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Developing an Indigenous Traditional Knowledge Database: 
A Discussion Paper on Feasibility 

 
The project, funded by the BC Forest Science Program, A Critical Review of Indigenous 
Traditional Knowledge (ITK) Research to Improve Provincial Mechanisms for its Incorporation in 
Forest Management, included a feasibility assessment and the initial development of a 
searchable online ITK resource database of current ITK research articles, case studies, research 
guidelines/protocols and policy documents. This feasibility assessment included an in-depth 
discussion of needs, opportunities and challenges as part of the Forest Practitioners Workshop 
in March 2009 (see separate report). The input received from the workshop has been 
incorporated into this report, including exploration of the suggestion by participants to 
incorporate a networking and communication function into the database. 
 
As a discussion paper, we welcome input into the ideas put forward here, with the goal of 
finding some common ground for the development of an online database on ITK in land 
management. 
 
Database Rationale and Features 
The original idea behind creating an ITK resource database was to systematically identify, 
compile, and make more accessible information on the application of ITK to sustainable forest 
management. Much relevant information is found outside of “forestry”, e.g., land use and 
occupancy studies, ethnobiology, ethnosilviculture, land use planning, natural resource 
management, co-management, parks and protected areas (especially tribal parks). Information 
is housed in diverse collections or locations, making it difficult to know where to look, let alone 
what to look for. The “grey literature” (e.g., government, community and contract reports, 
strategic or stewardship plans, discussion papers, newsletters, websites, and other publications 
that are generally not peer-reviewed and not controlled by commercial publishing interests) is a 
particularly diverse and underutilized source of information on ITK implementation in forest 
management, especially for community-based initiatives. However, grey literature is difficult to 
access because it is not routinely catalogued and no systematic way exists to access the 
information. A database on the application of ITK in forest management would substantially 
increase efficiency in accessing and applying relevant information to policy and practice. 
 
The form envisioned for the ITK database was a simple, searchable online database that 
contains articles (academic and non-academic) on ITK implementation or applications that 
communities, practitioners, academics and others want to share. Basic components envisioned 
included: complete citations (i.e., title, authors/editors, date, other reference details), abstracts 
or annotations, and links to full text or information on how to access full text (e.g., some 
articles will be open access, some will be accessible through interlibrary loan services, while 
others will require a subscription or purchase of hard copy). Key features include: a multi-
category search function (e.g., subject, author, title, key words), a “retrieve” function for those 
articles accessible online, and an electronic option to submit additional articles for inclusion in 
the database. The database would be open access and without cost to individual users. 
Interactivity among users could be encouraged through the use of a blog or web chat function. 
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We suggest the open access or “common property” focus for an online database. While any 
database has to deal with intellectual property rights laws, there is a growing world-wide 
movement to build the information commons and an opposite trend, to enclose and privatise 
the knowledge commons. Onsrud (1998)1 discusses the challenges faced by governments as 
they navigate the line between open access and privatization and commodification of 
knowledge. Hess and Ostrom (2006)2 provide an overview of the challenges of maintaining 
“open access” to knowledge within the field of microbiology, focussing on the elements of 
“collective action, efficiency, equity, and sustainability.” They conclude: “It will be possible to 
extract design principles for robust, long-enduring knowledge commons. After more efforts 
succeed and others fail, it will be easier to understand what makes the MB [microbiological] 
commons work and how best to govern, protect, and sustain it.” 

As Hess and Ostrom point out, coming up with design principles that apply to open access ITK 
will involve solving issues of: 

 a collective commitment to the respectful sharing of ITK; 

 sustainability and preservation, including “changing actors and participants, adaptive 
software systems, and constantly evolving rules” and “institutional long-term 
commitments to the preservation of the resource”; 

 economic efficiency, including cost-sharing of providing open access; 

 equity through fiscal equivalence that addresses both “the equality between individuals' 
contributions to an effort and the benefits they derive and … differential abilities to 
pay.” This is a major issue when government actors and Indigenous communities can be 
categorized as “haves” and “have-nots” respectively, which calls for “redistributional 
equity”; and 

 adaptation in a complex system which requires “providing information, dealing with 
conflict, inducing rule compliance, providing infrastructure, and being prepared for 
change.” 

