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Executive Summary 
 
1. Impacts of On The Land Programs  

a. Revitalize and strengthen relations between program participants and the 
land that are at once traditional, radical, and anti-colonial.   

b. Create diverse opportunities in all seasons for community members, but 
particularly youth, to learn land-based skills and practice their culture and 
way of life.  

c. Bring Elders together with youth and other community members, 
strengthening intergenerational relations and giving Elders the opportunity to 
share knowledge, skills, and language. 

d. Foster self-esteem, perseverance, confidence, leadership, and cooperation. 
e. Provide communities and community members with vital resources like 

traditional food and firewood.  
 
2. Challenges Grant Recipients Face in Delivering On The Land Programs 

a. Weather and environmental conditions. 
b. Participant levels. 
c. Staffing. 
d. Resources. 

 
3. Lessons Learned from Delivering On The Land Programs  

a. Participants need more time on the land.  
b. “Outsiders” can learn to better serve their host communities when they 

participate in on the land programming.  
c. Partnerships contribute to the successful delivery of on the land programs. 
d. Community members of all ages benefit from on the land programming.  
e. Delivering different kinds of programs can make spending time on the land 

more accessible to a wider range of community members.  
 

4. Future Needs to Support Delivery of On The Land Programs  
a. Increase available funding for on the land programs in the NWT. 
b. Continue to be flexible with grant recipients. 
c. Create opportunities for grant recipients to connect with and learn from one 

another. 
d. Refine and expand the feedback process so that grant recipients can provide 

feedback to the Collaborative at different points in the grant cycle.  
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Introduction 
 
The NWT On The Land Collaborative (the 
Collaborative) asks grant recipients to submit a 
report at project’s end that addresses the 
following questions:  

 
 Who was affected by the project and in 

what way?  
 How did your project affect the 

community/organization as a whole? 
 What went well? 
 What challenges did you face or 

lessons did you learn? 
 What is next for you and those involved 

in this project? 
 
Grant recipients are encouraged to respond to the questions in a format that best suits 
their project (narrative, video, photo essay, PowerPoint, etc.). They are also asked to 
provide a final budget and images from their program.  
 
In order to better understand the experiences, successes, and needs of grant 
recipients, the Collaborative reviewed project reports submitted to date: 23 from 2016, 
25 from 2017, and 6 from 2018.1 The 54 reports were received from 40 different grant 
recipients. Nine of these received funding for two of the years under review; two 
received funding all three of the years under review. Of the reports reviewed, 35% of the 
recipient organizations were schools; 27.5% were non-profits; 30% were Indigenous 
governments or organizations; and 7.5% were municipal governments or departments. 
Grant amounts for the projects being reported on ranged from $1000–$60,000; the 
average grant amount was $14,107. Fifty-eight percent of grant recipients who 
included a budget in their report spent all of their Collaborative funding. Those who did 
not spent an average of $322.50 below their funded amounts.2 
 
Most of these reports consist of the grant recipients’ responses to the five questions 
outlined above, an accounting of how they spent their grant money, and photos from 

                                                      
1 Because of the Collaborative’s flexible reporting deadlines, only a small number of reports could be 
reviewed from 2018.  
2 This number does not account for the five grant recipients who significantly underspent (>$1000) due 
to reduced participant levels or cancelled, postponed, minimized or changed plans. All of these grant 
recipients were working with the Collaborative at the time of their reporting in order to design 
programming that could make use of remaining funds.  
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their programs. Some organizations also included other media in their reports, 
including participant narratives and testimonials, Elders’ reports, videos, slideshows, 
newspaper clippings, and event schedules. The reports were reviewed in conjunction 
with the grant applications, in order to compare goals and outcomes. Importantly, the 
grant applications contained a section where the Collaborative asked applicants to 
discuss their satisfaction with the clarity of the application, funding timelines, reporting 
process, and their communication with the Collaborative. 
 
Using the data in the reports and applications, this review addresses four key 
questions:  
 

1. What evidence is there of the impact that on the land programs are having in 
communities? 

2. What challenges are organizations and communities facing in delivering on 
the land programs? 

3. What lessons have been learnt from those delivering programs? 
4. What are the future needs of organizations looking to deliver on the land 

programs? 
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Part I: Impacts of On the Land Programs 
 
a. Spending time on the land revitalizes and 

strengthens relations between program 
participants and the land that are at once 
traditional, radical, and anti-colonial.  

 
A key aim of colonization has been to destroy the 
relationship between Indigenous peoples and their 
territories. First and foremost, the programs 
supported by the Collaborative create 
opportunities for NWT residents young and old, 
but especially Indigenous residents, to spend time 
on the land. These experiences are central to 
revitalizing relations between participants and the 
land. 
 
Many of the funded projects gave community members an opportunity they may not 
have otherwise had to be on the land. The Hamlet of Aklavik held community camps in 
2016, and found that Elders greatly appreciated the experience, particularly since many 
“don’t have access to being out on the land like they used to.” Half of the participants 
during the hunting trip facilitated by Moose Kerr School (Aklavik) in 2016 had rarely 
been on the land, “either due to the high costs of equipment/fuel or because they don’t 
really have anyone in their family willing to take them out.”  
 
For many participants, being on the land meant being in a healthier environment. In 
2016, the Sahtú Renewable Resources Board (SRRB) provided youth who attended 
their camp at Dǝocha with an “environment free of drugs and alcohol.” They attributed 
this environment with encouraging friendships “among youth and between youth, 
elders, and adults.” Similarly, Deh Gáh Elementary and Secondary School (Fort 
Providence) said their month-long family camp in 2016 gave participants the time 
necessary to “adjust to the new rhythm and to detoxify their bodies from sugar, drugs 
and alcohol.” K’ásho Got’ı̨nę Charter Community (Fort Good Hope) reported that after 
their 2017 healing camp, aimed at addressing the mental health issues of youth in the 
community, “a few members of our community have left and begun their own journey 
of healing through treatment programs.”  Even very young children received health 
benefits from being on the land. In 2016, Children First Society (Inuvik) took children 
aged 2–5 out on the land for day trips, an experience that led one parent to remark, 
“What a wonderful day they had. All the fresh air — they had a great sleep last night.”  
 
