
271

Commentary

Indigenous Governance is an Adaptive 
Climate Change Strategy 

Stephanie Irlbacher-Fox

Rachel MacNeill
 

Since the 1960s, scientists have been aware that human activity has resulted 
in a warming climate. Th is reality has and will continue to result in changes 
to the way we live.

Th e Arctic and Subarctic have held prominent places in discussions 
on climate change, in part because impacts here are so stark and clearly 
connected to the eff ects of changes in temperature. In popular discourse 
internationally, media narratives often focus on “charismatic megafauna”: 
polar bears starving, venturing into towns, disoriented, hungry, drowning.1 

In Canada, Indigenous and ally activism on climate change make the link 
with food security, personal safety, and cultural survival, employing stories 
of Indigenous hunters no longer able to reliably read the signs of the land 
due to “strange weather.”2 Indigenous Peoples provide critical insights 
into how climate change results in immediate and important implications 
for humans.3 However, using Indigenous experiences as evidence for 
climate change is often where the conversation stops—it should instead 
be a starting point. Th e conversation needs to turn to how Indigenous 
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Knowledge, cultures, and the ways of life grounding Indigenous decision-
making authority are a viable, legitimate, sustainable, and adaptive climate 
change strategy. 

Greta Th unberg, the world’s newest global climate change conscience, 
has a simple message: that to stop climate change, diff erent people must be 
given the power to make decisions and they must make diff erent decisions, 
in diff erent ways. And they must do it now.4 Th is sounds familiar to those 
of us living in the Northwest Territories, because Indigenous Peoples have 
been seeking increased control over decision-making at the local level, in 
various aspects of their lives, for a very long time.

So how might this fi gure into climate change adaptation and 
mitigation strategies? Echoing Greta Th unberg’s message, diff erent people 
must both be in charge and have the resources to make diff erent decisions, 
and make them diff erently. In academia, where much of the thinking on 
climate change adaptation originates, much has been made of Indigenous 
responses to climate change framed as “resilience” (e.g., don’t worry, 
Indigenous Peoples will bounce back),5 or “ecological grief ” (e.g., worry, 
Indigenous Peoples cannot bounce back and this grief amplifi es other social 
ills).6 Such analysis again provides compelling evidence for action, yet also 
paints a picture of peoples at the margins of power, at the mercy of forces 
operating at a macro level that is irrelevant to the locality of experience—a 
reality where Indigenous traditional territories have increasingly become 
the habitat more of mines than of caribou; and a reality that should simply 
be accepted: grieve, bounce back, adapt. Perform and ultimately acquiesce 
to settler colonial norms.

Th e only legitimate and probably sustainable climate change 
adaptation strategy for Indigenous Peoples starts with their continuing to 
know and understand their lands through being on and living with their 
lands, even if the power over land management or weather eludes them. 
Like many of the pressures faced by Indigenous Peoples, their climate 
change adaptation options are subject to settler colonial, societal, and 
institutional control. Settler colonial control over decision making operates 
in opposition to and at the expense of Indigenous control and Indigenous 
values. Settler control—through control of institutions, resources, and 
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decision making—not only greatly narrows the options for Indigenous 
responses to climate change adaptation, but is also seen as a natural and 
acceptable societal norm. 

Th is is a bad adaptive climate change strategy. However, a just, 
sustainable, and legitimate climate change adaptation strategy and tool 
is readily available: settler colonial governments and society recognizing 
and acting on their moral, personal, and societal responsibilities to restore 
Indigenous governance authorities and to institute respectful relations. In 
other words, the best climate change adaptation strategy is for governments 
(and voters) to support Indigenous governance of climate change strategies 
for their communities and territories, ensuring the provision of resources 
needed to accomplish targeted outcomes and goals. 

Using the power and authority over their lands and people, 
recognized through negotiated rights-based agreements and/or rooted in 
cosmologies that understand Indigenous Peoples as part of their lands, 
many Indigenous governments have undertaken targeted culturally-based 
land-connection initiatives. Th ese range from building land-based camps 
for uses from eco-tourism to healing, to major annual seasonal journeys 
through their traditional territories as ways to reconnect youth to their 
people and identities. Th ese land-based acts are generative of identity 
and relationship, essential for closing the varied gaps and healing the 
individual and collective harms created by ongoing colonial impacts. 
Labelled by Indigenous scholars as “grounded normativity,”7 simply put it 
is the ability for Indigenous Peoples to engage in cultural resurgences and 
forms of culturally-based being as the basis for their social and political 
norms. People who mix themselves with the land in profoundly respectful 
ways, come to love the land. Loving the land is a necessary precursor to 
protecting and learning how to adapt to its changes. Land-based practices, 
those everyday choices of Indigenous governments, communities, and 
individuals, enable Indigenous Peoples to make collective strategic choices 
in the face of climate change, which do not force them to further self-
alienate from their lands, and that will not shift climate action onto the 
shoulders of future generations. 
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A fundamental requirement for enacting Indigenous governance as an 
adaptive climate change strategy is for settler colonial society to get out 
of the way: respect Indigenous land relationships, honour treaties through 
fulfi lling legal obligations, restore governance authorities, and institute 
specifi c actions to restore respectful societal relations (e.g., consult the Truth 
and Reconciliation Calls to Action).8 Climate adaptation on these terms 
would support Indigenous Peoples to lead us all in adapting to climate 
change on the lands that they have managed since time immemorial.
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