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dedicated entirely to TEK, or by incorporating
examples of TEK into lectures and lab exercises
(Kimmerer 2002). In 2008, for example, the Cen-
ters for Ocean Science Education Excellence and
the University of Hawaii began collaborating to in-
troduce traditional knowledge into K-12 classroom
lessons as a way of boosting ocean literacy among
Hawaiian schoolchildren (COSEE 2008).

Including TEK in educational curricula also teaches
students to weigh cultural considerations when
making conservation management decisions. “The
imposition of western systems of land tenure, capi-
talism, governance, and education in the past 200 to
500 years has resulted in diminished rights and in-
centives to gather, hunt, and fish using TEK,” writes
Sylvia Spalding and Charles Ka’ai’ai of the Western
Pacific Regional Fishery Management Council, a
group mandated by Congress to manage fisheries

in the waters surrounding the U.S. Pacific Islands.
Spalding and Ka’ai’ai note that many indigenous
Pacific Islanders desire to pass on TEK so their tra-
ditional practices continue. “Implementing TEK into

Credit: Western Pacific Regional Fishery Management Council

Henry Chang Wo (kneeling at left), shows Hawaiian children a sample of seaweed, known
as limu in the Hawaiian language, while teaching them to learn with their eyes and ears.
Along with the Western Pacific Regional Fishery Management Council, Chang Wo works
to encourage sustainable seaweed harvest based on traditional cultural practices.
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educational programs within the U.S. Pacific Islands
is one step toward reaching this goal,” they say. Do-
ing so could also help legitimize TEK as a rational
approach in scientific inquiry and conservation.

Challenges to Overcome

There are some hurdles that must be cleared in or-
der to strengthen the role of TEK in wildlife science,
management, and policy.

Methods. Wildlife scientists are not typically
trained in the social science methods used in most
TEK studies. However, methods for accessing and
using TEK are available in the peer-reviewed litera-
ture (see Huntington 2000), and many academic
natural resources programs are now providing
socio-cultural training.

Culture. Wrongs committed by governments and
dominant societies have perpetuated a sense of mis-
trust among some members of indigenous groups,
causing some TEK holders to try to limit or control
its use (Huntington 2000). In addition, the diversity
among the many hundreds of indigenous groups and
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misunderstanding of TEK itself can make it difficult
for non-indigenous individuals to know how to inter-
act with TEK holders in a culturally appropriate way.
Non-indigenous individuals may also be uncomfort-
able with TEK's holistic nature or feel that science
and decision making should be free from cultural be-
liefs, hindering TEK’s acceptance (Kimmerer 2002).

Policy. Some government policies require manag-
ers and decision makers to incorporate TEK or work
with indigenous groups. Canada’s Species at Risk
Act, for example, stipulates that indigenous groups
must be consulted before listing a species. Often,
however, these policies are vague, inconsistent, or
fail to provide guidance or funding for implementa-
tion (Usher 2000, Schmidt and Peterson 2009). To
mitigate this issue, indigenous groups and agencies
must work to clearly define the steps involved in
implementing inclusive policies.

Increasing the Role of TEK

Wildlifers should apply TEK where “it makes a dif-
ference in the quality of research, the effectiveness of
management, and the involvement of resource users in
decisions that affect them,” writes Henry Huntington,
an independent researcher who studied Inuit TEK
(Huntington 2000). In recent decades, much has
been learned about TEK's benefit to wildlife science,
management, and policy. But despite steps to include
the perspective of Native Americans in important poli-
cies, such as President Obama'’s recent Memorandum
on Tribal Consultation (see page 72), TEK still does
not have a place in U.S. federal policy. To counter this,
indigenous communities must be proactive.

As younger generations of indigenous communi-
ties assimilate into mainstream society, TEK is in
danger of being lost. And yet tomorrow’s wildlife
professionals will face an increasingly diverse
human population and increasingly complex
conservation problems. Involving indigenous com-
munities and their TEK in wildlife management and
conservation will not only boost diversity within the
scientific community, but will also benefit wildlife
resources—two goals worth pursuing. H
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Gaining and Using Traditional Knowledge

Several methods are available for gathering and utilizing traditional ecological knowledge in
modern science and management. The following methods provide starting points for managers
unfamiliar with TEK to learn about and incorporate it into wildlife management and policy while
meeting the needs of the research and of the community involved.

Semi-Directive Interview. Managers should welcome the opportunity to engage in discussion
with tribal members, but allow the direction and scope of the discussion to follow the TEK
holder’s train of thought.

Questionnaire. In trying to learn about TEK for a given situation, it’s useful to prepare a written
or verbal list of questions. This method is most effective when the interviewer knows in advance
what information is being sought. It also simplifies comparisons between respondents.

Analytical Workshop. A workshop that brings together scientists and the holders of TEK can
allow both groups to better understand each other’s perspectives. This strategy also allows for
the possibility of developing co-management priorities.

Collaborative Fieldwork. Joining TEK holders in the field can help researchers locate study sites,
obtain specimens, and interpret research observations or results.

More information on these methods and in-practice case studies can be found in “Using
Traditional Ecological Knowledge in Science: Methods and Applications” by Henry P.
Huntington (Ecological Applications, 2000, 10: 1270-1274).

-Paige M. Schmidt and Heather Stricker
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