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Jordan Demeulemeester, Senior Land Guardian  
with Saulteau First Nations does grizzly bear 
monitoring. Photo credit: Ryan Dickie

Twin Sisters Native Plant Nursery, Saulteau First Nations.  
Photo credit: David Moskowitz

Caribou calf in the Klinse-za maternity pen, Saulteau First Nations.  
Photo credit: David Moskowitz



The Yellowstone to Yukon Conservation Initiative (Y2Y) is a transboundary 
Canada–United States not-for-profit organization that aims to connect and 
protect the 3,400 kilometers (2,100 miles) between the Greater Yellowstone 
Ecosystem and Yukon Territory.
We are recommending that the Government of British Columbia prioritize the 
establishment of a mandate to fully fund and advance Indigenous Protected 
and Conserved Areas (IPCAs) in agreements with Indigenous governments, 
federal agencies, other provinces and territories.  
Indigenous Protected and Conserved Areas, or IPCAs, are clearly defined 
protected areas that can include both lands and waters governed by 
First Nations in partnership with a provincial or federal government. 
IPCAs benefit all British Columbians as a policy option. Supporting the 
establishment and maintenance of IPCAs has many economic, socio-
cultural, and ecological benefits.

Land Acknowledgement
Yellowstone to Yukon Conservation Initiative’s head offices are within  
Treaty 7, signed in 1877 by the Ĩyãħé Nakoda (Stoney Nakoda) Nations of Bearspaw, 
Chiniki, and Goodstoney; the Niitsitapi (Blackfoot) Nations of Siksika, Aapatohsipikani 
(North Piikani), and Kainai; Tsuut’ina First Nation; and the British Crown. 
These lands also overlap with the homelands of Aamskaapipikani (Blackfeet), 
Secwépemc, Ktunaxa, Mountain Cree, and the Métis Nation of Alberta (Zone 3). 
We further acknowledge that the broader Yellowstone to Yukon region overlays at 
least 75 Indigenous territories. 

Jobs 
 
As the Indigenous Circle of Experts 
(2018) highlight, conservation-based 
economies, like those developed 
through Indigenous-led conservation 
efforts, can provide long-term, 
sustainable employment for local 
and regional residents by maximizing 
existing skills and knowledge.  

• Indigenous Guardians are experts who 
manage IPCAs, restore landscapes, and 
monitor development. These well-paid 
jobs create significant benefits in the 
communities where Guardians reside.  

• There are a total of 120 Guardian  
programs operating across Canada (Land 
Needs Guardians, n.d.-a). For example, 
the Łutsël K’e Dene First Nation Guardian 
program employs 10 people in the summer 
and 4 in the winter in a community of 
about 300 people (Indigenous Leadership 
Initiative, n.d.-b).  

• Indigenous-led conservation creates 
long-term employment opportunities 
in sustainable sectors of the economy. 
Protecting the Great Bear Rainforest  
has created more than 1,000 permanent 
jobs and the establishment or growth of 
more than 100 local businesses (Coast 
Funds, 2019). 

What are the economic benefits  
of Indigenous Protected and 
Conserved Areas?  
 
As a form of regional economic development, IPCAs are a sound investment  
that create jobs, generate economic growth, and establish industry certainty 
through land-use planning. 

Issue Sheet:  
 
The Benefits of  
Indigenous Protected  
and Conserved Areas in  
British Columbia Economic 

Development 
 
Supporting IPCAs offers a great 
return on investment, generating 
long-term regional economic 
benefits.    

• An initial investment of $4.5 million in the 
Łutsël K’é and Decho Guardian programs 
generated $11.1 million in social, 
economic, cultural, and environmental 
value, with this return estimated to 
increase over time. For every $1 invested, 
approximately $2.5 of value has been 
created (Social Ventures Australia, 
November 2016).  

• Łutsël K’é Dene First Nation and its public 
government partners have committed to 
spending $4M-$7M per year to manage 
Thaidene Nëné — spanning 6.5 million 
acres or 26,376 square kilometers —  
including new investments in capital 
projects. These investments, such as 
$500,000 on equipment to help manage 
this protected area, are evidence of how 
IPCAs help circulate money through the 
regional economy (Indigenous Leadership 
Initiative, n.d.-b).  
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Tourism 
Indigenous-led tourism is a significant source of economic growth in Canada, 
contributing $1.9 billion in GDP in 2019 (Indigenous Tourism Association 
of Canada, 2022). IPCAs work in tandem with the growing global demand for 
solutions-oriented tourism, helping to protect imperiled ecosystems, and achieving 
worldwide recognition in doing so. 

