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Abstract: Communities in Canada’s Northwest Territories (NWT) are at the forefront of the global
climate emergency. Yet, they are not passive victims; local-level programs are being implemented
across the region to maintain livelihoods and promote adaptation. At the same time, there is a recent
call within global governance literature to pay attention to how global policy is implemented and
affecting people on the ground. Thinking about these two processes, we ask the question: (how) can
global governance assist northern Indigenous communities in Canada in reaching their goals of
adapting their food systems to climate change? To answer this question, we argue for a “community
needs” approach when engaging in global governance literature and practice, which puts community
priorities and decision-making first. As part of a collaborative research partnership, we highlight the
experiences of Ka’a’gee Tu First Nation, located in Kakisa, NWT, Canada. We include their successes
of engaging in global network building and the systemic roadblock of lack of formal land tenure.
Moreover, we analyze potential opportunities for this community to engage with global governance
instruments and continue connecting to global networks that further their goals related to climate
change adaptation and food sovereignty.

Keywords: global governance; food systems; climate change; adaptation; knowledge sharing;
community-needs approach; Indigenous; northern Canada

1. Introduction

Indigenous and traditional food systems across the world are under threat due to
pressures of globalization and industrial food production practices. Rising rates of food
insecurity, particularly in remote communities, are compounded by ecological stresses
due to climate change and further threatened due to the impacts of the pandemic [1–4].
For the most part, our global food system will continue to function so that those that
already can afford and have consistent access to food will continue to be food secure, as the
current global food system will adapt, more or less, to climate change through efficiencies,
technologies, and policies [5,6]. It is the regions and communities that are currently on the
margins of the food system, either those living in subsistence-based systems, those closely
tied to the land, or those already living in poverty-stricken areas, that will be the most
impacted by climate change and food insecurity [7–9].

Canada’s North is at the forefront of global climate change. Parts of northern Canada
have seen an increase in temperature of roughly four to five times greater than the global
average; ecosystem form and function are being dramatically changed in a relatively short
period of time [10]. Permafrost thaw, degrading sea ice conditions, changing migratory
patterns of animals, increased intensity and frequency of wildfire, and changes in water
availability are impacting the region. These impacts are projected to continue to intensify in
the future [10,11] with direct and often negative implications for the ability of individuals

Sustainability 2021, 13, 2415. https://doi.org/10.3390/su13042415 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0509-4889
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8524-8926
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13042415
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13042415
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13042415
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/13/4/2415?type=check_update&version=3


Sustainability 2021, 13, 2415 2 of 17

and communities to hunt and gather traditional foods. Climate change is making it more
difficult to maintain traditional ways of life, reducing both the availability and accessibility
of traditional food [10,12–17]. Despite these challenges, Indigenous peoples in northern
Canada are not passive victims of climate change; they are adapting through everyday
adjustments to continue their traditional practices and taking on innovative projects that
build their knowledge and foster new actions. As such, there is a wealth of knowledge
and experience in communities across the North on adapting to the impacts of climate
change. These community-scale adaptations have been shown to be successful at reducing
vulnerability [18] while also providing lessons to other communities [19]. This bottom-up
approach supports Indigenous conceptions of food sovereignty, where Indigenous peoples
frame their own food security [20] and re-establish respectful relationships with land, water,
and wildlife in ways that allow for mutual benefit [21–23].

While community-based actions are fundamental to Indigenous food sovereignty and
adapting food systems to climate change, there are systemic issues that affect Indigenous
communities in northern Canada that are challenging to address at the community-level
alone. Highlighting the failure at multiple scales to support resilient northern food sys-
tems, households in Canada’s northern communities have reported rates of moderate to
severe food insecurity ranging from 17% to 69%, dramatically higher than the national
average of 8% [24–26]. These food insecurity rates in northern Indigenous communities
are the highest of any Indigenous population in a developed country [27]. Part of this
challenge includes the historic and continued colonial systems that have exerted pressure
on Indigenous communities for generations, undermining self-determination and way of
life [28,29]. In connection, northern Indigenous food systems depend on access to land,
resource rights, and ecosystem health, so they are also deeply connected to the politics
of development and globalization [30–33]. Furthermore, issues of remoteness, lack of
economic opportunities, and infrastructure compound food insecurity [25]. These and
other social, economic, and political issues shape food system challenges in the North,
altering the intergenerational relationship that Indigenous communities have with the land
and impacting overall health and well-being [7,25,34,35].

These systemic issues that intertwine with climate change and affect food systems—
land and resource rights, lack of supportive governance, development pressures, limited
local capacity—also play out in different contexts around the world [36]. Seeking to
bring recognition to and address these issues, Indigenous and civil society activists bring
their experiences to the global scale by engaging in transnational social movements and
advocating in global governance spaces (there is a difference between non-profit civil
society and corporate sector associations. Further, there is a difference between civil society
that advocates for or provides emergency and development assistance to marginalized
peoples, and civil society that is made up of and speak on behalf of people that directly
participate in the activities that are being debated. In this paper, the use of “civil society”
regularly refers to the latter category [37].). These efforts take many forms including the
protests and counter-events outside of global summits, Indigenous peoples and small-
scale farmers making interventions on plenary floors of international meetings, high-level
human rights petitions, and being directly included in debates and policy formation in
select global institutions [38–42]. With so much activity and many similar struggles among
advocates, could there be opportunities within global governance to make an impact on
the systemic issues and further the goals of northern Indigenous communities in Canada?