Often, the experience of being on the land involved detaching from technology. The 
Hamlet of Aklavik introduced a “no electronics” rule during their 2016 camps, which 
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encouraged the youth involved to engage, as they “got to help the Elders, talk to them, 
go and trap, chop wood, etc.” Parents and guardians of youth taking part in the weekly 
swimming trips hosted by the YWCA (Yellowknife) in 2017 said that “their daughters 
would be home all day on their electronics if this [programming] was not offered.”  
 
Those programs that did incorporate electronic communications technology often did 
so in order to preserve and share traditional knowledge or their experiences of being on 
the land. At their 2017 camp, the Yellowknives Dene First Nation (Dettah/N'dılo ̨) trained 
participating youth in “story and scene development, audio recording and interview 
techniques, 360-degree virtual reality camera, underwater camera, hand-held digital 
camera, and hand-held video camera” so they would be able to create short movies 
about the “on-the-land strengths” of their nation. The SRRB similarly hosted a digital 
storytelling workshop at their 2016 camp. Although some participants and Elders 
initially questioned the relevance of this activity, the resulting videos addressed the 
participants’ “identities as Dene, and expressed their sense of cultural pride and 
belonging.” The digital stories “were enjoyed by participants, staff, and Elders, and 
helped the group to bond.” 

 
Perhaps most importantly, being on the land 
provided participants the opportunity to reclaim 
and revitalize traditional practices and ways of 
life. Moose Kerr specifically described their 
hunting trip in 2016 as a “de-colonizing activity,” 
where students could “start to re-appropriate their 
land and their identity.” During the trip, the 
students and staff had discussions with Elder 
Billy Archie about “indigenizing education,” and 
found that “these types of lessons have much 
more impact on the land as opposed to taking 
place in the classroom.” Youth at the SRRB camp 
learned from Franklin Baton of Délı̨nę, one of the 
cultural educators at the camp, that “Being Dene 
is being out on the land.” They developed a sense 
of Dene ts’ı ̨lı̨, or what it means to be Dene, and 
agreed “that having respect for the land, respect 
for their Elders, and sharing what they have are 

also important aspects of Dene ts’ı̨lı̨.” Staff at the Trailcross Treatment Centre (Fort 
Smith) noted after their 2016 winter family camp at a cabin near Fort Smith, “one youth 
started to often talk about ways that things are done in her culture, something we have 
not heard before.” 
 
Not only are land-based programs important to nurturing or strengthening Indigenous 
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cultures, identities, and ways of life, but they are also important for the wellbeing of the 
land. Project participants in the Tłı̨chǫ Research and Training Institute’s Reviving Trails 
Project travelled more than 500 
kilometres by canoe from Behchokǫ̀ 
along the Mowhi Trail to the 
barrenlands and back to Wekweètì in 
2016. Along the way, participants “cut 
down new growth and remove[d] old 
logs, re-mark[ed] the trees at the 
entrances and exits of the portages, 
and thus maintain[ed] the extensive 
network of traditional trails that the 
Tłı̨chǫ have built and travelled since 
time immemorial.”  
 
Love of the Land  
Land-based programs foster enthusiasm for spending on the land. Participants carry 
that enthusiasm with them back into the community, along with other lessons and 
skills they learned. Parents of the young children (aged 2–10) who participated in First 
Steps on the Land, an initiative of Children First Society, remarked, “My child can’t stop 
talking about the experience, they think you should take them to camp everyday”; “my 
child had so many stories to tell”; and “the camp was a hit; they were so excited to tell 
us all about it.” The organization reported that the children who had participated were 
now playing “on the land” in the canvas tent on the organization’s yard, and telling 
“anyone who will listen about the ‘medicine trees’” they learned about during their trips. 
On the land experiences affected older youth too. Trailcross staff noted that after their 
2016 family camp, one youth “volunteered to participate in the culture camp ran by the 
school.”  
 
Building Momentum  
Community members who witnessed the positive outcomes of on the land programs 
found their own enthusiasm for the land revitalized. Simply the act of going on the land 
could generate interest in the community. Both the Hay River Education Authority 
(2016) and Łútsel K’é Dene School (2017) noted that interest among family, students, 
and even the media, built up as they planned and ran their camps, with Łútsel K’é 
reporting that they noticed “more families and students talking about our culture camp 
and wanting to visit.” Children First Society remarked that the community recognized 
the importance of children connecting to the land after hearing the young participants 
talk about being on the land, and seeing pictures of their program posted on social 
media and in their centre. The community was also changing their attitude towards 
taking young children on the land, and realizing that they didn’t have to wait until the 
children were older. The Inuvik Youth Centre found that sharing pictures, videos, and 

By “reviving,” we mean teaching the 
traditional knowledge of the cultural 
landscape along the route from the 
Elders to younger generations while 
we travel; thus, maintaining the spirit 
of the trail by reviving the language, 
knowledge and oral traditions of the 
trail network in the collective memory 
of the Tłıchǫ community. 

-Reviving Trails Project 
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stories on social media built community enthusiasm for, and interest in, their day trips. 
A 2016 session of Camp Connections, organized by the Foster Family Coalition 
(Yellowknife), involved a journalism workshop, leading to the creation of a newsletter at 
the end of camp. This was popular with families of campers, and was an important tool 
in helping the campers, many of whom had memory issues, to remember and relay 
their experiences at camp, which inspired others.  
 
On the land programs have had other 
positive, and in some cases, 
unintended consequences for their 
communities. For example, buoyed by 
their first canoe trip in 2017, students 
at Chief Paul Niditchie School formed 
a canoeing club with weekly practices. 
In Łútsëlk’é, the Women’s Group 
noticed that in addition to hide 
tanning, the camp featured drum 
making and hand games. Local 
carvers and tool makers are also 
starting to make bone tools again and 
are making them available through the camp.  
 
b. On the land programs create diverse opportunities in all seasons for community 

members, but particularly youth, to learn land-based skills and connect with traditional 
culture and way of life.   

