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Alaska Native Peoples and Conservation Planning: 
A Recipe for Meaningful Participation
Melanie B. Jacobs and Jeffrey J. Brooks

Participation by Alaska Native tribes, communities, and individu-
als in conservation projects on public lands is often inadequate. 
Increasing the quantity and effectiveness of Native participation in 
conservation should be of paramount importance to federal agen-
cies in Alaska. Our purpose is to better understand and improve 
participation in conservation planning for Alaska Native peoples. 
Our objectives were to inductively develop a model of Alaska Na-
tive participation, identify and describe factors that impede and 
facilitate meaningful participation by Alaska Native peoples, and 
formulate recommendations for agency planners and managers. The 
FRUH�DQDO\WLF�WKHPH²FXOWXUDO�DSSURSULDWHQHVV²UHÀHFWV�D�OLQJHULQJ�
divide between Alaska Native cultures and ways of knowing on the 
RQH�KDQG��DQG�DJHQF\�FXOWXUHV�DQG�SUDFWLFHV�RQ�WKH�RWKHU��7KH�¿QG-
LQJV�UHÀHFW�EDUULHUV��IDFLOLWDWRUV��DQG�ORJLVWLFV�UHODWHG�WR�FRPPXQL-
cations, relations, and involvement. The recipe for meaningful par-
ticipation requires agencies to develop and maintain capacities for 
JUHDWHU�FXOWXUDO�DZDUHQHVV�DQG�VHQVLWLYLW\��DQG�ÀH[LELOLW\�LQ�PHWKRGV�
of communication and public involvement.

La participation des tribus, communautés et individus autochtones 
de l’Alaska dans les projets de conservation des terres publiques 
HVW�VRXYHQW�LQVXI¿VDQWH��$XJPHQWHU�OH�WDX[�GH�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�GHV�DX-
WRFKWRQHV�GDQV� OD�FRQVHUYDWLRQ�HW�VRQ�HI¿FDFLWp�GHYUDLW�rWUH�G¶XQH�
importance primordiale pour les agences fédérales de l’Alaska. 
1RWUH�EXW�HVW�GH�PLHX[�FRPSUHQGUH�OD�SODQL¿FDWLRQ�GH�OD�FRQVHUYD-
tion pour les peuples autochtones de l’Alaska.  Notre objectif était 
de développer un modèle de participation des peuples autochtones 
TXL� LGHQWL¿DLW� HW� GpFULYDLW� OHV� IDFWHXUV� HPSrFKDQW� HW� IDFLOLWDQW� XQH�
participation constructive des peuples autochtones de l’Alaska, ain-
VL�TXH�GH�IRUPXOHU�GHV�UHFRPPDQGDWLRQV�SRXU�OHV�SODQL¿FDWHXUV�HW�
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les gestionnaires. Le thème analytique principal—cultural appropri-
DWHQHVV²UHÀqWH�XQH�GLYLVLRQ�SHUVLVWDQWH� HQWUH� OHV� FXOWXUHV�DXWRFK-
tones de l’Alaska quant aux modes de connaissances d’un côté et 
les cultures et pratiques des agences de l’autre. Les découvertes re-
ÀqWHQW�OHV�EDUULqUHV��OHV�SURWDJRQLVWHV�HW�OD�ORJLVWLTXH�FRQQH[HV�j�OD�
communication, aux relations et à la participation. La recette d’une 
SDUWLFLSDWLRQ� VLJQL¿FDWLYH� UHTXLHUW� TXH� OHV� DJHQFHV�GpYHORSSHQW� HW�
maintiennent des structures promouvant la conscientisation et la 
VHQVLELOLWp�DLQVL�TX¶XQH�ÀH[LELOLWp�GDQV�OHV�PpWKRGHV�GH�FRPPXQLFD-
tion et de participation publique. 

Alaska Native peoples are the descendants of those who inhabited Alas-
ka 10,000 years ago, and many live on lands traditionally occupied by 
their ancestors. Approximately 16% of the state’s current population is 
Alaska Native, representing over twenty dialects and about a dozen ma-
jor cultural groups, including Aleut, Alutiiq, Athabascan peoples, Cupik, 
Eyak, Haida, Inupiat, Saint Lawrence Island Yupik, Tlingit, Tsimshian, 
and Yupik. The United States legally recognizes 229 distinct tribes in 
Alaska.

Alaska Native peoples have a long history of interacting and coping 
with other governments and peoples who have come to Alaska from oth-
er places, including land managers, natural resource planners, and other 
JRYHUQPHQW�RI¿FLDOV�DQG�HPSOR\HHV��7KH�VFRSH�RI�WKLV�SDSHU�DGPLWWHGO\�
does not capture the full and nuanced details of Alaska Native histo-
ries, or their levels of participation in conservation projects over decades 
past. Looking across the state and using a broad lens, our purpose is to 
better understand and help improve, in a general and preliminary sense, 
Alaska Native peoples’ participation in federal land use and conserva-
tion planning. This paper should be evaluated based on its contribution 
WR�LQFUHDVLQJ�WKH�LQÀXHQFH�RI�$ODVND�1DWLYH�SHRSOHV�LQ�VKDSLQJ�WKH�IX-
ture of the land that is so closely linked to the survival of their diverse 
cultures, beliefs, and traditional ways of life.

Today, the state of Alaska is divided into a patchwork of land owner-
ships and legal jurisdictions. In a highly politicized atmosphere, Alaska 
Native tribes, communities, and other groups compete for position and 
access rights alongside the state and federal governments, corporations, 
commercial interests, and individuals (e.g., Case, 1989, 1998; Gallagher 
& Gasbarro, 1989). Most of the federal lands in Alaska have conserva-
tion status and are protected and managed by a variety of agencies that 
use a comprehensive planning document as a general vehicle to direct 
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resource conservation and land-use management (Gallagher, 1988). 
Comprehensive area plans for agencies such as the U.S. Forest Service, 
National Park Service, Bureau of Land Management, and U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service are often rooted in differing missions and distinct en-
abling legislation, which can complicate conservation planning and cre-
ate public confusion. Circumstances are further exacerbated by sheer 
geographical distance, remoteness, and the absence of roads in many 
parts of the state.

To meet requirements of the National Environmental Policy Act and 
other laws that establish federal planning processes (e.g., Alaska Nation-
al Interest Lands Conservation Act of 1980), federal agencies in Alaska 
and elsewhere must conduct participatory planning during the develop-
ment phase of land management plans and other projects that propose 
major actions or changes on federal lands—actions that could impact the 
environment and affect human communities. Participatory planning has 
EHHQ�GH¿QHG�DV�D�VRFLDO��HWKLFDO��DQG�SROLWLFDO�SUDFWLFH�LQ�ZKLFK�LQGLYLGX-
als or groups, assisted by a set of tools, take part in varying degrees dur-
ing the overlapping phases of the planning and decision-making cycle to 
bring forth outcomes that may be congruent with the participants’ needs 
DQG� LQWHUHVWV� �+RĚHOOL��������S��������$W�YDULRXV� VWHSV� LQ� WKH�SODQQLQJ�
process, federal agencies gather public input by soliciting written com-
ments and recording spoken testimony at public hearings (see Appendix 
A). When agency planners and managers use these tools alone, they do 
not achieve adequate and meaningful public participation with Alaska 
Native peoples living in rural communities.  

Traditional ways of life, based in Alaska Native subsistence practic-
es, have been well studied and documented (e.g., Wheeler & Thornton, 
2005). Alaska Native subsistence involves more than food and nutrition; 
it is integral to the cultures, societies, and economies of most, if not all, 
Alaska Native peoples and their communities, both materially and spiri-
tually (Brown & Burch, 1992; Case, 1989; Thériault, Otis, Duhaime, & 
Furgal, 2005; Thornton, 1998, 2001; Van Zee, Makarka, Clark, Reed, 
& Ziemann, 1994). Alaska Native peoples require continual access to 
the resources present on vast tracts of undeveloped and remote lands to 
maintain their traditional ways of life grounded in subsistence practices 
and Native ways of knowing. Ensuring access and retaining the essential 
link to the land and subsistence resources is vital to the survival of Alas-
ka Native cultures and absolutely requires that Alaska Native peoples 
be able to meaningfully take part in the planning and decision-making 
processes used by federal agencies.



