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The global community has increasingly recognized the importance of nature-based solutions. The 
United Nations’ 2020 Summit on Biodiversity launched the Leaders Pledge for Nature,  which 
saw 91 countries committing to reverse biodiversity loss by 2030 (Leaders Pledge for Nature, 
n.d.). By doing so, they sent “a united signal” to step up the global ambition for sustainable 
development to benefit biodiversity, nature, climate, and people.

In line with this global momentum, both the G7 and G20 leaders have acknowledged the 
urgency to preserve marine and terrestrial ecosystems through bold, whole-of-government 
actions, including through nature-based solutions. As a result of the G7 2030 Nature Compact,1 
the Government of Canada has committed to supporting significant programming on nature-
based climate solutions over the coming years (Global Affairs Canada, 2021). The upcoming 
climate finance envelope of CAD 5.3 billion will prioritize biodiversity co-benefits and the 
implementation of nature-based climate solutions in developing countries. In the lead-up to 
the 15th meeting of the Conference of the Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity to 
negotiate a post-2020 global biodiversity agreement, Canada has also established domestic and 
international biodiversity goals. These goals include conserving a quarter of Canada’s lands and a 
quarter of its oceans by 2025 and working toward conserving 30% by 2030.

Canadian provinces play an important role in contributing to Canada’s multilateral environmental 
agreements’ commitments and targets. Manitoba is made up of vast expanses of intact, 
representative ecosystems and became the first jurisdiction in Canada to commit to protecting 
examples of all its diverse landscapes. In 1990, Manitoba made a long-term commitment to 
establish a network of protected areas. Since then, the conserved area has increased from 350,000 
hectares to over 7.2 million hectares today. Significant progress was made between 2010 and 
2015, when 15 new protected areas were established. Despite these milestones, only 11.1% of 
Manitoba’s ecosystems is protected (Government of Manitoba, n.d.). In 2017, the Government 
of Manitoba made significant commitments under the Made-in-Manitoba Climate and Green 
Plan, which supports climate change mitigation by protecting peatlands and conserving other 
carbon stores (Manitoba Sustainable Development, 2017). To meet Manitoba’s climate goals and 
commitment to create a protected areas network, more needs to be done.

Meanwhile, Indigenous Nations within Manitoba have been accelerating their conservation 
efforts to protect more ecologically and culturally significant areas in the province. As Indigenous 
territories overlap much of Canada’s existing protected areas and the remaining intact ecosystems, 
Canada and Manitoba are unlikely to meet or upscale their conservation targets without the 
support and involvement of the Indigenous communities (Indigenous Circle of Experts [ICE], 
2018). Given Canada’s and Manitoba’s colonial history and their renewed commitments to 
reconciliation with Indigenous Peoples, meeting Canada’s conservation goals requires approaches 
that allow Indigenous nations to reclaim their power and place in order to exercise their inherent 
rights and decision-making authority and practice stewardship of their ancestral lands and waters. 

1 For more information on the G7 2030 Nature Compact, see: https://www.international.gc.ca/world-monde/
international_relations-relations_internationales/g7/documents/2021-06-13-nature_compact-nature_horizon-2030.
aspx?lang=eng
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Supporting Indigenous-led governance is a meaningful path for 
reconciliation and could lead to valuable outcomes for conservation 
on provincial, national, and global scales.

Fortunately, Indigenous-led conservation initiatives have been in the spotlight recently as 
multilateral organizations, scientific bodies, and the federal government increasingly recognize 
their potential to safeguard the environment and advance reconciliation though conservation. 

In 2021, the federal government announced the investment of CAD 166 million to support 
Indigenous Protected and Conserved Areas (IPCAs), which are lands, waters, and ice where 
Indigenous leadership is a defining attribute in the decisions and actions that protect and 
conserve an area. Canada has also invested CAD 3.2 million in the Seal River Watershed 
Indigenous Protected Area (IPA) Initiative specifically. This funding supports the alliance of the 
Sayisi Dene First Nation, Northlands Denesuline First Nation, Barren Lands First Nation, and 
O-Pipon-Na-Piwin Cree Nation in their efforts to permanently protect the watershed for future 
generations. These new investments will build on the successes of recent efforts and are part of 
Canada’s national strategy to achieve its target of protecting 25x25 and 30x30 (Environment and 
Climate Change Canada, 2021).2

Supporting Indigenous-led governance is a meaningful path for reconciliation and could lead 
to valuable outcomes for conservation on provincial, national, and global scales. The Seal River 
Watershed IPA Initiative is an Indigenous-led conservation project that aims to establish a 
protected area under the active stewardship role of Indigenous Peoples. Doing so would give the 
local Indigenous Peoples a formal role in the stewardship of the Seal River Watershed and its 
rich cultural and environmental value, and would grow sustainable economic opportunities and 
benefit Manitobans in a variety of ways.

To support the case for conservation and the establishment of a Seal River Watershed IPA in 
Manitoba, the following report presents an overview of the value of the Seal River Watershed, 
including its environmental, social, cultural, and economic value, and discusses the significance 
of protecting the Seal River Watershed for future generations. The report further lays out the 
benefits and considerations for establishing the Seal River Watershed IPA in Manitoba based on 
other existing Canadian examples. Finally, it formulates specific actions that the Government of 
Manitoba can take to support this initiative. 

2 The SRWA received additional funding from ECCC to extend the project by 4 years for a total amount of CAD 1.25 
million (S. Thorassie, personal communication, November 28, 2022).
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2.1 Overview
Located in northern Manitoba, the Seal River Watershed (Figure 1) encompasses an area of 
50,000 km2—approximately the size of Nova Scotia and nearly 8% of the province. It is located 
in a transitional landscape called the Taiga Shield between Canada’s boreal forest and the Arctic 
tundra (International Institute for Sustainable Development [IISD], 2022). The Seal River 
Watershed is one of the largest remaining free-flowing, undammed drainage basins in Canada and 
represents a valuable but threatened habitat (IISD, 2022). 

The Seal River itself has a total length of 260 km. It begins at Shethanei Lake and ends at 
Hudson Bay, with principal tributaries including the North Seal and South Seal rivers (Figure 1). 