In this paper, we highlight the experiences of Ka’a’gee Tu First Nation (KTFN), located
in Kakisa, Northwest Territories (NWT), Canada, adapting their food system to climate
change. We include their priorities, successes, and the systemic roadblocks they encounter.
As part of an ongoing partnership with the KTFN, this paper is an analysis of literature and
empirical examples relating to potential opportunities for this small northern community
to engage with global governance instruments and connect to global networks to further
their goals related to climate change adaptation and food sovereignty. Therefore, in this
paper we ask the following question, (how) can global governance assist KTFN in reaching
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their goals of adapting their food systems to climate change? To begin answering this
question, we lay out a “community needs” approach to engaging in global governance
literature and practice, which highlights the importance of putting community priorities
and decision-making first. Next, we provide context about Kakisa and the climate change
adaptations that are happening in the community. With this context in mind, the follow-
ing two sections of the paper highlight areas of priority for KTFN, along with potential
opportunities to engage globally. First, they want to increase protection and care for their
traditional territories, however, they lack formal land tenure. Second, KTFN is experi-
menting with small-scale agriculture that sustains the local ecosystem, yet this is a new
endeavor for the community with various challenges described below. Through an analysis
of various opportunities at the global level relating to these two goals, we see solidarity
and relationship-building through global networks, as well as using global frameworks to
enhance community-based actions as potentially promising ways that engaging in global
governance could assist KTFN.

2. “Community Needs” Approach to Engaging in Global Governance

In this paper, we examine the question of (how) global governance can assist KTFN
in reaching their goals of adapting their food system to climate change. This question
is rooted in the theoretical perspectives of critical Indigenous literature that places an
emphasis on the needs and aims of communities [43–45]. In particular, scholars focus
on “being Indigenous” [44] as one of the strongest forms of community resilience and
resistance to colonial forces. This includes living out all aspects of Indigenous ontologies
in the everyday life, from their land-based food systems to their interconnected forms
of governance and self-determination [46–48]. The community level is significant to this
approach because this is where relationships between people, land, and ecologies are
often most closely connected. This further connects with the concept of “epistemologies
of the south” (“south” here does not refer to the geographical global south but to othered,
non-dominant ways of being) [49] that highlights the failings of Eurocentric societies to
acknowledge other ways of knowing and being as valid. Indigenous ways of life that are
biocentric and relational to past and future generations, the environment, and well-being
are often one of these epistemologies of the south that have been and continue to be othered.
As de Sousa Santos (2018) [49] writes, “such destruction disempowered these [othered]
societies, rendering them incapable of representing the world as their own in their own
terms, and thus of considering the world as susceptible to being changed by their own
power for their own objectives” (p. 8). It is the heterogeneity and non-hierarchical nature
of societies, including the power and objectives of the KTFN community that we seek
to highlight. It is important to note that following a community’s own objectives can
take many forms. Some scholars illuminate the importance of Indigenous communities
disengaging with state-based structures [29,47], while others show how they work with
states as a means to enliven and further their own governance systems [45,50]. It is the
needs and goals of communities, in their own articulation, that is significant.

This community-driven perspective also builds on the theoretical literature of proce-
dural justice for othered communities [51–54] and further studies that highlight the impor-
tance of democratic participation in political processes in global food governance [55–57].
This literature notes how a lack of respect and recognition of othered groups in social spaces
is connected to their ability to participate in political processes, which reinforces discrimina-
tion and marginalization. In practice, this is connected to demands for “a seat at the table”
and community participation in policy-making by civil society groups, and Indigenous
peoples’ call for self-determination. Yet, the above critical literature on community needs
can nuance these demands slightly. It helps us to recognize that some communities may
not desire, or be able to hold that seat at the table for various reasons connected to their
own visions, priorities, and decision-making processes. This does not necessarily mean that
those communities do not value participatory policy-making, but that their community
needs may mean pursuing other forms of actions.
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We also draw on methodological practices centered on critical Indigenous thought.
In particular, Gaudry (2011) [43] calls for “recenter[ing] the community in the research
process (1) by explicitly employing Indigenous worldviews; (2) by orienting knowledge
creation toward Indigenous peoples and their communities; and (3) by seeing our responsi-
bility as researchers as directed almost exclusively toward the community and participants”
(p. 114). This approach is a counterpoint to what Gaudry (2011) [43] explains as “extrac-
tive research”. Extractive processes, “take deeply meaningful information, often from
a marginal or ‘underresearched’ community, and presents it to a third party. This third
party is usually a highly educated academic audience or government bureaucracy, both of
whom have little staked on the preservation of the integrity of that extracted knowledge.
Lost in this extractive process are the context, values, and on-the-ground struggles of the
peoples and communities that provide that information and insight to the researcher”
(p. 113). While this is an article aimed at global governance scholars, it is the context,
values, and on-the-ground struggles of adapting KFTN’s food system to climate change
that takes center stage. Furthermore, this paper, written near the beginning of engaging
with KTFN on global endeavors, is part of the process of working with them to think
through the opportunities and challenges of engaging in global governance. By illuminat-
ing this methodological and praxis-driven process throughout the paper, we also speak
to other communities that have experienced or may be considering navigating global
governance structures.