94  Jacobs and Brooks, “Conservation Planning in Alaska”

Land management decisions made by agencies can and do im-
pact Alaska Native cultures and traditional ways of life. Accordingly, 
it should be of paramount importance to federal agencies to increase 
the quantity and effectiveness of Alaska Native peoples’ participation in 
DQG�LQÀXHQFH�RQ�WKHVH�GHFLVLRQV��+RZHYHU��$ODVND�1DWLYH�LQYROYHPHQW�
in planning and management of the state’s vast territory and abundant 
resources has been described as inadequate for effecting the real changes 
that are needed to ensure complete protection of subsistence ways of life 
(Case, 1989; Flanders, 1998; Hensel & Morrow, 1998; Thornton, 2001). 
Moreover, Alaska Native peoples often feel that agency planners and 
managers do not respect, or hold negative and patronizing attitudes to-
wards their cultures and traditional ways of knowing. Traditional knowl-
edge held by Natives tends to be seen as anecdotal by agency profes-
VLRQDOV�XQOHVV�LW�KDV�EHHQ�LQGHSHQGHQWO\�YHUL¿HG�XVLQJ�ZHVWHUQ�VFLHQFH�
(Ellis, 2005; Hensel & Morrow, 1998; Natcher, Davis, & Hickey, 2005). 
When western science discredits Native traditional ways of knowing, 
feelings of disrespect are perpetuated. In return, agency workers feel 
that some Native individuals disrespect and do not follow their regula-
tions. This may be because Alaska Native peoples do not have owner-
VKLS�DQG�FRQ¿GHQFH�LQ�ZHVWHUQ�VRXUFHV�RI�NQRZOHGJH��DQG�IHHO�WKDW�WKH�
agency planners and managers are disconnected from their traditional 
subsistence ways of life and do not really comprehend what is happen-
ing on the land (Case, 1998).

There remains a critical need for researchers, managers, and other 
stakeholders to determine the extent and nature of this problem and to 
work to improve the practice of public participation with Alaska Native 
peoples. Our research objectives were to inductively develop a concep-
tual model of Alaska Native participation, explicitly identify and de-
scribe concrete factors that impede or facilitate Alaska Native participa-
tion in agency projects, and develop recommendations for how planners 
and managers can enhance the quality and quantity of Alaska Native 
peoples’ participation in conservation projects sponsored by federal 
agencies.

Methods
We used grounded theory, originally developed by Glaser and Strauss 
(1965, 1967). Grounded theory is an approach to social science that is 
used to uncover concepts and categories, not to test hypotheses or repli-
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cate theory (Glaser, 1992). Analysts who use grounded theory describe 
and conceptually organize textual data into categories based on their 
properties and dimensions—the precursors to theorizing (Cunningham, 
2006). This inductive study design is appropriate for describing condi-
tions that facilitate or impede meaningful participation by Alaska Native 
peoples in agency planning processes, arguably a complex social phe-
nomenon. We chose this approach to discover patterns in the data and 
to generate an understanding of the current situation (e.g., Cunningham, 
2006; Davenport, Leahy, Anderson, & Jakes, 2007). 

We used semi-structured interviews with 31 key informants; of 
those, 20 were audio recorded, using a digital voice recorder, and 11 
were hand-written. The interview times ranged from 30 to 90 minutes. 
All interviews were either transcribed or carefully rewritten, totaling 
140 single-spaced pages. We selected informants with extensive knowl-
edge of land use and conservation planning in Alaska, and who have 
experience working with Alaska Native groups and communities. In-
formants included 11 Alaska Natives and 20 non-Alaska Natives. The 
informants are government employees with the U.S. National Park 
Service and a variety of departments within the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
6HUYLFH��LQFOXGLQJ�WKH�1DWLRQDO�:LOGOLIH�5HIXJH�6\VWHP��2I¿FH�RI�6XE-
sistence Management, Marine Mammals Management, and Migratory 
Bird Management. Five informants were employed at the University of 
Alaska Fairbanks: three as professors, one with the Cooperative Exten-
sion Service, and one as an advisor for Rural Student Services and the 
Alaska Native Science and Engineering Program (ANSEP). Informants 
reported having between 5 to 40 years of experience working in Alaska. 
Twenty-four informants were male and seven were female, indicative of 
the gender representation within the vocation of natural resources man-
agement and these particular agencies. 

We used snowball sampling, or peer referral, to locate informants 
and asked them to name others who would be likely informants for this 
study (Bernard, 1994; Miles & Huberman, 1994). The interviews were 
conducted face-to-face by one researcher; one interview was done by 
WHOHSKRQH��7KH�UHVHDUFKHU�IROORZHG�D�ÀH[LEOH�IRUPDW�ZLWK�D�VHW�RI�RSHQ�
ended questions and probes designed to inspire in-depth discussions on 
a range of issues related to the participation of Alaska Native peoples in 
land use and conservation planning (see Appendix B).

After an initial reading of the individual interviews, we wrote a brief 
synopsis to present the overall message of each informant (see Appen-
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dix C). Then we studied the transcripts and interview notes in detail and 
open coded the data based on the themes that emerged (Glaser, 1992). 
Throughout data collection and analysis, the questions, probes, themes, 
and categories were allowed to change and evolve in an iterative man-
ner as we constantly compared emergent elements discovered in earlier 
interviews to data emerging in subsequent interviews (Cunningham, 
2006; Dick, 2005; Glaser, 1992; Pidgeon & Henwood, 2004). As more 
data became available, we observed more interrelations among themes 
DQG�FDWHJRULHV��ZKLFK�DOORZHG�XV�WR�LQWHJUDWH�DOO�LGHQWL¿DEOH�IDFWRUV�DQG�
aspects of the issue that emerged from the interview data.

Results and Discussion
The interview synopses in Appendix C reveal many broad barriers to 
and facilitators of Alaska Native participation in the work of the agen-
cies. Commonalities are evident across several informants regardless of 
WKHLU�DI¿OLDWLRQV��JHQGHU��\HDUV�RI�H[SHULHQFH��RU�EHORQJLQJ�WR�D�1DWLYH�
non-Native group. Some informants focused on logistics and methods 
of public participation, while others talked about trust, or lack thereof, 
and the importance of building relationships and trust between Alaska 
Native individuals and agency employees.

The model of Alaska Native participation grounded in these inter-
view data is encompassed by an umbrella theme, or core category, la-
beled cultural appropriateness (see Figure 1). An Alaska Native agency 
employee explained, “Alaska Native culture isn’t the same as western 
culture, and this point isn’t taken into account as much as it should be 
when it comes to both attitudes and [meeting] formats; things that work 
for western society won’t necessarily be successful with Alaska Native 
peoples.”

Interwoven with cultural appropriateness, we discovered four cat-
egories: communications; relations; involvement; and logistics (see Ap-
pendix D). These categories are interrelated and form the foundation of 
a preliminary conceptual model of Alaska Native participation in agency 
planning and management (see Figure 1). Logistics describes the physi-
cal issues of time and place. Logistical considerations play a central role 
in the success of communications, the ability of people to get involved, 
and the creation and maintenance of relationships. Logistics, including 
funding, determine the methods of public participation and indirectly 
impact the success of all related agency endeavors that involve collabo-
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rations with Alaska Native peoples and communities. The categories of 
communications, relations, and involvement have overlapping boundar-
ies. They are linked inextricably and connected on many levels, so that 
most aspects discussed by informants in the context of any one of these 
WKUHH�FDWHJRULHV�DOVR� LQÀXHQFH�DQG�DUH� LQÀXHQFHG�E\� WKH�RWKHU� WZR� LQ�
both cyclical and back-and-forth patterns (see Figure 1).

 
Communications
Similar to Gallagher (1993), we found that establishing clear, two-way 
reciprocal communication is essential for effective Alaska Native par-
ticipation in agency planning and decision making. Within the general 
FDWHJRU\�RI�FRPPXQLFDWLRQV��ZH�REVHUYHG� WZR�VSHFL¿F�VXEFDWHJRULHV��
the information contained in discussions and exchanges, and the inter-
actions between people and groups during communications (see Ap-
pendix D). 