Figure 1. Seal River and principal tributaries

Source: IISD, 2022.
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The Seal River is the largest free-flowing river in northern Manitoba. 
99.97% of the Seal River Watershed is intact.

The Seal River is also one of 40 rivers designated in the prestigious Canadian Heritage Rivers 
System (n.d.). 

The Seal River Watershed is located in the traditional lands of the Sayisi Dene, the Northlands 
Dene, the Barren Lands First Nation, and the O-Pipon-Na-Piwin Cree Nation (IISD, 2022). 
The one permanent community in the watershed is Tadoule Lake (Figure 1), which has an 
approximate population of 325 (Statistics Canada, 2018). The community, home to the Sayisi 
Dene First Nation, is only accessible year-round by air and by ice-road in the winter. 

2.2 The Value of the Watershed 
The Seal River Watershed exists in its pristine state—it is 99.97% intact. It is especially valuable 
in this unfragmented, unaltered state considering the world has been losing intact areas at an 
unprecedented rate (Williams et al., 2020). The Seal River Watershed sustains important cultural, 
social, economic, and environmental value. From providing habitats for globally threatened 
species to sustaining cultures of Indigenous Peoples and promoting northern tourism, this 
unique region provides important benefits to Manitobans and the world. Furthermore, all the 
categories of value of this unique watershed—economic, cultural, social, and environmental—are 
interconnected. 

2.2.1 Environmental Value 

Biodiversity 

The Seal River Watershed is home to spectacular wildlife, including 
beluga whales, polar bears, and barren-ground caribou. 

The Seal River Watershed is an area of rich biodiversity that is home to an estimated 250 
bird species, of which 126 are confirmed or probable breeding species (J. Wells, personal 
communication, July 25, 2022). Because the watershed straddles both coastal and inland 
ecosystems as well as the transition between forested and open taiga habitats, it supports a 
fascinating mix of bird species. This includes several range-restricted species like Smith’s longspur 
and Harris’s sparrow (Wells et al., 2014). Some species in the watershed are near the southern 
limit of their North American breeding range, like the Arctic tern, the red-throated loon, and 
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the willow ptarmigan, which overlap with species near the northern limit of their breeding range, 
like the common tern and the common loon (Artuso et al., 2018). The Seal River Estuary is 
designated as an Important Bird Area (Important Bird Areas Canada, n.d.). Figure 2 shows 
migratory connections for 337 individual birds that were encountered within the Seal River 
Watershed and re-encountered elsewhere within North America. These connections illustrate that 
the Seal River Watershed provides an important bird habitat and supports biodiversity in regions 
throughout North America. 

The area is also estimated to support at least 350 species of other taxa, including 48 mammal 
species (Bowers et al., 2004) and 26 freshwater fish species (Page & Burr, 1991). In particular, 
the Seal River Estuary provides a refuge for more than 16,000 beluga whales in the summer 
months (Matthews et al., 2017). Insects, plants, and fungi are well represented, with at least 39 
butterfly species (Opler & Malikul, 1992), 25 dragonfly species (Dunkle, 2000), 11 bumblebee 
species (Williams et al., 2014), and 23 species of trees (Nelson et al., 2014). 

Some species found in the watershed, namely the polar bear, barren-ground caribou, rusty 
blackbird, long-tailed duck, and horned grebe, are even at risk of global extinction, as evidenced 
by their designation on the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) Red List 
as "Vulnerable." (BirdLife International, 2018a, 2018b, 2018c; Gunn, 2016; IISD, 2022; Wiig et 
al., 2015).

The Seal River Watershed is an integral part of the barren-ground caribou habitat, which supports 
the overall well-being of the Qamanirjuaq herd. Every year, 288,000 caribou migrate south 
from Nunavut to winter near the Seal River; they are a crucial part of the ecosystem and the 
landscape.3 Barren-ground caribou migrate long distances between winter and summer ranges. 
They exist in an interconnected natural system: as they forage on vegetation, primarily lichen, 
they add nutrients to soil and water. They are also an important food source for many Arctic 
carnivores, including wolves and bears (Government of Canada, 2021a). Barren-ground caribou 
depend on large undisturbed areas for their survival and are very sensitive to human-caused 
threats such as increased harvest, mineral development, and the building of roads (Committee on 
the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada, 2016; Wolfe et al., 2000). Their number typically 
undergoes large fluctuations; however, with increased pressures from development and harvest, 
they might fail to recover unless their habitat is protected and sustainably managed (BQCMB, 
2004; WWF, n.d.). Qamanirjuaq herd numbers have been declining by 2% every year since 2008 
(BQCMB, 2020; Seal River Watershed Initiative, n.d.).

Barren-ground caribou have great cultural and spiritual significance to Indigenous Peoples living 
in and around the watershed. People bond with and pass down historical practices and norms 
to younger generations while hunting caribou (InterGroup Consultants Ltd., 2013). As the way 
of life is changing for many Indigenous people as the result of new technologies and products 
coming into their communities, the health of barren-ground caribou is especially important to 
sustain to ensure the traditions continue to be passed down to younger generations (InterGroup 

3  2017 estimate from the Beverly and Qamanirjuaq Caribou Management Board (BQCMB) (2020).
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Consultants Ltd., 2013). Caribou also have important economic value as a source of food, 
bedding, various crafts, and other means of subsistence to local communities and as a signature 
species of the North attracting ecotourists and hunters. The availability of caribou means that the 
Indigenous Peoples living in the North can revitalize their strong historical connection to the land. 
They can share their culture with incoming visitors and promote and lead tourism activities. All of 
this will benefit their physical health and spiritual well-being, which will, in turn, make Indigenous 
communities more self-sustaining and reduce their reliance on government supports. 

Figure 2. Seal River Watershed migratory bird banding connections 4

Source: National Audubon Society. 