 
At the 54 programs covered in these reports, participants learned and/or practiced 
many skills as they spent time on the land:3 

 
- Thirty-five programs taught traditional food preparation, including making 

dry meat, building smoke houses, preparing fish and birds, and making 
preserves.  

- Twenty-seven programs had participants finding, gathering, and chopping 
firewood, and/or making fires. 

- Twenty-five programs included fishing, including ice fishing and the use of 
ice augers and jiggers, setting and checking nets, and using rods and reels.  

                                                      
3 Because of the open-ended nature of the questions, and overlap between activities (e.g., nature walks 
and hiking), many projects likely involved skills and experiences not listed in reports. For example, while 
only 16 groups stated that their participants learned to make camp, the majority of camp-based 
programs would have conceivably involved at least some learning of this skill. All numbers listed thus 
represent minimums, not maximums.  
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- Twenty-three programs involved learning to identify and harvest plants and 
berries for traditional food and medicine.  

- Nineteen programs taught some version of outdoor safety, such as firearm 
safety, water safety, boat/canoe 
safety, bear safety, and wilderness 
first aid. 

- Sixteen programs involved trapping 
and snaring animals, including 
muskrat, marten, rabbit, and beaver.  

- Sixteen programs had participants 
learn to make and break camp.  

- Fourteen programs involved 
canoeing.  

- Ten programs involved hunting birds 
(e.g. ptarmigan, duck) and/or big game (e.g., moose, bison). 

- Nine programs featured drumming.  
- Eight programs taught sewing. Participants made traditional items like fur 

mittens, mukluks, and hunting bags. 
- Seven programs involved hide preparation.  
- Seven programs involved swimming.  
- Seven programs had wayfinding activities, either using traditional methods 

or GPS devices. 
- Five programs went hiking.  
- Four groups did carpentry projects.   
- Three groups went dog-sledding.  

 
Connections to Indigenous history, language, and culture also featured prominently in 
these programs: 
 

- Twenty-six projects involved Indigenous story-telling, Indigenous spirituality, 
and/or the learning of Indigenous history. 

- Twelve projects taught Indigenous language, including Inuvialuktun, 
Gwich’in, Tłı̨chǫ, Dene K’e (Slavey), Dene Zhatıe (South Slavey), and Wıìlıìdeh. 

- Eight projects involved hand games.  
- Two projects included lessons in land claims and Indigenous governance.  

 
c. On the land programs bring Elders together with youth and other community members, 

strengthening intergenerational relations and giving Elders the opportunity to share 
knowledge, skills, and language. 

 
At least 80% of the projects involved Elders. In most programs, they served as leaders 
and teachers. Several organizations made mention of the positive impact Elders had 
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on youth during their programs. For example, in both 2016 and 2018, the Children First 
Society (Inuvik) commented on the Elders’ skill in engaging young children, stating they 
“knew how to read children’s energy and attention span.” They quote Freddie Jerome, 
an Elder and camp owner involved in facilitating the program, who explained, “I watch 
for signs of movement, when the children start to, you know (squirms in seat), then I 
know it is time to change — do something different with them.” One of the children 
from the 2016 program commented, “Freddie is the best, he has great stories.”  
 
Elders had a similar impact on older youth. In the report from their 2016 Transition to 
Adulthood Camp, staff from St. Patrick’s High School described a Grade 11 student 
who had “been exploring his Indigenous ancestry for quite some time.” The student 
asked an Elder at the camp to teach him how to smudge. The report remarked, “We 

were all privileged to learn with him and 
have the opportunity as a group to be 
smudged by him. For all of us, this 
impromptu activity was perhaps the 
most meaningful event of the camp.” 
Similarly, Moose Kerr High School 
hosted a shared meal between Elders 
and students after their 2016 hunting 
trip: “Bringing Elders and youth 
together is always a valuable 
experience. Put the two together and 
watch the magic and learning take 
place authentically.”  
 

Reports describe how Elders taught youth about their history, while also imparting 
skills. Alice Vittrekwa, an Elder working with Ecology North’s 2016 program in Teetł’ıt 
Zheh (Fort McPherson), taught “youth at the camp how to use the land as a 
resource…including using moss for ‘paper towel,’ rose hips and local plants for tea, and 
shar[ing] a meal of fresh bannock and fish with us around a fire.” PWK High School 
lauded the contributions of Henry Beaver, a local Elder and “one of the men who helped 
build the buffalo corrals that are still standing up at Sweetgrass”: “The knowledge that 
[Henry] is able to share with our students is so rich on many levels of traditional, 
spiritual and practical knowledge.”  
 
Elders help young people develop skills, knowledge, and a sense of identity. They also 
nurture their internal strength. Staff from Trailcross Treatment Centre (Fort Smith) 
described youth working to create birch bark baskets with an Elder “from harvesting to 
completion”: “With patience, [the Elder] guided the youth through their frustrations and 
helped them complete the task.” The basket-weaving project created a “lasting 
relationship” with that Elder, who now “continues to visit the program regularly.”  
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Elders greatly benefited from 
time on the land as participants 
as well. For some, but 
especially those who attended 
residential school, on the land 
programs create opportunities 
for them to learn or re-learn 
traditional skills. On the land 
programs can also address isolation. The Hamlet of Aklavik held culture camps in 
2016, which gave Elders who did not get to see each other often the opportunity to talk 
things over and solve community problems. Coming in the wake of a major community 
tragedy, these were much-needed.  
 
d. On the land programs foster self-esteem, perseverance, confidence, leadership, and 

cooperation. 
 
Being on the land not only imparted traditional skills and knowledge to participants, but 
also improved their self-awareness, self-esteem, and confidence, and encouraged the 
development of other qualities like perseverance and leadership.  
 
