
FIA-FSP #Y092001. Sustainable Forestry, Traditional Economies, 
and Community Well-Being: A Collaborative Project with 
Gitxaala Nation and Nuxalk Nation 

Project purpose and management implications; 
This is a collaborative project to address the implications and management of changing 
access patterns on non-timber resource use from the perspective of Gitxaala and Nuxalk 
Nations. Methods include interviews with community leaders/members to determine the 
current state of the traditional economy. Indicators will be developed to assist in decision-
making about land and resources and in evaluating the success of those decisions. 
Outcomes will be used by Gitxaala, Nuxalk, and other forest sector members. 
 
Project start date:  April 1, 2007  
Length of project:  Two years. 
Former project numbers that apply: Y081001 

Methodology overview: 
This study is designed using ‘nested methodologies’. At the broadest level, we consider 
political questions about conducting research in colonized indigenous communities and 
thus design the study to fit within on-going processes of decolonization. At the 
community level, we ensure that research is carried out in accordance with local 
protocols. Within that context, we draw on participatory methods appropriate to 
community-based research. And finally, we use standard practices for indicator 
development as the focus of the participatory methods. In the following paragraphs, each 
of these aspects of the methodology are further elaborated. 
 
In many indigenous communities, ‘research’ is a dirty word. Researchers have arrived, 
studied people, appropriated their intellectual property, and then left, never to be heard 
from again. Or worse, the results of the research have been used in ways that negatively 
impact communities. Indigenous communities and scholars have challenged the research 
community to reconsider its often racist, ethnocentric and exploitative research practices 
and demanded that control over research projects and results be given to or, at the very 
least, shared with communities (Smith, 1999; Menzies, 2001; Menzies, 2004). In 
designing this research, we have ensured that the study: is part of long-term or on-going 
relationships with the communities, addresses local concerns, was designed in 
consultation with the communities, will employ community members as researchers, and 
will benefit the communities. Results will be reported back in culturally appropriate and 
useful ways and ownership of knowledge will be retained by the community. 
 
Menzies (2004) describes some of the protocols that may have to be followed at three 
different levels when working with a First Nations community. At the level of 
administrative institutions, there needs to meetings with Chief and Council to negotiate 
such things as the research plan, wording of consent forms, structure and type of research 
questions, and recruitment of community researchers. There are also indigenous 
institutions, such as hereditary chiefs and Elders that need to be consulted about the 



research. And finally, there are protocols to be followed when involving individual 
community members in research, for example through interviews. In each of the 
communities, we will follow the local protocols at each of these levels. This will give us 
the best chance of ensuring that research is carried out respectfully, but also that the 
results are accurate and relevant. 
 
There are four main parts to this study. First, we will review documents and conduct 
interviews and focus groups to examine the current state of the traditional economy and 
the linkages between forest management, participation in the traditional economy, and 
community well-being. Second, we will hold workshops with community members and 
academics to develop a set of indicators that can be used to measure progress toward 
community goals relating to forest use and management. The indicator development 
process is described below. Third, we will develop policy recommendations and review 
them with the communities. Finally, we will develop extension products in collaboration 
with the communities. The selection of community members to participate in each of 
these stages will be accomplished in consultation with the appropriate community leaders 
in the local administrative or indigenous institutions. 
 
Indicators are widely used to determine progress towards goals, identify trends, facilitate 
reporting, promote dialogue, assess performance of policies, and focus programs and 
budgets (UN, 2001). Much work has been done on developing indicators of sustainable 
development and of sustainable forest management at a variety of scales (UN, 2001; 
Canadian Forest Service, 2001; Wright et al., 2002; Canadian Council of Forest 
Ministers, 2006). Determining the scale at which to measure is one of the first tasks in 
developing indicators. For this project, the focus is on individual First Nations and their 
traditional territories. This will be the starting point, but the communities may decide to 
define the scale differently. The next stage will be to clearly define with the community 
the goals toward which we are going to measure progress. Some examples include 
improving community well-being and/or strengthening the traditional economy through 
forest use and management. Once these initial decisions are made, we will collectively 
choose a framework within which to develop the indicators. 
 
The process of indicator development will be participatory, dynamic, and cyclical. In the 
workshop setting, indicators will be brainstormed and then prioritized, considering scale 
of information, availability of data, measurability, relevance, clarity, conceptual 
soundness, cost-effectiveness, and ability to disaggregate data (UN, 2001; Canadian 
Forest Service, 2001). Once an initial group has been selected, the indicators will be pilot 
tested. Community researchers will be trained in how to collect and present the data, and 
they will provide feedback on the process. The results will be presented to community 
leaders who will in turn provide feedback on the usefulness of the indicators and 
presentation format. Depending on the feedback, the framework, indicators, and 
presentation format may need revision. As the systems being monitored and the 
communities undertaking the monitoring are dynamic, the framework and indicators will 
be designed to be as flexible as possible, while retaining the consistency necessary to 
provide long-term information on progress toward community goals. 
 



Project scope and regional applicability: 
Coast Forest District, Traditional territories of the Gitxaala Nation (north coast) and the 
Nuxalk Nation (mid coast). 
 

Any interim conclusions, inference or information that might be 
immediately useful to forest practitioners and other researchers 
Over a two year period from 2007 to 2009 one of our research objectives involved the 
development of social indicators to assist in sustainable forest management. We focused 
on identifying aspects of the ‘traditional' economy—harvesting, processing, cultural 
practices, etc—that indicate a healthy local culture. Our underlying assumption is that 
well managed forests contribute to healthy local communities. 
 
As part of this research project videos were produced to assist forest practioners in 
understanding community-based values and as descriptions of relevant social indicators.  
The videos are posted at http://www.ecoknow.ca/communityvids.html The video 
segments on this page are part of our work developing social indicators. In the videos 
Gitxaała community members demonstrate and discuss important aspects of local cultural 
practices. Our indicators of social wellbeing were built upon understanding the 
importance of harvesting, fishing, gathering, processing and teaching about historical and 
contemporary Gitxaała practices that are demonstrated in these four video segments. 
 
The videos are presented with no commentary from the research team. A full length 
documentary has also been produced that tells the story as seen from our, the research 
teams, perspective (contact The Ethnographic Film Unit at UBC for information on 
purchasing a copy of this video http://anthfilm/anth.ubc.ca ). But in these segments we 
wish to give explicit priority to contemporary community voices. 
 
A synthesis report and social indicators report, which are currently being reviewed in 
community (April 2009), was produced that outlines the key areas of community 
wellbeing and related indicators that can be used to guide forest practices.  These 
indicators will help forest managers recognize critical cultural values that might be 
impaired by insensitive forest management practices. 
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