
 

To:  NSRCF Elders’  Council  

 

Re:  2015 Guardian Program Feedback 

 

Dat e:  Sept ember 16,  2015 

 

Prepared by:  Ecot rust  Canada (Devlin Fernandes & Chas Frit z) 

 

Summary:   

It has been a number of years of working with the NSRCF, Nations, forest industry, provincial and federal 

governments, municipalities, and organizations in the Northeast Superior Region trying to envision and 

now build an alternative – and complementary – economy. The starting point/testing grounds is the 

Chapleau Crown Game Preserve, and this summer witnessed Guardians and Elders working together on 

the land. This is a big milestone – having Guardians assess ecological health and assert territorial 

authority in land they were kicked out of nearly a century ago using information from the province and 

forest industry. There is a shift happening in the Northeast Superior Region, and we at Ecotrust Canada 

are thrilled and humbled to be supporting it. 

The feedback and recommendations in this report reflect the learnings over the past six months and will 

inform future program planning and delivery. Thanks to everyone’s efforts, time, resources, and 

willingness to move forward, together we are building an incredible NSRCF Guardian Program. 
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Background 
 

The NSRCF Guardian Program came to fruition because of the Vision, guidance, and efforts of the NSRCF 

Elders’ Council and Chiefs’ Forum, and with financial commitments from Natural Resources Canada, 

Tembec, and other partners in the region. 2015 was the first year that Guardians were collecting data on 

the land, and the primary objective of the data collection was to ground-truth the maps and information 

compiled previously as part of the analysis on whether a birch syrup business would be possible in the 

Northeast Superior Region. Specifically, the Guardians would visit sites where potential birch stands 

existed and assess species composition and abundance, evaluate access, and identify potential tree 

health concerns.  

Purpose & Method 
 

The purpose of this summary is to present the feedback from Guardians and lessons learned in the 2015 

summer program, as well as recommendations for program design and implementation in future years. 

There is agreement that a number of things could & should be done differently in future, but which 

should not take away from the fact that all of the Guardians, Elders, NSRCF staff, and Ecotrust Canada 

staff worked hard to make the program a success. By documenting the feedback, we hope to learn 

constructively on how to improve the program for the future. By providing recommendations, we are 

giving the Elders Council options for discussion and guidance.  

Feedback was collected in different ways: 

1. Written feedback based on specific questions asked 

2. A group feedback session with all program participants and the field coordinator on September 

4th 2015 

3. Phone calls between Ecotrust Canada staff and individual Guardians, Elders, and teams 

4. Emails, phone calls, and feedback received throughout the season, directly to Ecotrust Canada 

or passed on through the field coordinator 

There was not consensus in all of the feedback, and we have tried to flag those areas below for 

discussion. We have attempted to organize feedback in categories, but acknowledge that there is 

overlap between categories.  

We present learnings in each category, and the following the feedback, we present a number of 

recommendations. We are looking for guidance from the Elders’ Council on these recommendations. 
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Feedback  

 

Program Design & Delivery 

A lot was learned in this first field season that made it unique, and an opportunity to be learned from. 

We set a goal of getting a Guardian Program off the ground, and we had 10 dedicated participants: 8 

Guardians and Elders; 1 field coordinator; and 1 data entry technician. They collected measurements 

from over 5000 trees, covered over 300 hectares, and completed over 250 days of data collection.  

There were concerns expressed over some elements of program management; putting too much 

workload on the field coordinator and Elders; not having adequate compensation for duties carried out; 

and tension between teams and individuals because of real or perceived differences in methods and 

workloads. These concerns inform our recommendations and push us to improve in future. 

We recognize the need to have committed funding earlier in the year so that planning, recruitment, and 

program delivery can begin much earlier. A funding waiver letter was received from Natural Resources 

Canada expressing support pending final approval, and as of September 15th, the final approval and 

Contribution Agreement still has not been received. We acknowledge Chapleau Cree and Ecotrust 

Canada for putting up expenses and funds up front, and all of the Elders and Guardians who gave time 

and funds to an under-resourced program because they believed in it. 

