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Sustaining Our Lands, Language, Culture and Way of Life

The Tłıc̨hǫ Government is inviting members of the business and academic communities, 
foundations and other friends of the Tłıc̨hǫ communities to support the growth and success of 
a research agenda to sustain Tłıc̨hǫ lands, language, culture and way of life. 

Your support will bring benefits not only to the Tłıc̨hǫ, and the communities of Behchokǫ̀, 
Gamètì, Wekweètì and Whatì in the Northwest Territories of Canada, but will also serve to 
connect the research of Canadian universities, business and government with a northern 
agenda. We invite you to become one of our partners. For more information or details on 
how your organization can contribute to these exciting projects, please contact:

Dr. John B. Zoe 
Chairperson, Tłıc̨hǫ Research and Training Institute
Department of Culture and Lands Protection 
Tłıc̨hǫ Government   
P.O. Box 412, Behchokǫ̀, NT  X0E 0Y0 
Telephone: 1-867-392-4511 
Facsimile: 1-867-766-3441 
E-mail: johnbzoe@northwestel.net

Jim Martin 
Senior Policy Advisor, Priorities and Planning 
Tłıc̨hǫ Government 
4308-50th Avenue, Yellowknife, NT  X1A 1B5 
Telephone: 1-867-766-4003 
Facsimile: 1-867-766-3441 
E-mail: jimmartin@tlicho.com

An Invitation to You 



“As long as the sun will rise, as long as the rivers flow, if the land is not 
moved, we cannot be limited from our way of life.” 

– Chief Monfwi (1921) from the Tłıc̨hǫ oral record 

We are the Tłıc̨hǫ people. We are a distinct cultural and linguistic 
community of approximately 4,000 indigenous people living 
between Great Bear Lake and Great Slave Lake in the Northwest 
Territories of northern Canada. 

Our elders’ vision, “Iłè dǫ gha gǫita” or “In Tłıc̨hǫ unity…”, 
speaks to being one people, one nation where we continue to 
celebrate our language, culture and way of life within Canada. 
These simple words speak to a recognition of our shared past, 
and our desire for a shared future. “In Tłıc̨hǫ Unity” recognizes 
the unity of our homeland and a shared language, culture and 
way of life. There is also the unity of past, present and future, 
where the best of our traditions and values continue to influence 
our government institutions, our communities and our families. 

The Tłıc̨hǫ Agreement, the first comprehensive land claim 
and self-government agreement in the NWT, was a result of 
many years of work by our community elders and leadership. 
The Agreement is between the Tłıc̨hǫ, and the Governments 
of Canada and the Northwest Territories. It created the Tłıc̨hǫ 

About the Tłı̨chǫ Government 

Government to preserve, protect and promote our Aboriginal 
and Treaty rights, and way of life – including our culture, 
language, heritage, lands, economy and resources… “for as long 
as the land shall last”.

The Tłıc̨hǫ Government was established on August 4, 2005, with 
full powers and jurisdiction over 39,000 square kilometres of 
Tłıc̨hǫ lands, wildlife and resources in the Northwest Territories, 
Canada. A Tłıc̨hǫ Constitution establishes our Government 
under the authority of an elected Assembly, which is composed 
of a Grand Chief as well as community Chiefs and representative 
councillors of the communities of Behchokǫ̀, Gamètì, Wekweètì 
and Whatì.

The Chiefs’ Executive Council oversees the administration 
of the government. The Tłıc̨hǫ Executive Officer is the senior 
government employee who reports to the Chiefs’ Executive 
Council and directs the activities of the staff. The headquarters 
of the Tłıc̨hǫ Government is located in Behchokǫ̀, Northwest 
Territories, Canada. The Government maintains Community 
Presence offices in Behchokǫ̀, Gamètì, Wekweètì and Whatì 
as well as a satellite office in Yellowknife. The Government 
employs approximately 100 people and has an annual operating 
budget of more than $27 million. 
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Photos, left to right: Tłıc̨hǫ leaders meet with the GNWT Premier and Cabinet;  
The Tłıc̨hǫ Assembly in session.



