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Abstract: Across Inuit Nunangat, Inuit rely on wildlife for food security, cultural continuity,
intergenerational learning, and livelihoods. Caribou has been an essential species for Inuit for millennia,
providing food, clothing, significant cultural practices, and knowledge-sharing. Current declines in
many caribou populations—often coupled with hunting moratoriums—have significant impacts on
Inuit food, culture, livelihoods, and well-being. Following an Inuit-led approach, this study
characterized Inuit-caribou relationships; explored Inuit perspectives on how caribou have been
managed; and identified opportunities for sustaining the Mealy Mountain Caribou. Qualitative data
were collected in Rigolet, Nunatsiavut, Labrador, Canada through 21 in-depth interviews and
two community open houses. Data were analyzed using constant comparative methods and
thematic analysis. Rigolet Inuit described: how conservation management decisions had disrupted
important connections among caribou and Inuit, particularly related to food, culture, and well-being;
the socio-cultural and emotional impacts of the criminalization of an important cultural practice,
as well as perceived inequities in wildlife conservation enforcement; and the frustration, anger,
and hurt with not being heard or included in caribou management decisions. These results provide
insights into experiences of historic and ongoing colonial wildlife management decisions, and highlight
future directions for management initiatives for the health and well-being of Inuit and caribou.

Keywords: caribou; co-management; Inuit well-being; wildlife management; cultural continuity;
Northern Canada; indigenous peoples

1. Introduction

Indigenous Peoples around the world continue to rely on wildlife and the natural environment for
food security [1], cultural continuity [2], intergenerational learning and sharing [3], livelihoods [4,5],
and physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual health, and often have deep and enduring relationships
with the lands, waters, and wildlife in their homelands [6,7]. Human-induced activities, such as resource
extraction [8], deforestation [9], and climate change [10-12], are threatening these relationships through
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habitat degradation and species decline [7,13-15]. Indeed, a recent global assessment conducted
by the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services [16]
documented and reported rapidly deteriorating ecosystems and biodiversity loss. The pressures from
ecosystem degradation, combined with the need for Indigenous harvesting, threatens the foundations
of Indigenous livelihoods, food security, and health and well-being worldwide [16].

Within Canada, First Nations, Inuit, and Métis Peoples continue to have interconnected
relationships with a broad range of wildlife species that are at risk from a variety of stressors,
including climate change and human activities. For instance, one important keystone species
experiencing declines across Canada is the woodland caribou (Rangifer tarandus), of which the majority
of herds across the country are currently reported to be in decline [17]. The 51 different woodland caribou
herds in Canada are spread throughout most provinces and territories, and are affected by habitat
disturbances [18,19], predation [20], diseases [21], and climate change [10,11]. Of the 37 populations for
which there are trend data available in Canada, 81% are declining (1 = 30/37 populations) [17]. As such,
the Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada assessed the species as “Threatened” in
2002 and, subsequently, listed them as “Threatened” under the Species at Risk Act in 2003, a status that
continues to this day.

For the Indigenous Peoples across Canada who rely on caribou for food, culture, livelihoods,
and well-being, this decline in woodland caribou populations—often coupled with a resulting hunting
moratorium—has significant health and well-being impacts, and raises serious concerns. Inuit and
their ancestors across Inuit Nunangat (Inuit homelands in Canada) have actively harvested and
relied on caribou for thousands of years, utilizing the meat and skin for valuable food sources and
clothing, and the bones and antlers for tools and carvings [22]. Despite this critical role in Indigenous
life, caribou are generally managed through the popularized North American Model of Wildlife
Conservation (NAM) [23], which is anchored in a colonial framework in which Indigenous Peoples
have little to no authority. Indeed, Indigenous scholars have highlighted many limitations of its use in
Indigenous territories [24], critiquing the model by commenting that “one cannot imagine a framing
more centered on white male hunters than that contained in this historical overview for the origins of
wildlife conservation in the United States and Canada” [25].

In the Nunatsiavut Land Claims Settlement region of Northern Labrador, Canada, caribou remain
essential for food security, cultural connections, and overall health and well-being. Yet, caribou populations
have been declining, with three different caribou populations listed under the Species at Risk Act:
Torngat Mountains Caribou (endangered) [26], George River Caribou (endangered) [26], and the Mealy
Mountain Caribou (threatened) [27]. For each of these herds, colonial management strategies have
been imposed in order to protect the herds from further decline. For example, the Newfoundland
Wildlife Division created strategies to manage the Mealy Mountain Caribou in this region with the
first attempt to close the hunting season in 1959 [28]. Between 1959 and 1975, wildlife biologists
were unable to convince the provincial government to follow full recommendations to close the hunt,
with intermittent restrictions placed on harvesting during this time. In 1976, a total hunting ban was
enacted, and has been in place ever since, with the exception of one licensed hunt in 1989 [29]. Prior to
1975, the Mealy Mountain Caribou were foundational for the food security, identity, and well-being
of Inuit in the region; however, with concerns of a declining population, a total hunting moratorium
was issued in 1975 by the Provincial government—with no warning to, input from, or consent by
Inuit in the region—which put an immediate end to the legal harvest of Mealy Mountain Caribou [28].
The long-term hunting ban on the Mealy Mountain Caribou has had important implications for Inuit
living in close proximity to the herd, including those in Rigolet, Nunatsiavut [28], which is the main
focus of this study.

