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[BHP] alone should have been asked to do. 
Documentation of traditional knowledge 
must be done by aboriginal communities.” 
In further fairness, 1996 was a long time ago. 

In essence, the problem is one of differ-
ing views of the world and the place of people 
in it. “Traditional knowledge and science are 
two very different ways of understanding and 
describing how the world around us works,” 
says Elverum. “Where traditional knowledge 
is holistic, based on ongoing human experi-
ence and has great historic depth, science 
is often reductionist, and based on isolated 
experiments and quantification.” Bringing 
these vastly different views together under the 
roof of an environmental assessment hear-
ing has understandably been a challenge. 
Furthermore, many resource and environ-
mental managers have been trained and are 
firmly rooted in the conventions of analytical 
science; this has at times led to a resistance 
in the adoption of traditional knowledge ap -
proaches.

Even with these difficulties, the North is 
nevertheless seen as a leader when it comes to 
incorporating aboriginal voices into decision-
making. Numerous regulatory decisions re-
flect this, such as the creation of co-managed 
wildlife boards, the ongoing settlement of 
land claim agreements (including Nunavut, 
the world’s largest land claim), and require-
ments for traditional knowledge to be consid-
ered in environmental assessments. Extensive 
consultation programs and the standard use 
of Impact and Benefit Agreements by devel-
opers are other prominent examples. The 
difficulties mentioned above, it seems, are 
growing pains in a rapidly evolving field.

Jason Prno is the owner of Trailhead Consulting, provid-
ing sustainability services in the North. He was involved 
in the traditional knowledge study for Mary River.
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tuqangit. Even as an Inuk I learned 
from it.”  CONTINUED...

he use of traditional knowledge, 
however, is not without its issues. 

Finding a balance with scientific information 
has proven particularly troublesome. The re-
cent polar bear conservation debate is a per-
fect – seemingly unending – example. Scien-
tific opinion says that polar bears are threat-
ened due to climate change and overharvest-
ing, while Inuit believe that bear populations 
are rising and hunt-
ing quotas should 
be increased. Both 
sides have repeatedly 
butted heads and a 
meaningful resolu-
tion seems a long way 
off. 

Similarly, inte -
grating traditional 
knowledge into the 
regulatory process 
has faced difficulties. 
In environmental as-
sessments, where the 
results of traditional 
knowledge studies 
stand to offer much 
influence, findings 
have been underutilized in the past or used 
as window dressing for the “real” science. In 
1996, the Canadian Arctic Resources Com-
mittee made the point that the traditional 
knowledge study for BHP Billiton’s Ekati 
diamond mine in the N WT was limited to 
an overview of the literature, interviews with 
BHP’s own aboriginal employees, and some 
preliminary issues identified by aboriginal 
organizations. “In fairness to the propo-
nent,” CARC wrote, “it was not something 
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What’s in a name?  Indigenous knowledge, Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit, TK. Are they all the same?

While definitions abound, traditional knowledge gener-
ally means the wisdom, knowledge, teachings, and 
practices of aboriginal communities. There can be 
significant differences between terms, however, and 
some have been debated at length. Some people insist 
distinctions need to be made between ecological and 
other types of knowledge. Others maintain the concept 
of a “worldview” must be incorporated. 

In Nunavut, the term Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit is seen 
as broadly encompassing all aspects of traditional Inuit 
culture including knowledge, values, worldview, lan-
guage, life skills, perceptions, and expectations. 

The Yukon Environmental and Socio-Economic As-
sessment Board (YESAB) defines the term differently: 
Traditional knowledge is “the accumulated body of 
knowledge, observations and understandings about the 
environment, and about the relationship of living beings 
with one another and the environment, that is rooted in 

the traditional way of life of First Nation’s people.”
However, interpretation has also been important. 

During the environmental assessment for the NWT’s 
Ekati diamond mine, the review panel was instructed to 
consider traditional knowledge, which according to ter-
ritorial government policy at the time included, “knowl-
edge and values… acquired… from spiritual teach-
ings.” This definition sparked a nation-wide debate on 
the role of traditional knowledge in the environmental 
assessment process, with some observers arguing 
that the use of traditional knowledge in an environ-
mental assessment was inappropriate – perhaps even 
unconstitutional – in a secular hearing.

Mika Kunnuk, a researcher on the Mary River proj-
ect, isn’t getting caught up in the debate. She knows 
what Inuit Qaujimajatuqangit means to her: “It is our 
knowledge, values, and beliefs,” she says. “ It is the 
way we live.”

Traditional 
knowledge 
and science 
are two very 
different ways 
of under-
standing and 
describing 
how the world 
around us 
works,” 
Shelly Elverum
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