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Executive Summary 

Despite the increased interest in Etuaptmumk (Two-Eyed Seeing in Mi’kmaw), there is 
limited information available about what its successful application can look like in 
conservation partnerships. To address this gap, I interviewed 13 Indigenous and 13 
non-Indigenous practitioners who were involved with leading examples of this. These 
individuals had contributed to four initiatives that range from local to national in their 
focus. Those initiatives are shared as examples and case stories within this report: 
1. The Kluskap Indigenous Protected and Conserved Area (IPCA), a Mi’kmaq led 

vision to protect lands in Unama’ki, enabled through partnership with the 
government of Nova Scotia. 

2. The Indigenous Stewardship Policy, a national initiative that Parks Canada co-
designed with an Indigenous Stewardship Circle to encourage local collaborations 
that can enable Two-Eyed Seeing.  

3. The Healing Place, a biocultural restoration project created in partnership between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous organizations.  

4. The Niagara Escarpment Biosphere, a region for which a new organization was 
created, called the NEBN, which uses Two-Eyed Seeing as one of its approaches to 
improve engagement with Indigenous hosts of the biosphere. 

In their reflections, interviewees described relationships as being essential to each of 
these initiatives. Knowing and understanding how our histories are shaping those 
present-day relationships, while developing meaningful relationships that foster trust 
through shared learning, was seen as vital. Local context, including Indigenous rights, 
was critical to informing each collaboration, making every outcome unique. 

Building trust through Ethical Space was another common characteristic of all the 
partnerships. This involved a recognition of multiple legitimate approaches and 
perspectives, while co-creating a space that worked for everyone involved. It is within 
this space that shared governance systems could evolve to support everyone’s voice 
being heard. This necessitated conversations that could be challenging and involve 
some discomfort, to get to a place where everyone felt welcome to contribute. 
Underlying issues like unconscious bias, trauma, privilege and hierarchy required 
attention, alongside shared decision-making regarding both process and outcomes. 
Direct participation of appropriate Indigenous knowledge holders was identified as 
essential to these processes, in addition to a capacity for deep listening. 

All these partnerships faced constraints, and those interviewed reflected on how 
critical it is to find a way to bring together the elements highlighted above, even when 
that may extend beyond initial plans.  A commitment to finding the necessary resources, 
including time, required adaptation, creativity and a feeling of personal responsibility to 
the relationships involved with the partnership. Support and dialogue on expectations 
with all involved, including senior management and funders, also contributed to the 
success of these partnerships. 

Etuaptmumk is an action-oriented framework and, as such, has significant 
potential to be a transformative framework for conservation and beyond. This report 
concludes with a series of considerations that might be made when looking at 
collaborating to apply Two-Eyed Seeing in conservation.
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Forward From the Advisory Circle 
The Advisory elected to share an oral forward for this report, the recording of which is 
available on the project webpage at www.plentycanada.com/tespartnerships. 

Prologue 
As the concept of Two-Eyed Seeing is increasingly elevated across the field of 

conservation and beyond, this celebrated approach to embracing multiple perspectives 

might appear simple in its application. ‘How complicated can it be?’ one might ask. 

Caley Doran, citizen of Chippewas of Nawash Unceded First Nation, shared a reflection 

that addressed that question with eloquence: 

I am reminded of a story of Nanabush [who’s] like our cultural hero. Nanabush 

makes a lot of mistakes, and from those we learned valuable lessons. But ... 

Nanabush, one day he was playing a game with some ducks where you have to 

throw something at them and, anyway, he used his eyeballs. And so Nanabush 

lost his eyeballs. And Nanabush continues on his way, and he finds a mouse. 

And from that mouse he steals an eyeball, and he puts it in his one socket. And 

he continues on his way. And he comes upon a Buffalo. And he asked the 

Buffalo, ‘can I borrow your eye?’ And the Buffalo says ‘Sure’. And so, he takes 

that eye and puts it in his other socket. So now he's got an eye from a mouse 

that he stole, and he has an eye from a bison that he borrowed. But the weight of 

his head, he wasn't able to see with that balance just based on how he obtained 

those gifts. And again, I'm kind of paraphrasing that, and maybe part of that is 

beginning to become my story. But when I think about this Two-Eyed Seeing.... Is 

one eye given is one eye taken? How big is one eye? What is the weight of one 

eye versus the weight of the other eye? Does one eye have soft power? The 

http://www.plentycanada.com/tespartnerships
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other has hard power. So how do we find that balance? That's just a really 

paraphrased version, but one eye stolen from a mouse, one eye borrowed from a 

bison. You put those in your sockets, they're different sizes, different weights... 

different. They're different eyes. How do you make two eyes see the same thing? 

It's even like color. You look up when you say the sky is blue, right? I look up, 

when I say this sky is blue, is it the same blue? (Personal communication, 

November 20, 2024) 

Truly, how can we know and properly evaluate whether we are seeing the same thing 

or, for that matter, whether Two-Eyed Seeing is actually being applied? As a non-

Indigenous person grappling with this question while working for an Indigenous-led 

organization, the answers never felt entirely within reach to me. At the same time, 

based on how my Indigenous colleagues were responding, it was evident that Two-

Eyed Seeing was not truly happening in many collaborations with non-Indigenous 

partners. This was even the case when Two-Eyed Seeing had been identified as an 

explicit goal. In those moments, I felt limited in my ability to contribute in a meaningful 

way. After seeking to improve my own understanding of what supports success in the 

application of Two-Eyed Seeing in such partnerships through this research project, I 

hope the following observations, assembled from the generous insights of many more 

experienced people then myself, might help shed light on the subject. 
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Introduction 
Indigenous-led conservation has been increasingly recognized by the Canadian 

government and the conservation sector. This trend follows in the wake of the 

Indigenous Circle of Experts (ICE), formed to address Canada’s previous conservation 

commitments during the Pathway to Target 1 Process. Their report, entitled We Rise 

Together, highlighted the importance of respecting Indigenous Knowledge systems as 

being equal and parallel to the mainstream Western (neo-European, or colonial) 

systems that have dominated non-Indigenous conservation efforts to date (Parks 

Canada, 2018, Weber, 2022). The resulting groundswell of support for Indigenous 

leadership in conservation has amplified both the opportunity and the need for 

collaboration between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples across Canada. 

More than a decade has passed since the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) 

identified that Canada has maintained colonial structures and systems in the wake of its 

long pursuit of cultural genocide (2015). It is important, then, to recognize that 

mainstream approaches to collaboration in Canadian conservation have been 

developed with a system biased toward maintaining those same problematic structures. 

This reality, alongside the legal and practical pressures mounting to pair Indigenous 

with mainstream knowledge (as documented by Reid et al., 2021), highlights the 

importance of addressing that challenge and rebalancing the way in which non-

Indigenous conservationists work together with Indigenous peoples. Otherwise, in the 

rush to meet Canada’s ambitious commitments to protect 30% of our lands and waters 

in collaboration with Indigenous peoples (Weber, 2022), there is a risk of perpetuating 

colonial harm.  

As non-Indigenous interest increases in supporting Indigenous knowledge and 

leadership during Canada’s efforts to meet its international commitments (e.g. The 

Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework and the United Nations Declaration 

on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples), effective frameworks must be mobilized to enable 

true partnership and respect for Indigenous knowledge systems. Etuaptmumk, or Two-

Eyed Seeing in Mi’kmaq, has been identified as one promising framework to do this 

(Nonkes et al., 2023; Reid et al., 2021). It offers a guiding principle for leveraging the 
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strengths of both Indigenous and Western ways of knowing in a way that “further 

enables recognition of Indigenous Knowledge as a distinct and whole knowledge 

system…” (Bartlett et al., 2012) and was first brought forward for use in mainstream 

settings by Mi'kmaw Elders Albert and Murdena Marshall. With over 1600 citations to 

date for the 2012 paper describing the application of Two-Eyed Seeing in a university 

setting, this concept is being increasingly embraced in academia and beyond (See 

Stirling et al. 2023).  

Though expressed as an approach to embracing the strengths of Indigenous and non-

Indigenous knowledges, efforts have been made to emphasize the importance of the 

diversity of those knowledge systems amongst both Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

cultures. This was done by introducing puzzle pieces to the visuals being used to 

convey Etuaptmumk (See Figure 1). As elaborated on the website for the Institute for 

Integrative Science and Health that hosts much of their work: 

One might wish to talk about Four-Eyed Seeing, or Ten-Eyed Seeing, etc. as four 

perspectives or ten perspectives are brought into the collaboration. Furthermore, 

Albert indicates ‘the two jig-saw puzzle pieces help remind us that, with respect 

to Aboriginal Traditional Knowledges [Indigenous knowledges], no one person 

ever has more than one small piece of the knowledge.’ There is a need to 

recognize that Traditional Knowledges draw upon the community of Elders and 

other Knowledge Holders (i.e.., the knowledge is collective) as well as the 

collective consciousness of the people. So, here too, one might wish to talk about 

multiple-eyed seeing. (Institute for Integrative Science and Health, n.d.) 
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Figure 1. The visual developed in 2007, adding two pieces of a jig-saw puzzle to convey the diversity of 

perspectives that can contribute to Etuaptmumk. Credit: The CRC Integrative Science research team in 

conjunction with Mi’kmaw Elders in Unama’ki. [Reproduced from Institute for Integrative Science and 

Health (n.d.), with permission.] 

Two-Eyed Seeing has been embraced by government and not-for-profit conservation 

organizations alike (see Parks Canada Agency, 2023; Stirling et al., 2023), yet limited 

information has been available about its successful application outside of academia 

(Nonkes et al., 2023). While scholars are increasingly applying the concept of Two-Eyed 

Seeing as a framework for reconciling Western and Indigenous Knowledge Systems 

throughout the research process (Peltier, 2018; Reid et al., 2021), limited 

documentation has been made of its application in a partnership or organizational 

setting. Advancing best practices and shared learning from the operationalization of 

Two-Eyed Seeing can contribute to necessary progress along the path of reconciliation, 

as we continue working toward meeting our international commitments. Despite 

increased support for both reconciliation and Indigenous leadership, a gap remains to 

be bridged between the theory and operationalization of Two-Eyed Seeing (Kimmerer, 

2012; Nonkes et al., 2023; Reid et al., 2021). This gap represents a significant 

opportunity for shared learning amongst the broader conservation community. Such 

work could help mitigate the perpetuation of exploitative and colonial relationships that 

have followed recommendations put forward by entities like the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission (McGregor, 2018). This report seeks to help illustrate what it can take to 
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successfully advance Two-Eyed Seeing in conservation partnerships. Specifically, what 

contributes to successes and challenges of Two-Eyed Seeing being applied in these 

contexts? 
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Positionality and Approach 
While situating and co-developing the project’s research methods, I contemplated my 

own social location as it related to this project’s purpose, and the sources of knowledge 

that informed it.  I am a non-Indigenous treaty person of multi-generational settler 

ancestry originating from England and Scotland.  As someone with this background, 

looking to advance understanding of how the Indigenous framework of Two-Eyed 

Seeing might be applied in cross-cultural partnerships, it was clear that I would require 

support from other perspectives. Guided by project supervisors Larry McDermott and 

Robin Roth, I reached out to five individuals to form this project’s Indigenous Advisory 

Circle. I’ve been honoured to receive the guidance and support of Elder Albert Marshall 

of Eskasoni First Nation, Akwesasronon Abraham Francis, Lorraine Rekmans of 

Serpent River First Nation, Martina Albert of Deshkan Ziibiing, and Tlicho Cindy Allen. 

We met on three different occasions to discuss the selection of case studies, the 

drafting of core research questions and the preliminary analysis of interview results.    

I began with an inquiry into partnerships that highlighted the application of Two-Eyed 

Seeing in their work, starting with a search through the academic literature, the 

Indigenous Protected and Conserved Areas (IPCA) Knowledge basket initiated through 

the Conservation Through Reconciliation Partnership, as well as conversations with the 

project’s supervisors, and members of the Advisory Circle. Many initiatives were 

identified during this process. Rather than attempting to address them all at a superficial 

level, I selected four initiatives for closer examination. These initiatives had been 

highlighted by members of the project’s advisory and supervisors who, based on their 

own knowledge and pre-existing relationships with the partners involved in the 

initiatives, identified them as either promising or demonstrating success in their 

application of Two-Eyed Seeing. Of the four initiatives, two were selected as case 

stories for closer inquiry with more extensive interviews. 

Two-Eyed Seeing in Partnership Initiatives 

1. The Healing Place, a community green space located in Haudenosaunee and 
Anishinaabe territory south of Ottawa (Case Story) 
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2. The Niagara Escarpment Biosphere, for which a new convening network is being 
developed across Haudenosaunee and Anishinaabe territories south of Toronto 
(Case Story) 

3. The Kluskap Indigenous Protected Area in Mi’kma’ki supported by a partnership 
between the Unama’ki Institute of Natural Resources and the Government of 
Nova Scotia  (Example) 

4. The Parks Canada Indigenous Stewardship Policy resulting from a partnership 
between an Indigenous Stewardship Circle and Parks Canada, to inform future 
work across national parks (Example) 

I conducted two informal conversations, 28 interviews and a Sharing Circle, following 

Indigenous host protocols (Wilson 2008), with key individuals involved with these 

projects.  The sharing circle, which was held at the Healing Place, was designed to 

allow for everyone in the circle to speak without interruption and respond to each other’s 

comments, with attention to local cultural protocols.  Questions were designed to bring 

forward diverse experiences of the project or partnership, the challenges faced, and the 

features that led to success, based on input and feedback from the project’s supervisors 

and the Indigenous Advisory Circle. I shared these questions in advance, while also 

offering interviewees the opportunity to lead the conversation by addressing what they 

felt was most important in the order that suited them. Interviews ranged from 0.5 to 3 

hours, with most of them taking 1.5 hours on average. Interview and Sharing Circle 

Questions can be found in Appendix B. 

I conducted an iterative analysis of the case studies using NVIVO, a qualitative analysis 

software, to help identify key themes that led to success, lessons learned and 

considerations for conservation partnerships moving forward. Informed by this 

information, alongside feedback, insights and discussion shared by the members of the 

Advisory Circle, I highlighted key themes that emerged from those interviews and 

conversations, while striving to honour the voice of those interviewed with direct 

quotation wherever possible. Whenever I did not have explicit permission from 

interviewees to share their references, I provided draft versions of everyone’s 

references and quotations for their prior approval and consent. 
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Partnerships Practicing Two-Eyed Seeing  
Case Stories 

The Healing Place: Co-creating Possibility through Ethical Space 
On a quiet, sunny fall day, in what had been an old hay field on Mohawk and Algonquin 
territory in rural Eastern Ontario, something is afoot. It’s 8:30 am. Vehicles have started 
pulling in. Tents and tables are being set up. As the Algonquin drummers take their 
seats, a yellow school bus arrives. It’s harvest day. Doors slam as children begin to join 
fellow community members from across the region.   A circle forms as people approach 
from the east, expanding as more trickle in. Over a hundred come together to 
participate in the Ohen:ton Karihwatehkwen, the Words Before All Else, led by grade 
two children from Akwesasne in their Mohawk language, taking the time to express 
gratitude for the web of life supporting our world. As everyone prepares to gather the 
season’s abundance, local First Nations and non-Indigenous partners are surrounded 
by a community of plants, trees and garden beds, selected and placed with great care 
to reflect both Mohawk and Algonquin values, including the Grandmother Moons and 
the Four Sacred Directions. Water cisterns sit, adorned with customized frames, ready 
to showcase art from the region’s youth. Beans, corn, tomatoes, potatoes, sunchokes, 
sunflowers and squash are harvested. Some are to be saved for replanting, others to 
take home, and still more will be shared out to local communities.  

After a full morning’s work, everyone gathers for a hearty lunch of corn soup, 
fried bread, pizza, moose and venison stew. The beans grown this year were 
“cornbread beans”, traditionally cooked in Akwesasne with cornmeal to form a bread. 
They’re later taken to a local school in the community where different classes shell the 
beans, while learning more about them, including the Bean Song, introduced to them by 
Curtis Lazore from the Environment Department of Akwesasne Mohawk Council and 
their teacher Dawn Day. Two years earlier, the ancestors of those beans were gathered 
from the gardens and given to Dawn, who, with her grade 3 students, had grown them 
into seedlings and brought them to the Healing Place for planting. After having 
harvested new beans that fall, these students are beginning that cycle again (J. Sanna, 
personal communication, October 18, 2024). 

Following lunch, a group of founding and new members of the group behind the 
project met together to reflect on their journey. This reunion felt like a coming together 
of old friends. Between good-natured jokes, they all agreed: This project reflects 
something greater than the carbon offsetting initiative for the Assembly of First Nations 
that catalyzed it years ago. It’s greater even than its next iteration, as a community 
reconciliation and climate change tree plant. It is now known as Tsi Tehshakotitsiéntha’, 
Endaji mino-pimaadizin, Lieu de guérison and the Healing Place, a space of quiet 
reflection that supports, and is supported by, an ever evolving and growing web of life 
and community.  
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The beginnings of this project extend their own roots back in time. A few decades ago, 

three Indigenous land stewardship professionals came together over a meal to discuss 

the potential for collaboration.  Their relationship evolved into what is now known as the 

Eastern Ontario First Nation Working group (EOFNWG), where its founders practiced 

and refined their own approaches to Two-Eyed Seeing through partnership, while 

inviting Indigenous and non-Indigenous members to join them (Brant, 2023). One of 

those professionals, Algonquin forester Chris Craig, member of Pikwakanagan First 

Nation, who works with the South Nation Conservation Authority shared,  

…[W]hen we started talking about it, people had no idea of how First Nation 

politics worked originally: Through these wampums1, we had these agreements 

that were like laws, and we had already shared them with everybody, but they’d 

been forgotten and weren’t being utilized. So, it was always bringing them back 

up and … in our working group, those are the first things we always do. When we 

start our meeting, after we have our traditional opening and our traditional 

prayers of giving thanks, we always talk about those wampums again to refresh 

everybody’s memory and understanding. (personal communication, October 22, 

2024)   

It was through these relationships that the possibility of collaborating on the Healing 

Place project took form, bringing together a small group of early career and well 

established Indigenous and non-Indigenous professionals. Collectively their experience 

 

1 Wampum belts are made from beads shaped from the shell of a clam found on the Atlantic coast. While 

wampum has many uses, the shell is considered a living record, embodying the words of an agreement, and 

used to recall both that agreement and what has passed since   (Mohawks of the Bay of Quinte, 2023, 

Onondaga Nation, 2025) 
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in cross-cultural work ranged from very limited to quite extensive, and they were ready 

to pool their capacities together.   