In terms of the methods for this paper, we draw on previous participatory action
research (PAR) with KTFN, participant observation at the UN Committee on World Food
Security (CFS), and a review of literature on Indigenous involvement in global governance
forums. Concurrently, the authors are engaged in community-led climate change adaption
planning with KTFN, which has allowed members to express their visions and priorities
for their community. It also assists the authors in analyzing and presenting the information
in this paper. Furthermore, the ideas in this paper are being discussed with the community,
and ultimately, they will decide how to proceed and what options fit their needs and inter-
ests, as continues to be the foundation of our collaborative work together. In connection,
PAR is central in our “community needs” approach, ensuring research is community-driven
and responds to their practical concerns through the active collaboration of researchers
and participants [58,59]. Fundamental to the work conducted in northern communities
is building trust-based relationships by fostering opportunities to spend time together,
often on the land, being flexible, and creating opportunities to involve communities in
all aspects of the research process [60–62]. This approach also helps to foster a “two-eyed
seeing” approach that emphasizes both traditional and western knowledge and research
methodologies [63,64]. In this way, PAR embodies the “collaborative entanglement” un-
derstanding of knowledge mobilization and highlights how knowledge is co-created and
shared in purposeful ways to achieve the common goal of increasing food system resilience
within, among, and beyond participant communities. It is strong trust-based relationships
that can create the iterative cycle of knowledge creation, community action, and reflection.

Bringing the above theoretical and methodological approaches together, we refer to
these community-centered perspectives as a “community needs” approach. We use this
approach as a guide to exploring the potential opportunities and barriers of KTFN engaging
in the processes of building global solidarity and knowledge exchange, as well as global
policy-making and operationalization. Yet, global governance literature and practice can be
an “extractive” space, and community aims are rarely the focus of analysis or responsibility.
Much of the literature is focused on understanding and improving upon the practices that
exercise global authority. In their synthesis and future-looking paper on the field of global
governance, Coen and Pegram [65] note that while there have been many disciplinary,
empirical, and theoretical openings in the literature, the gaze remains within the realm
of global politics. As they explain, when thinking about scale and different levels of
governance, it is regularly with the top-down view of implementation and policy delivery.
When paying attention to upward processes, such as non-state actors’ participation and the
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motives of various stakeholders, most literature seeks to understand how this affects global
governance outcomes. One area of the broadening empirical base in the field includes Weiss
and Wilkinson’s [66] call for examining “everyday global governance,” or how people on
the ground receive, experience, and encounter global governance. As community-based
researchers, we welcome this call to engage with communities on their perceptions and
connections to global governance, yet this approach continues to funnel experiences into
understanding and improving upon global policy processes. For example, they conclude
that “looking up at global governance from the point of view of those who are governed”
will help us understand “most importantly, what kind of global governance that we ought
to have” [66]. Here, the needs and goals of communities that are engaged are not the
primary focus of the research, they are a means to an end.

It is not the aim here to discredit work within the field of global governance; it is
simply to highlight their centers of focus and responsibility and what intellectual blinders
this can create [67]. Of course, working to improve global policy structures will no doubt
have positive effects, especially for the community-based activists and advocates that
engage in those spaces [55,56,68]. However, the primacy of focusing on understanding
and improving global governance can limit what we decide is relevant for analysis when
engaging with people on the ground and their connections to global governance. This can
risk losing sight of what is meaningful to the people that one is researching with. In contrast,
through the lens of community needs and goals, the way we look at global governance
changes and broadens in scope. For example, it leads us to ask questions about if the global
level is the most effective space to address the challenges a community faces or reach its
goals. Are there costs to the community by participating in global processes or research
about global governance? How have grassroots movements used global governance
products and processes to meet their needs and goals? (How) does a community’s needs
fit within various global norms and policies? (How) can participation in global governance
practice and research enhance community resilience, culture, and way of life? In this
paper, we partially explore these questions in our narratives and analyses. Importantly,
the broadened scope of questions relating to community needs may well have insights for
understanding and improving upon global governance, however, it is the responsibility to
communities and their needs that comes first in the research and knowledge creation.

In the practice of global governance, there are food movements that align with a com-
munity needs approach. In particular, the food sovereignty movement, originating with
La Via Campesina (LVC), is rooted in the local food system struggles of peasants, Indige-
nous peoples, farmworkers, land-less peasants, fisherfolk, consumers, women, and young
people [69]. Food sovereignty is an alternative food system paradigm that rejects the
mainstream neoliberal industrial food system for one that upholds “the right of peoples
to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced through ecologically sound and sus-
tainable methods, and their right to define their own food and agriculture systems” [70].
Ultimately, food sovereignty is about increasing democracy, ecological sustainability, bio-
cultural diversity, and social justice in our global food system through localized, context-
specific actions [37,71]. Increasing the importance of place-based control, Indigenous food
sovereignty emphasizes self-determination of traditional lands and food systems [72].
LVC members note that the movement was born out of the need for voices from the ground
to be brought into global debates on food systems [73,74]. Quoting an LVC member,
Gaarde [75] highlights the importance of being rooted in the community when engaging in
global governance.