4 This map shows migratory connections for 337 individual birds that were encountered within the Seal River 
Watershed and re-encountered elsewhere within North America. Species represented include the Canada goose (n = 
178), snow goose (n = 74), mallard (n = 41), Ross’s goose (n = 32), American black duck (n = 5), canvasback (n = 
2), northern pintail (n = 2), green-winged teal (n = 1), lesser scaup (n = 1), and northern saw-whet owl (n = 1). Each 
bird was tagged with a leg band containing a unique series of numbers that allowed for the identification of individuals. 
Banding encounter histories provide important information about the places that migratory birds rely on during their 
annual cycle. These data are maintained by the U.S. Geological Society Bird Banding Laboratory and were generously 
shared with National Audubon Society for mapping purposes.
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Carbon Storage

The Seal River Watershed stores approximately 1.7 billion tonnes of 
carbon (6.2 billion tonnes of carbon dioxide [CO2]).

The Seal River Watershed is located in the boreal forest region of Canada, which is known to be 
one of the largest terrestrial carbon banks in the world (Ducks Unlimited Canada [DUC], 2021). 
The peatlands, mineral wetlands, and open water of the watershed store large amounts of carbon, 
an estimated 1.7 billion tonnes, equivalent to 6.2 billion tonnes of CO2 (DUC, 2021). This is 
about 8 years’ worth of total greenhouse gas emissions in Canada, as reported in 2018 (DUC, 
2021; IISD, 2022). Wetlands account for approximately 63% of carbon stocks in the watershed, 
while open water areas and upland areas, respectively, account for 17% and 20% (DUC, 2021). 
Figure 3 shows the distribution of carbon stocks throughout the Seal River Watershed. 

Figure 3. Distribution of carbon stocks in the Seal River Watershed

Source: DUC, 2021 (reprinted with permission).
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Freshwater-Ocean Connection

The free-flowing Seal River carries life-sustaining nutrients and 
minerals to the Hudson Bay marine environment, supporting beluga 
whales, seals, polar bears, and other animals.

Figure 4. The last wild rivers in the Hudson Bay basin

Source: IISD, 2022.

As water flows from the Seal River to Hudson Bay, it carries life-sustaining nutrients and minerals 
and feeds the Seal River Estuary, which provides breeding and feeding grounds for beluga whales, 
seals, and polar bears (IISD, 2022). These connections enable natural cycles through seasonal and 
annual changes and are essential for a healthy biosphere (IISD, 2022). 
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Around the world, dams have been constructed on many rivers to hold back and control water 
for human needs, including agriculture and hydropower generation (IISD, 2022; Grill et al., 
2019). According to the data from Global Dam Watch (n.d.), dam-affected watersheds cover just 
under two thirds of the total land surface of Earth (IISD, 2022). The damming of rivers disrupts 
seasonal cycles and stresses the natural systems that plants and animals have evolved to thrive in 
(IISD, 2022). These changes to river flow and course also impact land, as forests are turned into 
reservoirs and wetlands are drained, affecting terrestrial habitats (IISD, 2022). 

As shown in Figure 4, the Seal River Watershed (the area outlined in black) is uniquely positioned 
as one of the largest watersheds without any current or prospective developments within the 
Hudson Bay basin—one of the world’s largest inland seas and one of the few subject to complete 
winter ice cover and complete summer open water (IISD, 2022). 

2.2.2 Social Value 

The Seal River Watershed provides many opportunities for knowledge 
exchange, community bonding, and improved well-being through the 
Indigenous Guardians programs.

The social value should not be overlooked in decision making over the future of the Seal River 
Watershed. The social value of the Seal River Watershed is strongly linked to the benefits it 
provides for the health, community bonding, and education for residents and visitors alike. The 
surrounding environment provides educational opportunities related to boreal forest ecosystems, 
Indigenous culture, and the sustainable harvest of local foods and medicines (IISD, 2022). This 
educational potential could be further realized by establishing the area as an IPA and securing 
support from federal Indigenous Guardians programs (Government of Canada, 2021b). The 
SRWA already received CAD 250,000 from the Land Guardians program for 2022 and 2023 (S. 
Thorassie, personal communication, November 28, 2022). Indigenous Guardians programs build 
on existing Indigenous knowledge of natural landscapes and further equip Indigenous people 
with skills and capacity to act as land stewards, monitor wildlife and water quality, collaborate 
with other researchers, and educate the public (Indigenous Leadership Initiative, n.d.-a). From 
an economic perspective, participation in the Indigenous Guardians programs builds skills 
and creates meaningful employment, reducing reliance on social assistance. From social and 
community perspectives, it improves access to traditional foods, preserves Indigenous language 
and culture, and increases Indigenous Peoples’ sense of pride and overall community well-being 
(Dehcho First Nations et al., 2016). The return on investment of the Indigenous Guardian 
programs has already been demonstrated in Canada: for an initial investment of CAD 4.5 million, 
the Guardians programs in the Łutsël K’é and Dehcho regions of the Northwest Territories 
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generated CAD 11.1 million in social, economic, cultural, and environmental benefits, which 
translates into a CAD 2.5 return for every CAD 1 invested (Dehcho First Nations et al., 2016).

The careful development of tourism in the watershed that is sustainably managed by Indigenous 
stewards will also contribute to building relationships between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
people for knowledge exchange. Similarly, those who visit the watershed as ecotourists, hunters, 
and fishers will also be able to receive health benefits. Spending time in nature improves physical 
and mental well-being (Bratman et al., 2019; Frumkin et al., 2017); the mental health benefits of 
protected areas have been documented and monetized (Buckley et al., 2019). This health value 
for the Seal River Watershed is monetized in Section 2.2.4, “Economic Value,” as part of the 
ecosystem goods and services (EGS) evaluation.

2.2.3 Cultural Value 

The cultural value of the Seal River Watershed is strongly tied to 
its pristine nature and the ability of people to engage in traditional 
activities such as hunting and fishing.