Shortly after a working group for the tree planting project was established at an 

EOFNWG meeting at South Nation Conservation’s office in March 2020, it encountered 

some hiccups, as Ronda Boutz, Secretary-Treasurer with South Nation Conservation 

recalls. While the pandemic had introduced challenges, the question of how to pass a 

feather to the next speaker via Zoom soon became relatively minor (Personal 

communication, October 28, 2024). Abraham Francis, founder of the Aronia Collective, 

who was working for Mohawk Council of Akwesasne at that time reflected,  

... the first meeting with them, I said ‘Reconciliation is dead’. And… I still don’t 

really believe in reconciliation at certain levels, right, but when I joined, I remember 

there was this huge push from Indigenous youth across Canada saying that there 

was not energy and effort being put behind reconciliation. And so, when I joined, I 

was just like ‘Let’s talk about this tension that exists here, the frustration with our 

people thinking about reconciliation.’ (personal communication, October 3, 2024)  

The group met several times and selected a planting date. Although there was 

discomfort during those initial meetings, things appeared to be going according to plan, 

as Augusta Lipscombe, who was working for Forests Ontario, recalls (Personal 

communication, January 15, 2025). Then things hit a tipping point. During one meeting, 

Chris reached out to Larry McDermott, Shabot Obadjiwaan First Nation Elder and 

Executive Director of the Indigenous-led organization Plenty Canada, independently, to 

determine who would speak up about what they could both see happening. When his 

message was not received in time, Chris Craig realized he would be the one to seize 

the moment:  

At first it was a bit nerve wracking because I was stuck in between two seats as a 

First Nation member and then being an employee of the Conservation Authority 
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and having to stand up and be in between the two at times, like a referee, put me 

in a difficult position. (C. Craig, personal communication, October 22, 2024)  

After he spoke up, Augusta recalls, “I was like ‘woah, Chris seems upset about 

something’. And then Larry kind of chimed in and I was like ‘Oh’. I felt like all the blood 

drained from my face…” (Personal communication, January 15, 2025).   

…It was asked if we could sit back and take a second and just realize that this 

was an event really for Indigenous peoples and centered around reconciliation. 

So, after that comment, it got a little quiet and the meeting ended, and from our 

perspective, we were obviously uncomfortable. We felt upset and we were trying 

to figure out... We knew we had done something. We knew we had said 

something wrong. We kind of sat with that for a bit and it really didn’t take too 

much time to realize that we had been approaching this initiative with a very 

Western viewpoint and we had been kind of treating it just like a regular 

community tree plant in many ways… and in doing so we weren’t being great 

partners, and we were not cultivating Ethical Space. (A. Lipscombe in Plenty 

Canada 2022)  

 

“From that point on, moving forward, it was really about just, just listening”, recalls Rob 

Keen, who was working as CEO for Forests Ontario at that time (Personal 

Communication, October 3, 2024).  

At their next meeting, the group discussed the issues and Larry proposed the creation 

of a working group, to further discuss the concepts of reconciliation and how it might be 

possible to cultivate Ethical Space for the group (Plenty Canada, 2022) While this 

working group was proposed to be separate from the original, they became 

indistinguishable because everyone wanted to join both (L. McDermott, personal 
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communication, January 7 2025). The discussion was candid, sharing the history of 

Ethical Space in the local area, and how the working group might cultivate it 

themselves. As Larry describes it,  

The training was designed to build cross-cultural skills for designing a 

governance system that worked both for people that identified predominantly with 

western culture and those that identified predominantly with Indigenous cultures 

and ways of knowing, so at the end of the training, we could better understand 

each other and work with each other and understand one another’s needs.  Then 

we could work together to design a governance system that was inclusive. The 

governance system is part of ensuring Ethical Space happens. Everyone then 

becomes accountable to ensure that the needs of both perspectives are 

addressed (L. McDermott, personal communication, June 19, 2025) 

Those frank and focused discussions enabled the group to generate the Ethical Space 

necessary to co-generate a set of governance principles and a shared vision as equal 

partners (Plenty Canada, 2022). As non-Indigenous partner Rob Keen shared, “It was 

such a learning experience of just, ‘first, let's get to know each other. Then let's get to 

understanding and building trust with each other, and then we can start talking about 

how we're going to put this all together’.” (personal communication October 24, 2024). 

When they sensed that more flexibility would be required for the project’s deliverables, 

Forests Ontario reached out to one of the project’s funders. After explaining the 

situation, they were impressed and very appreciative with the level of understanding 

and flexibility that was offered (R. Keen, personal communication October 24, 2024). As 

John Sanna, Site Environmental Advisor for Ontario Power Generation recalls, 

That…aha moment. It was Chris and Larry…. You could see that they were on 

the same page, and we were just thinking about ourselves at that time. Right. 

What is it that we're trying to get out of this, right? Well, from our point of view, 
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‘this is what we want, this is what we want’. And then they finally stood up and 

said, you know, ‘it’s not about what I want or what you want. It's about what we 

want’.  (Personal communication October 18, 2024).  

Abraham highlighted a need that he saw for a culturally informed and supportive space 

that he had found to be missing during a time of great loss (Personal communication, 

October 3, 2024). From there, the name of the new site was born (R. Boutz, personal 

communication October 3, 2024).   

As a result of their collective work, the group created a deeply intentional and 

successful event and community space, while also forming a trusting relationship that 

continues to evolve today (C. Craig, personal communication, January 15, 2025). The 

partnership itself has blossomed, bringing in classes from Akwesasne and the 

surrounding area, as well as other community members. A Three Sisters Garden has 

been established, alongside a Butterfly Garden in remembrance of the victims of 

residential schools, incorporating plants like strawberries that are easy for children to 

harvest and eat. Informational signage is being developed, and schools have 

volunteered to plant seedlings and contribute artwork, with more initiatives envisioned:  

It's amazing what you could do with a little bit of money and a lot of commitment 

from partners …. I think … from that process, after the first year, you know, 

getting through the pandemic, getting through the planting, we were all just like, 

‘we're wearing it’. Now, we're committed. And it's, you know, it's us finding room 

in our budgets and for staff time and for the expenses. (R. Boutz, personal 

communication October 28, 2024) 

As they look to the future, all the founding members have demonstrated their interest in 

sharing these learnings and experiences both within, but also outside of, their 

organizations, so this kind of collaborative work can continue and grow. Other 

organizations have expressed an interest in joining the group. However, after conveying 

an expectation for real investment in the work of the partnership, the core members 
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have largely remained the same. Other organizations have come to learn. Some have 

gone on to apply that learning toward their own projects while others have struggled to 

find their own path forward. Over the course of the Healing Place partnership, there 

have also been several staff changes, requiring new relationships to be built (C. Craig, 

personal communication, October 3, 2024). Nonetheless, thanks to lessons being 

openly shared between the people within those organizations, staff transitions have 

been relatively seamless for the group (A. Lipscombe, personal communication January 

15, 2025, R. Boutz, personal communication, October 28, 2024). Most of the senior 

positions involved with the initial work remain directly engaged. This has enabled 

decision-making, thanks to both their commitment and their ability to navigate their 

organizational context (R. Boutz, personal communication, October 28, 2024). 

The relationships built between members of the working group have also continued to 

evolve and inform other local projects (C. Craig, personal communication, January 15, 

2025). Reflecting on the journey, Chris Craig noted,  

We’re very slow learners as adults, but the kids are much, much faster at it…So 

you know, it’s been a long process. It’s been frustrating at times. It’s given me all 

the gray hair I have … but it’s been worth it, because it’s a process that I had to 

learn myself. And you know, I still have lots to learn and I'm sure I'll keep learning 

right up until the day that I die so, you know, I see it as a good thing. And looking 

back 25, 26 years ago. I would have never thought this would have been 

possible, what we did, what we've done now at the Healing Place. There's no 

way. I don't think I would have seen it ever being possible. And you know, now, 

today, we have this, and we have three different First Nation communities 

working together. So, it's kind of amazing. And then from that, we have other 

communities, First Nation communities, wanting to duplicate what we've done 

and wanting to learn how to do this and we have other conservation authorities 

wanting to do this. We have other agencies that are saying, you know, ‘we want 
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to do this down in Southern Ontario. And how do we do this?’ And you know, 

then they have to go through the process that we did. You have to find the 

connection with the people. And it's a slow process, but the more we do it, the 

better off we'll be. (Personal communication, October 22, 2024)2 

 

 

2 A report from the Healing Place working group, including an overview of their methodology can be accessed 

here.  

https://www.plentycanada.com/uploads/4/1/9/6/41960459/the_healing_place__1_.pdf
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The Niagara Escarpment Biosphere: Charting a New Course for Regional 
Governance 
In the spring of 2024, representatives from the Canadian Commission for the United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (CCUNESCO) were greeted 
with an extensive tour of the Niagara Biosphere, travelling over 300km. They started at 
a beautiful natural area in Neyaashiinigmiing on the Saugeen Peninsula, cared for by 
Chippewas of Nawash Unceded First Nation, before moving south, toward the 
Landscape of Nations Memorial in Niagara-on-the-Lake, dedicated to the contributions 
and sacrifices made by Six Nations and native Allies throughout the war of 1812. The 
tour, which brought together Indigenous and non-Indigenous leaders and community 
members to share their insights and experience, represented a remarkable culmination 
to the Biosphere’s periodic review process. Not only did the Niagara Escarpment 
Biosphere Network (NEBN), a newly created organization that had recently taken on 
this responsibility for the Niagara Escarpment Biosphere, successfully complete their 
periodic review, but they showcased the potential of their network to collaborate toward 
conservation goals of the escarpment and the communities that share it. The NEBN 
was also able to highlight their unique co-governance structure and the importance of 
Two-Eyed Seeing and Ethical Space in their work. The CCUNESCO representatives left 
touched by what was shared (Gunasinghe, 2024).  

This noteworthy tour would have never occurred were it not for a very long and winding 

road, which began for the Biosphere ten years prior. In response to the last periodic 

review in 2012, a key recommendation was made by CCUNESCO that the Biosphere’s 

convenor, which at the time was the Niagara Escarpment Commission (NEC), needed 

to improve their engagement with the Indigenous communities of that region. This 

meant the Biosphere’s continued designation required meaningful change (L. Vasseur, 

personal communication, November 25, 2024).  Deb Pella Keen, the NEC’s Director at 

that time, engaged Plenty Canada in a small consultancy looking at how Indigenous 

engagement might be improved for the biosphere. Plenty Canada’s Senior Advisor, Tim 

Johnson, and Executive Director, Larry McDermott, invited Indigenous community 

members, and some other members of civil society, to meet at two gatherings, 

one hosted in the north and one in the south of the Biosphere region. From those 

meetings, it was very clear that the participants “did not see themselves part of a 

‘stakeholder network’ and should be afforded a different relationship, based on 

recognition of rights, respect, co-operation, and partnership” (McDermott, 2019). As Tim 

Johnson recalls, “They were very good, frank, fruitful discussions” (Personal 
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communication, November 29, 2024). Possibilities for continued engagement were 

presented to the NEC in a final report. To add context, Tim shared,  

You have to remember Larry and I really drew upon our personal and 

professional capital in terms of our relations with many of these people. And 

that's how we were able to bring them to the table, even amidst a lot of scrutiny, 

you know, and hesitation. You generally have that caution with First Nations 

whose engagement with offices or agencies of the provincial or federal 

government have always been complex. In this case, it was a provincial agency. 

But we drew some good folks out based upon long standing relations that we 

have in our communities. The Niagara Escarpment Commission seemed to 

ignore the role that we were playing and were eager to jump past us once the 

initial connections were made. So that created discontinuity in the absence of the 

dialogue that we had established and were intending to move forward. As a 

result, Plenty Canada, stepped away from that relationship with the NEC and, 

afterward, not much happened. (Personal communication, November 29, 2024) 

After finalizing the details for the contract with Plenty Canada, Deb retired from her 

position, passing the baton to a new Director of the NEC (D. Pella Keen, personal 

communication, December 2, 2024). Thereafter, seeing the goodwill invested by Plenty 

Canada in the project, she maintained her involvement in the project as a volunteer 

Senior Advisor to Plenty Canada. As Deb reflected, “[Plenty Canada] probably should 

have been paid four times what they were paid, so, I felt personally indebted” (Personal 

communication, December 2, 2024).  Unfortunately, once the final report and 

recommendations had been delivered for review, the recommendations were not 

implemented, and a new request for proposals was issued without notice to the 

previous partners. Major change was underway, with the NEC hiring a new third party to 

facilitate the development of an entirely new organization that would take on the 
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responsibility of convening the Biosphere in their stead (McDermott 2019, Niagara 

Escarpment Foundation, 2019).  

Over the course of this process, more than one member of civil society from the 

previous gatherings maintained their engagement and noted the lack of continuity that 

ensued. They came forward with what they had learned and felt was being ignored by 

the NEC, as parties from across the Biosphere engaged in this process of creating a 

new organization. At the same time, a desire for co-developing the governance of the 

independent organization with Indigenous peoples was put forward, and a transitional 

leadership committee (TLC) was created (Good Roots Consulting and Terrapin Social 

Finance, 2019). Collectively the TLC’s founding members held significant experience in 

Indigenous diplomacy (T. Johnson, personal communication, November 29, 2024; V. 

Serda, personal communication, November 28, 2024). One of its members recalls 

“From the first meeting of the committee, it was clear that the priority of Indigenous 

engagement was there” (L. Vasseur, personal communication, November 25, 2024).  

When a copy of the Plenty Canada report was not provided, the TLC eventually 

recovered the original by reaching out to its authors. “It was so simple what needed to 

be done. It was easy, the report was clear, but it was really the decision of the 

government that didn’t want to take it into account” (L. Vasseur, personal 

communication, November 25, 2024).  A memorandum of understanding (MOU) 

between the TLC and Plenty Canada soon followed, formally recognizing the 

importance of that report as well as work that had continued to advance a key 

recommendation from the engagement sessions3, independent of the Biosphere’s 

convenor. The MOU also expressed an intention to work together in support of 

“meaningful and inclusive governance of the [Niagara Escarpment Biosphere].” 

(McDermott and Robson 2019). This relationship has supported what evolved into the 

Niagara Escarpment Biosphere Network (NEBN) in its journey towards becoming not 

only a registered not for profit, but one seeking charitable status, while building on the 

work that preceded it.  It also enabled the NEBN board to access and administer 

 

3 This key deliverable was the Great Niagara Escarpment Indigenous Cultural Map. 

https://www.thegreatniagaraescarpment.ca/destinations
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funding opportunities, during its ongoing work of establishing co-governance and the 

cultivation of Ethical Space in support of Two-Eyed Seeing.  

Early steps involved developing principles of engagement and a vision statement, 

avoiding the term “Mission”, which can be a loaded term in an Indigenous context (N. 

Ragetlie, personal communication November 21, 2024). It also developed a set of 

distinctive co-governance principles (See Appendix C). Throughout this process, Norm 

Ragetlie, a former co-chair of the NEBN board, and one of the original members of the 

TLC, saw Two-Eyed Seeing as one approach to co-development with Indigenous 

peoples. Speaking to the co-governance principles, he reflected,  

[M]any efforts were made to sort of try to represent it in terms of ... the way we 

conducted our meetings, for example, you know starting in ceremony and ending 

in ceremony, in terms of board representation and the co-chair model ..., and I 

would have to say that what the implications were weren’t entirely clear. So, does 

it represent Two-Eyed Seeing? Well, it’s one way of trying to reflect it, and I think 

that it’s more in the behaviour of people than in the structure…We also try to go 

outside, and often the ceremony is done outside. So, it’s that embodying the 

relationship, that start with that purpose. (Personal communication, November 

21, 2024) 

However, a lot of attention was diverted from developing the governance of the 

organization because of outside pressures, including the need for the mandatory 

periodic review. “It was kind of like drinking from a fire hose, right off the get go” (N. 

Ragetlie, personal communication, November 21, 2024). As acknowledged in their 

report for that review, the board recognizes their position as an entirely new 

organization that has chosen to learn by doing:  

We are only just beginning the ongoing journey that the “Two-Eyed Seeing” and 

“Ethical Space” approaches with our governance will take us on. We have 
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embarked with good intentions, but we still have a long way to go…the impact we 

are working towards is not yet fully realized (Niagara Escarpment Biosphere 

Network, 2024, p. 10). 

Since Deb Pella Keen initiated the original Indigenous engagement consultancy and 

retired from the NEC nine years ago, four different people have held the role of Director 

at the NEC (D. Pella Keen, personal communication, December 2, 2024). This, along 

with other staffing changes, impacted not only the direction for Indigenous 

engagement in the Biosphere, but also the NEC's capacity to sustain relationships with 

the NEBN board. Successive changes in NEC leadership also contributed to varying 

levels of support for the Biosphere during that transition (D. Pella Keen, personal 

communication, December 2, 2024).   The NEBN has also had its own changes in 

leadership, with two co-chairs needing to step down amid challenging personal 

circumstances. However, despite this and the challenges of building a new organization 

from scratch with limited resources, its volunteer board, now co-chaired by Charlene 

Winger-Jones and Victoria Serda, has expressed its commitment to Two-Eyed Seeing 

and Ethical Space through demonstrated actions. Meanwhile, the board attracted a 

diverse and experienced membership of Indigenous and non-Indigenous professionals 

from across the Niagara Escarpment Biosphere, which positioned them well to continue 

evolving their approach to applying Two-Eyed Seeing in advancing their collective 

vision. As Plenty Canada’s Senior Advisor Tim Johnson reflected, “I don’t have any 

doubt the NEBN will succeed. Young as it is, it’s already building strong capacity, and 

simply needs to focus on strategic planning, fundraising, and engagement programming 

going forward.” (Personal communication, November 28, 2024). 

The NEBN finds itself in a unique position with important opportunities ahead to 

demonstrate leadership. As Co-chair Victoria Serda reflected, 

Along the Niagara Escarpment, many people don’t understand treaties or 

reconciliation, or how to even walk down a path of reconciliation. They don’t 

know how to set up meetings or develop relationships, and these are all 
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important parts of co-governance. By operating through this co-governance 

system, we’re trying to incorporate Indigenous Ways of Knowing and Being into 

what we’re doing, such as having ceremonies or running meetings as a circle. 

Reverting to Natural Law, co-governance systems, and Indigenous laws helps us 

govern in a good way. Co-governance means more than what most people think 

it does - people see Two-Eyed Seeing as two parallel paths rather than paths 

that can also be integrated or overlap. Co-governance allows for a true voice at 

the table and a just pathway for true reconciliation. It allows for Indigenous 

Knowledge and long-term understanding of the water, the land, the air, and the 

spirit to guide where things are going. (Serda V. in Niagara Biosphere Network, 

2024, p. 160) 

Looking to the future, Co-Chair and Grandmother Charlene Winger-Jones observed,  

We're the first Biosphere that did it, and we have all these people watching us, 

because the municipalities know that we have lots of Indigenous voices on the 

NEBN, you know, and I think it's made a big difference because they're all willing 

to listen to us speak. You know, and that in itself is a benefit to the NEBN and it's 

because of what we do, the other Biospheres are saying, ‘Okay, we can do it too 

if they can do it, we can do it’. (Personal communication, November 29, 2024) 
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Examples  

The Kluskap Indigenous Protected Area: Cultivating Collaboration in 
Unama’ki 
The Kluskap IPCA is a Mi’kmaq-led initiative to protect significant lands in collaboration 

with the Government of Nova Scotia. Stewarded by the Unama’ki Institute of Natural 

Resources (UINR). It presents an opportunity to ensure Mi’kmaq rights and 

responsibilities are elevated while meeting a long-term commitment to conservation, 

reflecting the spirit of Indigenous-led Protected Areas, as defined by the ICE through 

their work addressing the key role Indigenous peoples play in meeting Canada’s 

international targets to protect biodiversity (Unama’ki Institute of Natural Resources 

2020, Parks Canada 2018).   