This program has the potential to change people’s lives, and develop in them respect for land and 

stewardship; pride and confidence in their work; and a connection to their culture. We should continue 

to foster the positive emotions and outcomes associated with being a Guardian. Depending on the 

duration of the program, it would be useful to create Personal Development Plans with each Guardian 

and have discussions at the beginning, end, and possibly middle of the term to talk one-on-one about 

goals, objectives, and what Guardians want to get out of the program.  

Learnings on Program Design & Delivery – Timing, Compensation, & Recognition 

1. All efforts should be made to have coordinated 

training delivered in the winter/early spring. 

2. Field schedules should be developed around the 

best time to collect data, and take into 

consideration peak heat in day, when community 

and cultural celebrations are happening, and 

schedules of program participants (e.g. attracting 

any students?).  

3. Based on program objectives, may want field days 

spread throughout year to identify and potentially 

harvest plants in different seasons (e.g. supplies for 

minigan are only available at certain times of year) 

4. Program needs to be adequately resourced and wages provided to recruit and retain good 

Guardians. Wages should be on par with positions requiring similar activities. While the budget 

in Year 2 of the program may not support this, believe we should be working to it.  
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Guardian Training 

A five-day training session occurred in Chapleau July 18-22. The first day was held in Turtle Lodge, and 

the remaining days began at Turtle Lodge for ceremony and then were held at the Chapleau Cree Band 

Office. Some exercises took place in the area around the Band Office and one afternoon was spent with 

MNRF staff at their office and adjacent forest site. 

What worked well: 

- Training was ongoing, and people pointed out plants and animal tracks throughout season 

- Bringing everyone together for a common training fostered relationships and camaraderie 

- Skype was a good tool to connect the coordinator with the Missanabie team 

What was tricky: 

- GPS training needed to be more hands on, with more GPS units. 

- Learning plants is a process; need to recognize that learning doesn’t happen in a week or even a 

single field season.  

- Should have addressed mushrooms in training because Guardians came across dangerous ones 

in the field and needed to understand protocols around them 

Learnings on Guardian Training 

1. Additional training desired: Wilderness First Aid, radios, GPS, medicinal plants, how to walk in 

the woods and cut brush; ATV course; chainsaw course; recognizing high potential 

archaeological sites; drivers training. 

2. Training should be delivered in the winter/spring, and ideally in conjunction with MNRF and 

Tembec for cost-sharing (e.g. chainsaw and ATV courses) 

 

Incorporating Ceremony 

At the outset, the program was envisioned to support cultural revival and enable Elders and Guardians 

working together on the land. Ceremony was a part of the training, and got incorporated in various ways 

through field activities.  

What worked well: 

- There was a common understanding of reciprocity 

- Tobacco was put down at sites and at plots 

- Ceremony was done at the start of each day 

- Culture is accepting of people’s faiths and cultural differences 

What was tricky: 

- How to best address and accommodate different faiths, and respect an individual’s cultural 

learnings 

- Still in a period of transition whereby residential schools have pushed people from nature based 

to church based. People have every right to practice as they would like.  
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Learnings on Incorporating Ceremony 

1. At program outset, have a discussion on culture, ceremony, and respect. Recognize that 

ceremony can be incorporated and demonstrated in different ways, e.g. by picking up garbage, 

and it is a lifestyle. Also recognize that how people express spirituality and culture doesn’t have 

to be outward. Discussion on respecting cultural differences. 

2. Ask if people have a preference around the way that cultural spirituality is practiced, and if there 

is, ask people who are involved how they want to reflect it in the Guardian Program. 