• Indigenous-led conservation efforts are 
helping to create and capitalize on the 
increasing demands for bear-viewing and 
ecotourism in B.C. which generates millions 
in economic benefits for the province (Honey 
et al., 2016). For example, the Kitasoo/Xai’Xais 
Nation’s Spirit Bear Lodge within the Great 
Bear Rainforest employs nearly 10 percent of 
the local population and has helped diversify 
employment opportunities in the region, 
especially for youth. Profits from the Lodge 
are reinvested in cultural programs, business 
development, and a research foundation that 
has helped attract further investment (Coast 
Funds, n.d.). 

Indigenous-led conservation has helped 
create, and is capitalizing on, demand 
for bear-viewing tourism in B.C.

• The Łutsël K’é Dene First Nation has 
purchased a fishing lodge within Thaidene 
Nëné, providing employment and investment 
opportunities in the region and building 
on the Northwest Territories’ $200 million 
tourism industry. Bookings at the Frontier 
Lodge are required a full calendar year in 
advance (CBC News, 2022) due to popularity. 

• As part of the proposed Dene K’éh Kusān 
Indigenous Protected and Conserved Area 
in northern B.C., the Kaska Dena Council is 
working with guide outfitters on plans for 
the IPCA. Conservative estimates suggest 
guide outfitting could generate $6-7 million 
annually in the Dene K’éh Kusān IPCA (Dena 
Kayeh Institute, 2020).  

Dene K’éh Kusān is an IPCA proposed for 
Kaska Dena Territory. Photo credit: Camille 

Havas/Lichen Project on Kaska Dena Territory  
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Black bear mother and cub.  
Photo credit: Shutterstock 

Carbon Financing 
 
Carbon financing can offer emerging economic opportunities that are compatible with the 
establishment and management of IPCAs. If advanced while upholding Indigenous rights, 
nature-based carbon storage solutions can help to diversify economic activities, protect 
landscapes and catalyze the conservation economy. However, a current lack of policy 
coherence and limited awareness and engagement with carbon finance opportunities are 
noted as significant challenges for Indigenous Nations and communities (Townsend & 
Craig, 2020). Mosaic Forest Management’s BigCoast Forest Climate Initiative’s commitment 
to share revenues with the IPCA Innovation Program offers examples of what is possible 
(Ecotrust Canada, 2023). 

Emerging Opportunity



IPCAs support collaborative 
land-use planning 
 
As a component of land-use planning, IPCAs provide 
investment certainty for industry, reducing financial 
and reputational risk. IPCAs clearly delineate areas for 
conservation and for development, and many IPCA proposals 
outline a desire to work more effectively with industry, 
recognizing the important role industry plays in regional 
economic development.  

• The Gitanyow Land-Use Plan (LUP), established in 2012, provides 
clear guidelines for allowable industrial activities and has 
strengthened the regional forestry sector while protecting nature 
through the Wilp Wii LItsxw Mesiadin IPCA in northwestern B.C. 
Prior to the land-use plan, the Gitanyow were regularly involved in 
legal challenges against industry. Since the plan was implemented, 
no new court cases have emerged (Simmons, 2023). 

• Tsay Keh Dene Nation declared the Ingenika IPCA after meeting 
with major licensees and tenure holders with interests in their 
territory in north-central B.C. They established ever-green and 
binding agreements with industry to not plan for operations or 
operate in the Ingenika IPCA. These agreements also identified 
areas for appropriate harvest in special management zones 
adjacent to the IPCA. Likewise, Tsay Keh obtained the support 
of global companies to not source forest products in B.C. that 
originate from the Ingenika IPCA or otherwise infringe Tsay Keh 
rights in the Ingenika (3M, 2021). 

• Guardian programs can also help provide industry certainty. For 
example, the Innu Nation Minashkuat Kanakutuataku Guardian 
program monitors the Voisey’s Bay Mine in Labrador. Initially 
the mine’s development was a source of conflict, however the 
monitoring program has strengthened the social acceptability of 
the mine with Innu communities (Land Needs Guardians, n.d.-b). 

Tsay Keh Dene Nation obtained the 
support of global companies to not source 
forest products in B.C. that originate from 
the Ingenika IPCA or otherwise infringe 
Tsay Keh rights in the Ingenika.