Located between St. Anns Bay and the Great Bras d’Or Channel in Unama’ki (also 

known as Cape Breton), the area supports a variety of natural habitats and both 

Kluskapewikut, or Kluskap’s Cave, and Kluskap Mountain, which are sacred to the 

Mi’kmaq.  Mi’kmaq travel to Kluskapewikut from across Atlantic Canda and across tricky 

terrain to reach this cave, which is believed to be the centre of the universe4 (Nash 

2021, CRP). This area is vital to the identity and culture of the Mi’kmaq of Unama’ki as a 

place to connect with the life, legends, and teachings of a significant cultural figure 

known as Kluskap. (Unama’ki Institute of Natural Resources, 2020).”  

In Nova Scotia where over 70% of the land in Nova Scotia is privately held, with “crown” 

land making up the remainder, collaboration is essential for IPCAs (T. Nash, personal 

communication, October 30, 2023).  The Kluskap wilderness area was initially 

designated during discussions between the Mi’kmaq and the province, several years 

before foundational funding was secured in 2019 for an IPCA designation (L. Young, 

personal communication, May 29, 2025). This financial support was catalyzed in part by 

federal commitments to protect 25% of Canada’s lands and oceans by 2025, leveraged 

 

4 To learn more about this special place, see this video from Clifford Paul from the UINR, and one of the 

written pieces by Lisa Young  

https://conservation-reconciliation.ca/blog/emerging-indigenous-protected-and-conserved-areas-the-unamaki-mikmaw-ipca-project
https://conservation-reconciliation.ca/blog/emerging-indigenous-protected-and-conserved-areas-the-unamaki-mikmaw-ipca-project
https://vimeo.com/87139843


 

 27/107 

by the province to support a conservation initiative that immediately recognized IPCAs 

as playing a key role in establishing a network of protected areas in Nova Scotia (Nash 

2021, T. Nash, personal communication, May 29, 2025). As described in the 

groundbreaking report by the ICE, an IPCA represents an Indigenous-led long-term 

commitment to conservation that elevates Indigenous rights and responsibilities5 (Parks 

Canada 2018)  

This initiative benefitted significantly from the Mi’kmaq having a longstanding working 

relationship and understanding with the province, in partnership, when it comes to 

natural resources” (L. Young, personal communication May 29, 2025). The UINR, which 

works on behalf of the five Unama’ki/Cape Breton Mi’kmaw communities, has played a 

significant role in that work. As “Unama’ki’s Mi’kmaq voice on natural resources and the 

environment”, it has taken a leadership role in best-management practices while 

applying a Two-Eyed Seeing lens in natural resource management. The UINR works 

closely with both government and First Nations organizations. Its staff have been laying 

the groundwork for the success of their IPCA initiative by following the approach of their 

mentor Charlie Dennis, who founded the organization over 25 years ago at the invitation 

of the Chiefs (L. Young, personal communication, May 29, 2025, Unama’ki Institute of 

Natural Resources, 2020b). They focus primarily on relationship and getting work done 

on the ground with community on behalf of the chiefs. Their work to protect the area has 

advanced at the pace that circumstances have allowed, which was greatly enhanced by 

the support secured in 2019. Through this initiative, land at Cape Dauphin was 

purchased to create an IPCA in 2021, a first for Nova Scotia. This important step was 

informed by guiding principles and a decision-making framework for IPCAs that were 

developed by the UINR through engagement with Unama’ki Mi’kmaw communities 

(Unama’ki Institute of Natural Resources, 2021). That important milestone was followed 

by another first: A formal agreement between the province and UINR, outlining the 

terms of their relationship. This includes the development of a governance arrangement 

 

5 For more information, the Indigenous Leadership Initiative has put together an excellent introductory 

resource on  Indigenous Protected & Conserved Areas. 

https://www.ilinationhood.ca/indigenous-protected-and-conserved-areas#:~:text=Indigenous%20Protected%20and%20Conserved%20Areas,elevate%20Indigenous%20rights%20and%20responsibilities.
https://www.ilinationhood.ca/indigenous-protected-and-conserved-areas#:~:text=Indigenous%20Protected%20and%20Conserved%20Areas,elevate%20Indigenous%20rights%20and%20responsibilities.
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for the long-term care of the wilderness area within the IPCA (Nova Scotia Department 

of Environment and Climate Change, 2023) . These collective accomplishments, 

achieved through a Two-Eyed Seeing partnership, have helped advance a broader 

vision for this important IPCA encompassing significant coastal waters and lands, 

including an internationally important bird area and habitat for species at risk (Unama’ki 

Institute of Natural Resources, 2021), while supporting the revitalization and 

preservation of Mi’kmaq culture as well as Mi’kmaq rights and governance over their 

traditional territory (Unama’ki Institute of Natural Resources, 2020).  
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The Parks Canada Indigenous Stewardship Framework: Enabling Two-
Eyed Seeing Through a National Approach 
Following ceremony with the Minister of Environment and Climate Change in Thousand 

Islands National Park on Haudenosaunee territory, members of an Indigenous 

Stewardship Circle and Parks Canada formally launched their new approach through a 

new policy addressing the Agency’s work across the country.  The Indigenous 

Stewardship Policy formally recognizes the connections of Indigenous peoples in all 

locations that Parks Canada administers across Canada, as well as the importance of 

addressing the role that Parks Canada has played in disrupting their relationships to 

those parts of their territories (Dempsey, 2024).  

The Indigenous Stewardship Policy was co-developed through dialogue between both 

Parks Canada and an Indigenous Stewardship Circle, which is made up of Indigenous 

thought leaders from across Canada (Parks+ Collective, 2025). Unlike most policies, 

this one begins with a section aiming to convey two worldviews mutually supporting one 

another and, after acknowledging that policies are a western practice, highlights that 

this one is “grounded and built upon the perspective of an Indigenous worldview”. It also 

describes an intention” to engender mutual understanding and respect by embodying 

Ethical Space” in its presentation.6  

The policy will be implemented through the co-development of Stewardship Plans for 

each location administered by Parks Canada at the local scale with Indigenous 

partners. This will include co-defining the priorities, process and approach for each plan, 

including the parameters of review and reporting, while considering how Parks Canada 

can support those Indigenous communities’ existing priorities and/or plans (Parks 

Canada, 2024).  

 

6 As later elaborated within the policy, “Ethical Space creates a framework that respects the integrity of all 

knowledge systems and other basic values and principles. It enables the application of holistic 

understanding and cross-cultural work across worldviews, which is often expressed in different, culturally 

specific terms across the country” (Parks Canada, 2024). 
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The chair of the Indigenous Stewardship circle, Haida Nation Member Cindy Boyko 

stated  

“This policy formalizes Parks Canada’s role in supporting Indigenous stewardship 

and ensures more equitable, effective and collaborative stewardship between 

Indigenous communities and Parks Canada at all protected places from coast to 

coast to coast. Members of the Indigenous Stewardship Circle are proud of the 

relationships we’ve developed with Parks Canada, and we recognize and 

celebrate the significance of today’s event to honour and enact this policy” 

(Dempsey, 2024).  

The Indigenous Stewardship Policy not only launched the foundational direction for a 

major change initiative being undertaken by the Parks Canada Agency. It showcased 

the facilitation of Two-Eyed Seeing by a significant national institution. Parks Canada 

retains 5000 employees administering 3% of Canada’s landmass across the country 

(NatureServe, 2014). This initiative began after Parks Canada supported the federal 

government’s multi-jurisdictional efforts to meet their international commitments through 

the Pathway to Target 1 process. When speaking of this work, Nadine Spence, Vice 

President of Indigenous Affairs and Cultural Heritage for Parks Canada, who has been 

working in this field for over twenty years in the federal public service, highlighted,  

I think that one thing I would observe that I’ve learned, both with the Pathway and 

with the Stewardship Policy is the government systems and processes and 

frameworks are not always set up for Two-Eyed Seeing and Ethical Space, and 

so those of us who’ve been able to have some success in this world, and making 

it happen within the system of government, have run up against challenges and 

barriers with respect to how the systems function. And what has been 

fundamental in both instances…is having very very senior leaders, our President 

CEO, Minister and others, who have created space for these different ways of 
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working, have been involved, and have helped build some of the trust necessary 

to undertake the work in this fashion. And who have challenged those of us 

responsible for moving the work along to do it in a manner that’s comprehensive 

and you know, permanently impactful, is how I’ll put it.  So hence the policy, 

right? It’s not going to go away. (Personal communication, March 31, 2025) 

 

The policy itself builds from an unusual foundation of explicitly named values and 

principles. As it outlines, “Trust, Respect and Reciprocity” are the values guiding the 

work. The principles to further supporting the work of bringing those values to fruition 

are to “honour rights duties, and responsibilities; foster Ethical Space; nurture healthy, 

respectful relationships; and ensure continuity of Indigenous culture and language” 

(Parks Canada 2024). These values and principles were drawn from dialogue with 

Indigenous Peoples, also reflect principles and goals conveyed by the United Nations 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission of Canada as well as the National Inquiry on Missing and Murdered 

Indigenous Women and Girls and 2SLGBTQI+ people.  

Seven interrelated features are identified as necessary to foster conditions for 

supporting Indigenous partners in continuing to care for their lands by shifting culture 

and understanding for both Parks Canada Staff and site visitors, as illustrated in Error! R
eference source not found..   
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Figure 2. The relationship between the seven features of the Indigenous Stewardship Framework 

(Parks Canada 2024). 

The policy will be renewed through ceremony with the Indigenous Stewardship Circle, 

who will review its progress towards implementation. Parks Canada has also committed 

to building the internal capacity necessary for successful implementation, through 

competency building and the clarification of roles across the organization (N. Spence, 

personal communication, March 31, 2025). Guided by the relationship between the 

Indigenous Stewardship Circle and Parks Canada, this new national-level policy 

effectively aims to establish the preconditions necessary for Two-Eyed Seeing 

partnerships to occur at the local level across Canada.   
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Reflections 
Elevating Relationships 

Understanding the importance of establishing strong relationships with a solid grounding 

in the past was a significant theme in conversations about these partnerships. Taking 

the time to cultivate both understanding and relationships was identified as essential for 

this work.  

Addressing the Past 

Every partnership is built from current day realities and experiences shaped by the past. 

Consequently, it’s important to understand where we’re coming from, to move into the 

future. As Nadine Spence from Parks Canada reflected, 

... it's like any other field. There's an expertise to it. It doesn't happen organically. 

It's not like you can just throw person A or person B into the work ….and then not 

provide any support, because our education systems are, some of our 

universities are starting to catch up now but, previously, our education systems 

have not provided the knowledge and training for our own community members, 

for Canadians across the country to really know the history, the impact of that 

history, how it's ongoing, and therefore when you show up at a table to work with 

a partner, an Indigenous partner, you know what might be sitting there with you. 

(N. Spence, personal communication, March 31, 2025) 

Many of these histories occurred at a national scale. They include the eviction of 

Indigenous peoples from their lands in the name of conservation, the banning of 

language and ceremony, the imposition of band councils, and the chronic underfunding 

for their communities which continues today (Investigative Journalism Bureau, 2024, 

Joseph, 2015, Parks Canada, 2018).  Other emerging histories are more localized in 

nature. One example is longtime collaboration between the Mohawk and Algonquins 
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where the Healing Place is located (L. McDermott, personal communication, January 

28, 2025). Another involves the Chippewas of Nawash having originally chosen not to 

be in the Biosphere when it was formed amid significant distrust with the provincial 

government (McLaren, 2005, V. Serda, personal communication, November 28, 2024). 

We have long been served a narrative privileging western ways of knowing while 

ignoring the many important histories and diverse ways of knowing that exist across 

Turtle Island, including those pertaining to the origin stories of Canada itself (E.g. 

Borrows, 1997). To build relationships that have the ability to honour Indigenous 

approaches to partnership, these histories require awareness and acknowledgement. 

As Trish Nash, Director for Apoqnamatmu’k Wksitqamu (Working Together for the 

Earth) with the UINR put it,  

There is a legacy that exists with crown governments, and I don’t think a lot of 

people understand that. That’s one thing I always say to people that say ‘we want 

to work with First Nations’.  I’m like ‘Do your homework. Go to your local First 

Nation. Go to a Powwow. Learn your history’ because the onus shouldn’t be on 

First Nations to teach over and over again to non-Indigenous people their own 

history.” (personal communication, May 29, 2025) 

Lisa Young, member of Membertou First Nation and Executive Director of the UINR, 

added,  

It gets exhausting, especially when new people come in and you’re making 

progress, and then they leave, and you have to do it again. But that’s one of the 

things, even in the ICE report [We Rise Together], and I don’t think the 

government expected that report at all, but we told them what we felt they 

needed to hear. One of the things is ‘step one, learn your history’. And know that 

there’s trauma and there’s mistrust, and you expect us just to sit down and talk to 

you and give you their knowledge and share things. And no, you’ve got to work 
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through that first and you’ve got to build that trust and that understanding.  

(personal communication, May 29, 2025) 

Looking back, one non-Indigenous partner expressed regret and frustration that they 

had been assigned their responsibilities without appropriate training and tools. In their 

current role at another organization, staff or trainees are not engaged in similar 

partnerships if they don’t have cultural safety training or the right mindset and 

perspective. “I think it should have just been the way it is when you’re working with 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous partners” (A. Lipscombe, personal communication, 

January 15, 2025). Another non-Indigenous partner spoke highly of the cultural 

sensitivity trainings that staff from her organization have received. They noted that each 

of the trainings was distinctive, as they were offered by two of the different First Nations 

communities they work with. This helped foster an appreciation for the diversity of 

perspectives these communities bring, which they saw as quite valuable (R. Boutz, 

personal communication, October 28, 2024). Learning can also be catalyzed by 

negative experiences. A non-Indigenous partner described the strong personal 

motivation that they felt to contribute something positive, following a negative 

experience that had really impacted them when working in another region earlier in their 

career. This experience enabled them to better understand how colonial histories 

impact the context that they are operating within, by working together with Indigenous 

partners and processing the perspectives shared with them:   

I had to really confront a lot of things I took for granted, things that I learned in 

school and in previous work and figure out how to move forward in a good and 

curious way – that meaningfully considered other perspectives , and so this has 

been such a learning journey on how to do my work better. I’m really grateful for 

it. (C. Robinson, personal communication, May 29, 2025) 

In the Niagara Escarpment region, the TLC and NEBN board significantly benefitted 

from having non-Indigenous members bringing a demonstrated history of successful 

and respectful collaboration with Indigenous peoples (V. Serda, personal 
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communication, November 28, 2024). As Tim Johnson described, “That’s what you 

want to see. You want to see this almost seamless profile of board members that truly 

incorporate Two-Eyed Seeing within their own framework. At some point you've 

embedded that process and culture when you do your nominations and appointments of 

future board members, all of that's already factored in.” (Personal communication, 

November 28, 2024). 

As a well-established institution, Parks Canada entered their partnership with the 

Indigenous Stewardship Circle following a long history of working with Indigenous 

peoples, “definitely not all of it good” (N. Cardinal, personal communication, March 20, 

2025).  Their work with the Circle represents an effort to address that history together. 

This includes a competency building framework that they’re developing for their staff 

across Canada (N. Spence, personal communication, March 31, 2025). Part of this work 

includes considering the qualities that should be required of new hires who can be 

supported with training and considering whether there is time and opportunity for them 

to learn and gain experience (N. Cardinal, personal communication, March 20, 2025). 

As Nathan Cardinal put it,  

I would much rather hire somebody that has humility or has the capacity to learn 

or has this kind of headspace where they realize ‘well, there’s so much that I 

don’t know.  I’m willing to learn. I come with humbleness and humility. And I’m 

aware that Indigenous peoples have rights and responsibilities and I’m in a space 

where I’m going to work and learn’. I would much rather hire somebody like that 

than somebody with all this experience that is wrong experience, that is still kind 

of entrenched in these old ways of thinking...The ability to work collaboratively 

with Indigenous partners is leaps and bounds more important than knowledge 

from my perspective” (N. Cardinal, personal communication, March 20, 2025).  
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1. ACCOUNTS FROM THE FIELD: CHRIS CRAIG 
Reflecting back on early partnerships, Chris Craig highlighted  

The nice part was we had trust with each other. So I trusted the Conservation 
Authority. And I also trusted the Mohawks of Akwesasne and the way they were 
looking at things. As an Algonquin it made it really easy. And the fact that I was 
employed with the Conservation Authority, I understood what they’re going for and 
what they’re driving at, so I see how they’re interrelated. So, the Port of Johnstown 
was expanding a deep-water port, and the port people and the government really 
didn’t see why we had to be involved with the First Nations. They just wanted South 
Nation [Conservation] to do the report. But Henry [Lickers, who worked for 
Mohawks of Akwesasne] was very clear and said, ‘when this comes in, you better 
come and talk to us’. And I had no idea what he was talking about. And he says 
‘you will, soon.’ And sure enough, within days, you know I heard a conversation 
going on.  Then it just dawned on me what he was talking about. So right away we 
brought that up with ourselves, as in the board and in senior management [of the 
Conservation Authority]. And, ‘Was this important?’ And then all of a sudden it was 
‘Yeah, we should. We should do this.’ And again, we were looking at keeping a 
traditional knowledge report and a scientific report, because that’s what they 
wanted from us at the Port and at the government level. And Henry was very very 
adamant on ‘no, it’s going to be one document. Where you can’t tell which one’s 
which.’ So, you know, that was a really good, good example of understanding how 
things come off the rails really quickly. Even the traditional opening for them, they 
couldn’t understand. The port couldn’t understand why this had to be done. But by 
the end of the project, it was just such a common thing for them to do, that they 
were doing it anyways. So it was kind of funny with that. But you know, that Port of 
Prescott, it had lots of things, Western Science and Traditional Knowledge that, 
were totally against each other, but in the long run, when it came down to it at the 
end, it worked itself out. But you know, we were really questioning if it was going to 
work out. But we all stayed at our agreements that we would work together and just 
do one document, and they did. And I think it was probably the only one program 
that had to get First Nation Approval that actually went through quite easily. Instead 
of taking 10, 15, 20 years, like it normally would, we actually were able to do it in a 
couple years. So, it just goes to show that Two-Eyed Seeing can work. And, it also 
showed us how it comes off the rail so easily, but that we had to stick to it and keep 
pushing to keep it on track, and it worked out well. (Personal communication, 
January 15, 2025) 

 

For a more detailed account of this experience from Chris and others’ perspective 
(including how different cultural perspectives on gender played a role in the process) 
see Indigenous Perspectives on Conservation Offsetting: Five Case Studies from 
Ontario, Canada, published by Ontario Nature, Plenty Canada and the Indigenous 
Environmental Studies and Sciences Program at Trent University.  

 

https://www.plentycanada.com/uploads/4/1/9/6/41960459/indigenous_perspectives_on_conservation_offsetting_final%5b36086%5d.pdf
https://www.plentycanada.com/uploads/4/1/9/6/41960459/indigenous_perspectives_on_conservation_offsetting_final%5b36086%5d.pdf
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Working with the Present 

While all these partnerships formed around a common objective, they needed to be built 

upon something more enduring. This need for a deeper connection was recognized and 

addressed early by the staff from the UINR working on the Kluskap IPCA:  

In the beginning, when we were sitting and working with provincial staff, we didn’t 

have those relationships at the time. So we were making the provincial staff 

come out onto to the land instead of meeting [online]. We’d say, ‘Okay, you need 

to come to Kluskap to the IPCA and we’re going to meet.  We held joint workdays 

and a bioblitz. At the bioblitz we created teams that 

included Western scientists and Mi’kmaw knowledges ... So we had 

Earthkeepers, Elders, other Knowledge Holders, and western scientists working 

together and you got to know each other as people. So that you weren’t like ‘this 

is UINR, this is the province’, but they were personal relationships. I think that 

really, that was the key that changed everything, because then we had allies 

from the province, and people who really believe in the project and in the people, 

and ... it’s more than just our job. It’s our way of life, and it’s so 

multidimensional  - spiritual and physical and responsibility and, I think when you 

get people who believe in conservation, it helps them to understand that it’s so 

much more.” (T. Nash, personal communication, May 29, 2025) 

 

Reflecting on two decades of his own experience in this field, Nathan Cardinal reflected 

similarly on his observations on relationships: 
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...you build a web of relationships and those allow you to deal with challenges 

that come forward in the future and because, for example, if you had a sickness 

or something they’re not going to divorce you for failing to do the dishes. You 

have this complex layered relationship, and so building those relationships and 

investing time is really really key to achieving outcomes. I find sometimes people 

don’t realize the importance of just building a relationship before trying to achieve 

something” (N. Cardinal, personal communication, March 28, 2025).  