3. Elders should take a lead role in making sure that ceremony gets incorporated daily. 

 

Field Protocols  

The methodology developed at the outset of the data collection was to conduct 1 plot per hectare in 

each designated site, and each plot would contain one to three ‘sweeps’ using the thumb method to 

determine which trees should be measured. There was no set protocol for identifying 

sacred/spiritual/cultural sites, nor for identifying and documenting medicinal and/or traditional plants.  

The primary objective that the Guardians were working towards was data collection on sites with high 

potential for birch. There were other objectives identified as part of the Guardian program, including: 

I. Cultural revival 

II. Increased knowledge of plants and traditional uses 

III. Having people reconnect with the land 

What worked well: 

- Coordinator going out in field with crews and 

demonstrating protocol.  

What was tricky: 

- Protocols weren’t written down and provided during training, which led to confusion around 

method and inconsistencies in data collection. 

- Lack of clarity on where information would be going, which led to a reluctance to write down 

some information for fear of it being used for exploitation of resources, or for the wrong 

purpose 

- At different times during the program, people felt conflicted about the priorities and that they 

didn’t have enough time to look at plants because they were measuring trees. 

Learnings on Field Protocols 

1. Have written protocols available for the training, and in a format (‘cheat sheet’) that is easy to 

take in the field for: data collection; special sites; wildlife; and understory plants. This will ensure 

consistent methods. 

2. Work with the Elders’ Council to set clear program objectives and priorities. This will impact 

time set for different activities, and how success is measured.  
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Data Sharing & Confidentiality  

Data collected by Guardians was entered onto field cards and keypunched. This will be the foundation of 

a Data Management System, to be designed this fall, which will ‘live with’ the NSRCF Secretariat. The 

data is the property of the NSRCF, and the use of the data should be guided by a Protocol. There will be 

requests from outside the NSRCF to access the data, and a desire for the NSRCF to use it.  

Questions to guide the evaluation of data requests: 

a) What data is being requested? i.e. tree species and diameters; location of sites visited; number 

of plots 

b) What is the project timeline? i.e. when is data required by; when will it be used 

c) What is the purpose of the data? i.e. what question are you trying to answer? 

d) Who will have access to the data?  

e) Where will the results be shared? i.e. school class, academic article, staff update 

f) How will the NSRCF be acknowledged/included? i.e. acknowledged in project communications; 

sent a copy of report; invited to presentation 

Further, who will be evaluating the requests? Are there some types of data sharing that could be 

granted easily within set parameters, vs. others that require decision by committee/Council? 

What worked well: 

- An incredible amount of data was collected on tree species and health; road conditions; wildlife 

sightings; and special sites. Individuals and groups are interested in accessing this data. 

- There is interest from students associated with academic institutions (e.g. Leo Lepiano, 

University of Toronto), MNRF, and Tembec to understand the data collected by Guardians. 

What was tricky: 

- Determining balance between sharing information about and collected by the program before a 

formal communications/data sharing and confidentiality protocol was adopted. 

 

Special Sites 

Guardians were asked to be the ‘eyes and ears’ of the land, and stewards of the land, and document 

special and unusual sites that they came across. As this was the first year, we didn’t know what types of 

sites would be encountered, and how best to address, but there are now some examples to bring to the 

Elders’ Council.  

There were two key sites identified that the Guardians are recommending the Elders discuss and 

consider visiting. One was an old growth cedar site, the other seemed to be a naturally-formed healing 

lodge. There were also sites that had flagging tape and fresh cut trees. 
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Forest  Site  Significance  Site Access  Implications to 

access 

Who has 

been to site 

Martel 92 High. Multiple 

observations of old 

growth white cedar. 

DBH was measured 

over 100 cm. 

Several over 90 cm. 

Protection and 

preservation of 

these trees should 

be sought by NSRCF. 

Drive North on Martel 

Road from Chapleau 

about 50km. Merge with 

Lipsett Rd and drive 

around 15 km. Site will be 

on the left just past 

Floranna lake.   