Perseverance  
Hiking and canoeing trips were 
particularly noteworthy for 
teaching participants the value of 
perseverance. A common theme 
amongst the reports were youth 
who doubted their abilities at the 
beginning of these trips, but who 
ultimately overcame their 
struggles. Participants on a 
Northern Youth Leadership canoe 
trip in 2016 were “a bit reticent and cautious in the canoes” at the beginning of their 
trip, but by the end, “they were excited to get going, packed up their canoes easily in the 
morning, and begged to go farther and farther each day.” PWK High School (Fort 
Smith) took students to Four Mile Lake to practice prior to their 2018 canoeing trip at 
Kettle Point, and found that while many struggled during practice paddles, “by the end 
of trip they were all doing multiple different strokes.” One youth, participating in a hike 
at a Northern Youth camp in 2017 “had struggled earlier in the trip with a shorter hike 
and was really doubtful that she would be able to make it 13 kilometres.” However, 
“with the support of the other participants and NYL staff, [she] accomplished the entire 
hike and even commented on how beautiful it was. She was extremely proud of her 

The first day we went far — like 20 miles. I 
was sunburned and sore. I wanted to go 
home. [The wellness worker] talked to me 
and told me I could do it. I got a good sleep 
and the next day was better. On the last day, 
I didn’t want to go back. I hope next year we 
go further. 

-Female Student, Chief Paul Niditchie 
School Canoe Trip, 2017 

 

I love it out here at camp. I have not been in the 
bush since I was 13. First time skinning a 
beaver, seeing fish under the ice. I am doing 
things I used to see as a kid and that I could 
not do because of residential school. 

-Elder Participant, Trailcross OTL Program 
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accomplishment and was excited to tell her family about it.” After this hiking trip, one 
participant reported that she had learned, “I try my best and don’t give up.”  
 
It was not only strenuous outdoor activities that taught perseverance. In 2017, land-
based programming at École St. Patrick High School (Yellowknife) included students 
making mittens and drums under the calm guidance of an Elder. The youth found that 
the “traditional projects helped develop their patience and perseverance.” 
 
Leadership 
Being on the land created opportunities for participants, particularly youth participants, 
to take initiative and show leadership. Several teachers of school-directed on the land 
programs remarked that youth who had difficulty in conventional classroom settings 
thrived on the land. A teacher at Chief Julius School (Fort McPherson) found that the 
students did not need staff to provide the usual amount of structure during their 2016 
winter camp: “the students worked and created their own activities without being 
asked. They even set rabbit snares on their own, made dry meat poles, set the tents, 
cut wood, collected spruce gum, cooked meals, etc.” An Elder on that same trip 
remarked, “These boys and girls are very good workers. [This experience] brought me 
back to when I was a young girl setting up camp. No one argued, no one was sitting 
around, they just worked and did what they had to do.”  
 
Being on the land allowed 
participants young and old to 
demonstrate their knowledge and 
mastery of land-based skills. The 
Salvation Army reported that 
during their 2016 on the land 
programming, “clients showed 
skills and interests [the] organization did not previously know about.” During Łútsel K’é 
Dene School’s 2017 cultural camp, the students “learned that being on the land is a 
great way to teach one another important lessons they have learned.” A teacher 
recounted that a Grade 6 boy was able to “lead our group to the camp by skidoo and 
got to show off his knowledge of the land and his ability to drive skidoo.” PWK High 
School staff reported watching some students emerge as leaders during their 2018 trip 
to Wood Buffalo National Park. The stronger canoeists “helped their peers by modeling, 
instructing, and encouraging.”  
 
Confidence 
As participants learned more about their culture, as they practiced traditional skills, 
and as they were given opportunities to be leaders, program staff noticed 
improvements in the self-esteem and confidence of participants. For example, a 
teacher at Colville Lake School said that “watching a struggling student excel in the 

After we went hunting we went back to the 
camp and skinned more than 30 rabbits. It 
was great fun to learn how to the people who 
didn’t know how. 

-Moose Kerr Student, 2016 
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bush” during a 10-day camp in 2018 was an experience they would never forget 
because it does wonders for the child’s self-esteem and self-concept. Partners also 
noticed changes in their children. A parent of a participant in a 2017 Northern Youth 
camp said that she “couldn’t believe the change in her child,” particularly in terms of 
“how comfortable they had become working with new people and expressing their 
opinions in a group.” In particular, on the land programs are intended to make 
participants feel more confident in the bush. Here again, grant recipients reported 
success. A week after the Sahtú Renewable Resources Board’s Dene Ts’ı ̨lı̨ School, 
which involved formal and informal hunter education, one student, who previously “had 
very little experience in the bush,” shot his first moose. 
 
Cooperation 
Grant recipients reported that on the land programming encouraged cohesion and 
cooperation, creating opportunities for participants to grow not only as individuals, but 
also as members of a group. The spirit of cooperation fed back into participants’ sense 
of themselves. A participant on a 2016 Northern Youth hike shared that the experience 
taught them “that I can be helpful,” and “that I’m nice to people.”  
 
Several programs remarked 
that simply being on the 
land seemed to encourage a 
collegial and cooperative 
atmosphere. Ecology North 
(2017) found that at their 
environmental adventure 
camp in Enterprise, cooking 
and sharing meals around 
the fire offered “a great 
opportunity to work together 
and learn more about each 
other, creating a sense of belonging and helping to build trust among camp 
participants and facilitators.” Similarly, the Łútsëlk’é Women’s Group observed “a real 
sense of camaraderie” at their hide tanning camp, where “the women really enjoyed 
spending a week in such a supportive, positive, encouraging environment where 
everybody is willing to help one another.” PWK High School’s trip to Wood Buffalo in 
2018 included French immersion students for the first time, and the two groups came 
together well. The report describes one student who “spent most of her first day 
isolating herself,” but was “swimming and laughing with the group . . . teaching others 
how to play card games” by the second day.  
  

The day started with drumming and a feeding-the-
fire ceremony and a prayer. Joe welcomed us to the 
camp and spoke about the healing power of being 
on the land. The ceremonial opening set the tone 
for the day. Many participants, including elders, 
staff and students commented how the whole day 
was peaceful, without “drama” and how the tone of 
respect permeated everything we did. 