The importance of ensuring relationships are adequately established was seen as 

paramount. 

The preliminary work that Nathan identified was frequently not addressed within formal 

funding proposals or work plans, which were often centered around an outcome, before 

having developed and thoroughly engaged in the collaborative process necessary to 

identify it7. As he reflected, “It’s like we try to bake the cake before we’ve figured out 

what we want the cake to be” (Personal communication, March 28, 2025). He observed 

that not having gone through an appropriate process of determining what the outcomes 

and priorities should be, who should be engaged and how, or what their decision-

making processes are, rarely yields a desired result. In addition, if a project’s outcomes 

are given precedence over those relationships, the results can be extremely damaging. 

Describing an initiative where, after failing to involve members of the local First Nation, 

a group eventually engaged them with a survey, only to ignore their unanimous 

feedback and proceed with a project as originally planned, “That’s a great way to drop a 

nuclear bomb on a relationship” one Indigenous partner shared (L. McDermott, personal 

communication, January 27, 2025). As a non-Indigenous partner observed, “You’ve got 

 

7 For more insights into the role that funders can play in disrupting colonial dynamics, see Giving in a Good 

Way: Transforming Colonial Funding Practices for Conservation by Sara Wilbur-Collins. 

https://ipcaknowledgebasket.ca/giving-in-a-good-way/
https://ipcaknowledgebasket.ca/giving-in-a-good-way/
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to look at it like a relationship, not like a business arrangement.  Use your heart, not just 

your head.” (L. Adams, personal communication December 2, 2024). 

Every partnership is unique, requiring an approach and process that is built together by 

those involved. Mistakes will come up in this process of learning by doing. “There are 

just some skills that you can’t learn in school. You have to live them, and I think ... Two-

Eyed Seeing is really similar” (R. Boutz, personal communication October 28, 2024). 

Blind spots can also emerge through this process, as was the case for one non-

Indigenous western trained scientist,  

...I didn’t appreciate the other side. I thought I did.  I thought I understood.  I 

thought I knew.  And then when you get on the ground and you start hearing 

people and talk about their connection to the land... I’m very much used to 

looking at things in more of an analytical way.  I have a deep appreciation and 

love of nature, which drew me to this in the first place. But I’m also very used to 

looking at numbers and analyzing things with procedures and protocols to follow.  

I couldn’t have anticipated what it would feel like to have that way of knowing 

challenged, but it’s made me a better scientist. Science is all about questioning 

and evolving. You never really know the right answer. You try to, you think you’re 

doing it. You’re taught the scientific method, right? That’s ‘THE WAY’ you go 

about answering questions. And to have that flipped for you in such a gentle and 

obvious way, was great, and I felt it, just being out there with people and seeing 

their enthusiasm and excitement.  Hearing the stories that have been told for 

generations – that rich oral history and insight. It’s incredibly valuable. Walking in 

the forest with Clifford [a Knowledge Keeper from Unama’ki]. I mean, that’s it 

right there: Two-Eyed Seeing in action. He’s looking at things. He’s looking at two 

different species of trees winding around each other and talking about how they 
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support one another, giving each other strength and communicating. I’m looking 

at it and I’m thinking, well that’s a Birch, and that’s an Ash. Is their bark actually 

fused together? What’s happening at a cellular level? Have they become one 

tree? How does that happen? We are thinking about it from very different 

perspectives. Equally valid and important – and together we come up with a 

more fulsome picture for what is likely occurring. And we feel more curiosity and 

we learn from each other. That’s what it’s all about. There’s been so many 

moments where I’ve been like ‘woah, yeah, that’s a different way of looking at it 

and it’s important’ ... I think many people with a science background are 

comfortable approaching questions through a set path to reach better 

understanding. It’s like a learning culture. It’s what they know. What they’ve been 

taught is the correct way. For me the experience of learning in a new way, seeing 

things through another lens has allowed me to appreciate nature and the 

complex problems we face in a deeper more fulsome way.  (C. Robinson, 

personal communication, May 29. 2025) 

Describing a recent initiative between UINR and the Department of Fisheries and 

Oceans (DFO), where Mi’kmaw youth and DFO staff were building relationships and 

working together, Trish Nash highlighted the importance of building bridges. From this 

perspective, she commented, 

I think there’s a lot of hope from both sides, and we need more of that.  We need 

to show people that this can be done, and you don’t have to get caught up in  the 

bureaucracy and politics. Collaborative projects make a difference on so many 

levels, not just doing science but co-learning and understanding each 

other’s perspectives that people don’t think of when they think of ‘oh, you know, 
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let’s do an IPCA project’. It’s too bad, because government has their indicators of 

what success is, and one of them is never the relationships that you’ve built, and 

how long it’s taken to build those based on trust. So it’s hard to define that. But I 

think we’re changing that too. (personal communication, May 29, 2025) 

Whether these kinds of realizations can occur, as different knowledge systems 

encounter one another, also depends upon how the individuals involved are 

approaching those conversations. As another non-Indigenous partner noted,  

Partnerships depend on people, not just the institution. And institutions are only 

as effective and knowledgeable as the people that work there - people willing to 

resolve important issues, open to ask questions, and be persistent on shared 

values and ideals. In reality, effective partnership is all about people, people, 

people.  (D. Pella Keen, December 2, 2024)  

Trust was also identified as a key component. As one non-Indigenous ally highlighted,  

You can have the best scientist in the world on one side, and you could have a 

Knowledge Keeper, an Elder like Albert Marshall, on the other side. If they don’t 

trust each other, nothing’s going to happen (C. Robinson, personal 

communication, May 29, 2025). 

Non-Indigenous partner Augusta Lipscombe added,  

…I feel like anybody should go in with already that self-awareness that this is 

going to be a bit different. This is going to be uncomfortable at times. This is 

going to be a bit harder…. There’s a really great quote…If you want to go fast, go 

alone, if you want to go far, go together. (Personal communication, January 15, 

2025)  
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Reflecting on her experience with the success of the Healing Place working group once 

things got back on track, Ronda Boutz commented,  

Everybody felt comfortable. It felt like a safe space, and you just knew that even 

if you had an idea that differed, or an opinion that differed, that it's a safe 

environment to have that conversation, and to educate yourself. So, I think that's 

probably the biggest thing and it comes again back to that core group of people, 

and we just found a way to gel. (Personal communication, October 28, 2024) 

While many of those connections were formalized through the EOFNWG member 

organizations who signed up for the Healing Place, others happened more organically 

for the NEBN board. As described by Caley Doran, 

So, my work at Cape Croker Park connected me with my good friend Mark 

Zelinsky. He was on the board at the NEBN, and we had the opportunity to hike 

and walk the land together …. At one point Mark invited me to go to Manitoulin 

Island with him and NEBN. They were having some meetings, and I love 

Manitoulin, so an opportunity to go up there for a week was awesome and I was 

helping with some photography, doing some drone work …. But I sat in on these 

meetings just kind of observing, relationship building, getting to know the board. 

One of my community elders was the co-chair, Charlene Winger-Jones, and just 

relationship building and getting to know new people. Obviously, our minds were 

kind of synced with protecting Mother Earth, protecting the Escarpment, land-

based learning, Two-Eyed Seeing, Ethical Space.  All these things were things 

that I was embracing and learning about as I go... The board asked me to join 

and so eventually, that’s what happened, and I guess it’s been over a year now” 

(C. Doran, personal communication, November 20, 2024).  
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Similarly, land-based and in-person relationship building has been an important point of 

focus for the NEBN board, despite the challenges of coming together from across a 

Biosphere that spans over 700km (V. Serda, personal communication, January 20, 

2025). 

One Indigenous partner expressed frustration their experience of non-Indigenous 

people approaching them without having done their homework, looking for direction on 

how they should approach a project (Personal communication, October 3, 2024). 

Additionally, Ronda Boutz reflected, “I often tell people that if they just send an email 

without having a relationship, they’re probably not going to get a response” (Personal 

communication, October 28, 2024). Good relationships also don’t need to be 

established with an agenda, as demonstrated by Victoria Serda, NEBN’s non-

Indigenous co-chair, who established diplomatic relations with one First Nation years 

prior, when in municipal government.  

I was one of the only councillors … that would actually go to their events or talk 

to them …. I would go on reserve and go to Harvest Festival, or I would go to the 

Pow Wow and I would dance in the Pow Wow, then I bought things from the 

vendors, and I would hang out for the whole day. You know? Like I wasn’t just 

showing up and ‘look at me, I’m at the Pow Wow’ and then I leave, right?  I 

actually spent time in the community. (Personal communication, November 28, 

2024) 

Having non-Indigenous partners that are committed to pro-actively develop deeper and 

stronger relationships with Indigenous partners without a specific deliverable or project 

in mind can help establish an important foundation for the collaborative work ahead in 

the application of Two-Eyed Seeing through partnership.  
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Acknowledging Context 

 The Healing Place,  NEBN and the Kluskap IPCA are deeply informed by their 

local context, whereas the Stewardship Policy has been designed to support the 

diversity of contexts across Canada. This means that the work these four initiatives are 

enabling will be shaped by the First Peoples of their many respective locations. As 

explained by Dr. Deborah McGregor, Indigenous knowledge cannot be separated from 

the people who hold it, as is practiced with western scientific knowledge. If it is 

separated from those who hold it, “[traditional ecological knowledge] loses much of its 

original value and meaning” which is why it is so important for Indigenous people to be 

involved in its application (McGregor, 2008). From the perspective of the Healing Place 

partnership, Abraham Francis explains,  

Whenever you say Two-Eyed Seeing, I always think of Two-Row8, as this theory, 

as this teaching as this agreement, you know. It’s something that can hold all of 

that, which is equivalent, but it is also expansive, and I think it was Lang that sort 

of put this into words around Two-Spirit identity. It’s a universe into itself, but at 

the same time, it’s pretty exclusive. It holds all of these different complex 

identities that we have as Two-Spirit people outside of our communities, within 

ourselves, but at the same time, it’s for us as Indigenous people. It’s not 

something that gets imagined without us, and I think that’s where when we are 

thinking Two-Eyed Seeing, when we are thinking Two-Row, it does always 

include context. Always includes governance. It’s not just the method that we’re 

using. It’s everything all at once” (Personal communication, February 18, 2024). 

 

8 The Two-Row Wampum Belt, or Teiohate Kaswenta is a reflection of the Great Law, and “it’s about respecting 
each other’s autonomy in perpetuity.” (A. Francis, personal communication, February 18, 2024).  

https://humanrights.ca/story/two-row-wampum
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Reflecting on the context for these partnerships, Larry reflected  

You can't just pull a book off the shelf and say you know this thing's boilerplate. 

Do we have, you know, the four ingredients that we need to make pancakes? No. 

More complicated, takes more work than that. You have to build and develop 

relationships. So, golly, in this cappuccino express, fast-paced world, it's almost 

counterintuitive to take the time and build the relationships and governance 

slowly, carefully. (Personal communication, December 3, 2024)  

At the provincial level, for Forests Ontario, it was quickly identified that there were 

limitations to what aspects of the Healing Place could be applied to other planting 

events across Ontario: 

We decided very quickly and had lots of talks with Larry about this and ‘no, 

you have to start with meeting the people and listening. What are your common 

values? Who’s here and just start at that level. Ground level.’ It’s not a ‘Healing 

Place in a Box’ by any means. Everything is going to be different, and you 

just have to approach it like that and just don’t walk in thinking you’re going to 

know how to do the next one. It will, in all likelihood, be completely different from 

what you did on that first one. So again, always have that open mind when you 

start looking about the possibilities of having something like this but recognizing it 

probably won’t be anything like the first (R. Keen, personal communication, 

October 24, 2024). 

As the NEBN moves forward in building itself as a new organization, it has limited risk of 

trying to replicate another model. It has also demonstrated its awareness of the need to 

reflect the diversity across the Biosphere, while acknowledging the unique rights and 

knowledges of the First Peoples who continue to care for those lands (Niagara 
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Escarpment Biosphere Network, 2024). At an even broader scale, with hundreds of First 

Peoples caring for the lands now known as Canada, it was important for the new 

Indigenous Stewardship Policy to leave room for the needs identified at the local level:  

You’ve probably been in the same situation many times where all these laws and 

regulations don’t make sense in this particular area, so why do we always have 

to follow them? But if we were able to take in local contexts, then they'd be much 

more effective and much more responsive to the people involved. And so that's 

what we're trying to do that with some of the national level policy tools. You need 

to build relationships, and you need to, through discussions, identify what those 

protocols or those laws or those ceremonies are, and respect them as part of 

part of a collaborative process. The processes that we’ve identified…. require 

more work and more time, but I think are ultimately more effective at the end of 

the day. (N. Cardinal, March 20, 2025)  

When reflecting on the need for the Stewardship Policy to address context, Nadine 

Spence observed,  

Two-Eyed Seeing, I think, is something that is really something more achievable 

at a local level, and the distinction I make here is that there is such a diversity of 

First Nation, Inuit and Metis communities and cultures and languages with their 

different laws and legal orders, with their different cultures and their knowledge 

systems....When I think about the Indigenous Stewardship Circle, which is 

comprised of fifteen First Nations, Inuit, Metis elders and thought leaders in the 

realms of stewardship from across the country, they all come with very different 

knowledges and perspectives and backgrounds and so when you’re listening to 

what they’re sharing, there’s a real desire, I would say especially at a national 
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scale and in policy making, to make everything kind of to the lowest common 

denominator, but that’s something I learned in the Pathway to Target 1 Process: 

We had partners involved in that instance, the Assembly of First Nations that 

really challenged us. ‘Don’t boil everything down to its lowest common 

denominator, because then you’re not going to get the transformative effect that, 

you know, we were desiring to seek…’ So, it means that frameworks at a national 

level need to be enabling. They’re best suited, as the Stewardship Policy is, to 

values and principles that are shared and arrived at through lots of discussion 

and dialogue so that we understand clearly what people are meaning, what 

they’re intending by what they’re saying. And it’s more of a beacon in terms of 

where we want to go, but also a very huge emphasis on how we get there. So I 

would say, the whole thing is about the underpinning of relationships that require 

us to move forward in the best way possible and so, the other thing that I would 

say I learned, especially from the stewardship policy work, is this deep listening 

to understand the desires and priorities of Indigenous communities we work with 

and then my job as a public servant is to bring, believe it or not, the best parts of 

bureaucracy to that conversation. The bureaucratic process is the 

accountabilities. They’re clearly defined…That’s how we ensure that the priority, 

if it’s a priority, that it will get done over time. (Personal communication, March 

31, 2025)  

The diversity of perspectives held by Indigenous peoples are an essential consideration 

in each initiative, particularly given the importance of their involvement at all stages, 

including the conceptualization of the project. As a result, a Two-Eyed Seeing approach 

to broader, more expansive initiatives benefit from leaving the room necessary for co-
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creation with peoples at the local level. Ethical space was raised as an important 

framework for such projects, but it turned out to be fundamental in all of the cases 

examined, as will be described in the next section.  

Building Trust Through Ethical Space 

While we all practice relationship building in our own lives, Two-Eyed Seeing 

partnerships often cannot rely on those skills alone.   Given the colonial environment 

within which collaborations emerge, it is important for a level playing field to be 

established and understood by everyone involved. This is why Willie Ermine put forward 

the concept of Ethical Space, as a “framework for dialogue” between Indigenous 

peoples and Western society (Ermine, 2007). Ethical Space was applied during the 

Pathway to Target 1 Process9. This framework, and the fundamental ingredients that 

support it, were identified as playing a role in all four of the initiatives being examined. 

 

 

9 To learn more about this history, an overview of application during Pathway to Canada Target 1, an oral 

explanation of the concept, and reflections on its application  are available online.  and   further information is  

available in the reports that it generated. For a deeper dive,  “Leadership in the Context of Reconciliation” on 

pages 11-14 of Canada’s Conservation Vision, “Understanding Ethical Space” on pages 15-18 of We Rise 

Together, and “Ethical Space” on pages 14-15 of One with Nature, are also helpful resources. 

https://canadaconservation.ca/wp-content/uploads/EthicalSpace2pagerPathway-EN.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kjjUi-5qra0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kjjUi-5qra0
https://ipcaknowledgebasket.ca/resources/stories-of-ethical-space-in-the-pathway-to-canada-target-1
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/57e007452e69cf9a7af0a033/t/5b23dce1562fa7bac7ea095a/1529076973600/NAP_REPORT_EN_June+5_ACC.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/57e007452e69cf9a7af0a033/t/5ab94aca6d2a7338ecb1d05e/1522092766605/PA234-ICE_Report_2018_Mar_22_web.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/57e007452e69cf9a7af0a033/t/5ab94aca6d2a7338ecb1d05e/1522092766605/PA234-ICE_Report_2018_Mar_22_web.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/57e007452e69cf9a7af0a033/t/5c9cd18671c10bc304619547/1553781159734/Pathway-Report-Final-EN.pdf
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2. ACCOUNTS FROM THE FIELD: LISA YOUNG 
When reflecting on the role of Ethical Space in this work, the UINR’s Executive Director Lisa 
Young, commented,  

...we literally grew up in this space. A lot of us came right here [to the UINR] from 
university, working in Eskasoni, working with Charlie [Dennis], and were mentored by 
both him and Albert [Marshall]. When I look back it was Ethical Space because Charlie 
was very charismatic, very authentic, but always spoke from his heart and was never 
shy to do that. So people wanted to work with him. They gravitated to the work because 
they were there for their relationships and the good feeling they got with those 
relationships, but also the work. Everyone was there for the same reason, right? To 
protect the environment. And when I think about Ethical Space, I think of how Charlie 
phrased it before:  'When you come into this space, you leave your hat at the door. You 
come in there in an authentic way and you speak as people. And in that space, you feel 
the freedom to speak your truth and speak where you’re coming from. We value 
everyone there for the role they have obviously, and the hats they wear, the expertise 
they bring, but first and foremost, you’re there as a person and we work together, to 
work through problems and come up together with solutions. Then use your expertise to 
make that happen.’ That’s the culture that we were brought up in. That’s the culture that 
UINR and our staff have, and we’re trying to keep with our new staff that are coming in: 
To understand that first and foremost, respectful relationships are what’s needed. And 
even when things get hard – and they do get hard, and they have over the years – 
that’s what’s carried us through because those relationships is what enabled us to work 
through those hard times. And to stick to it. We have a lot of great examples of projects 
over the years that ran into political issues, but because of those longstanding 
relationships, we were able to work through them. That’s the hope for now too, in this 
space. The political atmosphere around protected areas and the environment overall for 
Nova Scotia has shifted, and it’s definitely impacting the way people are viewing our 
work, and there’s uncertainties and fears that it has brought about and has influenced 
how we do the work, and what we’re trying to do. But what we keep going back to is 
trying to build that bridge of understanding to say that as Mi’kmaw, our approach has 
always been a collaborative approach, and we want to work together, and we want to 
do it in a good way. But at the end of the day, we always have our treaties to fall back 
on, right? We have our rights, and we know they’re there. When the relationship erodes 
that’s what we have to fall back on, and we’re not going anywhere. We’re going to be 
here for the long term. We’ve been here for time immemorial; we’re going to be here 
long beyond that and the work’s not going to stop. It may look a little different, but it’s 
not going to stop. So that’s the space that we work in, and that’s the space where the 
IPCAs and these relationships and tables were created in. And we’re going to be 
steadfast at the UINR. We’re going to continue to work in this way and that’s what’s 
worked for us, and it’s proven. We’ll continue to try and be here when people are ready 
to be at our table. We’ll work in a good way, and we’ll do good things. (Personal 
communication, May 29, 2025). 