While caribou have been identified as essential for Inuit physical, mental, and emotional health
and well-being, as well as identity and cultural continuity across the Circumpolar North, little research
has examined the ways in which management strategies affect Inuit lives, livelihoods, and well-being
through their insertion in the relationship between Inuit and caribou. Working in partnership with
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Inuit in Rigolet, Nunatsiavut, this research documents Inuit knowledge to: (1) characterize Rigolet
Inuit relationships with Mealy Mountain Caribou; (2) understand Inuit perspectives on how these
caribou have been managed; and (3) identify opportunities for sustaining the Mealy Mountain Caribou
population, while at the same time promoting Inuit well-being. While this research focuses on a case
study from Rigolet, the findings provide insights into the impacts of wildlife laws, stemming from
colonial approaches to management, across Canada and the Circumpolar North [30,31] and the ways
in which Indigenous Peoples globally are experiencing cultural disruptions resulting from wildlife
declines and related wildlife management decisions.

2. Methods

2.1. Rigolet, Nunatsiavut, Labrador

There are over 65,000 Inuit in Canada, 73% of whom live within the 53 Inuit Nunangat
communities [32], located in the Inuvialuit Settlement Region (Northwest Territories and Yukon),
Nunavut, Nunavik (Quebec), and Nunatsiavut (Labrador). The Nunatsiavut Land Claims Settlement
region has approximately 2500 beneficiaries living within five coastal communities (North to South:
Nain, Hopedale, Postville, Makkovik, and Rigolet); 2200 living in the central Labrador communities of
North West River, Mud Lake, and Happy Valley-Goose Bay; and 2400 living in other locations across
Canada [33].

Rigolet (54°10'21.3204” N, 58°29’3.21” W) (Figure 1) is the southern-most community in the
Nunatsiavut region, and is home to 305 people, 90% of whom identify as Inuit [32,34]. Rigolet Inuit
continue to rely on the lands, waters, plants, and animals in the region for sustenance, cultural expression,
intergenerational knowledge-sharing and the passing on of land-based knowledge, and overall
well-being [35,36]. The history of colonialism and contact in Rigolet spans over 300 years,
including contact with explorers, traders, the Hudson’s Bay Company, and the fishing industry [37].
Rigolet was incorporated within the province of Newfoundland and Labrador in 1977, and was later
included within the Labrador Inuit Land Claim Agreement in 2005 [38]. Rigolet is located at the mouth
of Lake Melville on the mid-Labrador coast, situated within a northern Boreal ecosystem. Many Rigolet
families have historic ties to resettled villages throughout the Groswater Bay area and on the southside
of Lake Melville, directly within the range of the Mealy Mountain Caribou, and connected to the
Akami-Uapishk"-KakKasuak-Mealy Mountain National Park Reserve (Figure 1).

The Mealy Mountain woodland caribou sub-population is one of the herds in close proximity
to Rigolet (Figure 1), and has an estimated population of 1696 caribou [39]. As sedentary caribou,
they move less than migratory caribou and do not venture north of the tree line to calve. The habitat
of these caribou is relatively intact with very few human disturbances [29,40]. The herd size has
been estimated 13 times since 1958 [40], and while the population has estimated to be as high as 2500
and as low as 500 caribou during this time, there has been inconsistency in the research methods,
budgets, and personnel involved over this time period. Today, the ongoing monitoring of the herd
by government officials—without engaging Inuit—and the continued hunting ban have resulted in
significant impacts for Inuit in region and no meaningful strategy for future sustainable utilization of
the herd by Inuit.

2.2. Research Approach

While Indigenous Peoples around the world have always relied on their Indigenous knowledge
to guide their relationships with wildlife [41], this knowledge has not been included in colonial
wildlife management strategies, which is often biased toward positivist, Western-based approaches in
conservation and wildlife management [42-44]. Co-management boards created from modern day
land claim agreements—one strategy to incorporate Indigenous leadership into wildlife management
and decision-making—serve to promote Indigenous knowledge as a critical consideration in wildlife
management [45-47]. For example, the Torngat Wildlife and Plants Co-management Board was
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created as a result of the Labrador Inuit Land Claim Agreement signed in 2005, and is comprised
of appointees from the Nunatsiavut Government, the Government of Newfoundland and Labrador,
and the Government of Canada. This research was as part of a larger caribou research program led by
the Torngat Wildlife and Plants Co-Management Board in partnership and collaboration with Inuit
community researchers in Rigolet and with academic researchers [48]. The approach intentionally
aligned with Inuit Tapiriit Kanatami Research (ITK) National Inuit Research Strategy [49], and was
reflected by Inuit: governing this research at multiple levels; ensuring the research was ethical and
in line with community priorities; prioritizing Inuit access, ownership, and control over data and
information; and continuing to further build capacity in Nunatsiavut research.
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Figure 1. Map of the Labrador Inuit Settlement Region, the five Nunatsiavut communities,
including Rigolet and its vicinity to the Mealy Mountain Caribou range.
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2.3. Data Collection

Given the complexities of socio-ecological research, the notable absence of past qualitative research
understanding Inuit perspectives on the Mealy Mountain Caribou and related hunting ban, and an
ongoing bias toward quantitative methods in the conservation and wildlife management fields [50,51]
our research team purposefully used multiple qualitative methods, including in-depth conversational
interviews [52], participatory mapping [53], and a results sharing, validation, and prioritization session.
Given the lack of past baseline data on the Mealy Mountain Caribou herd abundance and trends in
harvesting, as well as the lack of research on the hunting moratorium and subsequent impacts on
Inuit, qualitative inquiry provided the strongest option to discover both rich and new insights from
this study.