How agency workers present information to Native audiences, in-
cluding the type of language and methods used, is crucial to success. To 
improve comprehension on the part of Native audiences, informants ad-
vised agency employees to eliminate technical jargon and bureaucratic 
terms: “Native communities have the same abilities to understand as 
other communities, including a general lack of knowledge of govern-
mental and technical terms.” The method of delivery and format of mes-
sages must conform to life in rural Alaska:

Last year, I was able to help with the endangered species pro-
gram. They wanted a different way of outreach in one of the 
communities, so they wanted to … purchase such things as 
t-shirts and caps and give them out with a conservation mes-
sage. … I looked at their [request] and I said, “You have to tell 
them what real life is in village Alaska: there’s no road system, 
no billboards or graphic neon signs. You have to be creative. 
The locals probably know the best way of getting the word 
out. … With a conservation message, if you put it on t-shirts, 
people use them every day; it’s always there.” Expecting that 
word is going to get out by posting notices or posters—they’ll 
just move on and forget it; you have to do things that really 
catch the eye and have meaning (Alaska Native agency em-
ployee).
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Figure 1.  A model of Alaska Native participation in conservation 
planning derived from interview data. Cultural appropriateness 
is woven throughout the planning process and directly affects 
all interactions between agency employees and Alaska Native 
peoples. Communications, relations, and involvement are inter-
FRQQHFWHG�DQG�F\FOLFDO��LQÀXHQFLQJ�HDFK�RWKHU�LQ�ERWK�GLUHFWLRQV��
These elements are affected by logistics and related practices 
used by agency employees.
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2XU�¿QGLQJV�DJUHH�ZLWK�WKRVH�RI�9DXGULQ�������²GHFLGLQJ�KRZ�WR�SUHV-
ent or collect information requires careful consideration of audiences’ 
various levels of education, ethnic and language backgrounds, and ex-
pectations for taking part in discussions with federal agencies.

The content of communications, or lack thereof, is important. We 
found a lack of clear and adequate explanations to be an impediment, as 
informants cited confusion on the part of Native audiences about agency 
regulations and a lack of understanding of the reasons behind various 
projects and plans:

Things the government tries to enforce are often counter-intu-
itive rules that do not make sense to the people, like the ban 
on shooting cow moose. Reasons are generally not explained 
well or not well understood; there needs to be basic explana-
tions of reasons (non-Native agency employee).

A failure to explain clearly to Alaska Native audiences the reasons for 
actions or regulations proposed in a plan may also lead those audiences 
to interpret the plan as irrelevant to both their immediate situations and 
traditional ways of knowing.

The problem with public participation is that much is irrelevant 
… many government plans are very abstract. This abstractness 
PDNHV�LW�LQKHUHQWO\�GLI¿FXOW�WR�JHW�D�ORW�RI�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ��HVSH-
cially among peoples … dealing with every day fundamental 
needs, like food and water. … There are lots of other things to 
worry about in villages (non-Native agency employee).

Information must be communicated in ways that allow members of 
tribes and communities to see both the large-scale importance of issues 
DQG�KRZ�WKH\�ZRXOG�EHQH¿W�IURP�WKH�SURSRVHG�DFWLRQV��:KHQ�WKLV�RF-
curs, agencies are more likely to garner the support and willingness of 
Alaska Native peoples to participate in projects and thereby obtain more 
complete and accurate information.

In return, agencies need to provide tribes and communities with 
useful information such as clear and concise summaries of manage-
ment plans or research results. Sharing results and reports from projects 
KHOSV� WR� HVWDEOLVK� D� WZR�ZD\�ÀRZ�RI� LQIRUPDWLRQ²VRPHWKLQJ� WKDW� LV��
by many accounts, currently lacking. Few communities see the results 
of projects in which they participate, and most remain uninformed of 
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the reasons for changes in federal management regulations. This creates 
Native perceptions that the agencies act in arbitrary ways. A non-Native 
agency employee noted, “As much as the resource might be protected, 
that communication gap became bigger because the people think, ‘You 
just arbitrarily changed my way of life … my culture, with no commu-
nication.’” Sharing is a core value in most Alaska Native societies, and 
when agencies share information and reciprocate, they show respect for 
Native cultures. 

The format of interactions can facilitate or prevent successful inter-
cultural communications. Formal public meetings or hearings are popu-
lar forums for public participation commonly used by agencies in much 
of the United States; a non-Native agency employee explained, “In our 
white culture … we are just big into meetings.” However, this format is 
not compatible with the structures of most Alaska Native societies, and 
thus will limit discussions and may yield inaccurate information. She 
continued:

It’s a cooperative society [that of Alaska Native peoples]; it’s 
not a rising as an individual kind of thing, and people don’t 
speak up in a meeting and contradict. Some people do, but 
those people are usually not … favored, let’s say, and a lot of 
times …will end up off the council, because … they dominate. 
[Most Alaska Natives] don’t like that kind of behavior, and 
what you’ll see happening is that everybody else gets really 
quiet.

Public meetings do not provide a comfortable setting for most Alaska 
Native peoples and will not produce satisfactory results because formal-
ity discourages participation. Several informants mentioned that the best 
way to be effective when working with Alaska Native peoples is to make 
the process informal and socially engaging; providing food and door 
prizes was recommended.

Differences in communication styles, which are linked to culture, 
are one of the main factors preventing effective communication be-
tween Alaska Native peoples and agencies (Gallagher, 1988; Morford, 
Parker, Rogers, Salituro, & Waldichuk, 2003; Schauber, 2002). Failure 
to understand the communication styles of Alaska Native peoples, or 
unawareness of the role of style in generating stereotypes, may lead to 
misunderstandings, perceived disrespect or insult, and frustration for all 
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parties (Schauber, 2002; Scollon & Scollon, 1980). These factors may 
also lead to Alaska Native peoples not getting a chance to speak when 
in the company of non-Natives. A non-Native informant, speaking of 
a Native coworker, said, “You can tell sometimes he is about ready to 
say something, but he waits so long that by that time, someone else is 
talking.”

The speaking styles of Alaska Native individuals often include long 
silences, which can be uncomfortable for non-Natives who are “afraid to 
give open awkward time.” Alaska Native peoples tend to use an indirect 
manner of speaking, using stories or metaphors to imply a point without 
explicitly stating it (Ellis, 2005). Non-native agency employees tend to 
do the opposite when speaking, spending less time. A non-Native agen-
cy employee explained the need for agency workers to adapt to such 
differences: “At meetings, we try to put too much discussion into a short 
time, and when you cover too much ground, you don’t get participation 
because you don’t allow for engagements on their terms; you need to let 
WKHP�¿QLVK�DQG�JHW�LW�RII�WKHLU�FKHVWV�´��

To communicate effectively, both parties need to know who to talk 
with and have ready access to authorities and decision makers. As a non-
Native agency employee explained, “A general rule that is important is 
accessibility; they need to know that the refuge manager is going to be 
glad to see them anytime they come to visit. They need to feel comfort-
able. They need to know that if there is an issue, they can talk about 
it.” Likewise, agency employees need to know whether they should be 
talking to elders, tribal council leaders, or Native corporation leaders. 
Agency employees also need to know how to obtain access to Native 
leaders. 

Western society tends to pride itself on its basis in democracy, which 
follows a “majority rules” philosophy, and thus, utilizes representation 
as a means of governance and decision making. The use of a small num-
ber of Alaska Native representatives to make decisions for larger groups 
may present an unfamiliar practice not traditionally used by some Alas-
ka Native peoples, who are generally cooperative and community-ori-
ented, operating on consensus. Three informants, two Native (agency 
and university) and one non-Native (agency), explained that selecting 
one person to speak for everyone can present a problem for some Alaska 
Native groups.

[Alaska Native peoples and the government] commune back 
and forth through a representative form of communication; the 



102  Jacobs and Brooks, “Conservation Planning in Alaska”

rural advisory council has members that meet, they talk with 
[Subsistence] Board members in the government, and then, 
they talk with village members. The village communities 
don’t talk with the Board and the Board’s technical review-
ers don’t talk to the villages. … Functionally, that interface 
is fractured; at best, disconnected … dead in some cases. … 
representative organization really doesn’t work (non-Native 
agency employee).

