Local and Traditional Knowledge in the Context of Alaska and Arctic Climate Change

     The Arctic Climate Impact Assessment (ACIA) published by the International Arctic Science Committee (IASC) in 2005 provides a comprehensive review of the perspectives of Native peoples in the Arctic on climate change. Chapter 3 of this report described the development and nature of what was termed “indigenous knowledge” and its use and application, provided observations of climate change, and presented nine case studies, including ones for the Kotzebue area and Aleutians/Pribilof Islands region of Alaska. The summary below is taken from that chapter. The full report is available in pdf form at http://www.acia.uaf.edu. The references to studies that support the excerpted statements below are included in the report.
Definitions
“A variety of terms have been used - “traditional knowledge”, “traditional ecological knowledge (TEK)”, “traditional knowledge and wisdom”, “local and traditional knowledge (LTEK)”, “indigenous knowledge”, and various combinations of these words and their acronyms.” 
Knowledge

“ ‘Knowledge’ by itself omits the insights learned from experience and application, which are better captured by “wisdom”. All of these terms neglect the spiritual dimensions of knowledge and connection with the environment that are often of greatest importance to those who hold this knowledge.”

Traditional or Indigenous Knowledge

     The report (ACIA 2005) used the term “indigenous knowledge” “in a broad sense, encompassing the various systems of knowledge, practice, and belief gained through experience. . . “Traditional” was described “as having “a connotation of being static and from past times, whereas this knowledge is current and dynamic.”. . . “By any term, indigenous knowledge plays a vital role in arctic communities, and its perpetuation is important to the future of such communities.”

     “It (indigenous or traditional knowledge) has also become a popular research topic. Scholars within and outside the indigenous community discuss its nature, the appropriate ways in which it should be studied and used, how it can be understood, and how it relates to other ways of knowing such as the scientific. Many agree that indigenous knowledge offers great insight from people who live close to and depend greatly on the local environment and its ecology. Most of these scholars also recognize, however, that gaining access to and using this knowledge must be done with respect for community rights and interests, and with awareness of the cultural contexts within which the knowledge is gathered, held, and communicated. Successful efforts are typically built on trust and mutual understanding” and “legal and political contexts (such a intellectual property rights) must also be taken into account.”

Summary of Climate Change Observations by Arctic Indigenous Peoples

     The report (ACIA 2005) included case studies from throughout the Arctic. The conclusions were as follows:

     “One topic that stands out across all regions is increased weather variability and unpredictability. Experienced hunters and elders from around the Arctic express concern that they cannot predict the weather like they used to: the weather changes more quickly and in unexpected ways. Arctic residents recognize that the climate is inherently variable. However, many indigenous observers identify the unpredictable and unseasonable weather of the last decade or so as unprecedented. “

     “While increased weather variability clearly stands out as the most common observation of change across arctic communities, changes in wind and changes in sea ice are also important and widespread. The details of both, however, depend on the location of the observation.

In some communities, residents are concerned about changes in wind direction, in others wind strength and the frequency of high winds have changed, and in some places both trends have been seen. Changes in sea ice are similarly variable in time and space. Sea ice may be of

the usual thickness but lesser extent in one area in a given year, and the usual extent but reduced thickness in a different area or in another year.The common theme is the prevalence of unusual characteristics and patterns in winds and sea ice.”

     “This leads to another insight from analyzing indigenous observations, which is the stress on interconnections between impacts from climate and environmental changes. . .  The Kotzebue case study offers several examples of the different and interacting consequences of change in a single variable in that region.” 

The Importance of Indigenous and Traditional Perspectives

     The report described the importance of addressing “the impacts of climate change and variability on those affected most directly: the people whose ways of life are based on their use of the land and waters of the Arctic.” They chose to present a series of case studies  drawn from existing research projects, which although “idiosyncratic” would  reflect “differences in the communities they describe as well as differences in the aims and methods of the studies from which they derive. . . The case studies are intended to give a human face to some of the impacts of weather and climate change observed by arctic residents.” 

