knowledge required to be safe while travelling on the land and maintain good
health — including physical disciplines, healthy relationships and healthy eating practices. Climate
change poses a new challenge for a society still rooted in oral culture. This project explored the ways in
which the ancient stories are adapted so that they can meaningfully address changing practices required
to maintain good health and prepare for future impacts of climate change.

The ways in which stories are used by elders and youth to identify, analyse and address climate change
and associated health risks is not well understood. The starting research hypothesis for this program was
that stories are effective tools for community-based monitoring of climate change and health impacts,
for analyzing changing climate and health conditions, and for establishing and communicating effective
community health adaptation strategies. The research documented the extent to which stories are
themselves resilient, adaptive to change, and in creating a bond of communication among the
generations for the community that possesses them. The hope was that the research would lead to
community health programs that reflect the holism of Dene stories, more effectively support youth-elder
interactions, and thereby strengthen community resilience and adaptive capacity — bridging past, present
and an uncertain future.

1.1. Community Background

The Déline First Nation is a Dene community of 550 on the shores of Sahtll, Great Bear Lake. Our name
for ourselves reflects our relationship with the lake — Sahtiot’ing. Guided by the words of the Prophet
Ayha, the community has chosen a positive path of renewal and governance following a long history of
social and climate change that started with the Port Radium radium-uranium mine on the eastern shore
of Great Bear Lake during 1932-1960. The D¢ljng First Nation is a beneficiary of the Sahtu Dene and
Métis Comprehensive Land Claim Agreement. In 1999, Déljne embarked upon a collaborative program
of multi-disciplinary research to document the environmental, health and socio-economic impacts of the
mine, completed in 2005. The community has also undertaken a number of initiatives to renew their role
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in governance and address both community and environmental well-being, including self-governance,
integrated resource planning, protection of special cultural and ecological landscapes, and a strong
healing program following recommendations from the Final Report of the Canada-Déling Uranium
Table.

Research has been a strong foundation for community programs and initiatives. The Déling Knowledge
Project (DKP) was established in 2006 through a partnership of the Déling First Nation, the Délng
Renewable Resources Council (DRRC), and the University of Manitoba. The drawing by Dennis Kenny
and Jonas Modeste on the cover of this report represents the vision for this project defined in community
strategic planning sessions. The DKP has the dual purpose of researching the role of Dene traditional
knowledge in governance and land stewardship, and building community capacity in Dene language,
knowledge and land-based cultural practices. During 2006-2009, there were five components to the
DKP program: An archive of oral histories that can serve as a baseline for understanding change and
adaptation within the community; a traditional medicines project, Plants for Life!; a traditional
knowledge study to explore the relationship between Dene and caribou; a three year training program in
environmental monitoring, including scientific and traditional knowledge components and addressing
community capacity to understand climate change; and a preliminary strategic planning process
involving hunters and trappers, elders, and youth to understand the requirements for achieving
sustainability in an era of climate change. The research to date has provided strong evidence that the
people of Déljne consider our relationship with the land to be a key aspect of our well-being and health.

It is arguably the strength of the Sahtiot’jng¢ in our traditional land-based culture that renders us
unusually vulnerable to climate change. According to 2008 figures from the NWT Bureau of Statistics,
77% of the community reported that half or more of the meat they consume is country food. In 2009,
respondents reported that 49.4% hunted or fished, 14.2% trapped (a small increase from 2004), and 84%
spoke their indigenous language. While showing a decline over a twenty year period, these figures are
often higher than for many other indigenous communities in the NWT. The contrast with figures for the
NWT as a whole is higher since it includes communities like Yellowknife, Hay River and Inuvik with
high proportions of non-indigenous people.

Now elders, current harvesters and youth alike are looking to the future and questioning how this
healthy way of life might be sustained when the ecological conditions for its existence have
fundamentally changed. Climate change has been experienced with growing rapidity since 1960. Recent
research shows that the largest warming has occurred at Great Bear Lake over the past 50 years of any
location in the Northern Hemisphere. Gyakum et al argue that the community of Déljne is at “ground
zero” of climate change. Moreover, the large size of Great Bear Lake interacts with climate change in
significant ways (Gyakum et al 2009). This particularly affects Sahtiot’jne during the winter months,
which are a crucial time for subsistence harvesting and trapping. Community members have identified
six health risk concerns related to climate change, including reduced fall and spring harvesting times,
increasingly unpredictable weather and travel conditions on ice and water; a rapid decline in the
Bluenose barren-ground caribou herds that are a core source of subsistence; diseases and epidemics in
both humans and animals; impacts on health associated with traditional foods and cultural practices; and
impacts on transmission of traditional knowledge about Dene health and well-being, given the disruption
of traditional land-based practices.
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Underlying these experiences of change is a deep concern about the ongoing value and
applicability of traditional knowledge and stories in maintaining and enhancing the health of
Déline First Nation citizens. Over the past three years, the Déling First Nation has prioritized the
archiving and recording of elders stories through the DKP. For this reason community has
undertaken to explore the role of such stories as a cross-generational tool in identifying and
analysing health risks associated with climate change, and enhancing “learning and innovation”
(Chapin et al 2004) to strengthen resilience and adaptive capacity. This research will be directly
relevant to other Inuit and First Nation communities in exploring a “bottom-up” approach that
takes indigenous ways of learning and knowing as a starting point for understanding health risk
and climate change, and has direct implications for school curriculum and community harvesting
and health programs.