Many agency planners and managers view the land from a perspec-
tive based on discrete data sets and short-lived visits, whereas many 
Alaska Native peoples and communities view the land from a perspec-
tive based on the observations of many generations and a much longer 
history living on the land. A more complete picture of a particular plan-
ning or management issue requires the reconciliation of differing points 
of view and effective management of interactions between groups (e.g., 
Natcher et al., 2005). Those involved with collaborative planning efforts 
need to integrate different ways of knowing, to the extent practicable, in 
order to improve intercultural communication:

So we [government scientists and managers] keep getting this 
series of snapshots, whereas … somebody who goes out and 
KXQWV�IRU�VXEVLVWHQFH�RU�¿VKHV²WKH\�PD\�FRYHU�D�VPDOOHU�DUHD�
LQ� WKHLU� GD\�WR�GD\� DFWLYLWLHV�� EXW� WKH\� KDYH� WKH� EHQH¿W� RI� D�
longer time scale. Their observations cover more than just 
a snapshot in time. … The things that you might learn from 
a broad scale survey are one part of the story; the thing you 
might learn from repeated observations over time may be a 
different part of the story. … If we could train Native [indi-
viduals] in wildlife management and biology, they would be 
that third person who could see both perspectives and help 
with the communication between the two (non-Native agency 
employee).

This observation is supported by the work of others and suggests that 
agencies need to work toward capacity building, where members of both 
parties are trained and acquire skills to understand and effectively com-
municate diverse cultural perspectives on management issues (Leech, 
Wiensczyk, & Turner, 2009), and also to create “bi-cultural standards” 
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that bridge worldviews and focus on common ground (Lertzman, 2010, 
p. 120).

Relations
We discuss the category of relations in the context of barriers and fa-
cilitators (see Appendix D). Barriers are conditions or practices that 
impede positive relations between parties, including the dimensions of 
trust, perceptions, attitudes, and differences in cultures and traditional 
ways of life. Facilitators of positive relations are situations, conditions, 
and practices that create and maintain trust and positive attitudes.

Lack of trust was repeatedly described in interviews as a barrier to 
creating and maintaining positive relations between Alaska Native com-
munities and agency employees. Native populations have historically 
displayed a mistrust of all agencies, dating back to cases of oppression, 
unfair treatment, and outright suppression of Native cultural practices 
and languages, which generated a legacy of suspicion and skepticism:

That history leads to barriers on the part of Native outreach, 
but it also lends to the distrust when a federal agency reaches 
out, because there’s this look of skepticism … “Okay what are 
you looking for? … [H]ow are we going to get screwed this 
time?” (non-Native university employee).

0LVWUXVW�SUHYHQWV�FRRSHUDWLRQ�DQG�WKH�IUHH�ÀRZ�RI�LQIRUPDWLRQ��,W�FDQ�
lead to serious misunderstandings. An informant gave an example when, 
due to lack of trust, the details of a particular planning map were misin-
terpreted:

There was an effort to look at all the lands within a refuge as 
to which lands we would be interested in, if people were will-
ing to sell them. Those lands were put in red. The color red 
became an issue …because it looked like [the agency] wanted, 
in the verbiage … to take over those lands, no matter that the 
staff and others repeatedly said, “No, no, no, this is not a hit 
list; we’re not saying that your allotment, in such and such 
location, is number three on our list; we’re going to get your 
land.” … Even the color red became an issue, because people 
are taking it, “Wait a minute: I’ve lived there. That’s my allot-
ment,” and that was a hassle to get, for one, and that’s prob-
ably also where they did a lot of subsistence activities for their 
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family for generations. … Then, they see this list of “Oh, we’d 
like that because it’s got a lot of whatever habitat.” … Now, 
what was behind those two issues is the issue of trust: the trust 
was not high enough that people are going, “Oh, I know those 
guys; they’re just making up a map, and they need to prioritize 
if they get money.” The trust [and a positive relationship] was 
not there (non-Native agency employee).

Some Native individuals may hesitate to participate in harvest sur-
veys because they do not trust the agency and fear being cited for violat-
ing harvest rules or regulations, and they do not expect productive out-
comes from projects or surveys. Natives generally fear that information 
they share may be used against their interests by the agency (Gallagher, 
1993). Under these circumstances, management agencies do not receive 
complete and accurate information, which can lead planners to produce 
LQHIIHFWLYH�SODQV�DQG�PDQDJHUV�WR�VHW�UHJXODWLRQV�WKDW�IDLO�WR�UHÀHFW�WUXH�
conditions. The end result is that Alaska Native peoples and other stake-
holders have to deal with regulations or other management decisions 
that are based on incorrect or incomplete information:

People doing harvest surveys often get false numbers, because 
people don’t want to report taking animals out of season; 
they’re afraid of enforcement. Alaska Native peoples harvest 
according to family needs and traditions, and animals are tak-
en at much higher numbers than people know. Current wildlife 
management systems don’t work because the counts are not 
accurate (non-Native university employee).

Alaska Native peoples and agency managers/scientists each inter-
pret their observations of the natural world and natural resources accord-
ing to different assumptions about reality and human knowledge (Han-
sen, 2011; Lertzman, 2010). These differing environmental worldviews 
RIWHQ�FRQÀLFW�DQG�FDQ�OHDG�WR�PLVXQGHUVWDQGLQJV��ZKLFK�PDNHV�WUXH�OLV-
tening critical for success. A non-Native agency employee explained:

[Many Alaska Native peoples] interface with the resource on a 
daily basis based on their cultural perspective. We do periodic 
studies. So, they have a long-term depth of knowledge based 
on that interface and their religious/cultural beliefs. We look 
DW�LW�IURP�D�VFLHQWL¿F�SRLQW�RI�YLHZ�RQ�D�SHULRGLF�EDVLV��6R��RXU�
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time depth may be long as we consider it in western science, 
but compared to their time depth it’s pretty shallow. Their’s 
[time scale] is based on traditional stories and legends … not 
“we saw 50 moose at this location” … so, they have a deeper 
depth, which can be enlightening but also narrow. It’s also the 
difference between the two resources [or how one views the 
land]; we look at it … from a national perspective; they look 
DW�LW�DV�WKHLU�EDFN\DUG��DQG�VR�WKDW�EHFRPHV�D�FRQÀLFW�DW�WLPHV��
We also look at it as kind of our refuge, or our park or what-
ever, and at times that can be a language problem … my main 
objective at this job is listening and asking. I think it’s a lot 
more powerful if we have time to do that, and it’s truly listen-
ing and truly asking what’s going on.

Alaska Native peoples generally believe that humanity and nature 
are conjoined (Thornton, 2001; Van Zee et al., 1994). The environment 
DV�D�ZKROH��DQG�DOO�DFWLYLWLHV�FRQGXFWHG�ZLWKLQ�LW��LQFOXGLQJ�KXQWLQJ��¿VK-
ing, and berry picking, have substantial meaning—spiritual and tempo-
ral—within Alaska Native cultures and societies (Nelson, 1983). Alaska 
Native peoples believe that the relationship between animals and hu-
mans is social, moral, and reciprocal, and that improper behaviors by 
humans will cause animals to withhold themselves from being harvested 
(Hensel & Morrow, 1998; Natcher et al., 2005). The western worldview 
generally holds that humanity and nature are separate. This worldview 
is often at odds with more holistic Native ways of knowing about wild-
OLIH��)HGHUDO�DQG�VWDWH�DJHQFLHV�SXW� LQWR�SUDFWLFH�WKH�ZHVWHUQ�VFLHQWL¿F�
perspective when formulating management policies and regulations 
(Thornton, 2001). As a non-Native agency employee described, “Hunt-
ing has a deeply spiritual meaning for a lot of people; it’s how people 
live, and so kind of just boiling it all down to a little wire tag that you 
stick [on the harvested animal], and then a number is very western, very 
non-Native.”