Interview questions were co-developed with Inuit researchers, members of the community,
the Torngat Wildlife, Plants, and Fisheries Secretariat, and academics. Interview questions were
pre-tested for content and context, and covered the following topics: personal caribou stories,
the meaning of caribou to people in Rigolet, caribou biological features, the health of the Mealy Mountain
Caribou, threats to the caribou, perspectives on caribou management, effects of management decisions
on health and well-being, and ideas regarding next steps to improve caribou management. Interviewees
were recruited in January 2019 through a community open house and using an ongoing snowballing
technique through conversation with community leaders, Elders, Mealy Mountain knowledge holders,
and interview participants, specifically focusing on individuals who had experience hunting Mealy
Mountain Caribou before the ban and/or knew the lands on which the caribou lived well. Two Rigolet
Inuit research associates also provided contacts, introductions, and facilitated the interviews in the
community. Interviews took place from January 29 to February 10, 2019 at a location preferred by the
interviewee: most interviews took place in people’s homes or in the community center. All interviews
were audio recorded, with informed consent, and conducted in English at the participants’ request
(translators were available). Twenty-one interviews (n = 6 females and 15 males) were conducted with
Inuit from Rigolet, producing 11 h and 9 min of recorded data for analysis (Table 1).

Table 1. Interview participants by age group in Rigolet, Nunatsiavut, Labrador (n = 21 interviewees).

Age Range Number of Interviewees

20-29 years old 0
30-39 years old
4049 years old
50-59 years old
60-69 years old
70-79 years old
80+ years old

O G N W=

The participatory mapping session occurred as part of a January 2019 community research open
house and caribou storytelling event, before in-depth interviews were conducted. A group of seven
people from among the larger open house attendees took an extended period of time to participate
in the mapping session, which took place at the community center using 1:800,000 scale maps in a
WGS84 projection. Each map was printed using a large format printer (each map was 88 cm X 66 cm).
Each individual map was secured on a table for respondents to see the area in its entirety. Participants
were invited to walk around the map and mark locations on the map with a marker, and provide
narrative explanations of their map markings [54] from their lifetime of experiences. Common markings
included caribou sightings, harvest sights, cabins, trapping areas, hunting routes, trapping routes,
and significant geographical areas.

In March 2020, the research team held a result sharing, validation, and prioritization open house,
open to all members of the community. There were 37 community members who attended and
participated, 20 were female, and the age range was from 10 years old to over 75 years old. Of those
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who attended the community open house, six were also interview participants. This provided an
opportunity to present preliminary results, for Inuit to engage with the data, and to record new insights
or contradictions in the data. The open house was further complimented by a presentation to the
Rigolet Inuit Community Government and key informants, including interview participants, from the
community for their insights, reflections, and approval.

2.4. Data Analysis

All audio recordings from the interviews were transcribed by a professional transcription company
and checked by at least one member of the research team for accuracy. All transcripts were uploaded
to QSR International’s NVivo 12 software [55], which was used to facilitate data organization, retrieval,
and manual inductive and deductive coding [56]. The hybrid inductive and deductive coding
approach [57] followed a constant comparative method [58], which involved the research team holding
regular debriefs throughout the analysis to discuss the interviews and data. The team constantly
compared concepts, codes, and themes within, between, and among the data. These debriefs were
held throughout the research process, including after the initial open house, after each individual
interview, after full completion of the interviews, after the results sharing and validation activities,
and through the process of choosing key quotes to illustrate the main themes discovered through
the analysis process. Authenticity and reliability of the results were supported by this team-based
approach, and included researcher and team reflexivity and ongoing dialogue, and ground truthing
and validating the results with Rigolet Inuit participants [59].

2.5. Data Management and Consent

This research was approved by the University of Guelph Research Ethics Board and the Nunatsiavut
Government Research Advisory Committee. All participants provided informed oral and written
consent. The Torngat Wildlife, Plants, and Fisheries Secretariat managed the data for this project.
Data management procedures reflected ITK’s National Inuit Research Strategy priority to ensure Inuit
access, ownership, and control over data and information [49] by providing copies of all the data at the
end of the project to the Rigolet Inuit Community Government and the Government of Nunatsiavut.

3. Results

Results from the participatory mapping session, based on extensive place-based knowledge,
indicated several main themes: caribou are essential for Inuit culture, livelihoods, and food security;
caribou management decisions have disrupted these Inuit-caribou connections; the socio-cultural and
emotional impacts resulting from the criminalization of a cultural practice, the perceived inequities
in caribou hunting ban enforcement, and the lack of meaningful engagement with Inuit in wildlife
management decision-making; and potential pathways forward that would ensure a sustainable
caribou population, while supporting and promoting the role of caribou in Inuit culture and well-being
(Figure 2).