“We maintain the visibility of local struggles globally and at the same time
highlight the global aspects in local struggles. This is even more important in
our efforts to build alternatives, as we are building ecological alternatives and
food sovereignty that start from local action and are solutions to global problems”
(p. 10, quoting LVC member).

There are important connections between local realities and global structures and policies.
Yet, the food sovereignty movement sees the focus of action and responsibility to be at the
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local level first, similar to the community-needs approach we argue for. Therefore, in the
context of Kakisa, a community-needs approach that connects to the food sovereignty
movement makes us ask different questions when engaging at the global level. As we
will expand below, we ask about the opportunities for knowledge-sharing and solidarity-
building in global governance spaces. Are there possibilities of circumventing gridlocked
land governance processes at the territorial and national level that are impeding local and
regional food sovereignty and climate change adaptation initiatives?

3. Case Study: Climate Change Adaptation in Kakisa, NWT

The small Indigenous community of Kakisa is located in the Dehcho region of
Canada’s NWT. This Dene community of approximately 50 people continues to rely on
the traditional food system of harvesting, fishing, and gathering of foods from the lands,
lakes and rivers of the surrounding boreal forest. Community members support their
livelihoods through the traditional economy, commercial fishing, and limited employment
opportunities available through the Band Office. For most, other employment and services,
including grocery stores, are accessible in other communities, often requiring travel of up
to 300 km (round trip). Climate change adaptation and food security planning research
started in Kakisa in 2013 due to community-identified threats of climate change to the
traditional food system and health of the community [17]. Community members have
witnessed changes in water resources, ice conditions, permafrost and land subsidence,
health and behavior of traditional food species, and weather patterns [17,61]. The impacts
of forest fires, which directly affected the community in the summer of 2014, causing the
evacuation of the town, are of particular importance. There has been an increase in the
severity and intensity of fires, which has led to community questions regarding the ongo-
ing impacts on forest regeneration, access to land, and the return of important traditional
food species [49]. These changes on the land have resulted in more time and resources
being needed to access traditional foods and an increased risk to harvesters’ safety due
to uncertain and unpredictable terrain and weather patterns. The community, however,
continues to adapt to these changes and build resilience into its food system. Much of their
continued adaptation is due to their strong cultural and social ties within the community,
where traditional knowledge and connection to the land play a key role. However, there are
some key limitations to adaptation, specifically, where traditional knowledge cannot keep
up with the dramatic rate of change being observed on the land [76].

With such a small population, there are limits to community capacity to answer some
of the questions the community has regarding changes to the land and its impact on the food
system. The community has therefore built strong, long-term relationships with university
and government researchers, including the authors of this paper, to address some of these
issues. Community-based projects have developed over the years to incorporate growing
food, waste management, on-the-land learning that focuses on inter-generational knowl-
edge transfer, and other environmental research and monitoring initiatives [17,61,62,77].
There is a great deal of work going on that has led to employment opportunities, improved
community engagement and participation, and a sense of pride in their accomplishments.
Certainly, this has been a good model of how community-research relationships can foster
climate change adaptation, planning, and action [62], and communities can look to Kakisa
as a source of inspiration and leadership for the impact even the smallest communities can
have. However, it should be noted that many of these initiatives represent projects that
required a small bit of capacity and funding, the low hanging fruit, as opposed to larger,
more complex issues fundamental to shifts in the community’s food system.

One of the challenges that KTFN faces is that they do not have formal tenure of their
traditional lands. Protection of their traditional territory and enhanced decision-making
over issues that impact the land and people is seen as a key step by KTFN in securing
the community’s food system [17]. In 1999, the Dehcho First Nations (DFN), the regional
Indigenous governing body that Kakisa is a part of, started negotiating a comprehensive
land claim with the federal government. This process has stalled many times over the
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past two decades as there continues to be a wide gap between the positions of the federal
government and the DFN on the issues of lands and resource management [78]. In an
attempt to move the process forward, in 2019, the DFN requested a sectioned approach
that puts lands and resource negotiations aside for now and focuses on self-government
discussions including education, health, and governance [78,79]. Therefore, it may take
quite some time before this land claim process is settled. In another effort to gain protection
and more control of their lands, KTFN participated in the Government of Northwest Terri-
tories (GNWT)’s Protected Areas Strategy process, which outlines conservation network
planning in the NWT. As part of this process, an area of 9600 km2 around Kakisa is set as
a candidate area for a future protected area. Unfortunately, this process has also stalled,
with no significant progress since 2012 when the GNWT withdrew from the process [79].
The lack of direct control of their lands, due to these stymied processes, creates challenges
in KTFN’s traditional food system and the adaptations the community can pursue. As an
example, the community has been interested in experimenting with developing a small-
scale farm in a planned fire break, aimed at protecting the community from future wildfire.
However, jurisdictional issues are slowing the process of creating the fire break, as regional
and territorial permits are needed to use the land for agriculture. In another example,
protecting the land and waters to safeguard the subsistence and commercial fisheries that
the community depends on is critical when considering plans to revitalize the fishing
industry in the NWT [80]. Again, community concerns about protecting the KTFN’s tradi-
tional territory and food system in the face of outside development and regulatory forces
highlight the need for capacity and tools to be part of the dialog and contribute to the
decision-making process [61,80]. Given the extended impasse that Kakisa faces around
formal land tenure and that local control of their lands is a key priority for the commu-
nity, we consider opportunities to circumvent this gridlock through global governance
instruments and networks.