 



 

 51/107 

Cultivating Ethical Space 

For the UINR, their approach to working with others toward common goals had been 

cultivating Ethical Space and really helped set the stage for collaboration on the 

Kluskap IPCA (L. Young, personal communication, May 29, 2025).  

Ethical Space was identified as being particularly helpful for inviting multiple Indigenous 

perspectives from across Canada into the Parks Canada Indigenous Stewardship Circle 

(N. Spence, personal communication, March 31, 2025). As described in the Indigenous 

Stewardship Policy that the Circle and Parks Canada crafted, to create their Ethical 

Space they are “committed to acknowledgement, apology, truth-telling and 

reconciliatory actions grounded in Indigenous approaches.” (Parks Canada, 2024).  

In the case of both the Healing Place and the NEBN, Ethical Space is also being 

applied as a framework that embraces diverse western, Haudenosaunee and 

Anishinaabe perspectives. When reflecting on the Healing Place working group, Chris 

Craig commented that the EOFNWG had 

really set the groundwork on our … Ethical Spaces and how we would share 

knowledge, how we would work together and if somebody wasn't happy with 

what was happening, they had the right to say something, and it would have an 

impact for everybody, not just the person that's unhappy ... So when this 

opportunity came up for the Healing Place it was really simple … and the fact 

that we had the groundwork already laid down on how the dynamics would work 

in the group made it so much easier, and it made it easier for all the outside 

organizations that hadn't really done First Nations work to realize ‘okay yes, 

we're all gung-ho. But we have things we have to iron out first to make sure that 

everybody is being equally treated and that … everybody's values would be 

inputted into it’… But it would really be the structure of the Two-Eyed Seeing 

methodologies and the traditional knowledge ways of doing things that brought 
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the project to it to where it is today, and it's what keeps it going today. (Personal 

communication, October 22, 2024)  

Reflecting on the experience of the working group and the ongoing sharing of 

Indigenous community knowledge in person at the Healing Place site, Larry McDermott 

commented that, when compared with what was possible for the NEBN, “The Healing 

Place has been the most comprehensive training around Ethical Space and Two-Eyed 

Seeing” (personal communication, December 3, 2024). 

The NEBN hasn’t gone through a transformative experience similar to what catalyzed 

dedicated training for the Healing Place working group. To date, the board has offered a 

more general two-day training in March of 2024 for their membership and have received 

some support with applying its principles on an as-needed basis (L. McDermott, 

personal communication, December 3). Multiple Indigenous partners from the NEBN 

board highlighted the importance of others being open to incorporating ceremony into 

meetings, including for their opening and closing (C. Doran, personal communication, 

November 20, 2024, C. Winger-Jones, personal communication, November 29, 2024, L. 

McDermott, personal communication, December 3, 2024). While diverse perspectives 

were shared on what Ethical Space is, all NEBN board members interviewed for this 

project identified respect as critical. This reflects what NEBN Co-Chair and 

Grandmother Charlene Winger-Jones’ shared when asked about Ethical Space: 

 Ethical Space to me is respect. And that’s respecting what somebody has to 

say. Let them say what they have to say and let them finish. And then, if you 

have a different opinion, let them know what that opinion is, because you know 

it’s not always going to be the same. But respect is Ethical Space to me, and 

that’s one of our teachings is respect. (Personal communication, November 29, 

2024)    

When it comes to showing respect, Larry McDermott highlighted the importance of 

approaching it,  
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...not in a grandiose way, but [with] just legitimate solid respect. And sometimes 

it’s the small things. I’m one that happens to appreciate when people learn a few 

words of language. And share it. Or you know, things like offering tobacco, is an 

acknowledgement that ‘I’m paying attention to cultural priorities’, here’s an 

expression of ‘I’m with the program’... things like having ... a way of getting out on 

the land [during meetings]. We’ve even done that with parks in Ottawa.  I think 

they contribute to balance and respect and they help everybody connect. It can’t 

be all the mind and conceptual (L. McDermott, personal communication, 

December 3, 2025).  

As non-Indigenous board member Leslie Adams expressed, “I believe that Ethical 

Space is grounded in respect. I believe being respectful includes listening. Even though 

I talk a lot, I do listen. By being respectful and adding your voice and listening to each 

other, we can create a shared way of being, this begins to create Ethical Space” Having 

attended some training sessions that touched on Ethical Space, she reflected “unless 

you embody it, it’s not going to occur” (Personal communication, December 2, 2024). 

This aligned with one non-Indigenous partner’s reflection about the role of discomfort in 

the cultivation of Ethical Space, as described in the case story for the Healing Place 

working group: “If I didn’t feel uncomfortable, then it meant that I didn’t care. Then I 

don’t think you could have Ethical Space.  I think all the partners have to care.” (A. 

Lipscombe, personal communication).   When it comes to applying the framework, Elder 

Larry McDermott shared,  

Ethical Space is a process of creating respectful relationships. And talking about 

ensuring that both eyes can function optimally and share their truths and their 

perspectives. So that means there’s a commitment to listening, which in Western 

culture is poorly cultivated.  Most people are thinking about what they’re going to 

say while somebody else is talking, and don’t know how to do it. So, it’s building 
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that capacity to truly comprehend what somebody from a totally different culture 

is saying and trying to express without only processing it through their cultural 

normative process.  It ain’t easy. It ain’t easy.  You throw a little anxiety in there, 

a little bit of money, a little bit of short-term deadlines, and it’s like drinking 

whiskey and trying to walk a high wire for the first time.  It just ain’t going to work. 

(Personal communication, December 3, 2025)   

Emphasizing the essentials necessary to cultivate this work, Caley Doran, NEBN board 

member and citizen of Chippewas of Nawash Unceded First Nation commented,  

I think we continue down that path together, always evolving.  There’s other 

organizations out there right now that want to protect Mother Earth, that are 

trying to figure out how to actually get Two-Eyed Seeing and Ethical Space, and 

every time they reach out to me, I say ‘relationship building and slow down’. You 

have to slow down to speed up.  All good things take time.  You can’t rush 

through this. And I’m sure no Indigenous person wants to be a ticky box or a 

check mark or a token, so it has to be meaningful and real. And again, coming 

from love. (Personal communication, November 20, 2024) 

Governance 

Governance of a project and a partnership emerged as a key factor that can, and 

should, be discussed for appropriate balance in the relationship between Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous partners. It also became clear that governance can evolve through 

experience, relationships, and co-development. 

Because of the way the UINR has been collaborating with other institutions and building 

relationships on the ground since their inception, when the topic of co-governance 

emerged, their partners realized this was pretty close to what they were already doing 

together (L. Young, personal communication, October 30, 2023). The UINR’s success in 
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doing this work has enabled the Mi’kmaq to demonstrate what they are bringing to the 

table when it comes to co-governance and co-management, while political and legal 

structures and processes are being negotiated at other tables to support that continued 

work (L. Young, personal communication, May 29, 2025).  That process has been a 

dynamic one, and it has been supported in turn by the work on the IPCA: 

With this Kluskap IPCA, it’s evolving as we evolve. So as the Mi’kmaq on the 

ground have developed more capacity and certainty about what it means to do 

things in a Two-Eyed Seeing way on the ground, what Netukulimk10 in practice 

looks like, and the Mi’kmaq have a space to explore and research and talk to 

community and develop our internal governance around that, it helps us be in a 

better position. (L. Young, personal communication, May 29, 2025) 

On the other hand, challenges can emerge when non-Indigenous organizations treat 

Indigenous involvement as an add-on to their usual way of doing things. After hearing 

about a board position held for an Indigenous person that had remained vacant for 

years at a non-Indigenous organization running into issues with their broader 

Indigenous engagement, Larry McDermott reflected, “People don't realize they have to 

create a governance mechanism that works for both peoples” (Personal communication, 

April 11, 2025). The governance needs to be designed for Indigenous approaches to 

not only be shared but accommodated.  

 

10 “Netukulimk (ned-oo-gu-limnk) is a culturally rooted concept which refers to the use of the natural bounty 

provided by the Creator for the self-support and well-being of the individual and the community.  Netukulimk 

is achieving adequate standards of community nutrition and economic well-being without jeopardizing the 

integrity, diversity, or productivity of our environment. As Mi’kmaw we have an inherent right to access and 

use our resources and we have a responsibility to use those resources in a sustainable way.  The Mi’kmaw 

way of resource management includes a spiritual element that ties together people, plants, animals, and the 

environment.” (from Unama’ki Institute of Natural Resources, 2020) 
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If you play the 95 -5 game11, Indigenous voice will get smothered. So, there has 

to be a discussion about that and building the governance to ensure, if you really 

want to do Two-Eyed Seeing, that that circumstance is reflected upon, and the 

governance is designed such that the numbers aren't abused and one eye gets 

poked out. (L. McDermott, personal communication, January 27, 2025)  

As former co-chair Norm Ragetlie reflected, the design of that governance is still in 

process for the NEBN. It remains a significant endeavour, given the diversity and size of 

the communities represented within the Biosphere (Personal communication, November 

21, 2024). On these processes, Larry commented,  

It's not unlike learning a language, that when you have enough literacy, then you 

can negotiate, and you activate the creative process in circle, in which nobody's 

superior to anybody else. And you build a governance that's unique for that group 

of people, that circumstance, the work you're committed to do. (L. McDermott, 

personal communication, January 7, 2025).  

In the spring of 2025, NEBN co-chairs began hosting a virtual drop-in  every week on 

Zoom for anyone working with them, which  they referred to as “Tuesday Teas”, to help 

“bring everyone along”, as an opportunity to keep in touch in a “human way with each 

other, and sharing what’s going on and helping to move things together” (V. Serda, 

personal communication, April 21, 2025). As NEBN Co-chair Victoria Serda reflected,  

You have to help develop [co-governance]. And the process of doing it is just as 

important as the end result. You can’t separate them, right? It’s another one of 

these paradigms in society that I think is a myth, that the ends justify the means. 

 

11 Approximately, 5% of Canada’s population identifies as Indigenous (Government of Canada, 2023) 
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Because really, most people believe that, and we’re facing that in these co-

governance spaces .... To me, co-governance is like a living process. So, you 

can codify it, and people want you to, because they want to see an example. 

They want to have some kind of roadmap to where they could be going. But as 

long as they don’t take that and go, ‘this is mine and I’m going to edit this, so that 

I can shortcut the work I need to do. (Personal communication, April 21, 2025)  

When it comes to success, Larry reflected, “One way or another, everybody has to 

really feel that people can raise difficult issues, and there has to be a way of asking that 

question periodically. And not just focusing on the conservation goal, but is the 

relationship accountable and healthy?” (Personal communication, February 27, 2025).  

Reflecting on her own journey with learning and applying the concepts of co-

governance, Two-Eyed Seeing and Ethical Space, NEBN board member Leslie Adams 

remarked,  

It shouldn’t be as difficult as it is. As a settler in the process, for me it’s not 

wanting to offend or be disrespectful without even knowing it. If you can come to 

the discussion honestly and bravely, being able to speak out with respect, I 

believe that this is a fundamental part of co-governance.  This sentiment can 

become the flame under foot so co-governance can work. (Personal 

communication, December 2, 2024)   

As Indigenous partner Larry McDermott reflected, 

How do you know that the governance system that you’ve mutually created is 

accountable? In some ways you don’t, until there is a bump in the road. But I 

think there’s ways of testing it, talking about it. One of the surest ways is to 

ensure that, especially when the demographics are such that less than 50% are 

usually Indigenous, is there a methodology for checking that the governance 
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system is accountable, even if it’s to go around the circle and ensure that people 

feel comfortable in bringing up issues that may feel controversial in meetings, 

asking ‘how are we doing’?  … [Effective governance is only possible] when you 

truly have a commitment to Ethical Space. So that’s actually the right people 

sitting around the table that can do what they’re saying. Maybe. If we’re lucky. 

That can truly listen, that can follow ... the seven sacred gifts or grandfather 

teachings [which governed the Pathway to Target 1 processes]. And we talked 

about those, Reg [Crowshoe] and I, for three days, how they would apply. So, 

you know, only then, and if you have people who aren’t committed to learning 

and aren’t committed to building that capacity? Then the chances of achieving 

effective governance are probably nonexistent (Personal communication, 

February 27, 2025).  

As he recounts, at the end of the regular sessions with the Healing Place working Group 

on Ethical Space, Larry was asked what the governance system should look like, and 

he said,  

 ‘you’ve just been trained to co-develop and nobody should dominate that 

process. So, let’s do it.’ And so, we did. But there was the right mix of people. A 

lot of it, I’m afraid, is human chemistry. A couple of people there for the wrong 

reasons, including Indigenous, and they might even be called an Elder, can mess 

that up in a hurry. It really has to be Ethical Space.  Those seven sacred gifts 

really need to be practiced by everybody.  That’s a tough, tough order to call, 

because if you don’t have it, then how do you get it? How do you weed out 

people who obstruct Ethical Space from happening? I don’t know... It reminds me 

of somebody who used to work here [at Plenty Canada], Jayabalan. And he 
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would say ‘the mighty ocean is made of many drops of water.’ Meaning ‘don’t 

underestimate individual responsibility to the collective process.’  ... working with 

other peoples is needed now, perhaps more than ever ... Hence another reason 

why it’s so important that those who can see the efficacy of Ethical Space and 

appropriate governance commit themselves to working hard to try to establish it, 

knowing that it’s elusive, knowing that there will be many failures and perhaps 

more failures, that’s what it looks like to me, than successes. But every success 

should be celebrated, and hopefully the people who are part of those successes 

are part of building greater capacity outside of those successes, to create new 

successes. (L. McDermott, personal communication, December 3, 2024)  

 

Comfort with Discomfort 

As expressed earlier, the skills required for building Ethical Space are acquired with 

experience, not always knowing the outcome, and making mistakes, which isn’t an easy 

road. Reflecting on the many lessons that came over the decades that preceded the 

Healing Place partnership, Chris Craig observed, “all the little bumps and hiccups along 

the way taught us things that we never anticipated happening, and that really needed to 

happen.” (Personal communication, October 22, 2024).  As Augusta Lipscombe 

observed, the work to co-create and cultivate Ethical Space for the Healing Place 

working group was catalyzed by a very uncomfortable conversation:  

(W)hen talking … about Two-Eyed Seeing not being a box to check, people 

having to really understand what it means. When they're undertaking a project, I 

almost feel like a little bit of pressure is almost needed, I think, to create Ethical 

Space, because even with some of the work I do today with long standing 

partnerships, you still sometimes have those moments. And I almost think it's 



 

 60/107 

necessary. So, I think people going into Two-Eyed Seeing who've never done it 

before, and even if you have done it before, you just have to be really prepared. 

There’s going to be some uncomfortable moments and some moments where 

you just, it’s like ‘Oh my God, what did I do? I made a mistake .… you know, I 

offended someone, or I messed up.’ It's going to happen. So, I think those 

difficult conversations are necessary to get there unfortunately, but also 

fortunately because then it creates something stronger. (Personal 

communication, January 15, 2025)  

 

Getting things wrong or even releasing a grip on what we believe we know can feel 

particularly challenging when trying something new. As Trish Nash from the UINR 

reflected on some of the challenges they’ve encountered with finding a path forward to 

secure land for the IPCA, in the wake of deep-rooted traumas resulting from Indigenous 

peoples having been removed from their lands, she remarked 

Let’s do it together and stop being worried about what if, what if, what if? You 

have to be brave and have the courage to do the right thing and not think about 

all of the worst-case scenarios. Let’s just move and do something, and if it 

doesn’t work out, we learn from it.  But what if it does work? (Personal 

communication, May 29, 2025) 

 While Indigenous members of a partnership are navigating a colonial system based on 

a western worldview every day, the work of navigating another way of knowing has 

often not been required of many non-Indigenous people. This can involve more work 

than we might be used to (E. Morris, personal communication, October 3, 2024). Settler 

ally Victoria Serda related the experience of an older white conservationist who really 

wanted Indigenous feedback on a local issue and left plenty of phone messages at the 

band office but never set foot on the reserve a half hour away from his house. She 
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reflected that, for some living with privilege12, “It’s really really hard for them to go to a 

reserve or to a meeting primarily with Indigenous people and become the minority and 

not have the upper hand in the power dynamic. (Personal communication, November 

28, 2024)”. This work can also be particularly challenging for those bringing their 

professional expertise:  

Especially for certain people that have become experts within their field, there’s 

always a fear of failure ... or fear of unknowing or fear of doing something wrong. 

And I think to get beyond that is super important, so I think being comfortable 

with being uncomfortable is really, really important for this work. And then I think 

what that allows people to do is, it removes blinders. Because I think people get 

so focused on ‘I’ve done this for X many years, I know what the process should 

look like, what the outcome should be and we’re just going to proceed with 

this…so to be able to understand that, well, that might be your perspective and 

your perspective is totally valid, can you create space for other ways of being or 

knowing that are also right…and can you be open to that level of 

uncomfortableness, or kind of questioning that you know? (N. Cardinal, personal 

communication, March 20, 2025).   

