
Local Solutions for Global Challenges
Latornell Conservation Symposium 2008

Protecting Biological Diversity Through 
Aboriginal Self-Governance

Peigi Louise Wilson
20 November 2008



2

Interconnections

The land and the people are connected.



3

Interconnections

This connection has been recognized by:

• Scientists;

• Philosophers;

• The United Nations; and

• Aboriginal peoples.
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Interconnections

• Local biological diversity gives rise to local 
cultures.

• In a positive feedback loop, by the exercise of 
traditional cultures the local biological diversity is 
enhanced.

• The health of the land is mirrored in the health of 
the people and vice versa.
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Interconnections

• Conversely, the loss of biological diversity results 
in the loss of Aboriginal traditional culture.  

• The loss of a specific plant or animal hampers 
retention of knowledge about that species. 

• Without the object, the traditional words, 
ceremonies or values (culture) associated with that 
object lose currency.  This has been called an 
‘extinction of experience’.
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Interconnections.

• As traditional cultures fall into decline, the utility 
of the biological diversity is diminished.

• As the utility of the biological diversity declines, 
greater environmental degradation results.

• This is a negative feedback loop resulting in 
greater loss of biological and cultural diversity.
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Threats

• Both biological and cultural diversity are in decline in 
Canada. 

• While there are many causes for these declines, they can 
both be traced back in part to the majority cultural 
perception that the land and the people are not connected.

• Decision-making based on these transposed cultural values 
without regard for local diversity has generated a decline in 
biological diversity and a decline in traditional Aboriginal 
cultures which also generates a decline in biological 
diversity.
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Threats

• Aboriginal peoples are rarely engaged or their 
participation supported by Canada on matters 
respecting land use, natural resource use and 
development, or the protection, conservation and 
management of the environment.  

• Aboriginal governing structures have been 
abolished, ignored, suppressed and starved of 
resources.   
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Threats

• Canada does not respect international law on the 
rights of Indigenous peoples.
• Canada voted against the U.N. Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples and despite a vote in the 
House of Commons to implement it nationally the 
Government has announced no plans to do so.

• Canada has been chastised by the United Nations 
Human Rights Commission for failing to meet 
international standards on the human rights of 
Aboriginal peoples.  
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Threats

• As a result:
• colonialist agendas prevail;
• Aboriginal peoples’ capacities to sustain their 

connections with the land is undermined; and
• the exercise of traditional cultures is stymied.

• This threatens the short term survival of 
Aboriginal cultures and the long term well being 
of all Canadians.
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The way forward

• The Courts have:
• confirmed the need to protect the environment 

in order to sustain Aboriginal cultures; and
• Acknowledged the rights of Aboriginal peoples 

to pursue practices and customs exercised prior 
to contact.

• On the facts, this would include environmental 
self-government.
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The Way Forward

• The Courts have:
• called for a reconciliation of Aboriginal peoples and the 

Crown;
• encouraged the Legislature to accommodate Aboriginal 

rights; and
• urged the blending our laws.

• What needs to be negotiated is not if Aboriginal 
peoples have rights to self-determination but how 
the rights of the Crown and Aboriginal peoples 
will be reconciled.  
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The Way Forward

• To reconcile is the objective. 
• To reconcile means to ‘make friends again’.

• Reconciliation is the process.
• Litigation, intimidation, fear, ignorance, and 

disrespect for the rule of law are processes of 
disintegration.

• Processes of reconciliation are respectful, based 
on a presumption of equality, and dedicated to 
the collective best interest.
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The Way Forward

• How do we reconcile our different 
governing structures? 

• It will take a radical change to the 
status quo.
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The Way Forward

• At the very least, Aboriginal governments will have to be 
recognized by the Crown and must participate as equals to 
the Crown on all bodies that have environmental decision 
making authority.  

• This would include at the local, regional, provincial, 
territorial, and national levels.

• These bodies must operate in a fashion that supports the 
retention of cultural diversity, for example by using 
Aboriginal languages.
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The Way Forward

• How do we reconcile our distinct cultural 
perspectives, one which sees the world as an 
integrated whole and one that views the people to 
be independent of the land?

• The reconciliation of the Crown and Aboriginal 
peoples can begin with recognizing our mutual 
interdependence with each other and humanity’s 
connection to the land.
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Conclusion

• Self-determination is a legal right of Aboriginal 
peoples.

• Canada has international and domestic legal 
obligations to respect these rights and to facilitate 
their exercise.

• Failure to reconcile these rights with the 
sovereignty of the Crown undermines the retention 
of Aboriginal cultures and a concomitant decline 
in biological diversity.
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Conclusion

• The loss of biological diversity is a global threat to the 
survival of life of earth.

• The decline of biological diversity is a problem in itself as 
well as a symptom of a much larger environmental disaster 
looming.  

• Canada cannot afford to turn its back on Aboriginal 
peoples and the international community by rejecting a 
valuable means to retain biological diversity – the 
traditional cultures of Aboriginal peoples.  
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Conclusion

• The people and the land are connected.

• Human rights and environmental protection must be allied.

• Aboriginal peoples and governments must be engaged as 
equals in natural heritage planning in order to protect 
significant habitat.

• The retention of Aboriginal cultures is a local solution to 
the global problem of the decline of biological diversity.
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Conclusion

• This presentation is a synopsis of my thesis for a Master of 
Laws, currently in draft (2008).  For a copy please contact:

Peigi Wilson, B.A (Hons.), LL.B. 
Aboriginal and Environmental 

Law and Policy
14-280 Bay Street, Ottawa, ON K1R 5Z6

(613) 234-7229
peigi.wilson@rogers.com