4. Pressure from Above: Using Global Instruments to Address Systemic Issues

There are theoretical and empirical examples of Indigenous peoples and civil society
advocates sidestepping local blockages by engaging with global actors and institutions.
Theoretically, this has been best captured through Keck and Sikkink’s [81] “boomerang pat-
tern” from the human rights activism literature. It is an explanatory model that highlights
how domestic non-governmental organizations (NGOs) in global south countries that are
unable to stop their national governments from committing human rights violations turn
to international NGOs for assistance. These international NGOs work with global north
states and global institutions to put pressure on the global south government to stop the
violations. This tactic can be effective because the global south country often needs aid
from those that are pressuring them [82]. While this model does not fit perfectly with
Kakisa’s context, being in a global north country, it does confirm how the power of national
and other levels of government are permeable through globalized efforts [83]. In particular,
the nation-state is not the only place for political engagement in our globalized world.
Actors can engage on issues within global institutions or networks that have authority
and/or influence over states. Furthermore, when actors engage in these spaces, they can
encounter new norms, framings for arguments, and forms of action that may enhance
their efforts back home [84,85]. As such, the boomerang pattern’s general idea of creating
pressure from above through globalized networks to affect government actions or create a
more favourable environment for efforts at home could be useful to the community.

In practice, there are many ways that Indigenous peoples and civil society actors
seek to create pressure from above. First, they use formal human rights petitions against
states. For instance, Indigenous peoples in Canada have brought several petitions to the
Inter-American Commission on Human Rights. In 2005, the Inuit Circumpolar Council
(ICC) led by prominent Inuit activist Sheila Watt-Cloutier petitioned to investigate and
sought damages due to the United States’ contributions to climate change and their failure
to take adequate mitigation measures. The petition was ultimately rejected, however, it has
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opened the door for similar cases, such as the pending petition by the Arctic Athabaskan
Council (which formally represents KTFN as part of the broader Athabaskan peoples across
the NWT, Yukon, and Alaska) against Canada on black carbon brought forth in 2013 [41,86].
In a different issue area, a case was brought to the Inter-American Commission in 2009
by the Hul’qumi’num Treaty Group against Canada to rule on the merits of recognizing
Indigenous peoples’ rights on private property. Despite being with the Commission for
11 years, no findings have been made [87]. Looking at these cases together, they have
all brought significant awareness to the challenges Indigenous people in Canada face
regarding the interconnected issues of land, food systems, and climate change. However,
they have been lengthy and costly endeavors for minimal results or continued stalemate.
In thinking about how global governance could assist Kakisa, a formal human rights
complaint could be unsustainable, but knowledge of these cases can be part of a broader
framework for action.

Another way that Indigenous peoples and civil society actors create pressure from
above is by participating within global institutions, such as the United Nations (UN),
to bring awareness to the issues affecting their communities and shape global norms and
policy outcomes. Importantly, the various bodies within the UN have different structures
for participation. Some past processes have allowed Indigenous peoples to be directly
involved in debates and policy-making, such as the creation of the United Nations Declara-
tion on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) [38], the UN Convention on Biological
Diversity, and its Nagoya Protocol [40,88,89], and the International Labor Organization’s
Convention C169 [38]. Currently, the UN Committee on World Food Security (CFS) is con-
sidered the “foremost inclusive international and intergovernmental platform” [90] due to
its Civil Society and Indigenous Peoples’ Mechanism (CSM) and Private Sector Mechanism
that are included in all policy-making processes, except for voting [44–46]. In other UN
bodies, Indigenous peoples have less decision-making power. The Permanent Forum on
Indigenous Issues is a subsidiary of the UN General Assembly, yet this space is limited to
an advisory role [91]. Furthermore, the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC) and UN Conference on Sustainable Development, the main bodies
that discuss climate change, have been criticized for lacking Indigenous involvement until
recently [92,93]. Indigenous peoples are now considered a “Major Group” of civil society in
these processes, but it is still only states in the plenary hall making policies [94]. Given this
varied landscape, it is important to think about which spaces allow for the most influence
in decision-making. As such, we do see possible opportunities in connecting KTFN with
the CFS and its corresponding CSM, particularly due to the prominence and respect for
Indigenous peoples’ participation, its focus on food systems, and the fact that one of the
authors has experience with this forum. However, potential engagement does come with
important considerations.