What the ITK Database is Not 
It is important to note that the ITK database is not intended as a repository of ITK itself. Rather, 
the database contents are intended to be published articles on ITK application to forestry (e.g., 
reports, literature, articles and protocols regarding implementation in forest management). 
Also important to note is that the database would not in any way take over or claim ownership 
of the content, but simply ensure its accessibility over the long term, to the extent possible. No 
breach of copyright would be involved. 
 

                                                        
1 Onsrud, H.J. 1998. The Tragedy of the Information Commons pp. 141-158 in Fraser Taylor, R.D. (ed.) Policy Issues 
in Modern Cartography. Pergamon, Oxford. http://www.spatial.maine.edu/~onsrud/pubs/tragedyabstract42.htm. 
Mar. 15, 2010. 
2 Hess, C. and E. Ostrom. 2006. A framework for analysing the microbiological commons. International Social 
Science Journal 58(188):335-349. 

http://www.spatial.maine.edu/~onsrud/pubs/tragedyabstract42.htm
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Database Alternatives 
Several options were explored for database development, hosting and maintenance. The 
project team developed a database using RefWorks for its own use. The team also discovered 
several other database models that could be applied to an ITK database. Among these models 
are databases currently housed within universities or in the public domain. 

Using or following the example of any of the following databases will require attention to the 
above issues. 

University-Hosted Databases 
 
Refworks/RefShare 
A searchable online ITK database of bibliographic references was developed for project use and 
as an initial “pilot” to assist in feasibility assessment. The ITK resource database was created 
using RefWorks and made use of RefShare (the sharing module of RefWorks). RefWorks is an 
information management and sharing tool commonly used by universities, research institutions 
and many others across North America.3 The ITK database contains over two hundred entries 
and is hosted (in kind) by Lakehead University Library (Thunder Bay, Ontario). RefWorks proved 
to be an effective system for our project use. Although some technical difficulties were 
encountered initially, these were overcome with in-kind training and technical support 
provided to us through staff at Lakehead University Library (made possible through the faculty 
affiliation of project team member Dr. Peggy Smith). 
 
In our assessment, RefWorks is a viable choice for a searchable online ITK resource database if 
it is hosted in-kind by a university or other institution that can provide ongoing access, training 
and technical assistance to the database “owner” while allowing other users access without 
having to purchase individual subscriptions. However, such an arrangement requires a faculty 
or staff member of the host university to set up and establish the in-kind relationship for 
hosting and providing technical support. RefWorks offers complimentary training webinars 
(online tutorials) for subscribers but these require good internet access, time commitment, and 
a degree of self-sufficiency; thus, the software might not be seen as a ‘friendly’ enough 
interface by some users. RefWorks enables a high degree of content control since all new 
entries must be done by the database owner, but this also creates a significant information 
management requirement (i.e., someone to receive and enter new database entries). In the 
university context, such ongoing work could be done relatively inexpensively by a research 
assistant. 
 
Other examples of university-hosted resource databases were examined for comparison to the 
pilot database in RefWorks and are described below, including: 

 Indigenous Studies Portal (iPortal), University of Saskatchewan 

                                                        
3 RefWorks is an online research management, writing and collaboration tool designed to help researchers easily 

gather, manage, store and share all types of information, as well as generate citations and bibliographies. See 
http://www.refworks.com/. Individual subscriptions to RefWorks are available online for $100 USD/year. 

http://www.refworks.com/
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 Forestry Library Databases, University of Minnesota 

 The Irving K. Barber Learning Centre at the University of British Columbia 

 Digital Library of the Commons, hosted by International Association for the Study of the 
Commons, University of Indiana 

 The Alaska Native Knowledge Network hosted by the University of Alaska at Fairbanks 
 
The Indigenous Studies Portal (iPortal) hosted by the University of Saskatchewan Library is a 
free, open access service that connects faculty, students, researchers and members of the 
community with electronic resources (e.g., books, articles, theses, documents, photographs, 
archival resources, maps, etc).4 It contains open URL encoded links to licensed full text articles 
and other resources. As of July 2009, the portal had over 17,000 entries. The iPortal also links to 
Indigenous programs and events at the University of Saskatchewan and also includes a news 
blog. The iPortal has a very user-friendly appearance and is simple and intuitive to use (i.e., 
requires no training or technical assistance). One useful feature is an online form to submit 
suggestions for additions to the iPortal directory, which are reviewed, categorized and 
approved by the editors of the iPortal. The portal host is eager to work with other partners to 
improve the service: 

We are very interested in collaborating and/or partnering with academic and 
community based organizations and agencies across Canada. For instance, our 
recent digitization projects collaborated with: 1. archival organizations in 
Saskatoon and in Northern Saskatchewan, 2. Brandon University and the 
digitization of nine volumes (from 1997-2005) of the Canadian Journal of Native 
Studies, and 3. an out-of-print book by Purich Publishing in Saskatoon, 
"Continuing Poundmaker and Riel's Quest". 