Informants described how to build relationships with members of 
Alaska Native communities by making personal connections, being ac-
FHVVLEOH��OLVWHQLQJ�DQG�UHVSRQGLQJ��DQG�GRLQJ�WKLQJV�WR�EHQH¿W�D�FRPPX-
nity: “There is no secret. They call; you call back. They ask; you answer. 
You listen and respond, and realizing when I travel to these different 
villages, I’m bringing in what they don’t want [e.g., regulations]” (non-
Native agency employee). In Alaska Native cultures, relationships are 
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not purely business-oriented. Successful agency employees build con-
nections with Alaska Native people and communities by sharing infor-
mation about themselves and their families. What is important is “who 
you are in context: who’s your family, tribe, region, who do you know.” 
Friendly relations and personal connections need to be built, in part, 
in contexts other than business. Doing activities or making visits not 
UHODWHG�WR�D�VSHFL¿F�DJHQF\�SURMHFW�FDQ�JUHDWO\�LQFUHDVH�WKH�TXDOLW\�RI�
relationships (Shearer, 2007). Agencies, however, do not have the means 
to directly reward employees for creating and maintaining personal rela-
tionships on the job. Agencies value and hope to maintain strict business 
UHODWLRQVKLSV�ZLWK�PDQ\�GLIIHUHQW�JURXSV��ZKLFK�FDQ�FRQÀLFW�ZLWK�$ODV-
ka Native culture, and employees frequently move from one duty station 
to another, which discourages continuity and long-term relationships:

What it requires is a relationship and government isn’t always 
set up that way, career-wise as well as otherwise. … Generally 
VSHDNLQJ��LI�\RX¶UH�LQ�D�MRE�WKUHH�RU�¿YH�\HDUV�RU�ORQJHU��VRPH�
people consider that there may be a problem: ‘why isn’t this 
SHUVRQ�DGYDQFLQJ��PRYLQJ��ZKDWHYHU"¶�7KUHH�WR�¿YH�\HDUV��DV�
a relationship with a village, is pretty shallow, unless you’re 
out there every two months or so, then it could work, or if you 
make a concerted effort to interface with them. But remember, 
we have national objectives; we have other audiences to deal 
with. It doesn’t mean we have a check-off list, but we have to 
manage [for] all the user groups. We can’t just listen to one 
group; we have to listen to all (non-Native agency employee).

Involvement
We discuss the category of involvement in the context of barriers and 
facilitators (see Appendix D). Barriers to Native involvement in land 
use and conservation planning include real or perceived irrelevance of 
agency issues and projects, real or perceived lack of authority for tribes 
DQG�1DWLYH�JURXSV��ODFN�RI�LQÀXHQFH�RU�LPSDFW�RQ�GHFLVLRQ�PDNLQJ�E\�
$ODVND�1DWLYH�SHRSOHV��DQG�UHDO�RU�SHUFHLYHG� ODFN�RI�TXDOL¿FDWLRQV�RU�
other capacities to be able to participate in meaningful ways. Facilitators 
are conditions or practices that create roles and opportunities for Alaska 
Native peoples to directly participate in agency projects. 

The relevance of the issues brought before Alaska Native peoples is 
a factor that affects participation. According to informants, participation 
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is determined in part by personal assessments of an issue’s importance 
and timeliness: “Amount of participation is at least partially dependant 
on the current relevance of the issues being discussed: if it’s spring and 
WKH� LVVXH�LV�¿VKLQJ��HYHU\RQH�ZLOO�FRPH�� LI� LW¶V�VSULQJ�DQG�WKH�LVVXH�LV�
moose, no one will come” (Native agency employee). Agencies can en-
courage maximum involvement by targeting meetings and public events 
on issues of greatest importance to traditional ways of life and at times 
that coincide with a community’s subsistence calendar.

There remains dissatisfaction among Alaska Native peoples re-
garding their current status and authority. Tribes want government-to-
government status, to be on equal footing with the agencies, and to be 
treated as real partners and co-managers. That Alaska Native peoples are 
often merely in an advisory role is detrimental to maintaining a healthy 
relationship, communications, and involvement. Tribes and other groups 
who are unhappy with the way they are being treated by federal agencies 
are generally unwilling to cooperate:

Some of the tribes realize that their goal may be to actually 
end up becoming Indian Country in their terminology [i.e., a 
sovereign nation living on a reservation]. And they’re saying, 
“Well, we’re willing to work in this world now until that may 
happen.” Others just say, “No, we’re not going to talk, because 
we are a sovereign nation. … We’ve lived here for thousands 
of years, and until we’re recognized as a sovereign nation and 
have authority … we’ll be polite to you, but we’re not going 
WR�UHDOO\�ZRUN�ZLWK�\RX�´�$QG�WKDW�PDNHV�LW�GLI¿FXOW�RQ�>WKH�
agency] because we have to move forward in planning and 
management. … We would like their support, but then they’re 
saying, “Well, we’re not giving it until we’re recognized fully 
as a government” (non-Native agency employee).

Despite having legal status, some Alaska Native tribes and other Na-
WLYH�JURXSV�IHHO�WKH\�KDYH�OLWWOH�SRZHU�RU�LQÀXHQFH�RQ�DJHQF\�GHFLVLRQV��
resulting in a sense of disillusionment and frustration. While Alaska Na-
tive peoples may sit at the table, there is usually no ability to have a 
real impact: agencies tend to “ask tribes to simply concur with agency 
decisions” (Shearer, 2007, p. 103). This is not a recent development. As 
informants explained, the Native peoples have a long history of “deci-
sions being forced on them.” People on both sides of an issue often view 
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Alaska Native participation as token involvement, intended to satisfy 
legislative and public demands with little real interest in Native input, 
opinions, or knowledge:

Native peoples experience process fatigue: they have spoken 
up a lot, but their points are continually ignored, so they get 
tired of it. This disillusionment is very prevalent. The govern-
ment says that Natives will be involved, but they are just a 
token part of the process, and their input is usually discounted 
and excluded (non-Native university employee).

Indirect discouragement or outright barring of Alaska Native peoples’ 
involvement reinforces the perception among Native peoples that the 
agency is disrespectful and discredits their traditional ways of know-
ing. Natives feel excluded and discouraged, and this situation damages 
relationships further.  

Most federal agency jobs in conservation planning and management 
currently require a western-style, university education, which severe-
ly limits the options of anyone without a degree in biology or another 
specialized discipline. A non-Native agency employee explained, “You 
have to be a biologist to get promoted in management here; with those 
kinds of restrictions, people can’t compete for jobs, and they can only 
go so far.” Alaska Native peoples tend to view such educational require-
ments as a lack of agency faith in their systems of traditional knowledge. 
This situation is also frustrating for agency managers who wish to hire 
individuals from Alaska Native communities:

Native and non-Natives from rural communities have local ex-
pertise but may not always rate very highly. … Many of these 
position descriptions are written … for [people in] the low-
er-48 [states], so in many cases, people in local communities 
don’t have the education … haven’t attained higher degrees … 
They may have incredible expertise, but again, they just don’t 
rate highly on a formal, standardized sort of government ap-
plication (non-Native agency employee).

Rigid educational requirements for hiring disadvantage the agencies, de-
nying them opportunities to form personal and professional connections 
with individuals in rural villages and barring access to large and rich 
banks of local knowledge. 
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Capacity building through training can be used to increase oppor-
tunities for Alaska Native involvement. Several informants cited the 
agency-supported Alaska Native Science and Engineering Program 
(ANSEP) housed at the University of Alaska as an excellent example 
of capacity building for Native students. One informant wished that the 
program were stronger in wildlife management and conservation:

If there were an educational program or initiative like ANSEP 
… to train Native [individuals] to learn about wildlife biol-
ogy and wildlife management, then you’d actually have more 
people who would have a foot in both worlds: they understand 
the perspective as an Alaska Native, as someone in a village, 
but they also understand from a wildlife management perspec-
tive. If we could maybe bridge that gap, I think that would be 
very helpful (non-Native agency employee).

Informants discussed another opportunity for Native individuals 
to become more directly involved: the Refuge Information Technician 
(RIT) program used by wildlife refuges in Alaska as a means to help 
raise trust, create personal connections, and facilitate effective commu-
nication:

We hire … refuge information technicians, and that is our link 
with the community. And what success we have had … be-
cause that RIT is in the village, and we pay for them to come 
out, and … they go to the meetings, and they go back into 
the villages. When we go into the village, we work with the 
RITs … [as liaisons] to walk around, whether it is knocking on 
doors or that whole interface (non-Native agency employee).