Even when Indigenous people are able to participate actively in UN institutions,
such as the CFS, there are power dynamics to be aware of. In particular, the UN system is
based on the voting power of states that can benefit from the control of resources and be
invested in the structures that Indigenous peoples are seeking to change [38,87,95]. Further-
more, corporations are also actively engaged in UN institutions and the primacy of their
bottom lines, increasing concentration and control of technology through intellectual prop-
erty can create a very different set of priorities than those of civil society and Indigenous
peoples [96,97]. While corporations do not have voting status, their power is significant
due to their access and control of financial resources and the mainstream neoliberal political
economy that caters to business interests [56,98,99]. Another layer of power is that UN
bodies have their own, at times opaque, procedures and requirements that one must learn
to navigate to participate meaningfully [55,75,91]. UN processes and structures are also
based on Eurocentric constructions of politics, which can leave little room for other ontolo-
gies, such as Indigenous biocentric governance, to be valued, expressed, and incorporated.
These power dynamics are important to be aware of when participating in a UN institution
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and when using their policy instruments; they are a product of the power structures at the
time of writing.

Another consideration is that the time and resources it takes to participate in ad-
vocacy work within the UN system can be significant and put a strain on an already
limited capacity. Quoting a La Via Campesina (LVC) member, Gaarde [75] highlights the
following experience:

“It is harvest time at home these days. I need to plan and talk to my family on
the phone to be sure my tomatoes are harvested. I am a food producer. It is a
sacrifice for me to be here [at the CFS]. We are different from NGOs and other
kinds of ‘staff’ who are paid for this work. For me as a farmer it is a cost to be
away from my farm. It can sometimes look contradictory that I use so much
time in Rome talking about agriculture and then leave my work on the farm
behind. I constantly need to justify it to my colleagues that I am doing this kind
of work” (p. 111).

While these sacrifices are significant, another LVC member explains why they put up with
all of the challenges that come with engaging in a global institution.

“Being a social movement activist is the same all over the world: your commit-
ment to the cause comes at a personal and financial cost. But the hard work needs
to be done. Once we have decided to occupy a policy space we must be well
organised and arrive to the negotiation table with well-deliberated contributions
and solutions. We have a responsibility vis-à-vis other members to work for
positive social change on the ground”. (Gaarde, quoting an LVC member, p. 111,
2017) [75]

Part of what brings civil society actors to this work is the ability to influence global
policy that can address the issues that they and their community experience. While this
is important work, given this demanding context, we recognize that it could be quite
challenging for KTFN to become a full advocate in a global institution. The time and
resources this could take is significant for a community with already limited capacity.
Of course, in line with our “community needs” approach, this is ultimately KTFN’s decision
based on their priorities, and the authors would be supportive of their participation.

There are examples of creating pressure from above, without the need to be a full
advocate in a global institution, by using existing global policy instruments to assist
activities at the ground level. This approach has been used by other civil society actors
around the world. Franco and Suárez [100] discuss how actors in sub-Saharan Africa
are embracing the Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of Tenure of
Land, Fisheries, and Forests in the Context of National Food Security (VGGTs) created
through the CFS. They are using the VGGTs to shift the terrain of discussions about
their land rights with states and other actors by framing their arguments around the
guidelines and using them as a source of empowerment. This approach of using global
frameworks to shift discussions and support community-based action could also be used
by KTFN within their own context. Importantly, the VGGTs, which “set out principles
and internationally accepted standards for practices for the responsible governance of
tenure” [101] connect with KTFN’s challenges around land tenure. Furthermore, the inter-
governmental policy creation process for the VGGTs included significant participation
by civil society and Indigenous peoples through the CSM. As such, the guidelines are
seen as an instrument upholding human rights, with a particular focus on the rights
of the vulnerable and marginalized [102]. Another potential opportunity to connect to
global policy instruments relating to land and Indigenous peoples’ rights is through
UNDRIP. The GNWT has made it part of its mandate to implement UNDRIP by “[working]
with Indigenous governments to create and implement an action plan that identifies
changes required in GNWT legislation and policies to best reflect the principles set out in
UNDRIP” [79]. The Canadian government has also recently introduced a bill to implement
UNDRIP [103]. Because UNDRIP promotes Indigenous self-determination and control over
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traditional lands, it could also be a useful framework for KTFN. Whatever global policy
instruments KTFN connects with, their use within the community itself can be significant.
Considering the community prioritizes autonomy and self-sufficiency, the instruments
could be used to strengthen grant applications for community-based actions, create better
terrain for working with government and corporate actors, and increase general capacity
from the knowledge of their rights and international principles related to the issues they
face. This could create pressure from above by engaging with global frameworks using
a “community needs” approach to strengthen actions and address the systemic issue of
land tenure. In the following section, we turn to another opportunity of engaging in global
governance for solidarity and knowledge-sharing.