Members of the Sayisi Dene First Nation, Northlands Denesuline First Nation, Barren Lands 
First Nation, and O-Pipon-Na-Piwin Cree Nation interact directly with the watershed, and in 
doing so maintain a connection to their culture and identity (IISD, 2022). Members include an 
on-reserve population of 2,922 people and 1,971 off-reserve members, many of whom return to 
the watershed regularly (Indigenous Services Canada, 2021). The cultural and spiritual value of 
the Seal River Watershed is strongly tied to its natural features (IISD, 2022)—for instance, the 
strong connection between local Indigenous communities and caribou. The cultural importance 
of caribou in the watershed cannot be overstated—caribou provide “immense and irreplaceable 
benefits to people across the caribou ranges” (BQCMB, 2004, p. 2). 

2.2.4 Economic Value  

The Seal River Watershed provides CAD 214 million worth of EGS 
annually.

The economic value of the Seal River Watershed is tied to its natural heritage. The tourism sector 
is the primary source of economic activity in the watershed—it provides visitors with a unique 
connection to nature due to its remote and pristine environment. The Seal River Watershed 
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offers spectacular paddling, fishing, hiking, and wildlife-watching experiences (IISD, 2022). Four 
commercial lodges operate in the watershed and welcome on average 1,450 visitors per year 
(IISD, 2022): Gangler’s North Seal River Lodge, O-Pipon-Na-Piwin’s Big Sand Lake Lodge, 
Churchill Wild’s Seal River Heritage Lodge, and The Lodge at Little Duck. Not including The 
Lodge at Little Duck, these businesses generate approximately CAD 11 million in tourism 
revenue per year. These operations provide jobs to many local First Nation members that are 
aligned with Indigenous traditional livelihoods. The Big Sand Lake Lodge is a fully Indigenous-
owned business. In addition, five commercial operators offer excursions into the watershed: 
Monroe Lake Lodge; Lazy Bear Expeditions, based in Churchill; Hudson Bay Helicopters; and 
paddling excursion operators Black Feather and Wilderness Spirit (IISD, 2022). The significant 
ecotourism industry in Churchill, Manitoba, also depends on the Seal River Watershed, which 
provides habitats for key attractions like polar bears and beluga whales (IISD, 2022). 

The watershed has the potential for the further development not only of ecotourism and 
responsible hunting and fishing but also of cultural tourism, which would be best served by a 
pristine landscape. According to the market study conducted by Destination Canada and the 
Indigenous Tourism Association of Canada in 2019, 27% of travellers from Canada, 33% from 
the United States, and 63% from France are interested in Indigenous cultural experiences 
(Destination Canada & Indigenous Tourism Association of Canada, 2019). The interest in 
Indigenous cultural experiences from the American and European markets is important to 
consider since many visitors to the Seal River Watershed are from the United States, and tourism 
operators in the watershed are also exploring expansion into European markets (IISD, 2022). 

In addition, there are economic opportunities associated with the Indigenous Guardians programs 
for the stewardship of the Seal River Watershed. As mentioned earlier, the Indigenous Guardian 
programs would build the skills and capacity of local Indigenous people as land stewards and 
experts in environmental monitoring and visitor engagement. This would be beneficial for future 
employment and for the sustainable stewardship of the region. The Seal River Watershed IPA 
has already created 22 jobs within the communities to work toward conservation (S. Thorassie, 
personal communication, July 5, 2022).

EGS Assessment 

IISD (2022) reviewed the EGS provided by the watershed and estimated the monetary value 
of those services based on the available data and research. Calculating the EGS is a way of 
recognizing and valuing the contribution of ecosystems to human well-being (Costanza et al., 
1997; Paul et al., 2020). EGS are the environmental benefits that humans derive from the 
physical, chemical, and biological functions of healthy ecosystems and include market goods 
produced from ecosystems, benefits from ecosystem processes, and non-material benefits 
(Agriculture, n.d.). EGS are typically classified into three groups: provisioning, regulating, and 
cultural services (United Nations, 2021). 

IISD (2022) estimated that the Seal River Watershed provides at minimum CAD 214 million 
worth of EGS annually, comprising the value of caribou harvest, ecotourism, health services, and 
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households’ willingness to pay for the conservation of beluga whales, barren-ground caribou, and 
northern pintails—species that depend on the watershed (Figure 5). 

In addition to the tourism value discussed above, the study was able to estimate the value of 
caribou hunting as CAD 1.5 million in net annual value (IISD, 2022). While the estimates are 
based on the Manitoba harvest, it is important to acknowledge that the harvest outside Manitoba 
also depends on the healthy caribou habitat in the Seal River Watershed. 

Figure 5. The value of EGS and carbon storage, in CAD 2020

Source: IISD, 2022.

Visits to nature also improve mental health (Buckley et al., 2019; Frumkin et al., 2017). The 
assessment included the annual value of mental health benefits for 1,449 confirmed visitors to 
the Seal River Watershed, an estimated CAD 9.5 million (IISD, 2022). This captures economic 
benefits such as reduced medical treatments, reduced caregiver costs, improved workplace 
productivity, and improved overall well-being (IISD, 2022).

Moreover, based on the existing studies that estimate the annual willingness to pay for the 
conservation of beluga whales, barren-ground caribou, and northern pintails in Canada and 
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beyond, IISD (2022) estimated the overall value of the protection of these three species at CAD 
192 million annually.

Additionally, IISD (2022) estimated that the CO2 contained in the Seal River Watershed is worth 
at least CAD 314.5 billion, which is more than four times the GDP of Manitoba (IISD, 2022).

While not entirely exhaustive, the preliminary EGS assessment helps demonstrate the significant 
value of this intact area, especially for limiting climate change, ensuring a healthy habitat for 
species at risk, and supporting Indigenous livelihoods and skills development. 