About the Tłı̨chǫ Government 

Ottawa

To oversee and regulate on issues related to our land, waters 
 and renewable resources, the Tłıchǫ Agreement also provides 
for the establishment of co-management authorities with the 
Government of the NWT and the Government of Canada. As 
well, another tripartite agreement, the Tłıc̨hǫ Intergovernmental 
Services Agreement (ISA), established the Tłıc̨hǫ Community 
Services Agency. This Agency is an interim “body” through 
which the Tłıc̨hǫ Government will exercise our right to self-
government and assume responsibility for the delivery of current 
GNWT programs and services such as education, health, and 
child and family services. The TCSA employs approximately 200 
people in the four Tłıc̨hǫ communities and manages an annual 
budget of close to $30 million. 

The Tłıc̨hǫ Government, through the Tłıc̨hǫ Investment 
Corporation (TIC), also owns businesses that perform in many 
sectors of the northern economy. TIC has a large number of 
businesses and several joint venture partnerships with other 
groups and companies with revenues over $130 million 
annually. These include mining, transportation, remediation, 
construction, hospitality, retail, business services and power 
generation interests. Tłıc̨hǫ Investment Corporation goals 
include enhancing the economic self-reliance, prosperity and 

certainty for Tłıc̨hǫ citizens by creating sustainable economic 
development. In addition, TIC supports the Tłıc̨hǫ traditional 
economy, youth involvement in businesses, and the training and 
development of our people.

The Tłıc̨hǫ Government is a young, growing northern government 
that seeks to strengthen our communities by involvement in a 
broad array of activities that will sustain our lands, language, 
culture and way of life into the future. 
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Images/Photos, left 
to right: Our Tłıc̨hǫ 
homeland; An elders’ 
meeting; The greeting 
procession from Trails 
of Our Ancestors at an 
Annual Gathering.
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 “That way of life is our elders’ culture. When our forefathers lived on 
this earth, from the time they woke up until the time they went to sleep 
they worked on the land. Even though they didn’t speak English, when 
they spoke it was a great education for us... Today, we are talking about 
their traditions. We are talking about how we can make them strong 
within our people once again!”

– Jimmy B. Rabesca (1990) in Strong Like Two People

Since 2008, the Tłı̨chǫ 
Government has been engaged 
in the development of 
comprehensive planning and 
priorities exercises. A multi-
year planning document “Iłè 
dǫ gha gǫita” or “In Tłı̨chǫ 
Unity: A Strategic Framework 
and Intentions 2009-2013” was 
approved in February 2012 
and validated again in 2014. 
It contains a vision, mission, 
guiding principles and a 

statement of intentions or priorities which serve to describe 
what is important to the Tłıc̨hǫ Government. This strategic 
framework is founded upon the Tłı̨chǫ Constitution. 

Emerging from “Iłè dǫ gha gǫita”, we have developed  
“A Plan for Action”, which deals with the two most important 
intentions of the Tłı̨chǫ Government as approved by the 
Assembly. These two core intentions are: Sustaining Our Lands, 

A Plan to Sustain our Lands, 
Language, Culture and Way of Life 

Sustaining Our Lands,  
Language, Culture and Way of Life

Tłı̨chǫ Government 
Priorities and Planning

A Plan for Action

A Strategic Framework and Intentions 2009 to 2013 for the Tłı̨chǫ Government   ii

Tåîchô Government 

Tåîchô Ndek’awooA Strategic Framework and Intentions 
2009 to 2013

DRAFT:  Summer 2012 Edit ion

Iłè dǫ gha gǫıta…  
In Tłı̨chǫ Unity…

and Sustaining Our Language, 
Culture and Way of Life. 

Tłıchǫ lands represent both a 
trust and a resource for Tłı̨chǫ 
people. Tłı̨chǫ lands are a trust 
that must be respected to ensure 
that traditional land use and 
occupancy remain unimpaired 
for future generations, and a 
resource where new industrial 
activity may be acceptable if 
projects are developed carefully. 