5. Solidarity and Knowledge Sharing through Global Networks

Kakisa has a wealth of knowledge and experience working with groups and networks
that support their vision for land stewardship and sustainable food systems [61]. In this
section, we consider growing KTFN’s networks to become more connected to the global
food sovereignty movement, where many others are experiencing similar challenges and
creating solutions. First, we highlight part of Kakisa’s own experience in global network
building and the importance that solidarity and knowledge-sharing have played. KTFN’s
networks extend to include international partners, including participating in research
meetings with community partners from Brazil, Mexico, and Kenya. Often striking about
those conversations with partners from around the globe are the similarities of climate
change impacts on food systems (drought, as an example, threatens crops in Africa and
access to traditional food in the NWT). One key area that Kakisa has prioritized is looking
for assistance and knowledge about growing food and small-scale agriculture. As climate
change continues to impact food systems in the NWT, there may be more opportunities
for local food production, as temperatures warm and ecosystems shift [104]. Developing
agricultural opportunities can work to alleviate some of the complex issues surrounding
elevated levels of food insecurity in the NWT and build community resilience in the face
of global threats. However, many important barriers exist that may limit the ability of
communities to adapt and take advantage of this opportunity, including land suitability
and availability, local capacity, limits to plant productivity, and lack of suitable policy and
government assistance.

For Kakisa, ensuring that agriculture is developed in a way that meets the needs
of residents without diminishing the overall health of the ecosystem or their traditional
food system, is important. At the same time, growing food is not a component of the
traditional knowledge system that exists in many northern Indigenous communities, and in
fact, can be negatively associated with residential schools (from the 1880s to the 1990s,
residential schools were run by the Canadian government and administered by churches
with the explicit objective of assimilating Indigenous children into Euro-Canadian society
and Christian ways of living. The system forcibly separated children from their families
for extended periods of time and forbade them to practice their Indigenous culture or
speak their own languages. Former students have spoken of horrendous physical, sexual,
emotional, and psychological abuse at residential schools) [61,77]. KTFN has struggled to
implement food-growing projects that have a meaningful impact on the local food system.
As the community continues to advance food growing projects, questions about how to
have more local engagement and ownership of food growing initiatives continue. This has
raised questions in the community about how agriculture is being implemented in the
NWT, and if there are better ways of grounding food growing in community knowledge
and culture systems.

The opportunity to learn from other communities and regions where agriculture
practices are part of a traditional food system, particularly those systems that prioritize
land stewardship has been appealing to KTFN. In the fall of 2019, Chief Chicot of the
KTFN travelled with researchers to Brazil to attend an agroecology workshop, tour lo-
cal farms, and present at the International Union of Forest Research Organization 2019
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conference. Southern Brazil has been the site of a longstanding research network that
connects across Canada and to Kakisa through several research grants. Some of the back-
ground of this trip is provided in Blay-Palmer et al. (2020) in the context of the right to
food and Indigenous and traditional food systems. In southern Brazil, a long tradition
of family farming persists with small-scale farms supplying approximately 70% of food
to the domestic market [105]. Many of these farms use traditional agroforestry systems
of food crops, vegetable gardens, non-wood forest products such as erva-mate, native
fruits, and livestock grazing. These systems are both critical to the farms’ income and
food security [106,107]. These traditional agroforestry systems that have developed over
generations, with roots in the Guaraní Indigenous knowledge, are now engrained in settler
community food production practices [108]. As such, the relationship of these traditional
producers to their land is intimately tied to their relationship to the forest and their roles as
stewards and knowledge holders [109]. These food production methods and collective com-
munity action has resulted in the conservation and reforestation of 20–25% of the region’s
forest ecosystems and have had a profound impact on biodiversity and human livelihoods
in the region [1,110]. During the trip, Chief Chicot and the researchers recognized that
the Brazilian practitioners’ knowledge about the intersection of food growing and forest
management could be adapted to the NWT to help address the impact of climate change
on the boreal forest, which is the basis of the traditional food system and an important
global carbon sink. Furthermore, the linkages to Indigenous knowledge and some of the
cultural similarities experienced on the trip helped the group to envision how aspects of
the knowledge in Brazil could be applied, in some way, to Kakisa. However, the most
important part of the entire experience was the welcoming and warm reception the visitor
from the NWT received from the hosts and participants in Brazil. The time spent together
learning and sharing knowledge and experiences formed relationships that helped mobi-
lize knowledge to create new programming in the NWT. These exchanges have shaped
and driven conversations in Kakisa about new ways of growing food, using the forest
and traditional knowledge. The novel approaches being trialed in Kakisa are valuable to
other communities as they speak to Indigenous participation and engagement in regional
agriculture that may have policy implications as to how agriculture will develop in the
North. This exchange is a prime example of the types of transformative knowledge sharing
that can occur as a result of relationship and solidarity building.