Individuals working as RITs provide a valuable link to the community 
by helping agency employees establish contacts and relationships with 
key leaders. Additionally, RITs often act as bridges between Alaska Na-
tive communities and the refuges. When a planner or outreach specialist 
from an agency is seen working alongside a local resident—an RIT or 
otherwise—other residents may feel more comfortable asking questions 
about the work and perhaps getting involved. Establishing local contacts 
or liaisons is one of the most important factors in creating trust, building 
relationships, and achieving public participation.

It is paramount that agencies involve Alaska Native leaders directly 
and concretely in projects and partnerships whenever possible. A non-
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Native agency employee advised: “[We need to] have communities be-
come full partners by taking on roles themselves, doing their own sur-
veys, and collecting their own data, so they can … show changes on the 
issues important to [the people].” The opportunity to participate in or 
conduct a survey or serve on a planning team allows for integration into 
the process by giving Alaska Native peoples a chance to see where the 
data and numbers originate. Participants develop a sense of ownership, 
commitment, and satisfaction, and they have more control, becoming 
full partners, both personally and professionally. After a long history of 
power being stripped away from Alaska Native peoples rather than be-
ing shared with them, any chance to place control in the hands of village 
UHVLGHQWV�LV�EHQH¿FLDO�

I think in dealing with rural people and rural communities, the 
more you can give them a sense of rural control, that they are 
in charge … their village has the rules … the more they can 
rely on the government not as a source of fear or … capricious 
action, but as a partner, someone who’s accessible … someone 
with a human face and a personality; then, you can get things 
done (non-Native agency employee).

Logistics
7KH� FDWHJRU\� ORJLVWLFV� LQFOXGHV� WDQJLEOH� GLPHQVLRQV�� VXFK� DV� ÀH[LEOH�
schedules, volume, location, and funding (see Appendix D). Flexibility 
in scheduling and the timing of public meetings and other events are im-
portant considerations for those working in rural Alaska. Volume refers 
to the observation that agencies tend to schedule a large number of meet-
ings in a relatively short period, covering many issues that are framed 
from an agency perspective and unfamiliar or irrelevant to most rural 
UHVLGHQWV��/RFDWLRQ�UHIHUV�WR�WKH�QHDUO\�XELTXLWRXV�GLI¿FXOWLHV�SUHVHQWHG�
E\�SK\VLFDO�GLVWDQFH�LQ�$ODVND��)XQGLQJ�UHODWHV�WR�WKH�¿QDQFLDO�VLGH�RI�
public participation, especially to barriers that are monetary in nature. 
Logistical issues differ in relationship to the other main categories. Lo-
gistics affect, but are largely unaffected by, communications, relations, 
and involvement (see Figure 1).

Similar to the other categories, logistics is subsumed by issues of 
cultural appropriateness and sensitivity. Alaska Native culture and per-
ceptions of time should be taken into account when scheduling meet-
ings and other activities for public participation (e.g., Hansen, 2011). 
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Short, hurried, and to-the-point visits by agency employees are viewed 
negatively by people in Native villages because these send a message 
of business only: “They are in and out, with no time on the ground and 
not enough interactions.” The decision-making styles of Alaska Native 
peoples often differ in pace from that of non-Natives:

Natives need to mull over issues. A lot of federal and state 
representatives who go out come back disappointed because 
they do not get what they want right away. [Agency people] 
are in a society that is used to meeting and making decisions 
and moving on—that’s not the same in Alaska Native society 
(Native agency employee).

Short visits with full schedules do not allow time for “mulling over,” re-
sulting in dissatisfaction for both parties. Longer visits enable visitors to 
JHW�D�PRUH�DFFXUDWH�VHQVH�RI�OLIH�LQ�UXUDO�$ODVND�DQG�DOORZ�IRU�ÀH[LELOLW\��
which is important in communities that run on “village time” and gener-
ally do not follow rigid schedules. Subsistence activities require people 
to be resourceful and to take chances as they arise, meaning that plans 
for meetings and discussions may have to be changed on short notice. 

Working by telephone, and over hundreds of miles, offers countless 
opportunities for misinterpretation, miscommunication, and mistrust. 
)UHTXHQWO\��UXUDO�$ODVNDQV�KDYH�QHLWKHU�WKH�WLPH�QRU�WKH�¿QDQFLDO�PHDQV�
to travel outside of their communities to attend agency meetings. For 
their part, agencies are often reluctant to hold events in rural villages be-
FDXVH�RI�WKH�DVVRFLDWHG�¿QDQFLDO�FRVWV��/DFN�RI�IXQGLQJ�RIWHQ�FORVHV�YDUL-
ous lines of communication and reduces opportunities to interact face-
to-face. Reducing the number of personal interactions is detrimental to 
relationships, and a lack of funding may contribute to the perception 
that an issue is not important to the agency. A Native agency employee 
stated, “It doesn’t show much interest in making a successful program, 
if there’s no funding. The government wants so much, and yet we don’t 
have the resources to get there.” Funding determines what events and 
activities are held, where they are held, and who is able to participate. 
7KH�¿QDQFLDO�VLGH�RI�DIIDLUV�KHDYLO\� LQÀXHQFHV�RWKHU� ORJLVWLFDO�GLPHQ-
sions. Visits to villages are short and schedules packed to save money, 
and only a few Alaska Native representatives are hired to deal with a 
myriad of issues.
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Implications
Following Cunningham (2006), we summarized the recurrent themes 
in the data by formulating six working propositions based on insights 
drawn from the analysis. With these, we demonstrate connections be-
tween the emergent themes, categories, and dimensions, and open a 
discussion of implications and recommendations for how to improve 
agency practice. We developed a list of useful tips for planners and man-
agers working in rural Alaska and involved in public participation with 
Alaska Native peoples (see Appendix E).

Proposition 1: The use of methods and practices that are not cultur-
ally appropriate substantially impedes Alaska Native participation in 
agency planning processes.

Although work with Alaska Native groups has improved over the 
years, federal agencies are often guilty of conducting public participa-
tion in Alaska in the same manner as they do in the rest of the country. 
Continued use of western formats by agencies may be interpreted by 
some as indifference towards the traditions and preferences of Alaska 
Native audiences, and may therefore damage the relationships and con-
nections that agency planners and managers need to establish. These 
formats and techniques, while suited for the western-based society of 
the lower-48 states, are ineffective when transplanted into a culture with 
radically different values, norms, and worldviews. The use of formats 
that are familiar to Native audiences would be more appropriate for 
them and would likely be more conducive to their participation. 

This has implications for how federal agencies and their employ-
ees approach their work with Alaska Native peoples and what practices 
they use, especially in the collection and sharing of information. For 
example, when collecting input for public scoping or data for surveys, 
the lead agency employees should visit and talk with people in their 
homes in addition to holding public meetings. Placing the emphasis on 
building personal relationships before dealing with business is another 
way in which agency employees could conduct themselves so as to be 
more culturally appropriate. Planners and outreach specialists need to 
¿UVW�OHDUQ�ZKDW�IRUPDWV�DUH�IDPLOLDU�WR�WKH�DXGLHQFH��DQG�WKHQ�OHDUQ�KRZ�
to adopt these formats in their work. In short, the agencies need to deter-
mine how to integrate non-western methods into a western process, and/
or adopt and implement Alaska Native ways on a regular basis.  
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This has implications for the role of Alaska Native peoples in orga-
nizing outreach and other public participation efforts: if Native individu-
als, who understand the target audiences, are allowed to help plan and 
direct activities, these efforts would be more appropriate and attuned to 
those audiences. Agencies must involve more Native individuals in the 
pre-planning phases, during which work plans and public involvement 
plans are developed. This will enable agencies to steer projects in the 
right direction from the outset. Agency planners would also better ac-
count for differences in communication styles by allowing Alaska Na-
tive peoples to decide on their own terms the conditions of participation.

Proposition 2: Greater opportunity for Alaska Native involvement and 
participation strengthens relations and increases ownership.