A number of issues important to the protection of our land, 
water and wildlife have occupied the attention of the Tłı̨chǫ 
Government since 2005. These issues include the dramatic 
decline of the Bathurst caribou herd, global warming and its 
effects on the environment, including the impacts of invasive 
species on indigenous northern plants and animals, lands and 
waters, the status of endangered and threatened species at risk, 
the environmental impact of the establishment of three diamond 
mines in the region, and the potential easing of environmental 
regulations by the Government of Canada for the benefit of 
industrial development. 

The preservation of our Tłı̨chǫ language, culture and way of life 
is embedded in the Tłı̨chǫ Constitution. These are important 
values in their own right, and efforts to preserve our language, 
culture and way of life parallel the efforts of our government to 
protect land, water and wildlife. 

1

Photos, left to right: Drying fish and tanning hides in Whatì



Over the past few decades, great changes have come to all our 
families and communities. Anecdotally, we know that Tłı̨chǫ 
language use is declining dramatically. At one time, all Tłı̨chǫ 
children entered school fluent in our Tłı̨chǫ language and 
learned English as a second language. Today, most children 
in all our communities enter school with English as their only 
language. The decline of language use among children is 
matched by a decline in participation in traditional activities by 
families and the passing of elders from many homes. 

To sustain our lands, language, culture and way of life, the 
Tłı̨chǫ Government must have the ability to research, plan, 
direct, implement, evaluate and follow-up on the work that 
is necessary. A restructuring of the Tłıc̨hǫ Government has 
brought together the human resources that are necessary to 
take on this bold goal. This new Department of Culture and 

Lands Protection performs three functions: Lands Protection 
and Environmental Monitoring; the promotion of Cultural 
Practices; and Cultural Research and Training. 

Our research program is designed to gather and keep safe 
traditional knowledge in a manner that reflects Tłı̨chǫ 
cultural perspectives. The program helps to ensure that Tłı̨chǫ 
knowledge and values are utilized in management and decision-
making, and that the Tłı̨chǫ Government has the information 
it needs when making decisions in regard to lands, resources, 
language and culture. This research function includes the 
establishment of the Tłı̨chǫ Research and Training Institute. 

More resources are required, however, including people to assist 
with the work and financial resources to support the projects. 

A Plan to Sustain our Lands, Language, Culture and Way of Life 
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Photos, clockwise, left to right: Handgames; Elders and youth tanning hides; Feeding 
the Fire ceremony; Hunting moose.
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Our Research Agenda

“If we worked according to his word (Chief Jimmy Bruneau) we would 
be like two groups of people. One person would be like two persons. 
One, knowing everything of the white culture and, one, knowing of 
our ancestors’ culture. That person would become very strong, for if we 
know everything like two persons, though we are only one person, there 
may be no one greater than us… So, if the children were taught in both 
cultures equally, they would be strong like two people!”

 – Elizabeth Mackenzie (1990) in Strong Like Two People

Our Research Agenda emerges from “Iłè dǫ gha gǫita” and 
“Sustaining Our Lands, Language, Culture and Way of Life: A 
Plan for Action”. Our priorities are in the development of greater 
understandings of our cultural heritage through traditional 
knowledge research as well as collaboration with our academic, 
government and corporate partners on shared research interests. 
The breadth of these interests include: health and wellness 
issues facing our people, language and cultural revitalization; 
environmental issues involving climate change, lands and 
waters; the status of endangered and threatened species at risk; 
and the impacts of economic development. 

Since the early years of the 20th century, research has been 
conducted in the Tłıc̨hǫ region, frequently with little or no 
community oversight and involvement. From initially serving 
the goals of academia, government and the corporate sector, 
the purpose of Tłıc̨hǫ research has increasingly shifted to 
support local goals to sustain Tłıc̨hǫ lands, language, culture 
and way of life.