Access 

implications are 

unknown at this 

moment. More 

information 

needed from 

the 

Michipicoten 

and Chapleau 

Cree teams. 

Johnny 

Tangie, 

Dezirae Van 

Horne, 

Cheryl 

Cachagee, 

Dustin 

Cachagee. 

Magpie 11 High. Amphitheatre 

formed by alders 

created a dome or 

lodge-like structure.  

Drive NW on BR 48 from 

Lorrain Wilson’s house. 

Take right on BR 2 and 

head east. Walk into 

forest bearing south on 

pre-cut trail. More details 

to come from Lorraine 

Path needs to 

be cleared. 

Several days of 

work needed. 

Lorraine 

Wilson, 

Shelly 

Fletcher 

 

What went well: 

- Encountering special sites was a highlight of the summer for a number of people. They can 

generate emotions of wonder, mystery, and pride. 

- Guardians put down tobacco at the special sites. 

What was tricky: 

- There was no written protocol on what to do when a special site was encountered, what 

information to document, and what criteria made up a special site. The Guardians are looking 

for some guidance on this.  

o E.g. document location, and as first step, assess existing tenures on site? Proximity to 

harvest operations? Etc? 

- How will data be collected and used? Concerns with confidentiality. 

- Who are the most appropriate people to do ceremony on the land when these sites are 

encountered/returned to? Anyone can be a Guardian, and open to different faiths and cultures, 

but there was feedback that protecting and understanding deeper teachings requires traditional 

people who need to sacrifice certain comforts to do ceremony on the land. 

- How to involve the community in experiencing these sites? 

- How to develop management plans for these sites? 
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Field Materials & Packages 

Each team received a field kit that included: clipboard, pencils & datasheets; GPS unit; first aid kit; 

diameter tape; compass; waterproof camera; notebooks (one per team member). The Chapleau Cree 

office was the main area where materials and supplies were kept, and also had waterproof paper, 

batteries and chargers for the GPS units, extra flagging tape, an extra first aid kit if coordinator was 

going out not with one of the crews, and extra notebooks.  

What worked well: 

- GPS had pre-programmed maps of sites on them 

What was tricky: 

- GPS did not always work if geological factors interfered, and default settings made the ‘arrow’ 

on GPS too big when zooming in to plot level 

- Additional supplies and equipment desired  

- Field desks were cumbersome and inadequate 

Learnings on Field Materials & Packages 

1. Have more backup of supplies 

2. Additional & different supplies for both training and program delivery desired: GPS units and 

radios for every Guardian and Elder; truck radios; orange flagging tape (vs. other colours); safety 

glasses and hard hats; bear spray; machetes or pruning shears 

a. Flagging tape colours – blue is the best colour for anyone who is colourblind. Should be 

asked in Guardian application. 

b. Some people recommended using machetes, others disagreed and recommended 

pruning shears. Would suggest that it depends on personal preference and comfort and 

site access, or have Elders provide direction. 

c. Each GPS unit cost approximately $400. The program has an inventory of three.  

d. Diameter tape, used to measure trees, needs to be appropriate for location. Need to 

review data to look at scope of measurements before recommending certain size. 

Selected 10m tape, but perhaps 5m tape more appropriate. 
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Safety  

There were no safety incidents, but there was the potential for them to occur and we wish to mitigate 

this risk in future. There was a safety module in the training that discussed what equipment to have; 

what to do if lost; the importance of check ins; and scenarios for wildlife encounters.  

What worked well: 

- There were no safety incidents 

- Guardians and Elders took initiative to bring or purchase additional equipment (e.g. bear spray) 

- Some team members brought a wealth of experience in how to navigate in the bush 

- Check in procedures were re-established when coordinator left (e.g. making sure that there was 

daily check in with someone to know that you had returned safe from bush) 

- Coordinator in Chapleau made sure that all crews knew where first aid kit was at start of each 

day 

What was tricky: 

- Not having all supplies provided 

- Lack of communication when in the bush if someone got hurt 

- No clarity on liability if hurt in the bush 

Learnings on Safety 

1. Do not require people to come to training already having First Aid certificate, but offer it. If it is 

mandated, may limit participation.  