Through the in-depth interviews, Rigolet Inuit shared extensive knowledge of and stories about
Mealy Mountain Caribou. The range of this knowledge spanned understandings of: caribou biology,
ecology, and habitat; Inuit hunting values; management perspectives; interconnected changes in climate,
environment, and herd abundance; and connections to food security and Inuit health and well-being.
In the participatory mapping session, participants marked 33 points, 18 polylines, and 14 polygons
of geographic significance related to caribou and caribou interactions. Sites marked as key points in
the session included cabins, caribou sightings, historical moments, geographically significant points,
and harvest sites. Sites marked as polylines included trapping routes, skidoo routes, hunting routes,
caribou migration routes, and ice edge. Sites marked as polygons included caribou sighting areas,
communities, historical hunting grounds, harvesting sites, and trapping grounds. Through these
illustrations, participants in the mapping session documented a long-standing relationship to and
knowledge of Mealy Mountain Caribou for Rigolet Inuit (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Geographic data provided by Rigolet Inuit in a participatory mapping activity in Rigolet in
January 2019 identifying knowledge related to range, habitat, behavior, and Inuit-caribou interactions.

3.1. “Part of Our Culture Down Here”: Rigolet Inuit and Mealy Mountain Caribou

Many participants shared personal memories and stories about significant moments with caribou,
such as their first hunt, traveling via dog teams, traveling long distances on snowshoes, and experiencing
extreme weather exposure during the hunts (Figure 2). Rigolet Inuit described the “hard work”
associated with hunts in the past, but reflected fondly on the entire experience as “fun”, a source of
“pride”, and “excit[ing]”, “happy”, and “healthy” experiences. For example, as one participant shared,
“I was only a young fellow first time when I went across there, about 14 or 15, with the old man over to
Mealy Mountain. That was back in the ‘60s.” Another interviewee explained, “One of my favorite
stories relating to caribou? Hunting around with my father, killing caribou to eat, living off the caribou
all my life.”

The majority of participants described the ways in which activities involving caribou were
interwoven with local livelihood and survival: “It was more of what you did to survive. You either
went and you got your caribou or your seal or your birds. But it wasn’t easy to do but you did it ‘cause
your survival depended on it.” One life-long hunter explained:

“A hunter person without a gun is the same as the city man without a job, you know, a high-powered
city man without a big job. If you take his job away, he got nothing to eat. If you take my gun away,
I got nothing to eat.”

Other participants highlighted the link between caribou and Inuit identity. Participants shared
throughout the interviews, “that [caribou hunting] is part of who we are. Caribou ... that’s our food.
. caribou is our staple food, or was, or still is if we can get it.” As another individual explained,
“We’ve always hunted the Mealy Mountain Caribou. That sustained our family for generations and
generations and generations.”
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Given the links between caribou and Rigolet life and culture, many participants were openly
concerned that part of their culture and knowledge related to caribou is at risk of eroding, and that,
in particular, the introduction of the hunting ban in 1975 changed the ways in which knowledge of the
Mealy Mountain Caribou is being passed on (Figure 2). As one hunter explained, “My buddy’s father,
he’s older than me, and he was probably the last generation that went up on the mountains caribou
hunting, legally.” Another participant stated:

“There’s not too many people left in this community here that actually participated in that hunt,
they’re mostly all dead, they're all old and gone. So, I mean you know, it’s going to be a big part of
who we are and our identity, when that goes away.”

3.2. “I Was Raised to Learn How to Share My Stuff”: Caribou, Food, Culture, and Well-Being in Rigolet

Participants in this study were unified in their experiences of missing caribou meat. People shared
enthusiasm around the taste of caribou. For instance, one participant explained that “it’s delicious.
The best meat ever. And that’s telling the truth.” Others talked about their preference for it, the beneficial
health aspects of consuming caribou meat, and the many ways it can be prepared. As one participant
noted, “like we fry and stew and bake and dry it and roast it; all ways. Make cakes.”

Many people also discussed the nutritional benefits of consuming caribou meat, and described
how it made people feel physically, mentally, and emotionally healthy. As one participant explained,
“From the health side, I think that’s really lean meat. Caribou is like, really lean meat. So really
tasty meat and things, so I think there’s things we just miss out on [as a result of the hunting ban].”
Another participant stated:

“I think there’s a loss in that opportunity to teach and to learn, as well as to have more of an appreciation
for a local diet, a healthy diet, an organic diet. Those things aren’t said to children often—you’re
eating organic food today.”

These experiences of missing eating caribou meat were compounded by disruptions to cultural
practices that were changing stemming from the inability to travel and hunt in the Mealy Mountains.
People indicated that without the possibility of hunting caribou, their patterns and frequency of use,
and reasons for spending time in the Mealy Mountains had changed. As one person explained, “At the
end of the day, you have to have a reason to go [out on the land].” Another hunter explained further
that caribou hunting in the Mealy Mountains “gives us a meaning to get up in the morning. It really
gave us—we look forward to it from year to year to year.”

Several parents also discussed the stress of not being able to effectively share cultural knowledge
with their children and grandchildren. As one parent explained, “I would be teaching my son how to
do it [caribou hunt], too. Right now, it's something you can’t—it’s almost like a tradition that you can’t
pass on.”