Alaska Native peoples must be given more ownership in the plan-
ning process. People who are personally involved in a plan or a project 
are more invested in its success and are thus more likely to support and 
assist with various endeavors. When Alaska Native peoples feel that 
they are being listened to and actively involved, they will have a vested 
LQWHUHVW�LQ�WKH�VXFFHVV�RI�SURMHFWV�EHFDXVH�LW�UHÀHFWV��LQ�SDUW��WKHLU�RZQ�
success. This sense of a common goal can increase trust and willingness 
to cooperate, which will result in better and more fully rounded partici-
pation. 

Agency employees should increase the number of relevant opportu-
nities available for Native individuals. Contracting and hiring for work 
in rural villages directly increases Native involvement and may boost 
trust and improve relationships between the parties, while also enhanc-
ing the economy of rural Alaska (Shearer, 2007). Hiring more Native 
individuals would allow the agencies to build more checks against proj-
ects or ideas that are unsuitable for or irrelevant to life in rural Alaska. 
When an agency employs Alaska Natives, it shows that it respects and 
values Native knowledge and expertise as an asset to its work.

The agencies in Alaska should create roles and jobs for residents 
of Alaska Native communities that may not have a western-oriented 
education in the biological sciences. Not all of these have to be formal 
HPSOR\PHQW�RSSRUWXQLWLHV��2XWUHDFK�HIIRUWV�FRXOG�LQFOXGH�PRUH�VSHFL¿F�
opportunities aimed at public involvement and information sharing. For 
example, volunteers from Native communities could be asked to teach 
school children about local patterns of bird migration in relation to the 
subsistence calendar, or agency biologists could take village leaders 
along in the airplane while conducting wildlife population surveys.
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In particular, recruiting and hiring more Native-agency liaisons (e.g., 
RIT positions) would directly improve attitudes, build positive relations, 
and open the doors for meaningful involvement and participation. Un-
fortunately, the RIT program is limited by funding. For example, there is 
only one RIT working with nine villages in the Yukon Flats refuge. The 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service in Alaska should direct more resources 
toward funding and maintaining its RIT program, which has proven to 
be successful despite limitations. New programs should be created by 
the other federal agencies that provide Native individuals with direct 
roles and responsibilities in land use and conservation planning.

Proposition 3: Low levels of trust between Alaska Native groups and the 
agencies impede cooperation and success.

Undeniably, there is a long history of mistrust and bad relations be-
tween the United States government and Alaska Native peoples. Many 
Alaska Native peoples are skeptical about the intentions of the agencies 
and are hesitant to participate in projects or contribute information to 
surveys. Mistrust and lack of participation by Alaska Native peoples 
may lead to one-sided or incomplete conservation plans and study re-
ports that do not take into account factors that are important for Native 
subsistence and other issues. Gaps in agency knowledge and unreliable 
information can, in part, lead to ineffective decision making by agency 
managers, perpetuating Native mistrust and skepticism.

In their roles as stewards of public lands and resources, agencies 
must prioritize building trust with Alaska Natives and their communi-
WLHV�DV�D�¿UVW�VWHS�LQ�FRQGXFWLQJ�DQ\�W\SH�RI�FRRSHUDWLRQ�RU�FRRUGLQDWLRQ�
activities (Davenport et al., 2007; Hansen, 2011; Lachapelle, McCool, 
& Patterson, 2003). The actions of individual agency employees who 
interact directly with Native individuals have great potential to either 
increase or decrease trust (Lijebald, Borrie, & Watson, 2009). It is there-
fore imperative for agency workers to always keep promises and do ev-
erything they say they are going to do, no matter how small or seemingly 
LQVLJQL¿FDQW��,I�VRPHWKLQJ�FDQQRW�EH�GRQH�DV�SODQQHG��LW�LV�HVVHQWLDO�WKDW�
agency planners explain carefully and consistently to the people why 
this is the case and make efforts to keep people informed as changes 
arise. 

Trust is established through building personal relationships, which 
requires time. One important implication is the need for continuity in an 
agency’s personal presence in a community or region. A strong personal 
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presence can only be established if employees stay at their duty stations 
in the same or similar roles for long periods. When long-term employees 
do need to move on in an agency, substantial overlap between them and 
their replacements should be required for training, face-to-face introduc-
tions, and personal interactions with established community contacts. 
This would help to both initiate new relationships and carry over some 
existing trust from previously established relationships.

Agencies should pay greater attention to levels of public trust and 
follow up on their efforts to build it with community residents. Agencies 
should work with their community counterparts and research associates 
to monitor levels of public trust through time as an indicator of their suc-
cess in keeping Alaska Native peoples connected to the public lands and 
subsistence resources on which they rely (Lijebald et al., 2009). 

Proposition 4: Agency employees who are culturally sensitive and who 
HIIHFWLYHO\�EXLOG�SHUVRQDO�UHODWLRQVKLSV�DUH�PRUH�VXFFHVVIXO�DQG�HI¿FLHQW��

Every aspect of public participation happens in the context of cul-
ture (see Figure 1). Just as practices and methods used with the public 
need to be culturally suitable, the employees who conduct them need to 
be suitable. A culturally competent individual is able to conduct his or 
her professional work in a way that is congruent with the behaviors and 
expectations that members of Alaska Native cultural groups recognize 
as appropriate among themselves (Dahl, 1993, p. 150; Shearer, 2007; 
Simcox & Hodgson, 1993). Cultural awareness is an understanding of 
how other groups differ from one’s own. Planners and project leaders 
can become culturally aware by recognizing differences in values, be-
liefs, manners of speech, and rules for making decisions (Elder, 2002). 
Increased cultural awareness on the part of agency employees will re-
duce misunderstandings, convey genuine interest in and respect for Na-
tive cultures, and show commitment to both conservation projects and 
personal relationships.

We recommend that agency workers make sure, upon their arrival in 
a village or community in rural Alaska, to explain basic things, includ-
ing who they are and what are they doing there. To make lasting con-
nections, establish trust, and increase the probability of success, agency 
employees must be willing to put forth the necessary time, effort, and 
patience (Davenport et al., 2007; Hansen, 2011). This includes mak-
ing informal visits to communities in addition to business-oriented trips. 
To keep relationships and trust on a positive level, we recommend do-
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LQJ�WKLQJV�SXUHO\�IRU�WKH�EHQH¿W�RI�WKH�FRPPXQLW\��VXFK�DV�VSHDNLQJ�DW�
schools, hosting or supporting science-culture camps and other events, 
or helping with youth activities.

Workers who are trained in intercultural communication and Alas-
ka Native history, cultures, and languages will prove most successful 
(Shearer, 2007). Federal agencies in Alaska should recruit and hire for 
outreach positions individuals with demonstrated interest in or skills and 
experience with cultures different from their own (e.g., returned U.S. 
Peace Corps volunteers) or those who have completed coursework in 
cultural awareness and sensitivity (Leech et al., 2009). Agencies should 
provide more training opportunities that are focused on cultural com-
petence to help agency employees acquire the skills needed for doing 
effective public participation with Alaska Native peoples.

Proposition 5: Lack of understanding of issues and proposed projects 
among Alaska Native/rural populations prevents participation.

Agencies often do not provide Alaska Native communities with ade-
quate explanations of the reasons behind project proposals and planning 
decisions. This results in a lack of understanding on the part of Alas-
ka Native peoples, and thus, a lack of participation. Like most people, 
Alaska Native peoples are hesitant to comment publicly or participate 
in a process to resolve a public issue that they do not understand. Better 
explanations and more effort on the part of the agencies to inform Na-
tive peoples about the intent and implications of federal proposals would 
lead to greater comprehension and an increase in both the quality and 
quantity of participation.

Agency planners should conduct both listening and information ses-
sions with Alaska Native groups and communities early in the planning 
process and often enough to keep themselves and residents updated on 
issues, changes, and progress. Agency workers should allow community 
members the chance to give input in the form of spoken or written opin-
LRQV�DQG�FRPPHQWV�LQ�RUGHU�WR�IDFLOLWDWH�D�WZR�ZD\�ÀRZ�RI�LQIRUPDWLRQ��
Agency planners should use clear explanations that are free of technical 
or bureaucratic jargon to increase audience comprehension.