Ospika River canyon, Tsay Keh Dene Nation. 
Photo credit: Erica Bonderud  
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“culture camps” brings elders and youth 
together to maintain traditional practices and 
experience the source of traditional knowledge 
and history (Shultis & Heffner, 2016). 

• By facilitating time on the land, IPCAs, 
Guardian programs and related trainings 
stimulate Indigenous youth engagement in 
culture, language, and biodiversity (Ens et  
al., 2020). 

What are the socio-
cultural benefits of 
Indigenous Protected 
and Conserved Areas?
Evidence from around the globe shows support for 
Indigenous-led conservation, including IPCAs, and has 
significant social and cultural benefits for Indigenous 
peoples and non-Indigenous people visiting or living 
in an area. These include, but are not limited to, the 
revival of Indigenous cultures, educational and training 
opportunities, and human health and well-being benefits 
from securing cultural species, strengthening food 
sovereignty, and the renewal of land-based relationships. 

Cultural Cohesion,  
Maintenance, and Resurgence 

Indigenous languages are the foundation of 
oral history and tradition and are intimately 
connected to the land (ICE, 2018).
 
Revitalizing cultural land practices is therefore crucial for protecting both 
Indigenous languages and the environment itself. 

• Land-based environmental management 
practices, collaborative conservation policy, 
and IPCAs improve intergenerational 
knowledge transfer (Tran el al., 2020b) and 
stimulate interest in, and maintenance of, 
Indigenous languages (Ens et al., 2020; Schultz 
et al., 2018). 

• As “repositories of science” Indigenous  
languages hold great knowledge about 
socio-ecological relationships and changes 

• Involvement in Ranger or Guardian programs, 
key components of IPCAs, strengthens ties 
to the land, cultural responsibilities and the 
maintenance of traditional knowledge  
(Fogarty, 2012). 

• Indigenous-led conservation provides 
opportunities for Indigenous peoples to have 
or revive relationships with the land. For 
example, Tr’ondek Hwech’in Government’s 

observed on the land, which can make 
significant contributions to land management 
and protection (M’sit No’kmaq et al., 2021). 

• Relatedly, IPCAs elevate Indigenous rights and 
responsibilities, including traditional values, 
knowledge systems, and Indigenous laws, 
which emerge from relationships with the 
environment (Indigenous Circle of Experts, 
2018; M’sit No’kmaq et al., 2021; Premauer & 
Berkes, 2015).  

Revitalizing cultural land practices is 
crucial for protecting both Indigenous 
languages and the environment itself. 

Berry harvesting, Saulteau First Nations.  
Photo credit: David Moskowitz 
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As ICE (2018) succinctly highlights: “Culture and 
language are the heart and soul of an IPCA5.” 



Education and Training  
 
IPCAs and the land-based opportunities they provide, help 
to facilitate intergenerational knowledge transfer between 
Indigenous elders and youth (Tran et al., 2020a).  

• For example, youth Guardian programs like that of ʔaq’am  
in southeastern B.C. are helping to pass traditional knowledge to the 
next generations by facilitating time with elders and youth on the 
traditional territories of the Ktunaxa Nation (CBC Radio, 2023). 

• Land-based learning is a powerful tool that can contribute to 
reconciliation (Bowra et al., 2020), helps students develop deeper 
professional responsibilities (Borrows, 2016), and helps develop skills 
to guide and protect conservation landscapes —in both rural and 
urban spaces (Syed, 2023). 

• Indigenous land management (Schultz et al., 2018), land-based 
cultural programs (Fogarty, 2012), and Guardian programs (Land 
Needs Guardians, n.d.-c) all support various educational and 
training opportunities for Indigenous peoples.  

In addition to providing cultural tourism opportunities for First Nations, 
Indigenous-led conservation is helping educate non-Indigenous people 
and visitors about the histories of colonialism, Indigenous culture, 
law, and language (Lynch et al., 2010). A practice that, despite being 
important for Indigenous knowledge-holders, has been limited in other 
protected area settings (Johnston & Mason, 2020).

Guardians in the Dehcho K’ehodi 
program, Dehcho First Nations.  
Photo credit: Land Needs Guardians

Qat’muk is central to the Ktunaxa 
people’s cultural and spiritual identity. 

Photo credit: Shutterstock
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Health and Well-being 
 
The impacts of colonialism, including loss of language, 
culture and disconnection from traditional territories 
are linked to the health inequalities faced by Indigenous 
peoples (King et al., 2009). In protecting and restoring land and 
culture, Indigenous-led conservation and IPCAs can address 
these inequalities, offering health and well-being benefits for 
Indigenous peoples and all Canadians.  