In a worse-case scenario, an unchecked lack of awareness can also result in 

condescending behaviours that are not trauma informed and inflict real harm on people 

(e.g. survivors of residential school) without that person’s realization (V. Serda, personal 

communication, November 28, 2024).  Rob Keen, who contributed to the Healing Place 

 

12 For an introduction to factors contribute to the level of privilege people may be used to, see the Wheel of 

Power/Privilege. 

https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Wheel-of-Power-Privilege-and-Marginalization-by-Sylvia-Duckworth-Used-by-permission_fig1_364109273
https://www.researchgate.net/figure/Wheel-of-Power-Privilege-and-Marginalization-by-Sylvia-Duckworth-Used-by-permission_fig1_364109273
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only a few years before retiring from his position as CEO of Forests Ontario, reflected 

on own learning journey with the group,  

Don’t come to the table with an agenda. Don’t come with the metaphorical full 

glass. Be able to take information in. Be able to learn. And for me, you know, 

when we’re talking about the Healing Place… in my mind, the healing started at 

the beginning of those meetings and just understanding and getting more 

appreciation of what it was about and hearing and learning. (Personal 

communication, October 3, 2024) 

In situations where things have gone off the rails, the conversations necessary for 

getting things back on track can also be difficult for all partners to engage, but they’re 

essential.  As Indigenous partner Chris Craig put it,  

… (T)here's times where we have to ask uncomfortable questions, but they have 

to be done. And you know that's part of it. It's like reconciliation. Reconciliation 

isn't a fun thing. It's a hurtful thing, but to get past it, we have to go through those 

difficulties to succeed. (Personal communication, October 22, 2024)  

Reflecting on some of the formative experiences of his own career, Nathan Cardinal 

highlighted,  

If nobody tells us and we don’t realize it, we’ll just continue doing the status quo, 

and so I find it requires external perspectives and voices oftentimes to help 

change stuff, and so I think it’s really really important to ensure that people are in 

a place of comfort [for bringing difficult issues forward]. (Personal 

communication, March 20, 2025)  

Several years after her experience working with the Healing Place, non-Indigenous 

partner Augusta Lipscombe remarked,  
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I think when you have that kind of conflict within the group and then you are able 

to move on from it, people become more comfortable with each other and then 

maybe more comfortable with discomfort and they feel like, you know, ‘I can 

mess up again and my partners will understand, we've created this space 

together’. And intention doesn't always equal impact, but I think that everybody 

knew at that point that the intention of everyone was good. So, you know, if we 

were making mistakes, we were trying, and we would address them as we go ... I 

think in Western society, when we're at work, conflict is really uncomfortable. We 

try to avoid it at all costs. And like, this is unprofessional. It just feels icky. So, 

when you're going into a collaboration with partners and there's conflict, it doesn't 

feel great, but I think when you're seeing everyone as a human, it's like an 

inevitability of collaborating. So, it almost, not normalizes it but, makes it a little 

bit more okay. And it bonds people. In a better way. (Personal communication, 

January 15, 2025)  

Describing the process, Chris Craig reflected,  

So, it's not always easy, but life isn't, you know. Sometimes you have a big 

bump, and it hurts a little bit. But you know what? Don't give up. You pick up 

where you are and realize, okay, that was maybe not the best … thing to do, but 

we've learned something, and now we're going to move forward and continue to 

do that and that's when you know it's been successful because both sides do 

that. (Personal communication, January 15, 2025)  

Augusta Lipscombe echoed,  
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It’s about building that space where you can safely voice what you need from the 

partnership and what you want out of it, and the other person can too, and it can 

be respected, and it can also be a dialogue. It can be like, ‘well, this is not really 

what this project's about’. You can kind of go back and forth on it. And, you know 

that no one's going to walk away from the project just from those kinds of 

interactions. So, I think creating the space to have those discussions and maybe 

some uncomfortable discussions, I think that's what a healthy cross-cultural 

relationship looks like, is being able to understand what someone wants and 

needs and respecting it and having what you want and need also heard and 

respected” (A. Lipscombe, personal communication, January 15, 2025). 

Depending on the context, it can take significant amounts of time to build that level of 

trust. In light of his experience working with Parks Canada, Nathan Cardinal shared that 

acknowledgement of harms must happen alongside shared decision-making, and 

“redress of those issues is super critical to actually do anything in the future for many 

many communities” (Personal communication, March 20, 2025). Nathan also reflected, 

What I found with some projects as well is that it would take a really long time for 

us to build relationships and a level of trust with the community before we could 

really take on large chunks of work. Oftentimes we would kind of start in this 

place of ‘agree to disagree’ or statements around rights and responsibilities and 

histories and contexts from both sides, and we try to find a way, whether just little 

projects here or there, or experiences to help build relationships…working on 

something collaboratively and building understanding, so we can get to a place 

whereby we really trust each other. We want to work together. You respect us, 

we respect you.  We’ve got a relationship, now let’s do some really good things. I 
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know for one project, it took us like eight years to get people in a place of comfort 

where we could kind of really do a project, and that project started moving really 

really quickly. But what happened was that we just started moving on so many 

other projects that had been kind of sitting forever… So, those outcomes really 

started to be a waterfall moment that were all catalyzed by the long time that was 

spent on just building relationships. And so…it can take a while to get there 

and…there’s a space of comfort. And that is in part due to the history of colonial 

practices and governments and distrust and fear and the whole variety of things., 

but I think once we overcome that then we’re so much easier and better off to be 

able to do the things that we [, both Parks Canada and Indigenous partners, 

]want to do. (Personal communication, March 20, 2025)  

 

In summary, the results of this kind of deep and authentic commitment are far greater 

than what would be achievable otherwise.   

 

Dismantling Hierarchies  

Taking the time to cultivate that Ethical Space establishes room for the kind of dialogue 

that isn’t otherwise available, partly due to the structures within which we operate. In 

some cases, this can emerge when Indigenous peoples build their own tables and 

approaches, as was the case of the UINR (see Lisa Young’s Account, page Error! 
Bookmark not defined.). For the Healing Place partnership, this was facilitated in part 

by both the group’s size and the online platform its members were now sharing, which 

felt different from the larger EOFNWG meeting preceding it. As Akwesasronon Abraham 

Francis shared, 
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I feel like when we stepped out into the Healing Place, it was more of an even 

playing field…I felt like the Healing Place was the first time we really just got to, 

like, go for it. We got to talk about reconciliation in this really reckless way that I 

really had a lot of fun doing. It was a chance for us to talk about our traditions 

and our culture, of like ‘what does that look like expressed in a space’, right? And 

that sort of grew over time, and in the learning that we did together. (A. Francis, 

personal communication, February 18, 2025) 

Reflecting on his own dilemma of acting as both a First Nation member and an 

employee of a non-Indigenous organization prior to their establishment of Ethical 

Space, Chris Craig shared,  

It put me in a difficult position, so you know that’s why when we finally came up 

with the terms of reference on how we conduct business, it was really important 

that they understood that, because in the communities through traditional 

council13, everybody had a say in what went on and there was no retribution to 

 

13 Note that there are a variety of forms of Indigenous governance, and many are not ‘traditional” in this 
sense. While section 35 of the Canadian Constitution recognizes Indigenous rights to self-government of 
Indigenous nations, most First Nations communities in Canda administer themselves under the Indian Act, 
enacted in 1876. This Act was created with the intention of extinguishing First Nations rights, disrupting the 
diverse traditional governing structures that existed long before colonization (Crey, 2009). It constrains the 
ability of Chief and Councils to act in the best interest of their communities, holding Band Councils to a 
greater degree of accountability to the federal government than to the Band members themselves. The Band 
councils are designed to administer reserves, with their decisions frequently remaining subject to a federal 
minister’s approval (Williams, 2024).  

Indigenous rights, including rights to their lands, are inherent and they are held collectively (Hanson, 2009a). 
It is from this place that Indigenous peoples speak for their territories, which represent a much greater area 
than Indigenous reserve lands (Hanson, 2009b). These interests can be voiced through Indigenous civil 
society organizations. Such organizations are governed by Indigenous leadership at the board and staff level. 
To maintain not-for-profit and/or charitable status, these organizations must also operate within the confines 
of federal and provincial law (Council on Foundations, 2025). Such legislation can create constraints of its 
own because of its origins within colonial frameworks. 
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anybody that disagreed with what was going to be said, … So, we had to have 

that sort of same idea, you know ‘Yes Ronda, you’re my boss, but no, we can’t 

do that … And not that there would have been an issue, but that’s just trying to 

use that as an example of how sometimes we have to change things. And you 

know how maybe the Director of the Environment [at Mohawk Council of 

Akwesasne] may have a view, but it may not be a whole view where a 

subordinate person that works for that person may have an idea that’s a better 

holistic approach where they could say ‘No, that won’t work, we should do this.’ 

And so, it was having that traditional structure come back where we all had a say 

in something. (personal communication, October 22, 2024)  

From her own experience in the practice of translating Two-Eyed Seeing and Ethical 

Space in a national context, particularly through the Pathway to Canada Target 1 

process and the Indigenous Stewardship policy, Nadine Spence reflected, “It’s really 

about creating space. It’s about just being aware of unconscious bias and power 

imbalances that might exist in a relationship” (Personal communication, March 31, 

2025). As Chris Craig highlighted, addressing those power imbalances enables true 

accountability between the members of the partnership.  Larry later explained,  

When there’s true accountability around subjects that challenge the capacity of 

Two-Eyed Seeing ... there’s more drama ... than there is when lacking 

accountability. When those involved fear that accountability, they dodge the 

responsibilities of dealing with it and fixing governance, so the status quo 

remains. The problems remain. And, if you interview them, they’ll tell you 

everything’s fine.  Most people will. That’s what I see, anyway. It’s really hard to 

have somebody like Chris Craig speak up and say, ‘Hey, wait a minute here.  

This thing’s going of the rails.’ That’s not usual. Chris is one of those outspoken 
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honest guys ... And it’s so refreshing. (L. McDermott, personal communication, 

January 27, 2025)  

Reflecting on a national non-Indigenous organization that had completely lost its 

relationship to a circle of knowledge keepers from across Canada by continuously 

failing to address the circle’s feedback, Larry observed,  

There, the circle was broken, and hierarchy was reestablished. You cannot do 

Ethical Space from a hierarchical architecture. It won’t work. It’s really easy for 

Indigenous to point at non-Indigenous, but the skill development has to happen 

for everybody in the circle, and Indigenous can be as big a part of the 

problem…as anybody else…If you’re operating in Ethical Space, then don’t use 

colonial tools of power dynamics. Use those seven sacred teachings14 first and 

foremost, and maybe always. Maybe always? Always. (Personal communication, 

January 7, 2025)  

Describing his own experience dealing with colonial dynamics, Akwesasronon PhD 

Candidate Abraham Francis reflected, 

 I believe in a world that is gentle, is kind and generous to people. I believe we all 

deserve that. And where we’re sort of positioned is like ‘you have to earn it, you 

have to deserve it. You have to be this, you have to be that.’ And it’s like ‘No, I 

don’t need a PhD for you to be nice to me. Shoot. Not even just nice. Nice is like 

 

14 The seven gifts are also refered to as the seven grandfather/grandmother teachings. They are humility, 

courage, truth, honesty, love, respect and wisdom (Legislative Assembly of Ontario, n.d.). 
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me asking for the extra.  Respect me. Respect where I come from. Respect what 

I’m experiencing’. (Personal communication, February 18, 2025) 

Non-Indigenous partner Augusta Lipscombe reflected,   

I think that so often, as Westerners, we put our titles first. The way we treat each 

other sometimes stems from the different levels of respect we put on different 

people, and you know, we're very ‘busy, busy, busy. Go, go, go.’ And it's just, we 

don't treat each other very well often, or how everyone deserves to be treated, 

and same with our environment, so I think Indigenous Knowledge grounds us 

and it reinforces that idea of reciprocity and respect and yeah, I think it just 

reminds us that we are human and how to be good humans to each other and to 

our environment. (Personal communication, January 15, 2025) 

At a broader scale, it can be challenging to introduce Ethical Space and Two-Eyed 

Seeing, which requires significant influence to enable it.  Reflecting on the difference 

between the Indigenous Stewardship Circle, and the Pathway to Target 1 Process, 

Nadine Spence highlighted that the internal work at Parks Canada has committed to 

has the power to enable “systemic change” by institutionalizing this work. There, Two-

Eyed Seeing on the ground and at a local level is being facilitated from the top down, 

with the opportunity to inspire other governments with their example. In contrast, in the 

Pathway process it was “much more difficult to institutionalize the work because it was a 

federalist environment. People would have to take in and adopt their own systems” 

(Personal communication, March 31, 2025). NEBN faces a similar circumstance to the 

Pathway Process, where they have an opportunity to inspire change within and outside 

of a network caring for a globally significant area stretching 725km and covering 

1700km2, by demonstrating their own ability to cultivate Ethical Space and practice 

Two-Eyed Seeing within their own organization.  

As a well-established institution with staff distributed across Canada, Parks Canada will 

have some locations requiring more focused or specialized training than others to build 
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meaningful Ethical Space in partnerships (N. Cardinal, personal communication, March 

18, 2025). In contrast, the NEBN board is in the process of building their organization 

from the ground up. This may enable the NEBN to move these approaches forward 

more quickly by recruiting staff with the capacity and experience to cultivate Ethical 

Space and Two-Eyed Seeing in their own work, as their organization grows. 

Listening and Decision-making 

As touched on previously, there is a significant history of Indigenous peoples and their 

knowledges being “pushed down and away” (E. Morris, personal communication, 

October 3, 2024).  These problematic histories impact peoples’ experiences today, as 

Indigenous people continue to encounter disrespect, condescension and unconscious 

bias when engaging with western culture (L. McDermott, personal communication, 

December 3, 2024). In addition, not only do Indigenous knowledge systems differ from 

western ones, but they differ in terms of the requirements necessary for respect.  For 

example, some Anishinaabe people may introduce themselves in terms of their 

connections to their family, community and Nation, rather than their western credentials 

and experience, even when those are extensive.  This can impact how their 

contributions are received and even valued in non-Indigenous spaces, because non-

Indigenous people are often not operating from a similar worldview.  

To me, that’s one of the fundamental problems [in trying to operationalize Two-

Eyed Seeing, ]... that the way that people believe information or accept that 

people are Knowledge Holders, Indigenous people have to prove themselves to 

other people, but they don’t want to do that because they’re against that idea. To 

them, that’s not humble. It’s not respectful to have to prove yourself to people. (V. 

Serda, personal communication, November 28, 2024)   

As NEBN Co-Chair and Grandmother Charlene Winger-Jones explained,  

I think everybody has to be open minded and willing to listen. That's going to help 

everything with any board. You can't just be stuck with your own opinions, 
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because you've got a board, and you have to listen to everybody on the board. 

That's the only way you're going to work and find things out and do what needs 

to be done. You have to be open minded more than anything else. (Personal 

communication, November 29, 2024)  

In light of her experience with the Healing Place Working Group and her work since, 

Augusta Lipscombe reflected,  

…something that's really come through when I'm working with Indigenous 

partners is listening. Like, just, being quiet and listening. So that you can really 

hear. And maybe if we had been better active listeners at the beginning, we 

would have seen more signs that it wasn't going in the right direction, that our 

partners weren't happy. So, I think that active listening is something that 

everybody needs to be doing in the partnership. (Personal communication, 

January 15, 2025) 

Reflecting on her own experience with Ethical Space, which began during the Pathway 

to Target 1 Process, Nadine Spence reflected,  

It…speaks about how you treat different knowledge systems as opposed to kind 

of focusing on only two knowledge systems. …And it’s really about creating 

space. It’s about being aware of unconscious bias and power imbalances that 

might exist in a relationship. I would say the most substantive skillsets that are 

required for it are deep listening skills and an ability to kind of draw out from 

conversations that come. And so, when I think about, for example the Indigenous 

Stewardship Circle, which is comprised of 15 First Nations, Inuit and Metis Elders 

and thought leaders in the realms of stewardship from across the country.  They 

all come with very different knowledges and perspectives and backgrounds and 
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so when you’re listening to what they’re sharing, there’s a real desire, I would 

say, especially at a national scale and in policy making, to make everything kind 

of to the lowest common denominator (Personal communication, March 31, 

2025).  

This is the exact temptation that was avoided in the work to generate the Indigenous 

Stewardship Policy, thanks to those early experiences with that Pathway process. Larry 

McDermott, who also participated in both processes highlighted,  

I still think one of the hardest ones is humility. Everybody has to be ready to 

change: Indigenous, non-Indigenous men, women, every youth, everybody, to 

really make it work. So, if you think you want to do it, be sure you want to put out 

effort to do it. (Personal communication, January 7, 2025)  

Humility is particularly important when engaging with Indigenous Knowledge because 

there is a history of it being treated like something that can be taken and applied by 

non-Indigenous people, independent of the Indigenous Knowledge Keepers that have 

shared it. Lisa Young from the UINR explained how this has eroded the trust of 

Indigenous communities. As she described it,  

...it’s based on experience of groups coming in, wanting to learn, and being 

extractive and then leaving.  And you can’t do that ... it’s so multi-layered in terms 

of what you need and a lot of it is relationships and a lot of it is around the power 

dynamics in that relationship because you can’t try to extract something and put 

it through your lens of understanding and expect to apply it ... It’s a lot of depth 

and knowledge behind the decision that you make or the approaches you take. 

It’s not superficial stuff. It comes from a deeper place.  So you can’t really enact 

Two-Eyed Seeing without having Indigenous people at the table right from the 

beginning, right from the conception. Our Partnership Tenets kind of speak to 
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this, in co-developing the process and also being there for the decision-making 

and the application of it for the long term. That’s what you need for true Two-

Eyed Seeing, because you need both eyes there.  You can’t just go and say 

‘well, I get that, I can do that, thanks’, and go on your way and think that you’re 

going to be able to enact Two-Eyed Seeing, right?” (personal communication, 

May 29, 2025) 

Reflecting back on her own experience studying science, Lisa Young further elaborated 

on the importance of Indigenous involvement for true Two-Eyed Seeing:   

There are people that work with the Western Science ...that still have that 

connection to nature, but  they’re not allowed to marry the two [knowledge 

systems]. But First Nations do. They always have. If you want to do Two-Eyed 

Seeing, basically you need First Nations at the table. (L. Young, personal 

communication, May 29, 2025)  
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Chris Craig expanded this further by explaining that certain Indigenous partners in 

particular are able to practice Two-Eyed Seeing by acting as a bridge with Elders, 

thanks to their own experience in navigating western systems and knowledges.  “Non-

Indigenous people do not have the ability to do Two-eyed Seeing themselves, unless 

3. ACCOUNTS FROM THE FIELD: TRISH NASH 
As Trish Nash from the Unama’ki Institute of Natural Resources described,  

I grew up on the land [off-reserve], and we spent all our time on the river canoeing 
and boating, and walking in the forest learning with my grandfather. I wanted to be a 
biologist  since I was little and  went to the University of Guelph to get a degree in 
zoology. It was there that it was like, smack gob in my face, how western science 
was so different from Indigenous knowledge. Everything was black and 
white. Humans were dominant and resources were there to be exploited. No 
emotion. You can’t love nature. You could get a masters in two years and be 
considered an expert. All these things were so different from how I was raised. And 
then when I graduated, I had difficulty living in both worlds. And that’s when I started 
advocating for the value of Indigenous knowledge. But I’m telling you it was a hard 
sell in the 80s and 90s, and even until the last 10 years. I’ll give you an example that 
I always like to use. I worked in  southern Labrador and there was an international 
issue with Atlantic Salmon conservation. Inuit had always harvested salmon 
using nets. And so, the North Atlantic Salmon Conservation Organization 
(NASCO), an international governing body was saying that the salmon populations 
were declining because Inuit in southern Labrador were catching them all in their 
nets. So, I spent two years talking to fishers. And they were saying, ‘the salmon we 
catch are the salmon that go into our rivers and leave our rivers, and these are not 
salmon that would go to Greenland, Ireland, other waters. And I said, well, how are 
we going to prove that. And so, we did a DNA study. We took scales from 
salmon harvested in different Inuit communities and had them analyzed and it 
showed that 98% of the salmon caught originated from Labrador streams. Inuit in 
southern Labrador were not catching salmon from other regions. But we had to use 
DNA to prove to DFO and to NASCO that Inuit were not the problem. In 
fact, they had the most pristine salmon rivers in their 
territory and  were  conserving  salmon. But it’s just like Indigenous people have to 
use science to be able to prove that their knowledge is worthy.  And I mean now, it’s 
a completely different world. I find in government documents, you need to 
include Indigenous knowledge, and 20 years ago, it wasn’t recognized at all. So, I’ve 
got to say we have come a long way and I think the government is really really trying 
to do the right thing. (Personal communication, May 29, 2025) 
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it’s to apply their own traditional knowledge [as opposed to Indigenous traditional 

knowledge]” (Personal communication, October 3, 205).  