2. Purchase SPOT units and tracking package and test them out during spring test-tapping to 

ensure that they work in the NES region. If they do, purchase for each of the Guardians for 2016. 

3. Investigate blanket insurance/WCB coverage 

4. Write up check in protocol and have everyone sign off on it 

 

Transportation 

Field sites were selected based on 2014-2015 information from MNRF and Tembec about distance from 

roads, and road types. One truck was rented to be based in Chapleau, and the Missanabie team opted to 

use one of the Guardian’s vehicles. A limiting factor was the number of Guardians with valid drivers 

licenses.  

What worked well:  

- Scouting sites and assessing road conditions prior to going 

into a site was important 

- Ability to access road maps and information from other 

sources (Dave Jennings, now with Rentech) 

- No transportation incidents 

What was tricky: 

- Not all of the maps were up to date, and benefited from 

local knowledge of road networks 
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- Washouts weren’t reflected on current maps 

- ATVs could be useful in some but not all sites 

- No feedback was received from MNRF and Tembec on roads 

- One rented vehicle was not enough 

- Cutting into sites that were far from the main roads 

Learnings on Transportation 

1. Each team should have a cutter (to make access to site), scout, and licensed driver.  

a. Disagreement on whether all Guardians needed to have valid license, or 1-2 members 

per team. Agreement that if it was a requirement, program should look at providing 

support to get drivers licenses 

2. Weekly calls with MNRF and Tembec to discuss sites planned for following week. This may yield 

more up to date information on washouts. 

3. Earlier in planning and recruitment stage, identify who has vehicles and drivers licences, and 

whether they want to use their vehicles for the program. This will determine what the gap is, 

and how to fill. 

 

Wildlife 

We asked Guardians to document the type and abundance of wildlife encountered. It was discussed 

during training of what types of wildlife might be encountered, and ways to have safe and respectful 

encounters. There were no negative encounters with wildlife, and generally, more wildlife observed in 

the Magpie versus Martel forest.  

What worked well: 

- No negative encounters with wildlife 

- Observed moose, bears, lynx 

What was tricky: 

- Concerns over where information will go, and what it will be used for 

- Not everyone was confident in what they would do if they had a wildlife encounter; wanted 

more time spent on it during training 

Learnings on Wildlife 

1. Distribute protocol for documenting wildlife during training 

2. Offer additional resources, e.g. Bear Aware videos 

 

Team Member Roles 

The fieldwork was strenuous, and required a lot of energy to go into the bush, day after day, in all 

weather conditions. We recognize the incredible efforts that everyone went through, and what we 

learned about the different activities, responsibilities, and tasks. 

What worked well: 
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- Having 3 team members per team allowed teams to go out with two people if one was 

sick/committed to something else 

- Having the Elder be based at the road and take data over the radio; or have twice weekly 

meetings to talk through any concerns. Elders should be there to provide guidance and 

accountability, but not primary data collection. 

- The opportunity to be in the bush and connect with family was amazing, and opened up a lot of 

opportunities and direction for life.  

- This is a program that can really help people 

What was tricky: 

- The Field Coordinator was based in Chapleau and there was a lot of work to make program a 

success in the field and office, with limitations on time and resources.  

- Roles and expectations were not communicated clearly at the beginning of the program. Should 

be included at outset of future recruiting. 

- Team dynamics – e.g. if one person wanted to work on rainy days, but another person didn’t. 

Backup plans for weather days were not provided.  

Learnings on Team Member Roles 

1. Add program capacity in the form of someone who can take on office tasks so coordinator can 

be with teams in the field. They would liaise with MNRF, Tembec, and other industries in the 

area; get map packages ready; look at data immediately to catch issues early; and potentially 

also do keypunching. Ideally, this person will already have some of the relationships in the 

community/region required for success. 