2.3 Potential Impacts of Development 
The value generated by the intact Seal River Watershed could be lost with the development of 
mining or hydroelectricity. This includes the release of carbon stored in the watershed, affecting 
our emissions reduction goals under the Made-in-Manitoba Climate and Green Plan and 
Canada’s 2030 Emissions Reduction Plan, as well as reduced potential for fish and wildlife 
harvesting, ecotourism, clean water provision, and species conservation. Bearing this in mind, it 
is important to factor in the potential loss of EGS value when weighing the costs and benefits of 
proposed development projects. While the IISD (2022) EGS valuation report does not provide an 
assessment of changes in the monetary value of EGS associated with hypothetical development 
scenarios, it describes the likely implications as follows: 

• All-weather road: An all-weather road connecting Churchill (Manitoba) to Rankin Inlet 
(Nunavut), which would pass through the Seal River Watershed, has been proposed over 
the years (MacLean, 2017). If constructed, the environmental risks associated with the 
road would include increased risk of wildfires, accidental spills of hazardous materials, 
and the disturbance of archaeological/sacred sites of cultural importance, as well as the 
disturbance of barren-ground caribou migration routes and calving areas, increased levels 
of hunting and fishing, and loss of human life and wildlife through road collisions (Nishi-
Khon/SNC-Lavalin, 2010).

• Transmission line: The recently proposed Kivalliq Hydro-Fibre Link involves the 
construction of a 1,200 km overhead hydroelectric transmission line between Manitoba 
and Nunavut passing through the Seal River Watershed (Nukik Corporation, 2022; 
Government of Canada, 2020). The construction of this transmission line would disturb 
the wildlife in the Seal River Watershed with consequences for the provision of ecosystem 
services. The specific impacts would have to be evaluated based on the routing of the 
transmission line.

• Mine development: Mining activities often produce long-lasting negative effects on 
the environment and the health of local Indigenous communities, as illustrated by the 
impacts of uranium mining around Wollaston Lake in northern Saskatchewan on the Lac 
La Hache First Nation (Green & Bonacci, 2016). Documentation shows that the release 
of high concentrations of contaminants into the air and water from uranium mine tailings 
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at various times of operation had a direct negative effect on the aquatic environment, the 
abundance of fish and wildlife, country food consumption, and Indigenous people’s health 
(Elias et al., 1997). 

• Water diversion: A hypothetical hydropower development scenario of flow regulation 
between the Loon and Chipewyan lakes in the southwest of the basin was developed to 
illustrate the potential impacts of development. Such a project could divert runoff from 
up to 11,088 km2 or 22% of the contributing area from the Seal River toward Little Sand 
Lake and the Churchill Diversion (IISD, 2022). An additional area of up to 39 km2 could 
be flooded as a result, mostly replacing forest. Such a scenario would result in the loss 
of carbon, mostly in the form of methane, as well as the potential disruption of natural 
ecosystems and the services they provide (IISD, 2022). 

Bearing this in mind, it is important to factor in the potential value losses when weighing the costs 
and benefits of proposed development projects, which are not limited to losses in economic value.
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3.1 Overview of IPCAs 
ICE (2018) defines IPCAs5 as “lands and waters where Indigenous governments have the 
primary role in protecting and conserving ecosystems through Indigenous laws, governance, and 
knowledge systems. Culture and language are the heart and soul of [these areas].” In Canada, 
IPCAs are often a partnership between Indigenous governments and federal and/or provincial/
territorial governments (ICE, 2018). IPCAs can be established in currently unprotected areas, or 
the stewardship of existing protected areas can be changed to take an Indigenous-led approach. 

According to ICE (2018), three main characteristics define an IPCA. First, they are Indigenous 
led. This means that Indigenous Peoples are the primary stewards of the land. Indigenous 
governments are the ones defining the boundaries, making stewardship decisions, and 
determining conservation objectives in the area. The areas are self-determined; however, several 
partnerships may help to support them in these initiatives (ICE, 2018). The second is that they 
represent a long-term commitment to conservation. This means that it is a multi-generational 
responsibility to protect the land for the future. The third is that IPCAs elevate Indigenous rights 
and responsibilities. Indigenous people have a strong physical and spiritual connection to the 
land. This is a mutual relationship where they benefit from the land, but also protect it. This same 
type of relationship exists in IPCAs (ICE, 2018). 

3.2 Legal Framework for IPCAs
In Canada there are currently 55 pieces of legislation for establishing protected areas, yet there 
is no federal legislation for recognizing voluntary conservation actions by Indigenous Peoples 
(David Suzuki Foundation, 2018). In fact, there are few legal mechanisms available to formally 
recognize and establish an IPCA, as “for the most part, protected area laws in Canada either 
conflict with or do not allow the types of governance arrangements or uses that would be the 
basis of most IPCAs” (ICE, 2018, p. 43). Current protected area legislation in Canada focuses 
on conservation and protection from human impacts. This differs from the philosophy of IPCAs, 
which emphasize the connection between Indigenous Peoples and their land. They focus on how 
to conserve the land while making responsible use of resources (David Suzuki Foundation, 2018). 

Although IPCAs have legal status within Indigenous laws and governance systems, many IPCAs 
require additional legal protections pursuant to federal, provincial, or territorial laws to achieve 
protected status (Parks Canada, 2019). The participation or involvement of public governments 
may vary in each case. Generally, existing IPCAs have been developed jointly by Indigenous and 
public governments, after first being proposed by Indigenous people, and are then supported 
by public governments. In the case of Manitoba, the provincial government recognizes the 
importance of the global recognition of IPCAs as encouraged by the IUCN (Environment, 
Climate, and Parks, n.d.). 

5 IPCAs are also known as IPAs, tribal parks, or Indigenous and Community Conserved Areas (West Coast 
Environmental Law, n.d.).
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3.3 The Experience of IPCAs in Other Jurisdictions
IPCAs exist in different forms throughout the world. Legislation varies from place to place; 
however, they are recognized internationally by the IUCN (2018). IPCAs are found in Australia, 
New Zealand, and Peru, as well as Canada. Currently there are several recognized IPCAs in 
Canada, including Edéhzhíe, Wehexlaxodıale, Ts’udé Nilįné Tuyeta, and Thaidene Nëné in 
the Northwest Territories, and Kitasu Lugyeks in British Columbia (ICE, 2018; Indigenous 
Leadership Initiative, n.d.-b; West Coast Environmental Law, n.d.). There are also a number 
of conservation areas under shared or co-management arrangements between Indigenous 
governments and public governments that are often recognized as IPCAs, including but not 
limited to the Bear Island Conservancy, Gwaii Haanas National Park Reserve (NPR), National 
Marine Conservation Area Reserve, and Haida Heritage Site in British Columbia; the Saoyú-
ʔehdacho National Historic Site and Anguniaqvia niqiqyuam Marine Protected Area in the 
Northwest Territories; and the Tallurutiup Imanga National Marine Conservation Area in 
Nunavut (Fisheries and Oceans Canada, 2019; Parks Canada, 2019, 2021a; Zurba et al., 2019).6