Tłı̨chǫ Traditional Knowledge Research… A growing 
body of work on Aboriginal research processes is based on an 
exploration of the development and use of indigenous research 
design and appropriate community methodologies, such as 
narrative and participatory action research. Applying such 
methodologies, our TK research aims to support Tłıc̨hǫ priorities. 
Based on an exploration of Aboriginal “ways of knowing”, Tłıc̨hǫ 
TK research emerges from the deeply contextual, relational and 
integrated Tłıc̨hǫ worldview to understand and find solutions to 
the issues facing our people and our land. 

We have been pleased to encourage a growing number of 
mutually beneficial research, training and developmental 
partnerships with academic institutions, other levels of 
government, corporations and non-governmental organizations 
over the past 20 years.
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Photos, left to right: CART team members, with visitors, at the Dechinta Bush 
University; Tłıc̨hǫ cosmology workshop in Wekweètì.



Our Research Agenda

Collaboration with Academic Institutions and  
Non-Government Organizations… Many academic 
institutions and NGOs have brought great value to 
our communities and people. Some ongoing fruitful 
collaborations over the years have included: the University 
of Victoria and language revitalization work; the Faculty of 
Education at the University of Alberta and connections to 
Tłıc̨hǫ schools; the NGO CIET at the Université d’Ottawa 
and McGill University and support for community wellness 
research related to sexually transmitted infections and HIV-
Aids prevention strategies; UBC and their mining engineering 
program and support for the development of a mining 
trades and technology program for use in our high school; 
Keyano College in Alberta and the delivery of an addictions 
counsellor training program; and, in the north, Aurora 
College and the delivery of field- based teacher, healthcare 
worker and early childhood worker programs. The Gordon 
Foundation, too, has been generous over the years. 

In the past two decades, over 20 graduate students have 
completed their post-secondary degrees and written 
their dissertations on topics that have emerged from our 
communities. The range and depth of their research is 
exceptional. It includes: work on a Tłıc̨hǫ ethnography on 
becoming knowledgeable (Legat, 2007); perinatal health 
beliefs among Tłıc̨hǫ women (Moffitt 2008); home and 
relationships in the Dene diamond economy (Gibson, 2008); 
oral traditions in contemporary society (Scott, 2009); the 
situated social identities of Tłıc̨hǫ high school students 
(Hopkins, 2011); museum anthropology, collaboration and the 
Tłıc̨hǫ (Andrews, 2011); Tłıc̨hǫ knowledge of forest fires and 
climate change (Jacobsen, 2011); among many, many others. 

Collaboration with other levels of government… 
Both Canada and the Government of the NWT have been 
significant partners and sources of support for research 
on common issues of concern related to wildlife, water 
stewardship, species at risk and a protected areas strategy for 
Kwets’oota’aa. From 2008 to 2010, Health Canada, under its 
Adaptation Envelope, sponsored an invaluable, multi-year 
project to look at Child and Family Services programming 
in our communities through the lens of a Tłıc̨hǫ cultural 
framework. The Prince of Wales Northern Heritage Centre 
of the GNWT Department of Education, Culture and 
Employment has been outstanding in their support over the 
years in projects such as Tłıc̨hǫ K’ielà (The Birchbark Canoe 
Project), Tłıc̨hǫ Ekwo Nıh̨mbàa (The Caribou Skin Lodge 
Project), work related to the Įdaà Trail and, most recently, a 
Tłıc̨hǫ music project. 

Collaboration with Corporate Organizations… Many 
corporate partnerships have been very important to the 
advancement of the Tłıc̨hǫ research agenda. BHP Billiton 
has recently made significant contributions towards the 
development of a comprehensive database of Tłıc̨hǫ oral 
history. Other partnerships with northern mining companies, 
such as Diavik, De Beers, Fortune Minerals and Seabridge, 
have funded important traditional knowledge and land use 
studies. 