 
The University of Minnesota’s Forestry Library Database indexes publications in 41 subject 
areas linking the social sciences to forestry, for example: legislation, policy and planning, 
management, economic development, investment and finance. The database covers journal 
articles, books, conference proceedings, and government documents from 1985 to the 
present.5 
 
The Digital Library of the Commons, managed by the International Association for the Study of 
the Commons (IASC), is hosted by Indiana University.6 IASC is a nonprofit association devoted to 
understanding and improving institutions for the management of resources that are (or could 
be) held or used collectively by communities in developing or developed countries.7 
Participation in IASC is open to anyone interested in the study of common pool resources, 
community based natural resources, natural property management, and other related topics. 
Memberships are available to both institutions and individuals8. The digital resources include a 

                                                        
4
 See iPortal at http://iportal.usask.ca/ 

5
 See http://forestry.lib.umn.edu/bib/SSiF.html 

6
 See http://www.indiana.edu/~iascp/resources.html 

7
 See http://www.indiana.edu/~iascp/index.html 

8
 Institutional memberships are USD $120/y and individual memberships are on a sliding scale based on income, 

from USD $10-100/y. 

http://iportal.usask.ca/
http://forestry.lib.umn.edu/bib/SSiF.html
http://www.indiana.edu/~iascp/resources.html
http://www.indiana.edu/~iascp/index.html
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digital library, comprehensive searchable bibliography with 43,200 citations and 8,400 
abstracts, a subject-based bibliography, and links to articles, books and websites. A news blog is 
also included. 
 
Alaska Native Knowledge Network9, hosted and managed by the University of Alaska at 
Fairbanks, a partner in the Alaska Rural System Initiative (AKRSI), the Network was established 
in 1994 through the Alaska Federation of Natives with National Science Foundation funding to 
document Indigenous knowledge systems in Alaska and promote their incorporation into school 
curriculum. The Network’s website covers cultural resources, publications, curriculum 
resources, native educator associations and cultural atlases. The site does have a search engine, 
but most sections are a simple listing of resources. The Indigenous Knowledge Systems section 
includes a section on Traditional Ecological Knowledge. 

 
Public Domain Databases, with an emphasis on Indigenous Subjects 
At the suggestion of workshop participants, a number of non-university hosted databases, 
collections and websites were examined for their features and for their potential to house and 
maintain an ITK resource database, including:  

 Sustainable Forest Management Network (SFM Network), 

 BC First Nations Portal, under development by the First Nations Technology Council 
(FNTC) and New Relationship Trust (NRT), 

 Indigenous Portal of the International Telecommunications Union (ITU), 

 Indigenous Portal of the International Indigenous ICT Task Force , and 

 W iserEarth.  
 

The Sustainable Forest Management Network (SFM Network) is an incorporated non-profit 
Canadian research group at the University of Alberta that is part of the Networks for Centres of 
Excellence10. As part of their mandate for knowledge exchange and networking, SFM Network 
houses an extensive online collection of publications and bibliographies related to sustainable 
forest management.11 One focus of SFM Network research was Sustainable Aboriginal 
Communities and a requirement of the Network was that all research projects address some 
Aboriginal aspect or involve an Aboriginal partner. The research results are not in a searchable 
database format and include only those publications that have been generated by SFM 
Network. Given that the SFM Network is nearing the end of its term, and even though there 
may be legacy plans to continue to house and distribute Network research, it is not feasible to 
pursue the option of housing a database with the SFM Network; however, it will remain a viable 
source of research information on Aboriginal involvement in forest management. 
 