-Diamond Jenness School Report 
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e. On the land programs provide communities and community members with vital 

resources like traditional food and firewood.  
 
On the land programming brings 
food and other resources from 
the land to the community. A 
2017 harvesting trip led by West 
Point First Nation (Hay River) 
produced cranberries stored for a future community feast; participants at a 2017 camp 
organized by Pehdzeh Kı First Nation (Wrigley) dried, cut up, and distributed moose 
meat (contributed by a hunter) to the community; and youth at the Inuvik Community 
Corporation’s 2017 camp brought home fish they had helped to harvest, cut up, and 
dry. During the outdoor programming delivered by the Salvation Army (Yellowknife) in 
2016, participants tended a community garden and shared its produce with a local 
shelter and transitional housing. Similarly, Hay River Library hosted food foraging and 
cooking workshops in 2017, where participants learned to use local plants for cooking, 
tea, and health and beauty products. 
 
Elders, in particular, have benefitted from the harvesting activities associated with on 
the land programs in their communities. With continued support from the Collaborative, 
East Three’s Wood for Elders program has brought firewood, an affordable and 
accessible source of heat, to Inuvik Elders in need. The 2017 report attests, “the Elders 
. . . loved it, and the students who collected the wood saw the need and enjoyed being 
able to make the Elders happy.” Other land-based programs bring traditional food to 
Elders. Moose Kerr School’s hunting trip in 2016 culminated in a shared meal with five 
Elders, where together they prepared the animals from their hunt: “One Elder said that 
she hadn’t had any rabbit in over a year so this was a very special meal for her. She 
loved it and we made sure to send her home with lots of cleaned and cut up rabbit 
ready to be cooked.” 
 

  

The students who collected the wood . . . 
enjoyed being able to make the Elders happy. 

-Wood for Elders Report 
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Part II: Challenges Faced in Delivering On 
the Land Program 
 
a. Weather and environmental conditions. 

 
For all of the benefits of on the land programs, they 
are not without their challenges. Twenty-three 
groups identified weather and environmental 
conditions as a challenge; more than half of those 
had to change or alter their plans as a result. The 
summer of 2017 was particularly difficult. Forest 
fires on the last days of the Chief Paul Niditchie 
School canoe trip prompted the group to paddle 
late into the night so they could stay ahead of their 
fire and finish their trip. Trailcross Treatment 
Centre had to cancel their summer camp in 2017 because of wildfires. Ka’a’gee Tu First 
Nation (Kakisa) ended their 2017 camp early due to hot weather, which also limited the 
participation of Elders. Hot weather that same year curtailed activities during Ecology 
North’s Hay River day camps; they had to cut their visit to the Northern Farm Training 
Institute short, and spend less time outdoors than originally planned. By contrast, 
extreme cold weather prompted West Point First Nation to cancel some of their 
planned events. 
 
The following year, both PWK High School (Fort Smith) and East Three Secondary 
(Inuvik) had to reroute planned trips because of environmental conditions. PWK went 
to Kettle Point at Pine Lake instead of undertaking a river trip after three weeks of rain 
made roads impassable. East Three went to Semmler Channel instead of Reindeer 
Station due to the lack of safe ice roads. The warmer-than-expected winter in the Delta 
region also made it difficult for students who were part of the Wood for Elders program 
to travel through the town and deliver wood without causing debilitating wear-and-tear 
to their equipment, delaying the distribution of wood until after the fall freeze-over. 
 
Although residents of the NWT are used to having to change plans due to weather, 
climate change has brought increasingly unpredictable and difficult weather conditions 
to the North. Ecology North, in collaboration with the Tłı̨chǫ Government, found that the 
effects of climate change in the North include “shorter, warmer winters,” “increased 
rain and snowfall,” “more extreme fall and winter storms,” “less predictable weather,” 
“increased winds,” and “more forest fires.”4 All though no organization attributed 

                                                      
4 Ecology North. Tłi ̨chǫ Climate Change Book. 2009. http://ecologynorth.ca/wp-
content/uploads/2015/07/Tlicho-book.pdf 
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difficulties to climate change specifically, elsewhere communities have reported on the 
ways in which climate change is affecting access to the land.5  

 
b. Participant levels. 
 
Fourteen groups identified participant levels as an issue. The Presence Office of 
Wekweètì (2017) and the Salvation Army (2016) had issues with adult participation 
levels. The former organized a healing camp in 2017 that experienced poor attendance 
adult participants backed out last minute. Although participation in the Salvation 
Army’s outdoor recreation programming was generally good, no one attended their 
mid-winter dogsledding trip, as many clients wanted to do it in March instead. Similarly, 
Children First Society (2018) had difficulty finding new families to take part in their 
programming, despite reaching out through Income Support, the Friendship Centre, and 
Healthy Families. 

 
Youth participant levels were an issue for 
other groups. The Sahtú Renewable 
Resources Board found it difficult to recruit 
young people aged 18–30 for their month-
long program in 2017 because prospective 
participants could not leave their jobs for 
that amount of time. Deh Gáh Gotie First 
Nation (Fort Providence) similarly found it 
difficult to get youth to commit to a one-year 
program. East Three Secondary identified 
inconsistent attendance as a challenge for 
the Wood for Elders program, and Ɂehtseo 

Ayha School in Délı̨nę (2017) had difficulty interesting youth in their outdoor 
excursions. Ɂehtseo Ayha also struggled to have permission forms returned for each 
activity.  
 
Organizations have employed a number of different strategies to address the issue of 
participation. For example, when no local youth signed up for their on the land 
programs, the Inuvik Youth Centre decided to organize a series of day trips rather than 
an overnight camp to a series of day trips, making it more accessible for a broader 
range of youth. When the SRRB offered participants honoraria (using dollars from other 
funding sources as the Collaborative does not cover pay for participants) to defray the 
costs of missing work, they saw an increase in participant levels. After struggling to 
                                                      

5 See, for example, “On the Frontline of Climate Change, 2018.” 
https://www.irc.inuvialuit.com/system/files/Inuvialuit%20on%20the%20Frontline%20of%20Climate%20
Change-Final-Feb2018%20%28SMALL%29.pdf.  
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build student interest in their 2017 camp, Łútsel K’é Dene School learned that “older 
youth aren’t as interested in going on the land unless it’s an authentic experience with 
a significant outcome and with a guide that they all respect,” like “going hunting a 
significant distance from town, while being led by a highly respected hunter from the 
community.” Many organizations found that interest in their land programming grew 
when others in the community heard about the experiences of participants through 
photos and stories on social media, pictures posted in public spaces, word-of-mouth, 
and local newspaper articles.  
 
c. Staffing. 