In 2013, our government established the Tłı̨chǫ 
Research and Training Institute to bring together all 
these academic, government, NGO, corporate and local Tłıc̨hǫ 
resources to coordinate ongoing research in social, health and 
wellness, cultural, and environmental concerns of interest to 
Tłıc̨hǫ people and the Tłıc̨hǫ Government. The mandate of the 
Tłıc̨hǫ Research and Training Institute (TRTI) is to advance 
the study of Tłıc̨hǫ lands, language, culture and way of life 
through the promotion of research, and its use for education, 
training, planning and monitoring government commitments 
and responsibilities. 

The Tłıc̨hǫ Research and Training Institute (TRTI) will do 
this by: the promotion of research projects and activities 
involving our elders and youth; the development and training 
of Tłıc̨hǫ researchers; the development and use of indigenous 
research design and appropriate community methodologies; 
publishing our work in a variety of media, including online 
at www.tlicho.ca; developing the Tłıc̨hǫ digital database of 
oral history, maps, photographs, video and other documentary 
resources; reviewing proposed research submitted for 
licensing through the Aurora Research Institute; and providing 
support and assistance to approved research while promoting 
collaboration with academic, government and corporate partners. 
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Photos, left to right: Tłıc̨hǫ Cosmology workshop in Wekweètì; Members of the 
Community Action Research Team (CART).



Our Research Agenda

The Tłı̨chǫ Plan is a proposed “cultural framework” that 
will describe how cultural characteristics can be used to inform 
governance and legislation, and the development of social 
policy, and other strategies related to the delivery of programs 
and services by a modern government. Emerging from section 
6.2 of the Tłıc̨hǫ Intergovernmental Services Agreement (2003), 
the Tłıc̨hǫ Plan “describes how Tłıc̨hǫ language, culture and 
way of life are to be respected and promoted in relation to 
health, education, welfare, family and other social programs 
and services in Tłıc̨hǫ communities or on Tłıc̨hǫ lands.” As a 
tool to review services provided by the GNWT, the Tłıc̨hǫ Plan 
will provide measures to evaluate programs and services, and 
benchmarks for their development and progress. As a cultural 
framework, it will serve the entire Tłıc̨hǫ Government, guiding 
the development of new Tłıc̨hǫ legislation, policy, community 
strategies, programs and services. 

Initial work on the Tłıc̨hǫ Plan was begun at the Tłıc̨hǫ 
Community Services Agency in 2009 to critically look at the 
GNWT Child and Family Services system through the lens 
of a Tłıc̨hǫ cultural framework. Related to this project were 
highly successful community health interventions relating to 
the sexual health program, and an MRSA outbreak, which also 
incorporated methodologies emerging from a Tłıc̨hǫ cultural 
framework. These successes highlight an ongoing need to 
research the community-based strategies and practices that 
have proven measureably effective in improving health and 
wellness outcomes in the Tłıc̨hǫ communities. 

The Ezǫdzìtì Project combines traditional knowledge 
research, lands protection and Tłıc̨hǫ language and cultural 
learning. The study documents the critical events associated 
with Ezǫdzı̀tı̀ (Section 17.6 of the Tłıc̨hǫ Agreement) and 
Edzo’s Trail, and the meaning of these events in Tłıc̨hǫ history 
and the shaping of the Tłıc̨hǫ Nation. The study includes a 
field camp at Ezǫdzı̀tı̀ to document the historic travel routes 
and campsites, and the significant events of Edzo and Ezǫdzı̀tı̀ 
will be revived and taught from elders to youth. 

Tłı̨chǫ Traditional 
Knowledge 
Reports

Tłı̨chǫ Knowledge of 
Environmental Changes:  
Implications for 
Caribou Hunting

Research  
and Monitoring 
Program

2013

Tłı̨chǫ Traditional 
Knowledge 
Reports

Tłı̨chǫ Use and 
Knowledge of 
Æewaànıt’ııtì 

Research  
and Monitoring 
Program

2013

Dogrib Knowledge 
on Place Names, 
Caribou and Habitat

Tłı̨chǫ Traditional 
Knowledge Reports

Final Report 2001

A Reprint Series of  
Important TK Reports

 Publications in the Tłıc̨hǫ Government 
Traditional Knowledge Reports series. 
The Tłıc̨hǫ Government has six titles in 
its Traditional Knowledge Reports series, 
including titles on Tłıc̨hǫ Justice, Tłıc̨hǫ 
Traditional Medicine, and the AHTF Final 
Report on the application of the Tłıc̨hǫ 
worldview to government programs.