For many people, the caribou hunt was more holistic than solely the meat that it produced. As one
person explained, “It’s not the same to have just the meat. I think it’s the process of the hunting,
and the knowledge that come with it.” Another interviewee elaborated further:

“You’re not going to increase the quality of life of people just by having access to food, I think it’s
the part of what the food [means to Inuit]—the interaction with the food, and food getting, and food
preparation, and food sharing.”

Many participants talked about the importance of sharing not only the experience of the caribou
hunt with friends, family, and the broader community, but also the meat itself. The distribution and
sharing of meat was identified as a key part of Inuit culture. As one person explained:

“Daddy always killed caribou. He used to always come back here and share [the meat] with the people,
like his family. Even though it was legal [to hunt], but we used to share it out to our families when
they couldn’t get out and get it.”
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A significant consequence of the hunting ban identified by participants, then, was a change to the
way caribou meat is allocated throughout local food systems. Participants commented that they did
not share caribou widely or openly anymore “because it’s illegal now. It’s illegal [to hunt], so they’re
giving [caribou] to their immediate family.”

Many people discussed concerns about cultural erosion related to knowledge around the Mealy
Mountain Caribou, particularly given how long the hunting ban has been in place. As one person
stated, “It’s too bad you couldn’t have done [this research] twenty years ago, because you would have
been able to talk to a lot of the older people who actually went in there and the hardships they went
through.” Another person shared this concern, and explained that:

“We have probably two or three people here in this community that’s over 80 years old now and every
year we're losing several people from each community in Nunatsiavut and once that knowledge is
gone, it's all gone, is that what the government’s waiting for?”

Given the concerns about cultural erosion and loss, several people discussed the need for all
generations of Rigolet Inuit to be involved in maintaining the culture, particularly the youth: “If these
young people are not given a chance to do that, they’re not going to learn.” Some parents talked about
their plans to keep the knowledge of caribou and caribou hunting alive. As one father explained,
“I'm definitely going to take her [his daughter] into the Mealy Mountains where we trap and take her
to the herd. They’ve got some nice spots where I picked out now when she gets big.” Continuing
opportunities for connecting youth to caribou through time on the land observing and connecting with
caribou was also identified as important by some parents and grandparents: “Observation is the very
key thing to a lot of hunting, especially. I passed it onto my children and they know now what to do.”

3.3. “We’re Made Criminals Just to Eat off the Land, Eat Our Food That Our Ancestors Ate”: Criminalization,
Enforcement, and Equity

Participants described how people in Rigolet were not consulted when the ban on the Mealy
Mountain Caribou herd was enacted. One participant spoke about coming home from a hunt and
wildlife enforcement officers “stopped us and talked to us, [and they said] ‘No more hunting caribou.
These mountains are closed’.” Another interviewee shared, “They [the government] just sort of force
regulations on you.” Many of the participants described the long duration of the hunting ban on the
Mealy Mountain Caribou herd, and described continued consequences associated with the ban. As one
participant explained:

“In this community of Rigolet, we know what a ban is like. We know what a ban is like and there’s
been several times that there’s been raided [by enforcement officers]. This community has been raided
so many times. They re looking for people and they re looking for caribou.”

Most participants identified that living under the ban also led to being criminalized for harvesting
a species that was previously paramount for survival. As one hunter explained, “Unfortunately some
residents became criminals because they had to go and kill a caribou to survive and somebody told on
him and they got their livelihood taken away.”

The strong emotions associated with the ban and the consequences of wildlife enforcement were
compounded when participants felt a sense of unfairness or inequity. For instance, some participants
explained that they felt the hunting ban was not being enforced in a consistent way, both within and
external to the community, which raised questions such as: “What'’s the point in putting a ban on it,
if everyone is not going to abide with it, right?” Another participant further explained, “I think the
process of equity around hunting is becoming massively tense. I think when it looks at where it should
be coming from, how much should be had ... it’s not applied across the board, it’s creating tension.”
Another interviewee commented, “We all bleed the same. We all eat. We all live. We all got to pay bills.
And, so, treat us all equal [for hunting ban enforcements].” Furthermore, while participants were not
opposed to Indigenous Peoples illegally harvesting caribou for food security and cultural connections,
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participants did share particular frustration when acts of illegal harvesting were conducted in a way
that countered Inuit values and culture, but still were not penalized by wildlife authorities. Examples
of these situations included people hunting and then selling the animal; hunting a caribou and not
sharing it; and excessive harvesting that put the sustainability of the caribou populations at risk.

Participants were not optimistic that the hunting ban on the Mealy Mountain Caribou herd
was ever going to be lifted, which has created skepticism and distrust around how the caribou are
managed. Given the frustrating experiences and concerns about not being consulted prior to the
ban, some participants did not feel that the current hunting ban or management was sustainable.
One participant explained:

“It pisses me off, to be quite frank with you. I believe in conservation and I don’t want to be known as
the person that killed the last caribou. But, I see what’s going on and I've seen that for the last 50 years
and we're farther back now than what we were 50 years ago. And, we’re farther back now with the
ban on the George River Caribou herd than what we were in 2013. So, it’s obvious it’s not working
[current management strategies], not from my perspective or not from the people that I'm talking to.”