1.2. Purpose

The purpose of this research was to understand how Sahtuot’jne stories are used to identify,
analyze and address health risk in the context of climate change. The community aimed to
explore the ways in which stories can be used as tool for new generations to navigate into an
increasingly hazardous future.

The research asked three questions:

1. How are stories and Dene language use adapted within elder-youth exchanges as a tool for
understanding and addressing health risks arising from climate change?

2. What are the distinct ways in which girls/women and boys/men share stories across
generations related to health and climate change?

3. What is the role of new media in adapting the stories about health and climate to enhance
resilience and adaptiveness?

1.3. Objectives

The original research objectives were slightly modified as a result of community-based program
planning, with an element added to Objective 1, and two new objectives incorporated
(Objectives 4 and 5). These modifications are indicated in italics below:

1. Assess the “life” of stories among Sahtuot ine, and identify key elder and youth stories that
describe ways of understanding and adapting to climate change and health risks.

2. Document and analyze ways that young girls/women and boys/men interpret stories with a
focus on health and climate change, and how the stories are experienced on the land, in the
school, and in the community.

3. Examine the role of new media in adapting stories to ensure their applicability to new health
risks related to climate change.
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4. Scope out the requirements for effective health adaptation planning and pro-active
governance related to key concerns about climate change impacts in the community.

5. Develop an understanding of indigenous research methodology and how it might be
combined with other methodologies in climate change and health adaptation research.

1.4. Research Team

The research team for this program was extensive, including a balance of community members,
technical consultants, and resource people from a variety of disciplines.

Advisors

Walter Bayha, Self-Government Implementation Director
Sahtu Renewable Resources Board Chair
Morris Neyelle, Déljne First Nation Council and Déljng Land Corporation

Community Researchers

Edith Mackeinzo, Déljng Knowledge Project, Research Coordinator

Doris Taneton, Déljne Knowledge Project, Trainee/Schools Program Coordinator
Dolphus Tutcho, Déling Knowledge Project, Research Assistant

Orlena Modeste, Remediation Office, Mapping Project Coordinator

Betty Tetso, Prevention and Health Promotion Worker, Dora Gully Health Centre
Stanley Ferdinand, Déljng First Nation, Research Assistant for Tiarella Hannah

Community Consultants
Michael Neyelle, Fibbie Tatti, Jane Modeste, Bernice Neyelle, Language Specialists/Facilitators

Community Coordination
Edward Reeves, Déling Renewable Resources Council

Resource People

Deborah Simmons, Native Studies, University of Manitoba/SENES Consultants, Principal
Investigator

Trent Waterhouse, Progam Support Teacher (PST), ?ehtséo Ayha School

Ben Postin, Grades 6/7 Class, ?ehtséo Ayha School
Yolanda Poyner, Grades 3/4 Class, ?ehtséo Ayha School

Kevin O’Keefe, High School Science Class, ?ehtséo Ayha School

Anna Stanley, Human Geography, National University of Ireland at Galway

Ingeborg Fink, PhD student, Linguistics, University of Cologne

John Gyakum, Atmospheric and Oceanic Sciences, McGill University

Ken Caine, Rural Economy, University of Alberta

Keren Rice, Linguistics and Aboriginal Studies, University of Toronto

Micheline Manseau, Landscape Ecology, Natural Resources Institute and Parks Canada
Nicole Beaudry, Ethnomusicology, Université du Québec a Montréal
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Ruthann Gal, Manager, Aurora Research Institute, Fort Smith office
Sarah Gordon, PhD student, Folklore, Indiana University

Tiarella Hanna, Masters student, Rural Economy, University of Alberta
Wendy Flood, Nurse-In-Charge, Dora Gully Health Centre

Technical Consultants

Dawn Ostrem, Dawn Ostrem Communications/Centre for Digital Storytelling (Youth Radio and
Digital Storytelling)

Mike West, Datalaundry (Language Toolbox)

Robert Kershaw, Centre for Digital Storytelling (Digital Storytelling)

Ruthann Gal, GIS Specialist/Manager, Aurora Research Institute (Mapping)

2. Research Background

Ford (2009) and Pielke et al (2007) have expressed a growing consensus among such researchers
in arguing that the increasingly “dangerous” nature of climate change for arctic peoples means
that a new policy discourse is required focusing on adaptation. Research about human health and
climate change in the arctic in recent years would support this perspective, focusing on
vulnerabilities and resilience or adaptive capacity with respect to natural hazards, food and water
security and climate change (Chan et al 2006; Ford et al 2006a-b; Berkes and Jolly 2001;
Pederson 2007; Furgal and Seguin 2006; Furgal et al 2008; Chapin et al 2004; Johansson 2008;
Martin et al 2007). A number of publications explore practical adaptive and environmental
management strategies and traditional knowledge and community-based scientific approaches to
monitoring change. Collections of case studies from the arctic affirming the importance of
traditional knowledge in understanding climate change and its implications include The Earth is
Faster Now: Indigenous Observations of Arctic Environmental Change (Krupnik and Jolly, Eds
2002) and Breaking ice: renewable resource and ocean management in the Canadian north
(Berkes et al, Eds 2005), and the special issue of the journal Polar Research on “Climate Change
Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability in the