 Tłıc̨hǫ Government sponsorship 
of an issue of Pimatisiwin: A 
Journal of Aboriginal and 
Indigenous Community Health 
largely devoted to research from 
our region.

Our Research Agenda is a work in progress. The development of this agenda will be the work of 
the Advisory Board to the Tłıc̨hǫ Research and Training Institute, and the staff of the new Department of 
Culture and Lands Protection. At the moment, we have a number of projects in their initial planning stages 
that show the breadth and depth of the proposed work of the Institute. All of the projects incorporate the 
characteristics of research that shows value to our people and our communities, the involvement of elders 
and youth, the training of Tłıc̨hǫ researchers and building internal research capacity, and the collection, 
organization and presentation of Tłıc̨hǫ knowledge: 
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Our Research Agenda

The What’aa Project is an exciting and innovative idea 
emerging from the Kwe Beh Working Group of the Tłıc̨hǫ 
Government. The What’aa Project is conducting traditional 
land use and knowledge research on glaciated landforms such 
as eskers. The research seeks to articulate the principles of 
what has worked well in nature for the people and wildlife, 
and apply these principles to the work of mining landforming 
typically at the end of the mine’s life. Ultimately, the What’aa 
Project seeks to answer the question of how can lands be 
returned to their traditional use after mining, while avoiding 
exclusion strategies as in the example of the Rae Rock Mine 
on Tłıc̨hǫ territory, where it is advised that people avoid the 
area and not harvest any wildlife or fish in the vicinity of the 
old mine.

The Caribou Research Project seeks to collect the 
traditional knowledge of the life cycles of caribou herds, and 
stories and reasons surrounding caribou declines. In 2009, 
GNWT Environment and Natural Resources conducted a 
calving ground photographic survey on the Bathurst caribou, 
revealing that the herd had dramatically declined from 
126,000 animals in 2006 to 32,000 animals. This decline caused 
a crisis within the Tłıc̨hǫ communities as conservation and 
recovery plans severely curtailed harvesting of the herd and 
had a dramatic impact on the lifestyles of people for whom 

the caribou is a staple of their diet. However, this has not been 
the only decline of caribou. Historically, other declines have 
also had devastating impacts on the lives of Tłıc̨hǫ people. 
In the 1960s, the people of Wekweètì were removed from 
their community because of a lack of caribou for food, and 
the community of Edzo was created to accommodate them. 
Other caribou declines have been noted in anthropological 
literature, most notably, the work of Wheeler.

The Traditional Clothing Project would bring together 
Tłıc̨hǫ elders and youth to research and collaboratively create 
traditional clothing that would be worn by students as part of 
the development of a traditional dance troupe to accompany 
the Tłıc̨hǫ Drummers. In 1996 and 1997, a Birchbark Canoe and 
a Caribou Skin Lodge Project brought together Tłıc̨hǫ elders 
and youth with resources from the Prince of Wales Northern 
Heritage Centre. Together, they learned to make a birchbark 
canoe and sew a caribou skin tent using traditional knowledge 
of methods no longer in use. The Traditional Clothing Project 
proposes a similar methodology of researching traditional 
clothing, having elders and youth work together to harvest, tan 
and sew hides in the traditional manner. 

For more research projects and the activities of the Tłıc̨hǫ 
Research and Training Institute, see the Tłıc̨hǫ Government 
planning document ”Sustaining Our Lands, Language, 
Culture and Way of Life: A Plan for Action” and the Tłıc̨hǫ 
Government website at www.tlicho.ca.
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Photos, left to right: Tłıc̨hǫ Government staff; A Tłıc̨hǫ cosmology meeting in Yellowknife.
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