Box 1. Case study: Thaidene Nëné

Thaidene Nëné is a 26,376-km2 area of boreal forest, tundra, and freshwater ecosystems 
located in and around the East Arm of Great Slave Lake in the Northwest Territories (Parks 
Canada, 2019). The word Thaidene Nëné means “Land of the Ancestors” in Denesuline, and 
the region is the traditional home of the Łutsël K’é Dene people. This area was designated as 
an IPA in 2019 by the Łutsël K’é Dene First Nation. The Łutsël K’é Dene community concluded 
establishment agreements with Parks Canada and the Government of Northwest Territories 
to designate parts of the region as an NPR under federal legislation, and as a territorial 
protected area and a wildlife conservation area under territorial legislation (Thaidene Nëné/
Land of the Ancestors, 2019). 

The designation of Thaidene Nëné was a remarkable achievement. When a national park 
was first proposed in the late 1960s by Canada, it was opposed by the Łutsël K’é because 
it would have prevented them from hunting on their land. They began to change their views 
on establishing a protected area after Indigenous rights were entrenched in Canada’s 
Constitution and following the discovery of diamonds and uranium in the area (Thaidene 
Nëné/Land of the Ancestors, 2019). This began a surge of interest in industrial development 
in the region. The community acted on their concern for the land and wildlife. They began to 
engage in discussions with Parks Canada in 2000 to protect the area from development. 
Formal negotiations began with Parks Canada in 2005 and with the territorial government 
in 2013. The entire 26,376-km2 area officially became an IPA in 2019 (Figure 6). 

6 Language surrounding the interpretation of IPCAs varies across jurisdictions, and, therefore, the list of IPCAs in 
this section is a select group and does not necessarily encompass the full list of conservation areas under Indigenous 
governance or any other shared governance structure.
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Thaidene Nëné protects both intact lands and a healthy vibrant culture. The hope for this 
region is that Indigenous people can be stewards of the land while fostering economic 
growth within the community. This will be done through activities like ecotourism and 
sport-fishing expeditions and traditional hunting and trapping (Thaidene Nëné/Land 
of the Ancestors, 2019). As of 2020, the Łutsël K’é Dene First Nation has created a co-
management plan that reflects the Dene laws and traditions (Nitah, 2020).

The Thaidene Nëné NPR’s operations are funded through a CAD 30-million trust fund that 
was set up prior to its establishment and that enables sizeable annual returns to fund the 
IPCA’s operation in perpetuity. The community first raised CAD 15 million from philanthropic 
sources and civil society organizations. This initial commitment was an important economic 
incentive for the federal government to match the funding by contributing another CAD 15 
million to top up the trust fund. The size of the trust fund allows for a sustainable annual 
return that supports local programming and governance activities, including capacity 
building, vehicle and capital purchases, and the establishment of conservation projects.

Figure 6. Thaidene Nëné IPA map

Source: Parks Canada (2021b)
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3.3.1 Benefits 

IPCAs are grounded in Indigenous self-determination, Indigenous laws, and Indigenous 
knowledge. They flow directly from the relationships that have been established between the 
Indigenous Peoples and their lands since time immemorial. Where public governments partner 
with Indigenous governments to establish IPCAs by agreement, they are also important 
achievements of reconciliation.

Research has shown that IPCAs have a high likelihood of achieving long-term conservation 
success (Tran et al., 2020). This is achieved because IPCAs enable Indigenous communities 
who want to take care of their homeland to do so, as they have done since time immemorial 
(Narratives Inc., 2022). They open up opportunities to build conservation measures and 
economic opportunities that are far more in line with the traditional lifestyles, Indigenous 
knowledge systems, and aspirations and goals of the local communities, and are drawn from 
ancestral stories and teachings. In sum, Traditional Knowledge of the land and ecosystems is a 
huge asset when working to meet conservation goals and protect traditional ways of life. 

Indigenous communities in Canada have reiterated the important point that “reconciliation is 
not just needed between diverse elements of society, it is also needed between humanity and the 
environment” (Enns & Wong, 2018). Community members consulted in the Seal River Watershed 
Indigenous Knowledge Report believe that establishing an IPCA would bring additional benefits 
to Indigenous language revitalization, increased connection to the land and waters, and better 
accessibility to healthy food from the land, and would support the continuation of traditional 
practices and contribute to the overall strengthening of the Dene and Cree identities (Narratives 
Inc., 2022).

In addition, establishing an IPCA presents an opportunity to bring direct economic benefits to the 
local community. These economic benefits include new employment opportunities, a diversified 
economy, and an improved tourism industry. Specifically, IPCAs are ideal opportunities to attract 
federal investments in the previously underfunded community and create new jobs suitable 
for the local community (e.g., conservation officers, patrol officers, renewable energy officers, 
conservation scientists and ecologists, and stewardship professionals for the IPCA). The federal 
government has already invested CAD 3.2 million into the Seal River Watershed Alliance (SRWA) 
(Environment and Climate Change Canada, 2020). The SRWA received additional funding from 
the federal government to extend the project by 4 years for a total amount CAD $1.25 million 
(S. Thorassie, personal communication, November 28, 2022). The designation of an IPCA 
would also build up the community’s tourism industry, capturing new revenues from adjacent 
businesses and income from leisure tourists. The local communities have expressed support for 
expanding ecotourism activities in the region, and this would be an additional way to bring new 
job opportunities and economic revitalization to the region (Narratives Inc., 2022). 