 
Twelve groups identified staffing as a challenge 
they faced in delivering successful programs. Some 
groups simply had trouble finding people to fill 
positions. In 2016, the Foster Family Coalition 
struggled to find someone who could commit to the 
cultural coordinator role. In other cases, Elders, 
cultural experts, or staff became ill or had 
emergencies that caused them to pull out at the last 
minute. For example, Trailcross Treatment Centre 
(2017) had to cancel their winter camp after cultural 
advisors fell ill and replacements could not be 
found.  
 
Frequent staff turnover also affected program delivery. Moose Kerr School had a major 
staff turnover in the fall of 2017, when the programming for which they had received a 
grant was supposed to take place. They did not realize that the project had been 
missed until January 2018. Thankfully, they were able to work with the Collaborative to 
re-designate their funds for a spring cultural exchange program with a school visiting 
the Delta from Toronto. Programs do their best to train new staff or adapt 
programming to reflect the strengths of the new hires. However, this remains a 
challenge. 
 
d. Resources. 

 
Seventeen groups identified shortfalls in funds, infrastructure, or equipment as a 
challenge. Typically, this was the result of unexpected events increasing the cost of a 
program. The Yellowknives Dene First Nation had to rent boats for longer than 
anticipated because of difficulties they encountered in transporting materials for a tent 
frame and an outhouse to their campsite. Likewise, Diamond Jenness Secondary 
School (Hay River) had to move to a more expensive retreat centre in 2016 after their 
prospective camp leader had an emergency and was unable to host them at his camp. 
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In other cases, the shortfall was a function of the success of the program. The youth 
taking part in the Tłı̨chǫ Government’s three-week-long camps in 2017 felt they needed 
one more bunkhouse cabin, and East Three found that their cabins were over capacity 
during their 2018 trip to Semmler Channel. 
 
Other organizations stated that the costs of purchasing and maintaining equipment, 
and equipping their participants, posed challenges. Ɂehtseo Ayha had to change their 
plans in 2017 because of a lack of access to skidoos and the late arrival of their winter 
gear. They stated that having easy access to skidoos would help them deliver future 
programming. East Three found it expensive to pay for gas and maintain their 
equipment during their Wood for Elders program, and lamented their lack of access to 
a trailer that would have helped them deliver wood to Elders in all sorts of weather, but 
which the school board had repossessed for their own use. Realizing that many of the 
Elders they served were not able to split wood, East Three also wanted to be able to 
purchase a wood splitter so they could provide a better product to the Elders. Finally, 
both Deh Gáh Gotie First Nation (Fort Providence) and Łútsel K’é School found during 
their 2017 camps that youth lacked the necessary clothing and equipment to be out on 
the land, especially in the winter. Some organizations have successfully created 
repositories of used outdoor clothing and gear that participants can borrow. 
 
In some cases, a lack of resources is preventing the continuation or growth of a 
program. Deh Gáh Elementary and Secondary School ran a month-long camp at Willow 
Lake, a fly-in location, in 2016, and wanted to continue to offer the experience to 
students, but worried that the cost of air travel was prohibitive. The Łútsëlk’é Women’s 
Group would like to be able to offer travel assistance to “community members living 
down south” for future hide camps, as there were many who wanted to attend but 
“couldn’t afford the travel costs.” 
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Part III: Lessons Learned from Delivering On the Land Programs 
 
a. Participants need more time on the land. 

 
With few exceptions, taking 
participants, especially youth, 
out on the land increases their 
desire to be on the land. It can 
also inspire the community to 
want to spend more time on the 
land. For example, the grade 
eight canoe trip (2016) organized 
by William McDonald Middle 
School (Yellowknife) was 
“building momentum” into 
something that students came 
to anticipate and look forward to 
every year.  
 
Several organizations, including Children First Society (2016 and 2018), Diamond 
Jenness Secondary School (2016), the Presence Office of Wekweètì (2017), and the 
Inuvik Community Corporation (2017), specifically mentioned the need for more time 
on the land, or the challenge of fitting all of the planned activities into their time frame. 
After getting a taste of being on the land, participants often had a desire for more 
activities and programming, like participants in the Inuvik Community Corporation’s 
camps, who wanted to do more traditional sewing and cooking projects. Children First 
Society found that even young children needed more time on the land. They explained 
that after spending a day at their 2016 camp, their young participants wanted to go 
every day, and “could easily spend a month” there. A parent of a child participating in 
their 2018 program remarked, “My child keeps talking about the experience, they want 
to go to camp every day.”  
 
Other programs reported wanting to expand their programming. Children First Society 
(2016) wanted to add a summer camp; Diamond Jenness Secondary School (2016) 
wanted to add a follow-up camp with a focus on “trauma and the brain”; the Łútsel K’é 
Dene First Nation (2016) wanted to do a Families on the Land event during the fall 
hunt, a plant and berry-gathering trip, and a traditional meat preparation workshop; the 
Inuvik Youth Centre (2016) wanted to offer day trips for ice-fishing, trapping, dog-
sledding, and firearm safety; PWK (2018) wanted to create a yearly “Three Cs” (Culture, 
Canoeing, and Career) event for grade nines, and expand their canoe trip to the Grade 
10–12 population; and the YWCA (2018) wanted to host several events, including a 
Cameron Falls medicine walk and hike, and an antler jewelry-making workshop.  
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b. “Outsiders” can learn to better serve their host communities when they participate in on 

the land programming. 
 