Integrating Indigenous Knowledge into conversations dominated by western, science 

based paradigms can be a challenging proposition. Trish Nash described her own 

experience working with Nunatukavut Inuit to prove the validity of their knowledge and 

management to western organizations (See Account From the Field, page 74).  Despite 

the challenges that can come with Western approaches, Lisa Young was careful to 

clarify its importance for Two-Eyed Seeing, 

Problematic as it is, even Albert Marshall will tell you that science does play an 

important role. So, he acknowledges, even him, that there's value to science. So 

don't get us wrong, there's a stark contrast of difference between indigenous 

knowledge and ways of knowing and science, and that’s why it's problematic for 

First Nations to incorporate traditional knowledge into that. But, I think the 

problem with science is not that it's used, it's how it's used, and what it's used for. 

So, what Albert asks us, ‘can we now take that knowledge and the good things 

that science can bring us, and if we applied that through a traditional lens in 

terms of what we're trying to achieve and have that influenced by Indigenous 

knowledges and understanding, then we can wield that tool of science for the 

betterment of the earth. And that's what he asks of us, right? So, a lot of Two-

Eyed Seeing is, like Albert will say it, is ‘there is a value in both knowledge 

systems, but how can we bring them together in a good way’. (personal 

communication, May 29, 2025) 

One success the Healing Place group members noted in particular, during the sharing 

circle, was both the challenge and the strength of consensus-based decision-making 

that is part of their methodology. When it came time to create a sign for the site, the 

idea of having a circle was proposed, but the group began working from a more 
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standard, rectangular design.  Issues soon emerged that were not easily resolved. As 

Ronda Boutz recalled,  

It was because we couldn’t figure out which order to put the partner logos in. Do 

we put First Nations together? Do we put the [logos] at the front…at the 

back…right, where do we put them? And Larry said this would be so much easier 

if the sign was circular. There’s no front, back, and we were like ‘that makes so 

much more sense’, and thanks to Forests Ontario, within two days we had a 

circular sign. They were all like, this is what it should have been when we 

started…and again, it was just all of us sitting there talking and yes it took us a 

while to get there. (Personal communication, October 3, 2024)  

Upon hearing this reflection from Ronda, Chris Craig added, 

That’s our “aha moment” and we keep that in our minds, and we remember it, 

and that’s why when we gather, we do that renewal constantly of the wampums 

and the friendships. Feasting, you know, it’s not that we love just to eat. We do, 

but it’s what ties us together as humans and Mother Earth. It’s that food, it comes 

from Mother Earth, and it’s what takes us as people and gathers us close to the 

table. And we’re connected with each other. We’re like family at that point where 

we eat together. So, it’s important. And it comes out of the governance. When 

you look back at it, it’s ‘How do we do this? Let’s take the time.’ (Personal 

communication, October 3, 2024) 

Challenging Constraints 

As practitioners highlighted earlier in this report,  operating within a context of colonial   

processes, systems, notions and  frameworks can introduce significant limitations to a 
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partnership’s ability to apply either Two-Eyed Seeing or Ethical Space. Consequently, 

their application require a commitment and ability to challenge constraints. 

Time 

There can be a significant tension between the time required to apply Two-Eyed Seeing 

in partnerships the sense of urgency that we feel to take action, but as NEBN Co-chair 

and Grandmother Charlene Winger-Jones put it,  “We can’t rush to find solutions, we 

should take our time to find the best way, not the quickest way” (Niagara Escarpment 

Biosphere Network, 2024, p. 37). This can significantly challenge the expectations many 

people hold after having done things another way. As observed by Nadine Spence,  

…these things take time because they’re relationship based, which can be a 

frustration to folks, but in my view what we are doing is so much more durable in 

the long term, because people of their own accord … build relationship 

tentatively, and then it gets stronger over time when you can have actions that 

reflect your words.  

Non-Indigenous partner Augusta Lipscombe reflected,  

[When] coming from a Western Approach of timelines and turnaround and 

workbacks, you have an idea of what things will take, but when you work with 

partners, when you do Two-Eyed Seeing, when you really set the time to create 

strong groundwork and be intentional with the project, it can take a lot longer 

than you anticipated. (Personal communication, January 15, 2025)  

More time might be required for training, for getting to know each other, for cultivating 

Ethical Space and co-creating a governance and decision-making process together 

before moving forward with a project’s goal.  However, it might also be necessary to 

take more time than usual to do things in a new way, or to slow things down when a 

project has gotten underway, in order to revisit the group’s intentions: “… all of a 

sudden, you know we just get excited and want to go forward and sometimes we have 
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to go slow.” (C. Craig, personal communication January 15, 2025). As Caley Doran 

reflected on his first year with the board,  

I feel like with NEBN and being on the board, I’m like a baby. Like, I'm just 

learning how to crawl. Like, I haven't even taken my first step yet. And so that's a 

long journey, but can you imagine when we learn how to run together, how 

awesome that's going to be with that positive change? So, we need to remind 

ourselves we have nothing but time and to use that to our advantage to do things 

in the right way, because if you force forward too quickly, you're going to trip and 

fall. (Personal communication November 20, 2024) 

Reflecting on the opportunities for collaboration being offered by many groups, including 

one which had recently asked him to be an Elder for them, when he is not an Elder in 

his community, Caley Doran reflected,  

We have to slow down. We have to slow way down. We pretty much have to 

stop, and we have to look behind us. We have to look down and know where we 

are. And we really shouldn’t move forward until we know our past, and bring that 

to the present, and are really aware of where we are right now, in all honesty. But 

some of these environmental conservation groups, you know, these settlers are 

trying to do ‘the right thing.’ Again, subjective. I think some part of this is to leave 

a legacy. Like what did I do in my life that was good? What did I do in the right 

way? But we really, in order to do it in the right way, we have to slow down to like 

a dead stop, and then as we gain our bearings and understanding, I’m sure 

Mother Earth will propel us forward together. But everyone’s going at different 

speeds. It’s like the saying, we have to learn to walk before we can run. 

(Personal communication, November 20, 2024).  
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Similarly, Larry reflected,  

In this cappuccino express, fast-paced world, it's almost counterintuitive to take 

the time and build the relationships and governance slowly, carefully. We have 

too many goals that we see as urgent and often they are, but the only way, the 

fastest way to achieve those goals, the most important goals, of cultivating life on 

Earth is to take time, is to slow down…. It's a muscle we have to exercise. We 

have to do that individually and collectively to make cross cultural arrangements 

work. (Personal communication January 27, 2024)  

Non-Indigenous partner John Sanna noted that, in a context of reporting deadlines, and 

competing priorities, this can feel daunting. “There’s always, ‘I don’t have time, I don’t 

have time at all’…You have to set your priorities and if it’s important, you’ll make the 

time for it. And this is important, so you should make the time for it (Personal 

communication, October 18, 2024).   

Commitment and Creativity 

In each of the initiatives examined, creativity and commitment brought together the 

ingredients necessary for success in an environment dominated by western 

approaches, which are not conducive to Two-Eyed Seeing. Personal and institutional 

commitment was fundamental, as the people involved invited leadership and funders 

along on the journey with them. When the NEC ignored the recommendations from the 

gatherings hosted by Plenty Canada, the organization secured its own funding to move 

forward with at least one of them independently (T. Johnson, personal communication, 

November 29, 2024). Liette Vasseur, a professor who was a member of both the TLC 

and the NEBN board, has juggled her own commitments to support Two-Eyed Seeing 
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work amid other obligations that she has15 (Personal communication, November 25, 

2024). Former members of the TLC and current members of the new NEBN board are 

not paid for their work in those positions (V. Serda, personal communication, November 

28, 2024). Meanwhile, Deb Pella Keen, the former director of the NEC, continued her 

involvement as a volunteer because of her personal commitment to the work and the 

relationships (D. Pella Keen, personal communication, December 2, 2024).  

Similarly, the partners of the Healing Place find creative ways to find the time and small 

pots of funding necessary to keep moving things forward, including internship funding 

(R. Boutz, personal communication, October 28, 2024). As described in that case story, 

when adjustments were necessary, Forests Ontario engaged their funder to explore 

what flexibility might be available with the deliverables they had committed to.  

Additionally, another partner finds ways to contribute using professional development 

time made available by his organization, specifically for the Healing Place (J. Sanna, 

personal communication, October 18, 2024). They, and many others from the team, 

also visit the site on their personal time. As Plenty Canada’s executive assistant Jessica 

Boateng commented, “You need to be committed for this to work and not let all those 

other pressures take things off the rails, as outside pressures will eventually come up.” 

(personal communication, October 3, 2024). Reflecting on the evolution of the Kluskap 

IPCA, Lisa Young commented,  

Sometimes it moves quickly, like it did with the [recent funding] ... and sometimes 

it moves a little slowly because there’s political uncertainty. But ... it’s never 

stopped. It’s always been there. And for, I think, Indigenous peoples, and why 

there’s resiliency, [it’s] because it’s more to us than just a job. It’s our way of life 

 

15 Liette noted that because of the enormous pressure on young academics to publish, to secure a position in 

their fields, it isn’t always easy or even appropriate for some work with Two-Eyed Seeing. She observed that 

this can become easier with tenure, promotion, and occasionally with specialization in this kind of 

collaborative work (Personal communication, November 25, 2024). 
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and it’s who we are as a people. So that’s where that comes from, right? 

(personal communication, May 29, 2025). 

The time required to do this work right, to build the trust and to create a process 

together can be quite significant, so it is important not to take that investment lightly. 

This is reflected in Parks Canada’s commitment to building their own capacity through 

the Indigenous Stewardship Policy. Provincial support for IPCAs in Nova Scotia was 

also identified as important for work in the Kluskap Wilderness area, especially from 

those who had been involved in the Indigenous Circle of Experts (T. Nash, personal 

communication, May 29, 2025, T. Nash, personal communication, August 8, 2025, C. 

Robinson, personal communication, May 29, 2025). In both cases, support from senior 

levels of government was identified as key to the progress made to date. 

Honouring Roles, Responsibilities and Other Mechanisms for Building Trust 

It would be inaccurate to suggest the constraints people can face are insignificant. Our 

current system’s challenges are particularly significant for Indigenous partners. In 

dealing with the realities of colonial and systemic racism by “outworking” it, one partner 

interviewed faced the realization that they were making themselves unwell, while 

another observed that they’ve become much more discerning of opportunities for 

collaboration given the behaviour they’ve experienced from other partnerships (A. 

Francis, personal communication, February 18 2025, L. McDermott, personal 

communication December 3, 2024). A third Knowledge Keeper commented,  

... sometimes it’s a very work-burdening load you have to carry because of the 

fact that there’s very few people that can do [Two-Eyed Seeing]. And you know, 

it’s finding the people that are there that you can bring to do this. They’re out 

there, but it’s to bring them into it, to wanting to do it (C. Craig, personal 

communication, October 22, 2024).  

A fourth person identified their own recent realization that they needed to focus their 

energy so they’re not spreading themselves too thin (C. Doran, personal 
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communication, November 20, 2024). There are many considerations that must be 

made when embarking on these kinds of partnerships, not the least of which is whether 

they align with a person’s personal priorities and those of their communities.  

Some western initiatives simply won’t work for some Indigenous peoples, because of a 

lack of alignment with their values and worldview (C. Craig, personal communication, 

January 15, 2025). Other western approaches can be adapted. One noteworthy 

example is the Memorandum of Understanding (MOU), a common tool used for 

establishing partnerships, that Abraham Francis, one of the original Healing Place 

partners, later developed. As he described, “It’s an expression of allyship that I told 

myself I would never do. I used to say this a lot, like ‘you know what? That’s not my 

labour, defining allyship. That’s not for me; that’s for non-Indigenous people” (Personal 

communication, February 18, 2025). However, his involvement with other projects 

looking at positionality and allyship catalyzed the creation of this document for another 

collaboration. He went on to share,  

I love the concept of an MOU, because it’s not a legally binding agreement. I love 

when things aren’t legally binding because I don’t believe in this justice system.  

This, for me, is like we agreed to interact with each other this way. This is also 

agreeing to be good relatives to each other, and that’s why I like the MOU 

(Personal communication, February 18, 2025) 

 In this MOU, he wrote “... let us be kind and patient with each other while also being 

accountable – the greatest expression of love by a community” (Francis, 2024), later 

reflecting, 

 Ultimately, when you think about Indigenous methodologies, that accountability 

framework is why we do work in the ways that we do. It’s part of the whole 

picture, part of the governance, is part of everything. We are accountable to our 

communities, to our relatives, to our ancestors, to future generations. We are 



 

 83/107 

built on a system of accountability. We just use terms like roles and 

responsibilities. (Personal communication, February 18, 2025) 

Similarly, UINR is taking proactive measures to set expectations for partnership in the 

wake of growing interest. They’ve published guidance on how to collaborate effectively 

with their organization in the form of Partnership Tenets16. These tenets are a publicly 

available reference point to help establish expectations at the outset of a partnership. 

Clare Robinson, Senior Conservation Planner with the provincial government working 

on the Kluskap IPCA initiative, reflected on the impact that the process of formally 

documenting their processes had on her: 

[The UINR staff said] ‘We should have this documented. It’s kind of like a 

memorandum of understanding, but it’s a little bit different because again, we 

want to use a Two-Eyed Seeing approach’. And I responded, ‘I don’t know why 

we need to write that down, we’re just going to do the work, this is great! We’ve 

got this committee, we have agendas, we’re doing the things, we’re checking the 

boxes...’ And you [Lisa Young, Executive Director of the UINR] were very direct 

with me, and you said ‘Clare, we have to write things down.  We have to write 

things down. When we don’t write things down, they get forgotten’, and I go back 

to it a lot because it really really hit me with a lot of force. I thought about the 

history, and I thought about all the things I didn’t know, all the things that were 

ignored and misunderstood…and how I thought I knew, but I didn’t. (personal 

communication, May 29, 2025)  

Clare also observed how important that step of writing things down was for not only 

documenting but also for channelling their attention into establishing how they were 

 

16 The UINR’s Partnership tenets are publicly available here on their website. 

https://www.uinr.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/UINR-Partnership-Tenets.pdf
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going to work together (personal communication, October 30, 2023). For the Healing 

Place working group, dedicating time to really agree upon and document their process 

also played a key role in their long-term success. They published their co-governance 

practices in a document17 that has proved helpful for not only sharing with those 

interested in the project, but for onboarding new members of the group at times of 

transition (R. Boutz, personal communication October 28, 2024.  

However, the level of commitment that comes from having been involved in these 

partnerships from the outset can be challenging to convey. As Clare Robinson 

observed:  

It’s very hard to communicate to people that don’t have those relationships or 

that sense of responsibility to something.... the key thing, the root of everything, I 

think, is that trust and sense of responsibility and curiosity. Not coming in with a 

set agenda for how this is going to go, being willing to be open and see where it 

goes, all of those things I’ve learned and would say are key ingredients in making 

this work. And when those things have eroded, the project [suffers] 100%. (C. 

Robinson, personal communication May 29, 2025).  

A key method of strengthening the relationships that underpin that sense of 

responsibility and openness has been to get people out on the land, a theme that 

emerged with all of the case studies and examples.  The NEBN board prioritizes getting 

their members out on the land as part of their co-governance principles (see  

 

17 These co-governance practices are publicly available here.  

https://www.plentycanada.com/uploads/4/1/9/6/41960459/the_healing_place__1_.pdf
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Appendix A) and did the same for their periodic review. The Healing Place working 

group members have been reconvening on the site for planting every spring, and every 

fall for harvest, welcoming other members of the community to join them. In addition to 

their own gatherings, those working on the Kluskap IPCA project had an opportunity to 

bring a Minister from the provincial government out for a visit that went so well he 

stayed three times as long as originally scheduled, speaking with an Elder and other 

members of the team on the land. After that, Lisa Young reflected,  

he often refers to that as one of the best things in his career that he’s 

experienced, and how it changed his perspective...So it only took a couple hours 

of someone just giving us a moment, and being open to understanding where 

we’re coming from, and what we’re trying to do (Personal communication, May 

29, 2025) 

 When encouraged by UINR staff to comment on good allyship during their group 

interview, Clare Robinson reflected, 

It’s...trust is everything, right? Trust is everything. I can’t be honest if I don’t trust 

you guys. And I do. We’ve laughed, we’ve cried, we’ve hugged. One of the early 

memories I have...post COVID, when people were just starting to gather again, 

and that was a really challenging time for everybody, of course. But we had an 

in-person meeting on the site. We had a walk with Clifford Paul. We were 

cleaning up the site, we pulled out a couple of truckloads of garbage, everything 

that people had been dumping at the trailhead over the years. At the time we 

were still doing social distancing to some extent. People were still nervous about 

hugging and things like that. Charlotte, one of the Earthkeepers did a little closing 

ceremony for us. After we’d done all our work she called everybody together. We 

stood in a big circle and and she started this hug. She just said, ‘I’m going to go 
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around, I’m going to hug you all, and then the next person will go. We are all 

going to hug!’ And I saw terror in peoples’ eyes, because nobody had hugged 

anybody for years, right? But it was so nice. It was so good to share closeness 

with colleagues and new friends. Just trusting and sharing. And it was a very 

powerful moment. It sounds kind of silly, maybe a little bit, but it was really a big 

deal after all of that. And to be there with that community of people at that 

particular site, I found really impactful. It was just sort of, you know, we’re all here 

and we’re part of this. (Personal communication, May 29, 2025) 

Trish Nash commented on the exchange of gifts at that event, as well as the importance 

of ceremony: “It’s important to ground yourself and to know that you’re moving forward 

in a good way together, and in a meaningful and trusting way. So, I think that’s super 

important. It’s not a religious thing at all, it’s that we see each other and our 

responsibility to Mother Earth” (personal communication, May 29, 2025). Ceremony was 

identified as important for all of the partnerships discussed for this report. It was also 

identified by those involved with the National Advisory Panel of Pathway to Target 1 as 

playing a significant role in connecting everybody. As Larry McDermott, who works 

internationally and supported that Pathway to Target 1 process as an Elder explained 

“...Ceremony, though it may come from, at least in that iteration, Indigenous peoples, 

included everybody of their own volition, and helps connect everyone ... Even if people 

don’t initially understand it, they can feel it working” He also added that elsewhere, he’s  

been involved with Indigenous peoples who either don’t believe in ceremony or 

are very indoctrinated by the persistent notion of the superiority of western 

systems and the inferiority of Indigenous systems. The promotion of western 

systems as superior is a colonial tool employed to undermine Indigenous self-

determination. So, occasionally I run into that and that is a problem, to say the 

least. (Personal Communication, December 3, 2024).   
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In summary, a pro-active Two-Eyed Seeing approach to clarifying roles and 

responsibilities, as well as mechanisms for building trust can lay the foundations 

necessary to ensure conditions are right for the successful application of Two-Eyed 

Seeing throughout a partnership. 

 

 

 

Leadership  

Leadership from both the individuals and organizations involved with these partnerships 

has played a critical role, but so too has been the leadership demonstrated by those 

making supports available to them.  