Looking outside of Canada, in Australia, IPCAs account for 49% of the country’s nature reserves 
and cover over 85 million ha of land (National Indigenous Australians Agency, n.d.) (Figure 7). 
Australia sees immense value in these areas, as they lead to social, economic, educational, 

IISD.org


IISD.org    22

Seal River Watershed: The case for conservation

and health benefits for Indigenous communities (Department of Agriculture, Water and the 
Environment, 2021). The stewardship of IPCAs also helps to protect Indigenous cultural value 
for future generations (Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment, 2021). An 
analysis of five IPCAs in Australia found that the value generated for Indigenous Peoples, public 
governments, and other stakeholders exceeded the investment made in each case (Social Ventures 
Australia [SVA], 2016). A total investment of CAD 35.2 million into five IPAs and associated 
Indigenous ranger programs between 2009 and 2015 generated CAD 96.5 million worth of 
social, economic, cultural, and environmental benefits (SVA, 2016). The main beneficiaries 
were the Australian Government and Indigenous community members, especially those working 
as rangers. The value creation was driven by the meaningful employment opportunities for 
Indigenous rangers and the nature and extent of active land management in ranger programs 
(SVA, 2016). 

Figure 7. Indigenous Protected Areas in Australia, April 2022

Source: Australian Government, 2022.
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1    Nantawarrina
2    Preminghana
3    Risdon Cove
4    Putalina
5    Deen Maar
6    Yalata
7    Watarru
8    Walalkara
9    Mount Chappell Island
10  Badger Island
11  Guanaba
12  Warul Kawa Island
13  Dhimurru
14  Wattleridge
15  Mount Willoughby
16  Paruku
17  Ngaanyatjarra
18  Tyrendarra
19  Toogimbie
20  Anindilyakwa
21  Laynhapuy
22  Ninghan
23  Northern Tanami
24  Warlu Jilajaa Jumu
25  Kaanju Ngaachi
x Wenlock and Pascoe Rivers
26  Babel Island
27  Great Dog Island
28  lungatalanana
29  Pulu Islet
30  Tarriwa Kurrukun
31  Angas Downs
32  Warddeken
33  Djelk
34  Jamba Dhandan Duringala
35  Kurtonitj
36  Framlingham Forest
37  Kalka - Pipalyatjara
38  Boorabee and The Willows
39  Lake Condah
40  Marri-Jabin (Thamurrurr)
41  Brewarrina Ngemba Billabong
42  Uunguu
43  Apara - Makiri - Punti
44  Antara - Sandy Bore
45  Dorodong

70  Katiti Petermann
71  Ganalanga-Mindibirrina
72  Wardang Island
73  Marthakal
74  South-East Arnhem Land
75  Yawuru
76  Mawonga
77  Ngururrpa
78  Ngadju
79  Anangu Tjutaku
80  Olkola
81  Crocodile Islands Maringa
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Dedicated Indigenous 
Protected Areas
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Note: CM = Co-Managed IPA

Indigenous Protected 
Area Consultation Projects
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WA
A  Jilakurru, Kaalpi and Western Desert Lakes
B  Ngurra Kayanta
C  Nyikina Mangala
D  Nyul Nyul
E  Mayala

QLD
A  Talaroo
B  Wik, Wik Way and Kugu
C  Mamu
D  Wuthathi Shelburne Bay
E  Masigalal
F  Magani Lagaugal
G  Umpila

NSW
A  Werai Forest (CM)

VIC
A  Wurdi Youang

NT
A  Arafura Swamp
B  Mimal
C  Tiwi Islands
D  Haasts Bluff

Data Sources:

Indigenous Protected Areas
© Commonwealth of Australia, Department of Agriculture, Water and
the Environment, 2022.
Localities:
© Commonwealth of Australia , Geoscience Australia, 2006.
Collaborative Australian Protected Areas Database - CAPAD 2020:
© Commonwealth of Australia, Department of Agriculture, Water and
the Environment, 2022.
Australian Land Tenure 1993:
© Commonwealth of Australia , Geoscience Australia, 1993
State and Territory Borders:
© Commonwealth of Australia, Geoscience Australia, 2004.

Disclaimer:
The views and opinions expressed in this publication are those of the
authors and do not necessarily reflect those of the Australian
Government or the Minister for the Environment.

While reasonable efforts have been made to ensure that the contents
of this publication are factually correct, the Commonwealth does not
accept responsibility for the accuracy or completeness of the
contents, and shall not be liable for any loss or damage that may be
occasioned directly or indirectly through the use of, or reliance on, the
contents of this publication.

Map produced by:
Data and Analytics Officer Branch (ERIN), Department of Agriculture,
Water and the Environment, 20/04/2022.

Albers Equal Area projection on the GDA94 Datum.

46  Weilmoringle
47  Yanyuwa (Barni - Wardimantha Awara)
48  Minyumai
49  Gumma
50  Mandingalbay Yidinji
51  Southern Tanami
52  Angkum
53  Ngunya Jargoon
54  Birriliburu
55  Eastern Kuku Yalanji
56  Bardi Jawi
57  Girringun
58  Wilinggin
59  Dambimangari
60  Balanggarra
61  Thuwathu/Bujimulla
62  Yappala
63  Wardaman
64  Karajarri
65  Nijinda Durlga
66  Warraberalgal and
x Porumalgal
67  Kiwirrkurra
68  Nyangumarta
x Warrarn
69  Matuwa
x Kurrara-Kurrara

Other protected areas

Aboriginal lands

SA
A  Maralinga Tjarutja Lands
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3.3.2 Challenges 

A major hurdle to establishing an IPCA may occur when Indigenous objectives for protecting the 
area clash with the interests of other stakeholders over the potential economic development of the 
area for industrial uses, such as forestry, mining, or hydropower generation (Cox, 2020).

For some Indigenous Peoples, declaring an IPCA is a mechanism for asserting Indigenous rights 
and land ownership. Several existing IPCAs have been designated without the sanction or support 
of public governments. Often referred to as “tribal parks,” such IPCAs are often sites of conflict 
over resource development and declared with the express intention of asserting Indigenous rights 
and title. For example, the Tsilhqot’in National Government unilaterally declared their intention 
to establish Dasiqox Tribal Park over 300,000 hectares of land located 125 km southwest of 
Williams Lake, British Columbia, in 2014 (Dasiqox Tribal Park Initiative, 2018). The boundaries 
of Dasiqox Tribal Park were drawn to reflect the needs of the grizzly bears, moose, wolves, and 
other wildlife and to protect the area from mineral exploration. Although Dasiqox Tribal Park 
is not currently recognized by any public government, it is widely recognized and supported by 
many stakeholders as an established IPCA.