On the land programming helps staff to better serve their clients, participants, and 
students, particularly when those staff members are not from the communities in 
which they work. The Salvation Army remarked that when their clients were on the land 
during programming in 2016, they showed skills and interests the organization did not 

previously know about. A land 
camp in 2016 enabled Trailcross 
staff, none of whom were 
Indigenous or from the Northwest 
Territories, to build connection 
with the families they served, as 
well as community members. The 
Inuvik Youth Centre (2016) 
reported that on the land 
programming helped their young 
staff to bond and build confidence, 
which improved program delivery. 
It also increased parents’ 
confidence in the staff.  

 
Many school reports remarked that on the land experiences greatly benefited teachers, 
many of whom were also not from the communities in which they were teaching. Chief 
Julius School (2017) found that their various camps, for grades K–12, strengthened 
relationships between teachers and students. In 2016, Elizabeth Mackenzie Elementary 
School (Behchokǫ̀) reported that teachers, no less than students, learned about the 
land through the teachings of the Elders at their spring camps. Teachers “had the 
opportunity to observe students in a different element of learning . . . [and] enjoyed 
learning with their students outside of a classroom setting.” On the land trips also 
provided an important 
opportunity for teachers to 
notice and nurture potential 
in their students, particularly 
those who experienced 
difficulty in conventional 
school environments.  
 
c. Partnerships contribute to the successful delivery of on the land programs. 

 
A number of grant recipients noted that their projects happened and were successful 

Watching a struggling student excel in the bush is 
an experience I will never forget. 

-Teacher, Colville Lake School 
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because of a wide range of community partners. For example, PWK High School noted 
that their Grade 9 canoe trip in 2017 required the support of parents (to help their 
children pack and transport them), teachers (one of whom built a canoe trailer for the 
trip), Parks Canada staff (who provided guidance and maps), and GNWT Environment 
and Natural Resources (who provided a guide and a safety boat). Similarly, Chief Paul 
Niditchie School’s canoe trip in 2017 made use of the support of a “recreation director, 
wellness worker . . . local chief and mayor, Gwich’in Organization president, bylaw 
officer, and Elders,” all of whom “came together to overcome funding shortfalls.” 
 
Programs require the support of the community, but they also create opportunities to 
bring the community together. A winter camp organized by Łı́ı́dlı̨ı̨ Ku ̨́e ̨́ Elementary (Fort 
Simpson) in 2016 was an impetus for the school to partner with the local band for land 
use and resource sharing. After initial cultural teachers fell through for Trailcross’ 2017 
camp, the treatment centre forged new relationships with cultural teachers and Elders. 
This experience taught the organization that they would greatly benefit from being less 
insular and fostering new relationships. Chief Paul Niditchie School credited their 2017 
canoe trip with opening “broken lines of communication” between the school and 
community partners, as the “school shifted from an independent institution to a seat of 
community collaboration.”  

 
d. Community members of all ages benefit from on the land programming. 

 
The majority of the programs reviewed in this report are focused on serving children 
and youth. While land-based programming for young people is vital, grant reports 
reveal the value of on the land programs for people of all ages, including Elders and 
adults, and also the value of family-oriented programming.  
 
Elders were involved in most programs as leaders, advisors, facilitators, and teachers. 
On the land programs provide Elders with a source of income, as well as opportunities 
to pass down their knowledge, history, and skills. However, Elders also benefit from 
programming where they act as lay participants, particularly as they often experience 

It was so amazing when we rounded the corner on the last day. The Gwich’in 
Nation flag was flying on the support boat, people were on top of Church Hill 
and on the bank, truck horns were honking, and everyone was cheering. The 
students were so proud as they pulled in. An eagle joined the trip on the second 
day of paddling, and as we pulled in, an eagle (the students were sure it was the 
same one) was circling overhead. Family and community mobbed the students 
as they pulled their canoes up. 

-Principal, Chief Paul Niditchie School 
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both physical and financial barriers to being on the land.  
 
Adults also face barriers to participating in on the land programs. For example, it may 
be difficult for them to participate in longer camps due to work or childcare 
responsibilities. Organizations might consider different scheduling arrangements, 
providing childcare, or using funding to defray the costs of missed work, in order to 
increase participation of adults in on the land programs.  
 
Programming that targets the whole family 
can address issues of childcare. Family-
centred programming is also important 
because families are an important site of 
intervention in addressing the harms of 
colonialism. Only eight of the 54 reports were 
about family-oriented programs. Nevertheless, 
all enjoyed great success. For example, Deh 
Gáh School described their month-long family 
camp at Willow Lake in 2016 as “essential in 
the healing of our community.” They stated 
that youth became “more grounded, proud, willing to help” through the experience. 
Similarly, Trailcross found that youth participants learned to interact and relate with 
adults during their winter family camp, something the youth had often struggled with in 
the past. Having connected with both relatives and her culture at the camp, a 13-year-
old youth stated, “Out here you learn the story of your family.” The Łútsëlk’é Women’s 
Group noted that their 2017 hide tanning camp brought children together with their 
parents, so that “we now see children growing up around the practice of hide tanning 
again, something that was almost lost just a few years ago.” 
 
Many of the projects targeting families were day- or evening-based trips, like Łútsel K’é 
Dene First Nation’s 2016 gathering, which enabled family members, friends, and 
community members to reconnect over group projects, including arts and crafts and a 
community potluck. The Hay River Library Committee’s after-school programming in 
2017 provided activities for the whole family, including social paddling, foraging and 
cooking workshops, mukluk and mitten making, and the wildly popular fossil hunting 
expeditions.  

 
e. Delivering different kinds of programs can make spending time on the land more 

accessible to a wider range of community members.  
 
The majority of programs funded (36 of 54) were multi-day camps. These camps 
offered an unparalleled experience for participants to learn various land-based skills in 
an interdependent and immersive environment. Much less common were programs 
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offering regular (e.g., weekly, bi-weekly or monthly) daytime or evening programming. 
Yet such programming has its own unique benefits. Regular daytime/evening 
programming may be more accessible to certain populations who do not have the time 
to go out on the land for multiple days; it creates ongoing opportunities to learn and 
practice skills; it gives organizations the opportunity to offer a variety of experiences, 
and adjust their programming as they go; it encourages participants to enjoy the land 
near to their communities; and it offers important structure and consistency in the 
daily lives of participants.  
 