2. Set protocols for working in inclement weather. Determine in advance if participants will be paid 

for weather days. 

3. Clearly define expectations at program outset, and differentiate Elder responsibilities from 

Guardians. 

a. Guardians: should there be age limit 

established? Differing opinions 

amoung Guardians, but agreement 

on need to be physically fit to walk 

in bush. Experience in bush 

required? Again, different feedback 

– need to balance offering 

opportunity to get in the bush and 

experience connection with land 

with ensuring that the right people 

can work in the field.  

b. Clarify up front that Guardians are 

expected to walk multiple kms per day, carry field equipment, work in inclement 

weather, and have long days. 

4. Note what costs will be covered at program outset, and before people commit. 
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Partnerships 

The Guardian Program was made possible due to partnerships, and will thrive, succeed, and have a 

larger impact if collaboration and cooperation is built amoung the groups. This may apply to funding, 

resourcing (e.g. equipment), training, data sharing, and joint planning. For the 2015 field season, 

partnerships were built with: 

a) Natural Resources Canada: committed to funding the Guardian program 

b) Tembec: provided funding and information on roads, planned cuts, species composition 

c) MNRF:  provided some field equipment (prisms) and an info guide to identifying the tree species 

common to the region, and information on roads, planned cuts, and species composition; also 

hosted the Guardians for an afternoon training session and discussion of safety and tree 

identification.  

There is the potential to have weekly check in calls with all or some partners, as well as invite them to 

ceremony with the Guardians.  

Learnings on Partnerships 

1. Draft a Memorandum of Understanding prior to the field season outlining the roles and 

responsibilities of different partners.  

2. Investigation options for joint training with MNRF and Tembec. 

Recommendations 
We are looking for guidance from the Elders’ Council on these recommendations. 

1. Create a logo for the Guardian Program for use on newsletters, hats, and clothing.  

2. Create a process and template for Personal Development Plans, including who would carry them 

out. 

3. Work with the Elders’ Council to set clear program objectives and priorities. This will impact 

time set for different activities, and how success is measured. 

4. Create a committee to develop a data sharing & confidentiality protocol to get circulated to the 

Elders’ Council and adopted at the next meeting. 

5. Elders’ Council to develop a protocol for special sites, addressing: what to do when one is 

encountered; what constitutes a special site; when to raise immediately vs when to raise at end 

of season; and how data on special sites should be shared. 

6. Elders’ Council to discuss the two sites identified in 2015 and decide when/if to go. 

7. Clearly define expectations at program outset, and differentiate Elder responsibilities from 

Guardians. 

a. Guardians: should there be age limit established? Differing opinions amoung Guardians, 

but agreement on need to be physically fit to walk in bush. Experience in bush required? 

Again, different feedback – need to balance offering opportunity to get in the bush and 

experience connection with land with ensuring that the right people can work in the 

field.  
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Closing 
We thank everyone for their work and efforts to make this pilot project a success. Each participant and 

partner contributed their unique skills and talents to building and implementing the Guardian program, 

and it was mentioned frequently that the ancestors were providing guidance all the way along. It was a 

learning process, and patience was required and given.  

When describing some of the sites that were encountered, Guardians used the words ‘magnificent’; 

‘magical’; and ‘gorgeous’. The Chapleau Crown Game Preserve, as the starting point for demonstrating 

the work and authority on the land, is a very special place and we hope to build opportunities there that 

have people employed and engaged for generations to come. 

 

 

 

 

 

With questions or for further information, please contact: 

Ecotrust Canada 

90 - 425 Carrall Street  6-222 Third Avenue West  Devlin Fernandes 

Vancouver, BC V6E 6E3  Prince Rupert, BC V8J 1L1  devlin@ecotrust.ca 

604-682-4141   250-624-4191    778-884-1284 

 

www.ecotrust.ca   
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