                                                        
9 See http://www.ankn.uaf.edu/index.html 
10

 The SFM Network has federal funding (1995-2009), through a joint program of the Natural Sciences and 
Engineering Research Council of Canada, the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, the 
Canadian Institutes of Health Research and Industry Canada. 
11

 See http://www.sfmnetwork.ca/html/publications_e.html 

http://www.ankn.uaf.edu/index.html
http://www.sfmnetwork.ca/html/publications_e.html
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The First Nations in British Columbia Portal, about to be launched by the First Nations 
Technology Council (FNTC) and New Relationship Trust (NRT), 12 is intended as a web-based 
resource centre to promote information sharing and capacity building from within the First 
Nations’ network. The objectives of the portal are to: “house and share best practices 
documents, templates, policies and procedures, resources, links and initiatives that support 
First Nations capacity building; improve communications using web-based tools for First 
Nations governments and organizations; provide web-based tools to support First Nations 
community development, governance and analysis; provide a secure section to support 
‘Communities of Practice’ where First Nations technicians, managers and leaders can 
contribute and share their ideas, information and discuss issues; and create world-wide access 
to markets and a pathway to BC First Nations economic development opportunities and 
businesses.”13 The portal is near completion and the beta version can viewed at 
http://fnbc.info/, thus there is potential to communicate with FNTC and NRT on the concept of 
an ITK resource database and possibly have it built into the design stage. This paper will be 
posted on the portal for further discussion. 
 
ICT (Information Communications Technology) Portal for Indigenous People from Americas 
Region by the International Telecommunications Union (ITU), a body of the United Nations in 
Geneva, was to be launched to serve the Americas. The goal of the portal was to facilitate the 
integration of Indigenous communities into the “information society” and was designed to be 
used to promote digital inclusion and the preservation of Indigenous communities’ heritage and 
cultural legacy.14 In August 2009 the ITU transferred ownership of the portal to Indigenous 
peoples themselves through the organization, Indigenous Commission for Communications 
Technologies in the Americas (ICCTA)15 The Americas Region portal has been incorporated into 
the Indigenous Portal described below. 
 
The Indigenous Portal of the International Indigenous ICT Task Force  (I ITF)  is an 
outcome of the Indigenous Caucus at the 2005 World Summit on the Information Society 
(WSIS), sponsored by the United Nations.16 It is a broad global information portal that includes 
articles, audio and videos, news and links, all organized by both region and topic. The goal of 
the portal is to strengthen the global Indigenous community by bridging the digital divide 
between Indigenous peoples. The portal includes a search function based on title and content 
only, and is more of a news archive than resource database. There are other international 
Indigenous portals as well, and their proliferation is an indicator of the importance of 
Indigenous involvement in the ICT field. Any of these portals are useful locations for the 
distribution of information, but not suitable for long-term housing of an ITK database. 
 

                                                        
12

 See First Nations Technology Council: BC First Nations Portal Request for Proposals, downloaded from 
http://www.newrelationshiptrust.ca/home and Building Strong First Nations, NRT Strategic Plan 2009-2012 
downloaded from www.newrelationshiptrust.ca/downloads/fntc-tech-portal-rfp.pdf 
13 See “About Us” at http://fnbc.info/. 
14

 For information, see http://www.itu.int/ITU-D/ams/CMS/headlines_display.asp?headline=4601 
15 See http://www.iccta-citca.org/. 
16

 See http://www.indigenousportal.com. 

http://www.newrelationshiptrust.ca/home
http://www.newrelationshiptrust.ca/downloads/fntc-tech-portal-rfp.pdf
http://www.itu.int/ITU-D/ams/CMS/headlines_display.asp?headline=4601
http://www.indigenousportal.com/
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WiserEarth is an online community space (directory and networking forum) that connects 
organizations and individuals addressing environmental and social issues.17 Full access to tools 
and content requires a membership (at no cost). The site uses open access software and has a 
paid staff of software designers and content developers who support the continuously evolving 
needs of the users (e.g., creating new tools, resolving technical problems). Most of the content 
is contributed and edited by users, similar to how Wikipedia functions. WiserEarth has created 
portals on certain topics (e.g., Biocultural Diversity) for concentrated networking, discussion 
and information exchange. It is feasible that WiserEarth would collaborate to create a portal on 
ITK and sustainable forest management to address the interests and needs for networking and 
discussion that were expressed by workshop participants. At this point in time, WiserEarth does 
not have the capacity to host a searchable document database, but such a database (hosted 
elsewhere) could easily be linked to a WiserEarth portal on ITK and sustainable forest 
management. 
 