• Caring for the land has been shown to improve a variety of physical 
health indicators for Indigenous peoples (Burgess et al., 2009).  

• The health and well-being benefits derived from a healthy 
environment means that IPCAs benefit all Canadians, including 
Indigenous peoples (Indigenous Circle of Experts, 2018; Lemieux et al., 
2022). 

• Being on the land, hunting, and access to traditional foods also 
positively affect mental health and well-being for Indigenous peoples 
(Kirmayer et al., 2008; Parlee et al., 2008). 
 

Wildlife species, such as bison, caribou and moose, are culturally 
important to certain Indigenous peoples. Indigenous-led 
conservation efforts, including IPCAs, often centers around the 
care, restoration and protection of culturally significant species 
of animals and plants, such as camas, lichen, and berries. These 
efforts promote health and well-being benefits that include:  

• The protection of cultural species and practices that ensure a future 
for Indigenous peoples and livelihoods, and helps increase access to 
food, hides and other animal parts for cultural practices including 
ceremony (Schneider, 2022). 

• Increasing access to traditional foods and the protection and 
restoration of cultural species improves Indigenous peoples’ food 
sovereignty (Popp et al., 2019). 

• Indigenous-led species restoration has cultural, spiritual and 
psychological benefits for those involved in restoration efforts and  
the broader community (Haggerty et al., 2018). 

Indigenous-
led species 
restoration 
has cultural, 
spiritual and 
psychological 
benefits for  
those involved.

Pauline Walker picking lichen for caribou 
maternity pen, Saulteau First Nations. 
Photo credit: David Moskowitz
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What are the ecological benefits  
of Indigenous Protected and  
Conserved Areas? 
Research shows that Indigenous peoples manage or have tenure rights to about 
a quarter of the world’s land and these lands contain 80 percent of the world’s 
remaining biodiversity (Sobrevila, 2008, Garnett et al., 2018). This highlights the 
strength of Indigenous stewardship for maintaining ecological integrity. More 
specifically, there are a variety of ecological benefits of IPCAs observed at both local 
and global scales, including but not limited to species monitoring and restoration, 
protected and connected lands, and climate change adaptation and resilience.   

Species Monitoring and Restoration

Central to Indigenous peoples’ relationship with the land are the spiritual, cultural, and 
symbolic values attributed to many species (Goolmeer et al., 2022). IPCAs and other 
Indigenous-led conservation efforts support the restoration and protection of cultural 
species for generations to come.  

Protected and 
Connected Lands 
 
IPCAs can help meet biodiversity targets 
and improve habitat connectivity, providing 
larger landscapes for wide-ranging species to 
travel safely (Zurba et al., 2019) and healthier 
ecosystems for people and wildlife alike.  
 
• In northern B.C., within the traditional territory of 

the Kaska Dena, the proposed Dene K’éh Kusān 
IPCA would protect 40,000 square kilometers and 
provide connectivity to 14 adjacent provincial 
protected areas (Dene Kayeh Institute, 2021). 

• On the traditional territories of the Kitasoo/
Xai’xais First Nation, the proposed Green Inlet 
IPCA would provide connectivity to adjacent 
protected areas (Tran et al., 2020b). 

• In the Great Bear Rainforest, monitoring 
of grizzly bear movement by the 
Kitasoo/Xai’xais First Nation contributes 
to a strong resurgence of Indigenous 
environmental stewardship (Tran et  
al., 2020b). 

• In B.C., on the traditional territory of the 
West Moberly First Nations and Saulteau 
First Nations, recovery of the nearly 
extirpated Klinse-Za caribou herd was led 
by caribou Guardians who helped revive the 
population from 38 caribou in 2013 to 101 
in 2021 (Lamb et al., 2022). 

• After Indigenous leaders, Elders, and 
knowledge keepers highlighted the 

• After a 70 percent decline in the moose 
population on the traditional territory of the 
Gitanyow Lax’yip from 2001 to 2007, moose 
monitoring by the Lax’yip Guardians has helped 
increased the moose population by 50 percent 
between 2011 and 2017 (Popp et al., 2020). 

disturbing decline of salmon in B.C.’s Fraser 
watershed (Hill et al., 2021), a collaborative 
restoration plan, led by the Katzie First Nation, 
was implemented to restore spawning and 
rearing habitat, remove river blockages and 
reconnect salmon pathways. The success of 
the project has led to long-term partnerships 
aimed at expanding ecosystem-level 
restoration efforts (WWF, n.d.) 