3.4. “We Talk until We're Blue in the Face”: Consultation, Accommodation, and Ways Forward

Throughout the interviews, Rigolet Inuit often described how they did not feel like they were
“heard” when it came to their concerns regarding Mealy Mountain Caribou. Words such as “frustrated”,
“unnerving”, “disheartening”, “anger”, “hurt”, “it makes me sad sometimes”, and “it depresses you”
were all used in the context of the current caribou management system, and the ways in which Inuit
were not consulted in decision-making. It was evident that the feelings associated with not being
heard shaped perceptions of the current management of Mealy Mountain Caribou. For example,

one participant explained:

“Well, I don’t know if the government is focusing on anything. Just going out and doing these studies
and saying there’s only these many caribou here and—I don’t believe that. I don’t believe a thing that
the government is saying.”

Going further, another experienced hunter in the community explained:

“We haven't been able to participate into it [caribou management] and I've asked the question many
times to different levels of government, all three different levels of government—federal, provincial
and Nunatsiavut government—who the hell are you saving the caribou for? What are you saving
them for? Work with the people rather than against the people. When you hear a government agency
coming [into the community] for 50 plus years and tell you ‘no, no, no, no” every time you put a
request down, they say ‘no you can’t do this, you can’t do that” well I mean that people, you can’t
work and you can’t get constructive co-operation in that kind of an atmosphere. People right away put
their backs up.”

Participants emphasized the need for future action to include input from the community. As one
participant explained, “You have to have the people in the communities [participate in decision-making].
The people who know the land and the people who participate, who hunt and who wants to ... be able
to go on the land and connect.” Another person stated, “We don’t have no input into what’s being
done. We have to have input from the local communities, from who we are, our identity.”

Many participants reflected on one particular incident that left many people feeling “not good”,
“sad”, and “frustrated” when some Mealy Mountain Caribou became stranded on George’s Island
(Figure 2). An interviewee explained, “There were caribou out here on an island, George’s Island.
There was 500 [caribou] out there. They all died of starvation. Rather than let [Inuit] people kill them,
the government rather let them die.” When the community suggestions of a restricted hunt on the
island went unheard, Inuit then questioned the Government’s ability to manage caribou for sustainable
utilization and to incorporate input from Inuit.
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Despite a strong sense of not feeling heard, many people described wanting to be involved in
decision-making. Participants noted that “people are really wanting to sink their teeth into something”
and “the Rigolet people will be the caretakers of that caribou.” Participants regularly shared strong
desires to protect caribou. As one hunter explained, “So, it’s a choice you've got to make personally.
But me, personally, I see both ways. I really want it for food and I really want it protected. That’s how

7

I feel about caribou.”

Some Rigolet Inuit also saw opportunities for a leadership role in reconnecting with the Mealy
Mountain region and caribou: “I really do think there’s options for us to spearhead the movement
around caribou, and not necessarily be informed of provincial bans.” This participant elaborated
further to say, “I think you can have living, breathing, moving conservation efforts that aren’t on paper,
that aren’t enforced from what would seem to be third parties, that aren’t just accessed by outside
visitors, but are of the community.”

Many conservation ideas emerged from participants, including monitoring, approaches to hunting
and sharing caribou, and ways to pass on Inuit knowledge. During the community open house in
March 2020, Rigolet Inuit prioritized Inuit-identified pathways forward for Mealy Mountain Caribou
management (Figure 3). Suggestions regarding management approaches included ongoing monitoring
of the Mealy Mountain Caribou, led by Rigolet Inuit and based on Inuit knowledge:

“Why can’t they go up and monitor them every year? Like three, four, five people from town go up and
see how they extended beyond their borders. What's the quality of the caribou moss this year, are their
feeding grounds as healthy as we would expect? We had a really dry winter, we didn’t have much
snow, so are the bodies of water substantiated in there ... all those types of things. So, why can’t we
create capacity here through those processes and make us the stewards?”

For many participants, Inuit-led monitoring and stewardship provide important and healthy
opportunities to be on the land:

“You know, we’re supposed to be Inuit. Inuit are supposed to be on the land . .. [it would be beneficial
to] have a community hunt where we can go and we can participate into it and we can take people and
we can feel happy, we can feel proud.”

A number of participants discussed the idea of a limited, controlled hunt, to connect youth to
caribou hunting and related knowledge, and to support Inuit food sharing and food security. As one
participant explained, “I would like for them [youth] to see one day and maybe have a little harvest
sometime.” Participants explained that the idea of a community hunt would rely on sharing the meat
equitably around the community: “Share it [caribou meat] out amongst the people. It wouldn’t take
away much, everybody around here to get a meal, you know, about 20. You know? Everybody is
happy with a little bit of fry or roast or something.” In addition to happiness, pride, and sharing,
participants also described how a limited hunt could continue to facilitate cultural continuity and
passing on traditional knowledge:

“A limited hunt, a cultural hunt you know, just to be out on the land, just to bring people on the
land, to show them where the caribou live to. Certain times of year they move around, show them
where they're feeding to, where their habitat is too and where they live to, because we know, we know
those things.”
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Organize a community harvest.

Involve Elders in caribou management.

Involving youth in caribou management.

Introduction of an Inuit guardian program.

Teach skills related to caribou harvesting and management.
Continue to document Inuit knowledge.

Putting satellite collars on caribou.

Stronger enforcement.