Another long-standing example of a tribal park is Meares Island, which was unilaterally declared 
by Tla-o-qui-aht First Nation in 1984 (O’Malley, 2019). It was born out of a blockade and court 
injunctions that put a stop to clear-cutting (O’Malley, 2019). Three more tribal parks have been 
declared in the area by the Tla-o-qui-aht First Nation since 1984, with the group of tribal parks 
collectively called Tla-o-qui-aht Tribal Parks (Tla-o-qui-aht Tribal Parks, n.d.-b). While the Tla-
o-qui-aht Tribal Parks have not formally been recognized by either Canada or British Columbia, 
they are broadly supported by local municipalities and businesses in Tofino who have aligned 
themselves with the initiative as “Tribal Park Allies” and provide financial support (Tla-o-qui-
aht Tribal Parks, n.d.-a; Indigenous Guardians Toolkit, n.d.). Parks Canada also maintains a 
collaborative relationship with the Tla-o-qui-aht, as a portion of the adjacent Pacific Rim NPR is 
within Tla-o-qui-aht traditional territory, and the tribal park operates in a manner that is broadly 
complementary to the purposes and objectives of the NPR (Parks Canada, 2021c).

However, tribal parks asserted this way face significant challenges in securing funding from or 
resolving resource conflicts with public governments. This is why many Indigenous governments 
prefer to work toward the establishment and operationalization of an IPCA that is recognized by 
the public governments. Such partnerships are predicated on the public governments’ willingness 
to recognize Indigenous self-governance, and the willingness of an Indigenous government to 
enter into a long-term engagement with the public government. 

The experiences in both Canada and Australia demonstrate that partnerships between public 
governments and Indigenous communities can work, provided that they are built on solid 
foundations. Keys to successful partnerships include joint decision making in the management of 
the IPCA, as well as direct participation by Indigenous Guardians in operations. 
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Long-term funding is critical to an IPCA’s success. The lack of sustainable financing poses 
significant challenges to an IPCA’s operations and governance. Significant upfront commitments 
from all sources, including governments of all levels, civil society groups, and philanthropic 
communities, are needed in order to yield sustainable annual returns to fund the IPCA’s activities 
and operations.
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There are a variety of ways to establish an IPCA in Manitoba or elsewhere in Canada. As noted, 
many successful IPCAs involve partnerships between public and Indigenous governments and 
a mutual commitment to shared decision making and joint stewardship that puts a focus on 
Indigenous leadership, knowledge, and practices. Establishing an IPCA can mean granting 
protected status for a new area of land or changing stewardship objectives and leadership roles for 
existing protected areas. (ICE, 2018).

The SRWA has a clear goal to protect the region for future generations. The Sayisi Dene First 
Nation and its Cree and Dene neighbours have a unified vision to protect the region’s wildlife and 
biodiversity, develop Indigenous capacity to advance conservation and stewardship efforts, uphold 
and preserve Indigenous rights and cultures, and spur sustainable economic development. The 
spirit of cooperation and mutual respect now translates into a demand for establishing the IPA 
and realizing the Alliance’s vision.

The federal government has already shown strong interest in and pledged support toward 
establishing the Seal River Watershed IPA. In addition to the CAD 3.2 million already invested, 
the prospective investments from the federal government will bring additional economic 
opportunities, new jobs, and sustainable development outcomes in northern Manitoba. The 
project presents a unique opportunity for the Indigenous communities to share their traditional 
knowledge, history, and culture with visitors from Canada and around the world. It is also a 
chance to build a sustainable future for local youth by exploring new and exciting opportunities 
for ecological and cultural tourism. These benefits go hand in hand with Manitoba’s Northern 
Tourism Strategy and the Made-in-Manitoba Climate and Green Plan (Travel Manitoba, n.d., 
Province of Manitoba, 2017).

The proposed IPA also presents a unique opportunity for the Manitoba government to advance 
reconciliation efforts under the principles of respect, understanding, engagement, and action, 
as outlined in The Path to Reconciliation Act (2016). An IPA, founded on the recognition of 
Indigenous self-governance and reconciliation and aiming to develop Indigenous capacity for 
the stewardship of traditional lands, partially fulfills Manitoba’s commitment to implementing 
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s Calls to Action and its commitment to Indigenous 
reconciliation.

As a first step, the Manitoba government could support this meaningful and beneficial 
initiative by

• Interim measures to protect the Seal River Watershed from commercial resource 
extraction and development. This could potentially include withdrawing the area from 
mineral staking and other protective measures. A Memorandum of Understanding—
similar to the one between the Mosakahiken Cree Nation and the Government 
of Manitoba—could be used to establish common goals and to reflect a common 
understanding of the need to protect the area while an establishment agreement or 
arrangement is concluded through further discussions.
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• Establishing a Seal River Watershed IPA committee or working group to undertake 
a feasibility study, identify provincial legislative options for establishing an accompanying 
Crown designation for the Seal River Watershed IPA, and begin the process of designing 
a roadmap or pathway to the full operationalization of the IPA. The composition of the 
committee or working group should be inclusive, with representatives from the Indigenous 
communities, the provincial and federal governments, and relevant civil society 
organizations involved.

• Providing in-kind technical and communications support for the SRWA and 
partner nations and organizations. Many community members have expressed wishes 
to receive more training in land stewardship and environmental monitoring in order to 
operationalize the Indigenous Guardians programs so the communities could have better 
capacity to protect their lands and waters.

Above all, this is an important opportunity to foster collaboration and innovation. It is an 
opportunity to further enhance the sovereignty of Indigenous communities within Manitoba and 
empower Indigenous nations and local communities to become the drivers of their own economic 
prosperity and development in line with their traditional ways of life and the teachings of their 
ancestors.
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