     The case studies “illustrate that while generalizations are possible, the particular circumstances, location, economic base, and culture of a particular group, as well as each individual’s personal history and experiences, are crucial factors in determining how and what people think about climate change, how climate change may or may not affect

them, and what can or cannot be done in response.” 

     The report described a situation in which many arctic residents are vulnerable to the impacts of climate change but are also adapted to live in an environment that demands flexibility and resilience. “Indigenous perspectives are also important in that indigenous peoples are experts in learning-by-doing. Science can learn from arctic indigenous knowledge in dealing with climate change impacts, and build on the adaptive management approach – which, after all, is a scientific version of learning-by-doing.”

     One significant aspect of indigenous perspectives “is that they help illustrate that the vulnerability and resilience of each group or community differ greatly from place to place and from time to time. In considering the impacts of climate change in the Arctic and the options for responding to those changes, it is essential to understand the nature of the question. It is also essential to consider what is at stake. The indigenous peoples of the Arctic are struggling to maintain their identity and distinctive cultures in the face of national assimilation and homogenization, as well as globalization. The response to climate change can exacerbate or mitigate the impacts of that climate change itself.”

Local Knowledge

     The ACIA report did not use the term “local knowledge” to refer to the knowledge from Alaska Natives or generated in Alaskan Native cultural contexts because the term “fails to capture the sense of continuity and the practice of building on what was learned by previous generations.”

     This term is, however, often used to describe the observations made by people who are not professional scientists or indigenous or traditional in the ethnic or cultural context of an Alaska Native Alaska tribe. Many people who fit this description have long residence in specific areas of Alaska and/or the Arctic. With respect to climate change, they are often able to contribute accurate observations over a broader geographic area made over a longer period of time that could be accomplished by scientists during studies limited by time, geographic area, or the feasibility of scientific sampling intensity. In addition, people of all ages and length of residence are increasingly being engaged in “citizen science” or “observation networks” to collect scientific data in studies for which scientists develop the data collection protocols, oversee quality aspects of the data, and interpretation the data. 

Integrating LTK and Research

     The North Pacific Research Board (NPRB) promotes and encourages the inclusion of Local and Traditional Knowledge (LTK) in their annual funding process for marine research. NPRB’s Science Plan adopts the definition of “local and traditional knowledge (LTK)” as “information, understanding, and wisdom accumulated over time based on experience and often shared within a group or community.” 
     Local and traditional knowledge is an important component of NPRB’s Bering Sea Integrated Ecosystem Program/Bering Ecosystem Study Team (BSIERP/BEST) project http://bsierp.nprb.org/proj_mgt/sow.html. The work will focus on: 1) documenting, characterizing, and quantifying local harvest practices and changes to better understand the relationship between Bering Sea communities and the Bering Sea ecosystem, 2) documenting and characterizing local understanding of Bering Sea ecosystem structure and function to allow comparison with biological understanding and sharing of knowledge between both ways of knowing, integrate the results of (1) and (2) across the communities involved  identify key similarities and differences as well as regional trends or associations with particular environmental feature, and 4) incorporate the results of (1), (2), and (3) into ecosystem models and other syntheses developed through BSIERP. A Nelson Island Natural and Cultural Knowledge Project will be conducted as a major effort toward indigenous observation and knowledge documentation in five Bering Sea communities. The plan for the project includes 1) an annual Elders and Youth Convention involving presentations on topics chosen by the CEC board, 2) yearly culture camps, 3) the Yupiit Yuraryarait regionwide dance festival, 4) the development of a network of cultural coordinators to encourage documentation and exchange of traditional knowledge within village groups, and 5) the production of books and videos to disseminate information shared during events.
     Robards (2008 - http://www.uaf.edu/files/rap/Robards%20Dissertation%202008.pdf) conducted a study of the relationship between walrus, sea ice, and Alaska Native subsistence between 1952 and 2004 to better understand walrus ecology and subsistence under different climatic regimes. 