UNESCO Management of Social Transformations (MOST) Program Database of Best Practices on 
Indigenous Knowledge.18 This database was compiled over two phases which ended in 2002. It 
is a searchable database by geographic region, with two cases listed under Canada, one on a 
curriculum model for early childcare care and development in Indigenous communities and the 
other on Voices from the Bay, a project that document Indigenous knowledge of the Inuit and 
Cree in the Hudson Bay area. While useful as a model, it is limited in its geographic approach 
and is date limited and therefore static with no clear plans for updating. 
 

Conclusions 
Our feasibility assessment for an ITK resource database revealed the need for two 
complementary aspects: i) improved access to published resources and ii) improved 
opportunity to interact with people, organizations and networks who are “living” resources on 
application of ITK to sustainable forest management (e.g., exchange ideas, ask questions, foster 
dialectic between theory and practice, discuss challenges and successes of ITK implementation, 
post positive and negative examples). Key questions explored in our feasibility assessment 
relate to target users, cost (set up and maintenance), continuity/longevity, content control, and 
scope. Our pilot ITK resource database developed using RefWorks provided a helpful context in 
which to examine the key questions in a concrete way. There are now numerous options to 
consider in developing an ITK database; however, one of the main conclusions from our review 
is that it is Indigenous organizations that are asserting their control over the ICT field, rather 
than relying on government, private sector or non-profit organizations to filter their knowledge. 
 
Further work is needed, such as examining in more detail the needs and preferences of 
practitioners (particularly those who do not have good internet access or are not “web savvy”) 
in relation to an online tool such as a database and network. For example, there may be need 

                                                        
17

 WiserEarth was founded by Paul Hawken
17

 and is fiscally sponsored by the Natural Capital Institute (NCI), an 
organization committed to the restoration of the earth and the healing of human culture. Paul Hawken is a leading 
environmental and social activist and author of “Blessed Unrest: How the Largest Movement in the World Came 
into Being, and Why No One Saw It Coming. See http://www.wiserearth.org/ 
18 See http://www.unesco.org/most/bpindi.htm. 

http://www.naturalcapital.org/
http://www.blessedunrest.com/
http://www.blessedunrest.com/
http://www.wiserearth.org/
http://www.unesco.org/most/bpindi.htm
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for additional extension or support services and/or a human interface to facilitate access or 
‘translation’ of the database information. However, based on our initial assessment, it is both 
feasible and desirable to develop and maintain an ITK resource database in collaboration with a 
university (preferably one that shares an interest in the topic of ITK and sustainable forest 
management) if an in-kind arrangement can be established to underwrite the cost of setup and 
ongoing maintenance, provide training and technical support, and provide free and open access 
to any user (i.e., not limited to the university members). 
 
Continuity of service and longevity of the database are key concerns that would be most likely 
addressed best by a university host. All other third-party hosts (e.g., non-profit, government) 
have an increased likelihood to either not have the needed capacity and/or not be able to 
provide sufficient in-kind support over the long term if support is based on external funding or 
vulnerable to staff changes and restructuring. With any host, even universities and 
governments that are more stable than most non-profits, longevity can be disrupted when 
individuals responsible for building and maintaining the database leave. An institutional 
commitment is required in order to maintain such databases in the face of staff turnover. 
University libraries seem well-positioned to provide this continuity. 
 
While there are potential challenges to some universities as third-party hosts, such as limits on 
software supported, restrictions on site design, overly stringent security (e.g., firewalls), there 
are numerous examples emerging from universities that do support the needed features for an 
ITK resource database, as well as a networking and communications portal, including 
searchable databases (open source, wiki-style), as well as digital repositories ranging in 
systems, access, and online discussion fora and blogging options. In the event that a host 
university did not support the added networking and communication functions, the option 
exists for the host university to house the ITK resource database and embed links to an existing 
networking site such as WiserEarth. 
 
Finally, many First Nations are asserting their authority over their own ITK and setting up 
repositories for this type of knowledge at the local level. First Nations face the same challenges 
in terms of providing the longevity and stability of protecting and distributing ITK information. 
While individual First Nations are protecting local knowledge and practices in their own 
databases, it may be feasible for them to work with more centralized databases like the one we 
are proposing that provide access to literature, protocols and best practices case studies. 