Species monitoring provides an opportunity for the resurgence of Indigenous 
environmental stewardship and has been shown to effectively restore previously 
declining animal and plant species 

Recovery of the nearly 
extirpated Klinse-Za 
caribou herd was led 
by caribou Guardians 
who helped revive the 
population from  
38 caribou in 2013  
to 101 in 2021 

Caribou. Photo credit: Shutterstock
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Indigenous fire stewardship and cultural burning help replenish soil nutrients 
and restore the land, reduce wildfire risk by lessening fuel loads, and reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions by keeping carbon stores in woody vegetation, while 
also facilitating intergenerational knowledge transfer (Hoffman et al., 2022).  

Climate Change Adaptation and Resilience  
Indigenous Nations in the boreal forest conserve lands that act as some of the 
richest carbon storehouses in Canada (Indigenous Leadership Initiative, n.d.-a). 
One benefit of IPCAs is they store carbon, instead of being released into the 
atmosphere and contributing to climate change. These carbon storehouses are  
not only important for ecological reasons, but further provide economic 
benefits to be harnessed by First Nations with the emergence of carbon financing 
(Ecotrust Canada, 2023). 

• In northern Manitoba, the Seal River 
Watershed IPCA proposed by the Sayisi 
Dene First Nation stores 1.7 billion tonnes of 
carbon, equivalent to about 8 years’ worth 
of total greenhouse gas emissions in Canada 
(International Institute for Sustainable 
Development, 2022). 

• In Australia, the reintroduction of Indigenous 
fire management over the past decade has 
cut destructive wildfires in half (Fuller, 2020). 

• As of 2021, Indigenous fire stewardship in 
Australia abates around 1 million tonnes  
of emissions per year (The Nature  
Conservancy, n.d.). 

• In northern B.C., within the traditional 
territory of the Kaska Dena, the proposed 
Dene K’éh Kusān IPCA has boreal soil, 
which stores at least 362 million tonnes 
of carbon, equivalent to 18 months of 
greenhouse gas emissions in Canada 
(Staveley, 2020). 

• In North America, although Indigenous 
peoples use cultural burning to 
manage more than a dozen species, 
such as vascular plants, insects, and 
mammals, there are calls for widespread 
incorporation of Indigenous knowledge 
and cultural burning in the mitigation of 
wildfires (Christianson, 2022). 

How does supporting IPCAs 
align with additional priorities 
for British Columbia? 
• Supporting IPCAs can help 

advance reconciliation between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
people in Canada and can help 
the government meet its goals to 
support Indigenous leadership in 
conservation in the draft action plan 
of the United Nations Declaration 
on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples 
Act (S.C. 2021, c. 14).   

• There are currently 100,000 square 
kilometers of proposed and declared 
IPCAs in B.C. alone, which upon 
funding and approval, can help the 
province achieve its commitment 
of protecting 30 percent of its 
lands by 2030 (Canadian Parks 
and Wilderness Society, 2022). 
Additional provinces and territories 
can help meet their commitments 
to protecting lands and biodiversity 
by advancing IPCAs, with leadership 
and support from Canada.  

• Supporting IPCAs can help the 
provinces achieve their net-zero 
emissions by 2050 reduction 
commitments and broader climate 
targets through the protection 
of nature and the acceleration of 
nature-based solutions. 

• The Federal Government has 
collaborations with Indigenous, 
provincial and territorial 
governments, such as agreements 
with B.C. and the First Nations 
Health Authority, to eliminate 
the health-related disparities and 
inequalities faced by Indigenous 
peoples in Canada. The health 
and well-being benefits derived 
from IPCAs could help achieve this 
important commitment.   

• Supporting IPCAs aligns with the 
four priority pathways outlined 
in the B.C. First Nations Climate 
Strategy and Action Plan, including 
Inherent Title and Rights, Capacity 
and Leadership, Land and Water 
Protection, and Climate Response 
and Preparedness.

• Supporting IPCAs provides 
opportunity for Indigenous Peoples 
to exercise and maintain their 
traditional ecological knowledge 
as outlined in the goals of the 
Declaration Act Action Plan 
developed as part of Bill–41: 
the Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples Act.  
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Land restoration project in Treaty 8 Territory.  
Photo credit: Ryan Dickie 
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