4. ACCOUNTS FROM THE FIELD: ROB KEEN 
As Rob Keen, former CEO of Forests Ontario described, 

I was on a Lands for Life land use planning process back in the 1990s. The 
[Ontario] government initiated this process with the goal of completing the Parks 
system and providing long term certainty for forest industry and mining 
sector.  There were three round tables established across Ontario and I was very 
fortunate to be on the Great Lakes Saint Lawrence Round Table. I’m not sure 
why I was chosen as there was representation from the forest industry, mining 
sector, the tourism industry, planners, cottage associations, etc. I was a forestry 
consultant. It was a group of about twelve people all representing and negotiating 
for their own interest groups. I don’t recall a First Nation representative in our 
group. Big mistake. 
  
We travelled throughout the region meeting with many groups. One meeting was 
at Bear Island in Temagami. It was wintertime, and we had to go across to the 
island on one of their ice roads in a van. Oh my gosh, several in the van were 
extremely nervous. Windows were open, even though it was twenty below out. 
Once there, we went to the Band Council meeting room and sat in chairs in a 
circle, no table. They performed a smudge ceremony. We then started going 
around the circle and, these people, that had been together for maybe a year by 
this time, started sharing new stories, thoughts, their values and personal stories 
and just opened up, away from the regular posturing or negotiating. It was a very 
cleansing experience. (Personal communication, October 24, 2024) 
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The collaborative work supporting the Kluskap IPCA was significantly advanced by 

historic investments made by Canada to support its international biodiversity 

commitments. However, the Pathway to Target 1 process that preceded those 

investments had a significant impact on the support the Kluskap IPCA received, thanks 

to the relationships that it supported.  The Indigenous Circle of Experts, of which UINR 

Executive Director Lisa Young was a member, was convened through the Pathway18 

and played a key role in  highlighting the significance of IPCAs in conservation across 

Canada. With two senior leaders from the government of Nova Scotia also having also 

been involved with the Pathway to Target 1 process, Lisa Young observed that they 

“had a good base in Nova Scotia where there’s a lot of people on both sides of the 

table, Mi’kmaw and the province, that were very keen for IPCAs and the working 

relationship was really good. It was there just to start things off right” (L. Young, 

personal communication, May 29, 2025).  At the outset of a provincial initiative to create 

a network of protected areas, the government of Nova Scotia recognized IPCAs, which 

enabled foundational funding to advance work on the Kluskap IPCA (T. Nash, personal 

communication, May 29, 2025). Clare Robinson, Senior Conservation Planner for the 

government of Nova Scotia reflected,  

I think [for] any engagement on protected areas that had happened before, there 

wasn’t the funding to allow people to participate easily and in a meaningful 

way.  It was done in writing for the most part. Letters and notices sent out for 

public and Mi’kmaw consultation, inviting input in writing or electronically. And 

now, all of a sudden in Nova Scotia, we had this pot of money to bring everybody 

together, that could pay for people’s time to have conversations. So I think that’s 

what kind of kick-started the whole thing. We finally had capacity for everyone to 

participate in an equal way and share a dialogue about conservation. It was 

 

18  For more info on Ethical Space and Indigenous leadership through the Pathway process, see this overview.  

https://canadaconservation.ca/home/indigenous-leadership/
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pretty exciting at the time and I think everybody recognized that something 

special was happening because finally everybody interested in this kind of thing 

was able to come together and talk about how to do it in a good way (Personal 

communication, May 29, 2025). 

After decades of successful partnerships and relationship building in Unama’ki, the 

UINR had laid the groundwork to leverage this opportunity and further progress their 

communities’ vision for the Kluskap IPCA through that process. 

Experience, seniority and the support of organizational leaders was identified as helpful 

for generating the transformative dialogue necessary for issues that can otherwise meet 

resistance. At the individual level, having staff involved who have developed a thorough 

understanding of their organizational environment, as well as the trust necessary to 

action things quickly, has facilitated work for the Healing Place (R. Boutz, personal 

communication October 28, 2024). When reflecting on support for the Kluskap IPCA, 

Clare Robinson shared her impressions of one of her new colleagues when she first 

became engaged:  

He was nearing retirement, had spent his whole career in government. Quite a 

soft-spoken guy, very knowledgeable, and I was curious how open he would be 

to exploring co-governance of an area he had stewarded for years. Well, you 

never would have found a stronger ally. He expressed gratitude that at the end of 

his career he was able to experience working with UINR at Kluskap. He looked 

for every opportunity to bring people with him into the field and learn, not just 

teach, but to learn. He still comes out as a volunteer now. He’s a big champion of 

the project. (Personal communication, May 29, 2025) 

Support across the organizational hierarchy also really enabled another partner’s ability 

to do this collaborative work (J. Sanna, personal communication, October 18, 2024), 

and at Forests Ontario, the prioritization of the relationship by senior management 
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helped front line staff allocate the time the partnership required (A. Lipscombe, personal 

communication, January 15, 2025).   This kind of support can be key, particularly for 

Indigenous contributors weighing the potential consequences of speaking their truths. 

One Indigenous partner reflected that, at an earlier moment in their career, they were 

nearly fired for speaking up about the way Indigenous engagement was being done (C. 

Craig, personal communication, January 15, 2025). Another Indigenous partner 

reflected on the dynamics they have faced elsewhere:  

I want to show up in those discussions…with my own agency. You know? 

Instead of like, if I say the wrong thing, then this group isn’t going to want to work 

with me anymore. You know, it’s just… it’s hard. I think that’s where relationships 

matter, where community building matters. Cause I know who the real goodies 

are. I know who’s down to make stuff happen. I know who to draw on. It’s not like 

I’m afraid to build new relationships, but I think there are certain moments where 

I realized that there are limits to that relationship.  It’s ‘I’m invested in the 

liberation of your people in so far as it doesn’t affect me…’ and again, colonial 

systems at play, ‘in so far as it doesn’t make my job harder, insofar as it doesn’t 

make us have to reconcile things’.  And I think I want to approach that from a 

same sort of space, because I want to participate in the system in so far as I 

need to, and on the other side of that is the real possibility of transformative 

change that we’ve all been talking about. (A. Francis, personal communication, 

February 18, 2025)   

It takes significant courage to speak the kinds of truths necessary for a relationship to 

strengthen. That critical expression of leadership can be significantly enabled by 

support from those in formal leadership roles at partnering organizations. 

As highlighted previously, in the case of the Indigenous Stewardship Circle, staff at 

Parks Canada have worked with their leadership to create new spaces necessary for 
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enabling Ethical Space and Two-Eyed Seeing, while dedicating resources toward 

capacity building within their organization, designed to enable following through on that 

work successfully.  There is also a shift within the agency to provide support for both 

staff and Indigenous community partners so they can build relationships and identify 

priorities and outcomes together before committing to those outcomes in a subsequent 

proposal (N. Cardinal, personal communication March 18, 2025). Over the course of 

these interviews, concerns were raised that government priorities might shift away from 

supporting this kind of work (A. Lipscombe, personal communication, January 15, 

2025). Meanwhile, during the Healing Place Sharing Circle, one Indigenous partner 

remarked to the other members of the group,  

...This is exceptional. Even people with lots of money and resources, should 

know better, tons of policy, don't get it. So, it's important that we're here doing 

this, and I applaud everyone who helped make that shift happen. It took all of us 

to make that shift happen” (L. McDermott, personal communication, October 3, 

2024)  

Funding is important but these initiatives and partnerships have ultimately been driven 

by people. They were driven by members of civil society, grassroots leadership and 

values-driven professionals. Reflecting on his own experience working as the CEO of 

Forests Ontario, a not-for-profit that relies on outside funding sources for their work, 

Rob Keen reflected,  

Everybody can just point and say, ‘oh, we need more money’, you know? And it 

is such an easy… It's a cop out, frankly…. I think it's all about the people. It's 

making sure they have the support, whatever those support mechanisms are, to 

do what they are passionate about doing. And it's not a process. It's not a just a 

‘here fill in the application’ or whatever. It's got to be driven by people. People are 

passionate about what all is going on here. (Personal communication, October 

18, 2024) 
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Considerations  
 



QUESTION CONSIDERATIONS FOR MORE, SEE

Are the appropriate 
rightsholders at the table?

Individuals and communities Indigenous to the specific 
location of each project were involved in the application of 
Two-Eyed Seeing, ensuring that their unique 
perspectives, rights and responsibilities are integrated 
into decision-making1. This includes Indigenous 
knowledge keepers prepared to bridge knowledge 
systems within the partnership. One initiative catalyzing 
on-the ground partnerships across extensive geographies 
considered how they can enable and support strong 
partnerships with peoples Indigenous to specific locations 
within them. 

Is everyone open to 
co-developing a common 
understanding of what is 

necessary for a strong and 
healthy partnership?

All partners were open to co-developing an understanding 
of Ethical Space and shared governance early in the 
partnership. Indigenous values and ceremony were 
integral to this process, not as a religious practice, but one 
that acknowledges relationship and responsibility to 
Mother Earth.  To help facilitate these processes, one 
Indigenous organization made a set of Partnership Tenets 
publicly available for those interested in collaborating with 
them. 

Many of the histories and skills underlying these 
partnerships are essential but haven’t been part of 
everyone’s training. It is important to ensure that 
Indigenous practitioners are not expected to do the work 
of continually re-educating non-Indigenous partners 
where other avenues for learning exist.

Does everyone have adequate 
knowledge and understanding to 

engage effectively and 
respectfully?

Conversations involving deep listening, as well as a 
willingness to examine blind spots and learn from each 
other, were required. These conversations were not 
always comfortable but were necessary to be able to 
address issues as they emerged over the course of the 
partnership. 

Is everyone committed to 
learning and potentially 

adapting their approaches to 
the collective work?

Is everyone comfortable 
speaking up when necessary, 

sharing their perspectives, and 
being accountable for mistakes?

Does everyone have the 
support necessary to adapt 

their approach to the 
partnership as it evolves? 

A Two-Eyed Seeing approach must be informed by all 
those involved in every given partnership.
The following questions can help guide reflection to help 
strengthen that process:

Ensuring that the appropriate conditions are in place for 
everyone to feel comfortable contributing was essential, 
as well as verifying whether that level of comfort is truly 
present for everyone. 

Having support from senior leaders and funders who 
were receptive to the needs of both Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous partners was helpful for addressing 
challenges that emerged (E.g. the need to adapt a 
project or invest more time than anticipated). 

audio from the conversation 
with Lisa Young*

audio from the conversation 
with Chris Craig*

report section 
“Acknowledging Context”*

report section "Honouring Roles, 
Responsibilities and Other 
Mechanisms for Building Trust"*

audio from the conversation 
with Nadine Spence*

report section 
"Addressing the Past"*

audio from the conversation 
with Nathan Cardinal*

report section "Building Trust 
Through Ethical Space"*

audio from from theconversation 
with Abraham Francis*

report section "Governance"*

audio from the conversation 
with Augusta Lipscombe*

report section "Leadership"*

*All audio clips and the full report for Opening the Eyes of Two-Eyed Seeing: Learning From Cross-cultural 
Partnerships in Conservation can be found at www.plentycanada.com/tespartnerships

PlentyCanada

 1Note that there are also other place-based frameworks outside of Mi’kma’ki, such as the Teiohate Kaswenta as described by Abraham Francis from Akwesasne, the Tłıcho concept of “Strong Like Two People” (M’sit No’kmaq 
2021), and more (see Marshall 2022, and Reid et al. 2021) that may be important to discuss when considering what approaches will be taken to the partnership.

https://www.plentycanada.com/tespartnerships.html
https://www.plentycanada.com/tespartnerships.html
https://www.plentycanada.com/tespartnerships.html
https://www.plentycanada.com/tespartnerships.html
https://www.plentycanada.com/tespartnerships.html
https://www.plentycanada.com/tespartnerships.html
https://www.plentycanada.com/tespartnerships.html
https://www.plentycanada.com/tespartnerships.html
https://www.plentycanada.com/tespartnerships.html
https://www.plentycanada.com/tespartnerships.html
https://www.plentycanada.com/tespartnerships.html
https://www.plentycanada.com/tespartnerships.html
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Conclusion 
The application of Two-Eyed Seeing in partnerships offers a powerful approach to the 

cross-cultural collaborations necessary to many issues that must be addressed in 

conservation. However, for this approach to be successful, it’s critical that its application 

is rooted in both personal and organizational commitments to building relationships, 

trust, and the leadership necessary to challenge the status quo. It is critical that 

Indigenous perspectives are not being sought to “fill in the gaps” (Kimmerer, 2012), or to 

lend support to western methods and goals that have been pre-determined for this 

work. It requires not only respect for those perspectives, but full and equal partnership 

for Indigenous peoples involved in a project (Reo et al. 2017). This requires an 

openness to new ways of doing things, and a recognition that expressions of respect 

can vary between cultures. A willingness to learn, not only about the natural world but 

about other cultural perspectives, while determining how each group can work together 

in partnership, is critical to success in Two-Eyed Seeing, as it allows the space 

necessary for the needs of Indigenous communities to be voiced and prioritized. This 

requires deep listening, as well as a willingness to embrace feedback have difficult 

conversations. It also adds to the call for genuine intentions and long-term commitment 

that are required for building equitable relationships (Gansworth et al. 2022). These 

approaches must also be taken with an awareness of the extraordinary pressures often 

being placed on Indigenous partners to educate and inform non-Indigenous partners 

and institutions, not dissimilar to what has been described in academia (Stirling et al. 

2023), so that equitable considerations can be made for supporting them in their work.  

This need not occur within the strict parameters of a partnership, as highlighted by Dr. 

McGregor, who noted the need for funding to support Indigenous relationships with the 

lands and waters, essential for maintaining the very knowledge systems their 

community members bring to the table (Marshall et al. 2020). In other words, allyship is 

essential from non-Indigenous partners, both within and outside of the scope of any 

formal partnership, to sustain this collective work in the long term.   

 Because Two-Eyed Seeing is explicitly action-oriented, it comes with a 

responsibility to not only recognize, but act on the understandings that are generated 
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(Reid et al. 2021). This makes Two-Eyed Seeing an inherently transformative 

endeavour. For this reason, the growing enthusiasm for this concept offers an important 

opportunity for positive change within the conservation sector, and society more 

broadly, because it doesn’t stop with a single opportunity for cross-cultural learning. As 

these initiatives have demonstrated, its application relies upon the leadership and 

creativity of the people involved, more so than any specific support from government or 

funders, though that support is certainly helpful when thoughtfully applied.  I hope that 

by in sharing, and adding to these perspectives and experiences, we might help 

contribute to not only an improved understanding of what Two-Eyed Seeing can look 

like when it is applied in partnerships, but an improvement in our collective relationships 

with each other and future generations. 
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Appendix A  
Interview Questions  

Two eyed seeing is a term that was coined by Mi’kmaw Elder Albert Marshall to 

describe an approach inherent in many Indigenous peoples’ ways of thinking. He has 

described this as  

“learning to see from one eye with the strengths of Indigenous knowledges and ways of 

knowing, and from the other eye with the strengths of Western knowledges and ways of 

knowing, and to using both these eyes together, for the benefit of all.” It “enables 

recognition of Indigenous knowledge as a distinct and whole knowledge system side by 

side with the same for mainstream (Western) science.” (Bartlett 2012) 

 

We would love to be able to share what you’ve learned with others to help them in their 

journey in applying a Two-Eyed Seeing approach to partnerships, and have developed 

some questions to help guide our conversation: 

1. Tell us about X project/partnership. What are its objectives and how did it start?  
2. Do you feel that Indigenous knowledge is important, and if so, why? 
3. How did your own connection to the project/partnership start?  
4. Are there any particular experiences or relationships that you held prior to this 

project/partnership that you feel played an important role in how you were able to 
contribute to the project/partnership developing the Two-Eyed Seeing approach? 

5. In what ways does the project/partnership represent the description of Two-Eyed 
Seeing as described by Elder Albert Marshall, earlier?  

6. Was it a conscious decision to embrace Two Eyed Seeing? How did its 
incorporation into the project/partnership develop? 

7. How has Two-Eyed Seeing shaped the outcomes of the project /partnership?  
8. Would you like to share a bit more about how Two-Eyed Seeing has shaped 

some of the more recent outcomes of the project/partnership as the partnership 
has evolved?  

9. Where have you seen things go off the rails when it comes to applying Two-Eyed 
Seeing in partnerships? What have been the challenges? 

10. How have you seen these, or any other barriers to Two-Eyed Seeing overcome 
in this project/partnership or others? If so, what were they and how was this 
done? 
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11. What would you say enabled Two-Eyed Seeing to be successful in this 
partnership? 

12. How do you know it’s been successful? 
13. What does a healthy cross-cultural relationship look like? Or what attributes 

would indicate a healthy cross-cultural relationship? 
14. What do you think needs to be in place in order to sustain such a cross-cultural 

relationship? 
15. Are there any considerations that you would like to speak to when it comes to the 

evolution of a partnership that has been successful in applying Two-Eyed Seeing 
to its work when new individuals and organizations are joining in, or thinking 
about joining? 

16. Do you have any concerns about the sustainability of efforts to bridge knowledge 
systems in conservation? What does it look like, or what would it look like to be 
properly supported in similar spaces (as an individual/as an organization)? 

17. Is there anything else you think I should know that you haven’t had a chance to 
talk about yet? 
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Sharing Circle Discussion Topics 

Two eyed seeing is a term that was coined by Mi’kmaw Elder Albert Marshall to 

describe an approach that he feels is inherent in many Indigenous peoples’ ways of 

thinking. He has described this as  

“learning to see from one eye with the strengths of Indigenous knowledges and ways of 

knowing, and from the other eye with the strengths of Western knowledges and ways of 

knowing, and to using both these eyes together, for the benefit of all.” It “enables 

recognition of Indigenous knowledge as a distinct and whole knowledge system side by 

side with the same for mainstream (Western) science.” (Bartlett 2012) 

 

We would love to be able to share what you’ve learned with others to help them in their 

journey in applying a Two-Eyed Seeing approach to partnerships and have developed 

some suggested topics to help guide our conversation. 

 

Participants of the circle will be asked if they wish to reflect on the following: 

 

1. Your relationship to the project/partnership and one of the most significant moments 

for you as it relates to Two-Eyed Seeing. 

2. The key benefits to enacting Two-Eyed Seeing in a project like this. 

3. The opportunities and challenges encountered when working to bridge knowledge 

systems, as well as whether you have any recommendations on how others might 

approach other similar initiatives? 
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Appendix B 
NEBN Co-Governance Principles 

• Board operates from a core place of Ethical Space and Two-Eyed Seeing 

• All Board Members have the necessary training for creating a shared path 

• Each board member is fully committed to Reconciliation 

• Power of Ceremony 

o Smudging or other suitable Ceremony will start and close all Board 

meetings 

• Chair and Co-Chair govern as equals and are selected to represent Indigenous 

and non-Indigenous perspectives 

• Both Chairs act as one voice representing NEBN to external partners such as 

CBRA, and attend together, whenever possible 

• A balance of Indigenous and non-Indigenous voices is achieved, including 

participation of Anishinaabe and Haudenosaunee First Nations 

• Board Meetings are a time for Sharing, Listening, Dialogue and Decision-making 

with sufficient time allocated to complete this cycle 

• Board members are given the opportunity to Immerse themselves in the beauty 

of the Biosphere and invite guests to meetings for sharing Biosphere experiences  

Source:  

Niagara Escarpment Biosphere Network (2024). 2024 Self Study Annex. 

https://nebnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/NEBN-Self-Study-Annex_-

April-2024-.pdf  
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