Organize individual hunting opportunities.

Inuit prioritized caribou management strategies

More frequent caribou surveys.

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16
Count of participants who prioritized the strategy

Figure 3. Rigolet Inuit identified and prioritized Mealy Mountain Caribou management strategies shared at the community open house in March 2020 (n = 31;
numbers indicate total votes; selection options were not mutually exclusive). Note: while 37 people attended the open house, 6 people declined to participate in this
strategy sharing and prioritizing activity.
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4. Discussion

Our results characterize the long-standing relationship that Rigolet Inuit have with Mealy
Mountain Caribou, and how the practice of harvesting these caribou permeates their culture, is vital for
cultural continuity, and has connections for well-being that extend beyond the clear implications for
food security. Rigolet Inuit shared stories and memories with pride and described activities of hunting,
preparing, sharing, and eating caribou [60] as important for health and well-being. Our results illustrate
how the imposition of a hunting ban by the provincial Government with no Inuit collaboration has
altered the Inuit-caribou relationship. For example, the longstanding hunting ban has had an effect
on Inuit food security and Inuit culture [29], and as demonstrated by our results, also changed food
sharing patterns, including the amount of meat shared, who it is shared with, and how it is shared.
Given the deep importance of food sharing for maintaining social and familial bonds and supporting
intergenerational learning, the disruption to food sharing networks of highly-valued cultural items,
such as caribou meat, skin, bones, and antlers, has had significant and lasting negative effects on Inuit
well-being and socio-cultural networks and practices.

Additionally, the hunting ban has also made many Inuit feel like “criminals” for participating in a
cultural activity. Indeed, Rigolet Inuit expressed a sense of deep loss after the imposition of the hunting
ban and the resulting criminalization of an important cultural practice [61], which overnight saw
hunters move from being celebrated to being criminalized. These experiences are not isolated to Rigolet
Inuit; Inuit in Nunavik, for example, have shared similar frustrations related to illegally harvesting
culturally important wildlife such as caribou, polar bears, and other mammals [62]. This raises several
questions, including whose laws are more relevant (the state or Indigenous laws), who owns the lands
where harvesting is taking place, which rights take precedence, and which knowledge systems decide
if an animal is in need of protection or not [62].

These results indicate that some caribou harvesting continues for household consumption for a
variety of reasons, including as an active expression of Indigenous sovereignty and self-determination,
as an expression of traditional land use rights, as a way to support food security and connections
to cultural practices, and as a disagreement with wildlife regulations [63]. As Rigolet Inuit shared
through this research, the presence of wildlife regulations did not mean the new laws were accepted or
followed in the region by Indigenous Peoples, which is also reflected in wildlife biologist recognition
of many harvests over the years [29], albeit little formal documentation of these harvests exist,
perpetuating misconceptions and imprecise accounts of Indigenous caribou hunts [64]. Further,
the criminalization of hunting Mealy Mountain Caribou over a sustained period of time has led to
strong feelings about the necessity of Government wildlife management enforcement, and concerns
that enforcement is not being implemented fairly. Concerns about equity in enforcement have increased
tensions between and among Indigenous Peoples, both within Rigolet, and with other Indigenous
communities in the region. In particular, Rigolet Inuit expressed concern and frustration about both
local community members and members of other communities or Indigenous groups hunting and/or
harvesting in disrespectful ways. While many people who were interviewed were not opposed to
Indigenous Peoples harvesting caribou for food security and cultural connections while a hunting ban
was in place, they were opposed to wasteful practices that conflicted with Inuit values and culture,
and to the perceived differential enforcement of the hunting ban among different Indigenous Peoples
and communities.

Rigolet Inuit had little involvement in early Mealy Mountain Caribou research efforts in the
1950s [28], or were not consulted on original management measures. Today’s ongoing monitoring
through western scientific methods [40] too often includes the bare minimum of Inuit consultation and
involvement. In this context, Rigolet Inuit shared experiences of trying to inform caribou management
efforts, only to feel unheard, silenced, ignored, and often powerless to fight against externally posed
western conservation approaches that ignored Inuit traditional knowledge systems, and approaches
to sustainably managing caribou. The stories that were shared resonate with the concept of “ethical
loneliness” [65,66], or feeling abandoned by those who have the power to help compounded by the
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experience of not being heard. For Rigolet Inuit, this resulted in a missed opportunity for wildlife
managers and Government officials to listen to the caribou stories, knowledge, and sciences of Rigolet
Inuit and take action in a manner that enabled caribou conservation while supporting Inuit cultural
continuity, food security, and well-being. Our research demonstrates that wildlife management must
consider these other bodies of knowledge to understand how being ignored or not being heard “impacts
how the past resonates in the present” [66]. Our research also highlights the diversity of ways of
knowing and being with Mealy Mountain Caribou and for caribou management (i.e., ontological
pluralism) [67], and illustrates that wildlife management strategies need to reflect the plurality of
knowledge systems, perspectives, and ways of knowing, doing, and being for stronger health outcomes
for both humans and animals.