Programs that offered regular daytime/evening programming had great success, and 
managed to include a diverse array of activities. A collective of organizations in Hay 
River ran a drop-in after-school nature club in 2016, with 5–18 participants per session, 
featuring activities that included nature hikes, bird feeder-making, compass 
orienteering, survival skills, rope knots, and tree identification. The Hay River Library 
Committee also ran evening and afterschool programming for all ages in 2017, 
including a social paddle with a stop for a campfire meal, fossil hunting, forest foraging 
and cooking workshops, and mitten and mukluk making. These programs were popular, 
bringing out anywhere from 10–40 people, and often had large waitlists.  
 
No less than immersive, multi-day camps, day-
time/evening programs offer opportunities for 
the people to come together, cooperate, and build 
relationships. Unlike some camps, however, day-
time/evening programs enable participants to 
come together right in their own communities. 
The Hay River Library Committee found that their 
programming encouraged participants to enjoy 
the natural resources and beauty of their local 
waterfalls, rivers, and beaches, and remarked that 
they saw “participants share stories over a campfire and build a sense of community 
with one another.” Similarly, the consistent programming facilitated by the Salvation 
Army (Yellowknife) in 2016 encouraged their clients to maintain a healthy lifestyle and 
increased their social interaction and community inclusion, as clients opened up and 
shared more of themselves by telling stories around the campfire, and worked in the 
community garden to grow produce for various local shelters. The YWCA (Yellowknife) 
ran a 2017 program that involved a mix of consistent daytime events and overnight 
camps, but the weekly swimming trip was particularly beloved. The report attests: 

 
Parents and guardians were so happy that their daughters had healthy and fun 
experiences at the Yellowknife River. . . . The girls loved the weekly activity and 
spoke of wishing it was every day. Some parents said it was the only thing their 
children were interested in that month. 



 

 

24 Evaluative Review of Collaborative Reports 

October 30, 2018 

Part IV: Future Needs to Support Delivery of On the Land Programs 
 
a. Increase available funding for on the land programs 

in the NWT. 
 
The NWT On The Land Collaborative has become an 
important source of funds for land-based initiatives 
in the NWT. In order to sustain current on the land 
program opportunities and support new initiatives, 
the Collaborative needs to grow its funding pot. This 
requires engaging new partners and encouraging 
existing partners to increase their support for the 
Collaborative.  
 
b. Continue to be flexible with grant recipients. 

 
Programs need the Collaborative to continue to be flexible. Organizations often had to 
change their plans as a result of various unpredictable circumstances, and many 
groups stated that they appreciated the Collaborative’s flexibility in the face of these 
changes. Moose Kerr School, for example, received funding in 2017 to implement 
Wilderness Survival and Game Management in their high school curriculum, courses 
that would include a fall camp. However, after staff turnover at the beginning of the 
school year caused those plans to fall through, the Collaborative allowed them to use 
the funds to do a cultural exchange, with students from Toronto spending a week in 
Aklavik, and students at Moose Kerr then spending a week in Toronto. Moose Kerr 
stated that they were “appreciative of the Collaborative Committee to allow Moose Kerr 
School to adjust the proposal for a winter one.” Chief Julius School credited the 
Collaborative’s flexibility with enabling them “to have most students participate.”   
 
The Collaborative’s flexibility meant that some organizations could offer extra 
programming with leftover funds, after their initial programs had been fulfilled. St. 
Patrick School used funds left over from their 2017 coming-of-age camps to do day 
trips with the Indigenous Leadership Group, Grade 8 leadership camp students, and 
students in Experiential Science 20. Similarly, Ecology North allocated their funding 
surplus in 2017 to their forest camps. Trailcross was able to use funds that remained 
after Feeding Our Spirits to run a four-day camping trip at Sweetgrass Landing. The 
camp, which did not involve family members or Indigenous elders or knowledge 
holders, was not felt to be as meaningful as their previous efforts, which was an 
important learning for the organization.  
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c. Create opportunities for grant recipients to connect with and learn from one another. 
 
The Collaborative can better support land-based programming in the NWT by creating 
opportunities for grant recipients to gather and learn from and with each other.  
 
d. Refine and expand the feedback process so that grant recipients can provide feedback 

to the Collaborative at different points in the grant cycle.  
 
Currently, each organization can provide formal feedback to the Collaborative by filling 
out a short survey at the bottom of their grant application, consisting of the following 
questions:  

 
- How did you hear about the Collaborative/this opportunity? 
- What are your preferred timelines for funding? 
- Was this application easy to use? What could we do to improve the 

application process? 
- Do you have suggestions about the reporting process? 
- Did you talk to a Community Advisor or anyone else from the Collaborative 

before submitting your application? 
 
Just over half of the applications submitted (28 of 54) answered these questions. 
Organizations generally found the application easy to complete (the 2017 and 2018 
application did not receive any criticism), and unanimously agreed that the 
Collaborative was accessible and helpful in answering any questions that arose during 
the application process. Preferred funding timelines varied considerably. Organizations 
learned about Collaborative grants through the NWT Teachers’ Association, social 
media, posters in community spaces, word of mouth, emails forwarded from other 
institutions or community leaders, and from members of the Collaborative themselves.  
 
While the feedback gathered from this short survey is useful, the Collaborative might 
also consider asking applicants for feedback as part of the reporting process, after 
organizations have had a more sustained experience with the Collaborative: 

 
- Having completed the reporting process, do you have any suggestions for 

improving it? 
- As you carried out your program, how did you find the accessibility and 

helpfulness of the Collaborative? 
- What do you think the Collaborative did well? 
- Did you face any challenges in your interactions with the Collaborative? 
- How did you find the process of receiving your funds? Was it relatively 

uncomplicated and timely?   
- What can we do to better support your future on the land programs?  


