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Canadian policy development and the Canadian legal systems must be more inclusive of 
Indigenous Knowledge Systems. Indigenous Knowledge is something that has sustained 
Indigenous Peoples ' communit ies since time immemorial, indigenous knowledge 
systems have evolved over many generations within their particular ecosystem, and 
define the social and natural relationships with those environments. 

The knowledge systems of Indigenous Peoples are a fundamental solution to identifying 

answers to the critical state of the environment and the overall health and well-being of 

Indigenous communit ies . Especially important are the contributions of Indigenous 

women. Indigenous women traditionally and in contemporary times, are the keepers of 

traditional knowledge s \ s tems in relation to specific areas, such as health and 

environmental protection. The promotion of human rights of Indigenous Peoples in 

Canada requires that these traditional knowledge practices be respected, protected and 

promoted. 

There are several examples where traditional knowledge practices are undermined by 

environmental degradation o f lnd igenous peoples' lands, resources and territories. For 

example. Elders in Saskatchewan have stated that climate change is resulting from the 

destruction to nature caused by resource-based economies, which impacts Indigenous 

Peoples' overall socio-ecologicai contexts. These factors col lect ively contribute to the 

climate changes taking place in Indigenous communities. When we take the protective 

sources of Mother Earth, the extreme begins to happen because we eliminate that which 

is supposed to protect us. Forest practices involving drastic clear-cutting of trees by large 

corporations have a negat ive impact on the hunting and trapping practices o f lnd igenous 

peoples and water quality. Farming practices involving the use of pesticides and 

herbicides also have a negative impact on the water quality available to Indigenous 

communities. 

Further, existing traditional knowledge practices are often unfairly exploited by non-

Indigenous peoples. For example , an Innu Elder woman held traditional health 

knowledge about skin cancer treatment in the form of a medicinal herbal lea. A non-

indigenous doctor exploited this knowledge and obtained a patent for it without any 

compensation or benefit accruing to the Innu Nation. The exploitation of Indigenous 

symbols and art is also far too commonplace. 

Canada and other states must take the necessary measures to ensure legal protections of 

Indigenous Peoples ' traditional knowledge systems. Such protections would have a large 

impact on the environmental well-being and health of Indigenous women and their 

families. At the domestic level, Canada should initiate legal reforms to intellectual 

property laws to specifically address the rights o f lnd igenous Peoples to protect their 



traditional knowledge systems and to create enforcement mechanisms against non-

Indigenous peoples who exploit these systems. At the international level, the ratification 

of the U . N . Draft Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, which contains 

provisions related to the protection of traditional knowledge, would obviouslv be a 

welcome development, along with work in other fora. 

In terms of [he promotion of traditional knowledge, for Indigenous women, this can have 

a positive impact on their health status. In particular, it can have a positive impact on the 

sexual and reproductive rights of Indigenous women. As stated by the Native Women for 

Reproductive Rights : 

"Traditionally, the matters pertaining to [Indigenous] women were the business of 

women. A l l decisions concerning her reproductive health were left up to a woman 

as an individual; her decision was respected, and was final. Oftentimes an 

Indigenous women would turn to other women within her society for advice, 

mentoring, and assistance concerning reproductive health." (Native Women for 

Reproductive Rights at http://vvww.nativeshop.org/pro-choice.htmi) 

W o m e n Elders held and still hold knowledge about herbs, medicines and techniques for 

assistance in providing reproductive health services, indigenous women in Canada and 

elsewhere today have low levels of health status, which could be substantially raised if 

Indigenous women were given greater access to traditional health and healing practices. 

This is an integral part of the right to health, as recognized under international law, which 

requires accessible, culturally appropriate health care services. Canada must support the 

promotion of these practices. 

Finally, the protection of Indigenous languages is essential because without Indigenous 

languages, much of the translation of Indigenous traditional knowledge is lost. The loss 

of language means the loss of human diversity and all the knowledge of biodiversity as 

well . It is important that governments work to preserve the cultural diversity of 

Indigenous communit ies through the support of Indigenous languages. For example, they 

should be recognized as official national languages and identifying resources to make that 

statement a reality must be a priority. 

Thank you. 
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