Rigolet Inuit also expressed feelings of resentfulness for their losses, their treatment, and the
lack of consideration and recognition of the importance of maintaining Inuit livelihoods, lifestyle,
culture, identity, and well-being [68] clearly highlight the inequities and injustices in much of wildlife
management and conservation. Recognizing this ethical loneliness and redressing the impacts of
past decisions presents an urgent and critical challenge that current wildlife managers must begin to
reverse and redress and find ways to rectify the impacts they caused; otherwise, this past will continue
to affect the present for Inuit in Rigolet regarding the Mealy Mountain Caribou, as well as for other
Indigenous Peoples who experience ethical loneliness resulting from the multi-generational impacts
of colonization in the form of exclusionary and discriminatory wildlife management regimes and
externally imposed management decisions.

These stories and Inuit knowledge from Rigolet demonstrate current and ongoing impacts resulting
from experiences prior to modern day land claim agreements [69] and post 1980s jurisprudence when
Indigenous rights advanced significantly [70]. Recent advancements in Indigenous rights and
international guidelines [71-73] can and should influence the way wildlife management decisions are
made and implemented; however, even with the settlement of modern-day land claim agreements,
and the introduction of new processes such as co-management of resources, the state has retained the
ultimate decision-making authority [47]. While perspectives and power can be balanced to a degree
through co-management boards and initiatives, more work is required and, as our research shows,
there could be mutual benefits for wildlife conservation and cultural sustainability if the state listens
to—and respects and prioritizes—Indigenous Peoples’ stories, histories, and knowledge, and lessens it
authoritative grip on species that are so critical to Indigenous Peoples.

Although Rigolet Inuit indicated frustration and anger about being left out of previous
decision-making processes, many people expressed optimism and strong ideas for moving forward with
joint caribou management strategies, and with leadership from Inuit knowledge, sciences, and expertise
(Figure 3).

First, many people suggested and prioritized a community organized harvest as an important
management strategy that promotes caribou sustainability alongside Inuit health and well-being.
Many people reflected on and shared positive stories about a community harvest in 1989 and believed
organizing a similar community harvest—where the meat is shared—was still a good strategy. Both the
Federal Species at Risk Act [73] and the Newfoundland and Labrador Endangered Species Act [74]
have sections that permit the issuance of licenses for such a meaningful purpose, with reasons ranging
from cultural continuity, caribou conservation, science, and public health. Second, Inuit prioritized the
need for Inuit inclusion in decision-making processes, through the creation of both an Inuit guardian
program and a program designed to bring Elders and youth together for shared learning, to support
the management of Mealy Mountain Caribou. Third, through the implementation of these strategies,
participants felt that Inuit knowledge should continue to be documented and skills be taught about
caribou harvesting and management. As such, it became clear through these results that any future
management approach without Inuit engagement would fail to support caribou sustainability and
promote Inuit well-being. Finally, it should be highlighted that individual hunting licenses received
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the least amount of support from Rigolet Inuit, which reflects the Inuit value of sharing within the
community and how wildlife enforcement has interfered with this practice.

Through this work, Rigolet Inuit are calling for collaboration between communities,
a co-management board, levels of Inuit Government, and a Provincial Government to initiate action
toward Inuit inclusion, cultural continuity, and the long-term sustainable utilization of the Mealy
Mountain Caribou. The results from this research are being used to spark further dialogue that
considers values, approaches, ethics, and implementation of new ideas, all of which will ultimately be
needed to change the status quo. Special initiatives and success stories, where Inuit are leading caribou
management and decision-making, could prove invaluable for conservation and restore a sense of
value for the community to help repair damaged relationships and reclaim parts of Inuit identity.

Understanding the effects of the Mealy Mountain Caribou hunting ban hold lessons for other
externally-imposed species moratoriums on Indigenous lands and the diverse and lasting negative
socio-cultural and health impacts resulting from these management decisions—including, for example,
the more recent hunting ban on the George River Caribou herd in Labrador in 2013, as well as many
other government-imposed and enforced hunting bans. Indeed, the multi-generational and enduring
negative effects of exclusionary and discriminatory Western management policies, enacted with little
to no Indigenous involvement or consideration, is clear in this research, and illustrates not only
the limitations of many western approaches to wildlife management, but the need for rectification
and redress.

5. Conclusions

Through this research, Rigolet Inuit clearly articulated and demonstrated how colonial wildlife
management decisions had disrupted important connections among caribou and Inuit, particularly
related to food, culture, and well-being. Rigolet Inuit described their efforts to engage in caribou
management decision-making, and expressed particular “frustration” and “hurt” with not being
“heard”, which created perceptions that current caribou management approaches were unfair,
not inclusive, and put Inuit relationships with Mealy Mountain Caribou and related aspects of
their cultural continuity at risk. In particular, Rigolet Inuit described the socio-cultural and emotional
impacts of the criminalization of an important cultural practice, as well as perceived inequities in
wildlife management enforcement. These results not only provide insights into the historical and
ongoing experience of ethical loneliness related to wildlife management decisions and actions for
a culturally important food-species, but they also demonstrate the long-term, multi-generational
effects of externally imposed hunting moratoriums on food security, cultural continuity, and health
and well-being.

Despite the past injustices and ongoing legacies of the hunting ban and colonial management
practices, these results highlight opportunities to promote caribou sustainability and abundance, while
simultaneously improving Inuit well-being and strengthening cultural continuity, not only for Rigolet
Inuit, but also for other Indigenous Peoples globally who have been challenged and impacted by
wildlife management decisions.
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