Based on these initial beneficial experiences of knowledge-sharing and solidarity
through global networks and KTFN’s interest in this approach, we consider if there are
similar opportunities at the CFS and food sovereignty movement within the CSM. Here,
it is useful to provide a bit more background on what the CSM is as a global governance
space. In response to the 2008 world food crisis, the CFS, which reports to the UN Food
and Agriculture Organization (FAO), went through a reform process to create formal
mechanisms for civil society and Indigenous peoples and the private sector to be included
in all policy creation processes. This new inclusive structure came from a well-organized
proposal from LVC and other civil society actors, who had been growing politically in
the FAO and other international arenas since the 1990s. The CSM was established as an
autonomous space for civil society to come together to discuss policy issues and create
collective positions through their own perspectives and processes that are then brought
to other members of the CFS [42,75]. This structure has allowed the CSM to become a
formal space of agency and decision-making for civil society and Indigenous peoples,
which is not seen in any other global institution. Furthermore, the CSM has also become
a convening space based on solidarity that brings together food movement actors from
all over the world. Solidarity is regularly referenced in relation to CSM actors having
different histories and circumstances, but they work together across differences through a
common goal for more just and sustainable food systems that support everyone, especially
the most vulnerable [57,111]. Moreover, solidarity is also part of their normative framing
of alternatives to the mainstream food system. Instead of the current neoliberal food
system that caters to business interests and sees people as self-interested individuals,
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the movement calls for people to be considered rights holders that can care for each other
and their local environments [73,112]. This context of autonomy and solidarity and the
ability to meet many other actors experiencing similar food system challenges make the
CSM a potentially fitting place for KTFN members to make connections from all over the
world. Yet, as mentioned above, the issue of limited capacity could hinder the ability to
fully engage in this global governance space. So, how can Kakisa connect to the knowledge
and solidarity that the CSM brings together as well as share their own experiences?

Perhaps a way forward is to participate in knowledge-sharing Communities of Practice
(CoPs) and networks that overlap with the more formal governance structures of the CFS
and CSM. In terms of knowledge-sharing, the FAO has communities of practice (CoP) on
agroecology (http://www.fao.org/agroecology/communityofpractice/en/ (accessed on
10 January 2021)) and Indigenous peoples’ food systems (http://www.fao.org/indigenous-
peoples/global-hub/en/ (accessed on 10 January 2021)). These CoPs include contributors
from the CSM, in addition to policymakers, academics, and the private sector. Research
findings, articles, reports, webinars, workshops, and other materials are shared through
email listservs from the CoPs’ various participants. There may be organizations that work
on issues important to KTFN that they can connect to, helping to broaden their networks.
Importantly, the knowledge gained through the CoPs can be incorporated into KTFN’s
community-based activities, and KTFN can also share their own experiences through these
platforms. While these CoPs are technical and practical ways to connect to the knowledge
flowing through the FAO more broadly, we also see potential connections through the
trust-based relationships that KTFN has created within its research partnerships. Being part
of a research network that has members who participate in the CSM can act as a bridge
between spaces. As such, the partnership could help to bring knowledge from the CSM
and discuss with community members if and how it connects to their priorities and actions.
These connections can create new avenues and doors to be opened if the community
would like to use them, similar to the opportunities created when Chief Chicot travelled to
Brazil. Further, the trust-based relationships that are fundamental to a “community needs”
approach could also assist KTFN when looking for options to create pressure from above
as discussed in the previous section.

6. Conclusions

Grassroots movements have shaped global governance spaces and built international
solidarity movements that can aid in local actions. This global space offers valuable
opportunities to share knowledge and shape policy. However, there are considerable time
and resource commitments required to be a part of these dialogs. For a small community
such as Kakisa that is at the forefront of climate change impacts and is continuing to adapt
and innovate its food system to support the health of the community, these spaces could still
offer an opportunity to share knowledge and build support to overcome systemic barriers.
Furthermore, because the regional land claim and local protected area strategy processes
have stalled for KTFN, the potential of using global policy tools to overcome local and
regional barriers could offer a breakthrough for addressing issues of land tenure and limited
capacity. These global governance opportunities were analyzed using the community
needs-based approach we argue for in this paper. This approach highlights the limitations
of current global governance literature, which places an emphasis on understanding global
policy outcomes and structures. Furthermore, the approach also challenges the typical
understanding of how global and local connections can happen. Instead of linear paths
flowing through formal local, federal, and global governance spaces, these pathways
can be much more complex with communities able to work across scales. Yet, for many
smaller communities, navigating these complex networks and relationships can be difficult.
What has worked in Kakisa, thus far, has been built on relationships with a broad network
of researchers and organizations that help to provide capacity and opportunity to be a part
of peer-to-peer knowledge-sharing dialogs. Some of these opportunities, such as the trip
to Brazil to learn about agroecology, have directly resulted in food systems innovation in

http://www.fao.org/agroecology/communityofpractice/en/
http://www.fao.org/indigenous-peoples/global-hub/en/
http://www.fao.org/indigenous-peoples/global-hub/en/
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the community. As these networks continue to grow and develop, they can intersect with
other CoPs and networks that could provide the opportunity to join global governance
dialogs, if it aligns with the vision and needs of the community. Like KTFN, there are other
communities around the world that may be underrepresented in global policy and have
limited ability to participate in global governance spaces. This paper helps to shed light
on the process of navigating through the world of global governance in search of ways
to ease the challenges these communities face and to have their communities’ knowledge
influence global policy. The opportunities that we have identified for KTFN will not fit in
every context and are not prescriptive for other communities. It is through a “community
needs” approach, which focuses on the goals and priorities of the community, that a variety
of ways to engage in global governance can be found.
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