Proposition 6: Logistical issues, including the location and scheduling 
of meetings, greatly affect participation. 

Agency employees should carefully plan the logistics of public par-
ticipation to make sure that critical elements are in place from the earli-
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est stages of a project. For example, attendance at a meeting or other 
event is largely determined by location. Many rural Alaskans, Native or 
RWKHUZLVH��ODFN�WKH�¿QDQFLDO�PHDQV�RU�WKH�IUHH�WLPH�WR�WUDYHO�WR�XUEDQ�DU-
eas or regional hubs for agency-sponsored planning meetings. Agencies 
should hold more meetings and events in rural villages and shoulder 
more of the cost burden for those who travel outside of their commu-
nities (Shearer, 2007). This would increase the number and variety of 
rural participants as well as the quality of their input. In general, more 
meaningful consultation usually occurs on Native turf (Shearer, 2007).

$QRWKHU�LPSOLFDWLRQ�FRQFHUQV�WKH�ÀH[LELOLW\�RI�PHHWLQJ�VFKHGXOHV��
For maximum participation, the timing of meetings on certain issues 
needs to correspond to Native traditional ways of life. Agency planners 
need to be attuned to the subsistence calendar because rural people are 
busy, and they are likely to only attend meetings about issues that are 
immediately relevant. To address this reality more effectively, agency 
planners and managers should ask Native leaders to help schedule vil-
lage visits and meetings so these can be timely and relevant. Agency 
SODQQHUV�DQG�PDQDJHUV�VKRXOG�EH�KLJKO\�ÀH[LEOH� LQ�VFKHGXOLQJ�SXEOLF�
participation activities.  

 Of equal concern is the hurried manner in which some agency em-
ployees tend to operate. Rushing to discuss the main points of business 
is generally counterproductive when working with Native communi-
ties (e.g., Hansen, 2011). The short time commitment demonstrated by 
agency workers tends to be perceived by Alaska Natives as a lack of 
dedication or as an interest in quickly getting the job done and getting 
home. Village or tribal councils do not operate in a hurried manner and 
prefer to make decisions within their traditional cultural frameworks, 
which usually allow for longer deliberations. Agency planners should 
spend more time with people in Alaska Native communities to show 
real commitment and dedication to their projects, the issues, and the 
people.

Conclusion
We used a broad lens to examine Alaska Native participation in land use 
and conservation planning processes used by federal agencies. Working 
with a methodology based in Grounded Theory, we interviewed agency 
employees, both Native and non-Native, and other key informants who 
work in natural resource management and conservation planning in 
Alaska.
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The key elements of communications, relations, and involvement 
are interconnected and cyclical in nature (see Figure 1), with a failure 
in any one area amounting to a step backwards in the entire process of 
public participation and planning. The ease and success of communi-
cations between Alaska Native individuals and agency employees de-
pends, in part, on the relations between the parties. If there are negative 
feelings and mistrust, even the most effective methods of communica-
tion will have limited success, whereas positive personal relations can 
create openness, honesty, and effective communication. Providing am-
ple opportunities for involvement on the part of Alaska Native peoples 
improves relations, and improved relationships, in turn, allow for im-
proved communications based on ownership.

The main ingredient in this recipe of meaningful public participa-
tion is respect for and understanding of Alaska Native cultures and ways 
of knowing on the part of agency planners and managers. In cases where 
agencies fail to engage Alaska Native peoples in meaningful participa-
tion, we attribute this failure, in large part, to a lack of cultural aware-
QHVV�DQG�VHQVLWLYLW\�DV�ZHOO�DV�DQ�LQDGHTXDWH�DPRXQW�RI�ÀH[LELOLW\�LQ�WKH�
spirit and methods used by the agencies. Whether it be communicating 
in informal, one-to-one settings; establishing relationships that are per-
sonal as well as professional; or discussing issues at times when they are 
immediately relevant, practices that are more suited to Alaska Native 
cultures and ways of knowing will be more likely to produce meaningful 
public participation.

Relationships between groups with different cultural backgrounds 
DQG�DJHQGDV�DUH�XVXDOO\�WHQXRXV�DW�¿UVW��YXOQHUDEOH�WR�IDX[�SDV�RU�PLV-
understandings caused by cultural ignorance. Alaska Native peoples and 
federal land management agencies are no different. More importantly, 
the very notion of long-range planning, as practiced in the west, may be 
foreign to and historically absent from many cultures and languages of 
Alaska Native peoples (Gallagher, 1993), and the practice itself may be 
culturally inappropriate in many cases. This suggests a substantial chal-
OHQJH�\HW�WR�EH�DGGUHVVHG�E\�WKH�DJHQFLHV��7KH�¿UVW�VWHS�WRZDUG�PHHWLQJ�
this challenge is to increase cultural knowledge and sensitivity among 
agency employees.

7KLV�DQDO\VLV�LV�VXSSRUWHG�E\�DQG�FRQ¿UPV�VRPH�FRPPRQ�WHQHWV�RI�
communication and public involvement theory found in the literature, 
but it has by no means reinvented the wheel. To the contrary, we have 
discovered that the agencies have not advanced enough towards involv-
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ing Alaska Native peoples meaningfully in land use planning and man-
agement since Gallagher (1988). The agencies in Alaska need to gener-
ously apply much more of the main ingredient. It is long overdue for 
managers and planners to cultivate and nurture more and better working 
relationships with Alaska Native peoples. This will move us closer to-
wards the common goals of protecting and caring for public lands in a 
PDQQHU�WKDW�EHQH¿WV�DOO�SHRSOH��+DQVHQ��������S�������:H�IXOO\�H[SHFW�
that satisfying the cultural requirements of public participation in Alaska 
will have wide-reaching and positive repercussions. 
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$SSHQGL[�$�� 6LPSOL¿HG�PRGHO� RI� FRQVHUYDWLRQ� SODQQLQJ� XVHG� E\�
federal agencies in the United States. This process is consistent with 
planning requirements found in laws and policies that direct agency 
planning and public involvement. Agencies rely primarily on pub-
lic meetings, hearings, and similar bureaucratic formats to solicit 
written comments or spoken testimony. These methods do not ad-
equately account for Alaska Native cultures and ways of knowing.   
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Appendix B.  Interview guide.
��:KDW�NLQG�RI�ZRUN�GR�\RX�GR"�:KDW�NLQG�RI�FRQWDFW�GR�\RX�
have with Alaska Native villages or communities?
��:KDW�NLQG�RI�WKLQJV�GR�\RX�WKLQN�SUHYHQW�$ODVND�1DWLYH�
peoples/rural communities from participating in agency 
processes and projects? What things impede agency work with 
Alaska Native communities?
��:KDW�IDFLOLWDWHV�\RXU�ZRUN�ZLWK�$ODVND�1DWLYH�SHRSOHV"�
(Probes: What aspects are they invested/interested in?  What 
do they desire in terms of processes and/or outcomes?  What 
do they desire in agency employees?)
��'R�\RX�WKLQN�WKDW�GLIIHUHQW�SURFHVVHV�IRU�JDWKHULQJ�
information, not formal meetings or hearings, would be more 
effective?  (Probe: What are your ideas for better engaging 
Alaska Native peoples?)
��:KDW�GR�\RX�WKLQN�LV�RI�YDOXH�WR�$ODVND�1DWLYH�SHRSOHV�
or communities regarding agency management and their 
interactions with agency workers?
��3OHDVH�WHOO�PH�D�VWRU\�IURP�\RXU�ZRUN�ZLWK�1DWLYH�
communities.
��:KDW�ZRXOG�\RX�WHOO�D�\RXQJ�PDQDJHU�DERXW�ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�
Alaska Native communities in 2010?
��+RZ�KDYH�WKLQJV�FKDQJHG�LQ�\RXU�OLIHWLPH�UHJDUGLQJ�DJHQF\�
work with Alaska Native peoples? How do you see things 
changing in the future?
��+RZ�FDQ�ZH�KHOS�DJHQF\�PDQDJHUV�OHDUQ�ZKDW�LV�UHOHYDQW�
or not to communities today?  How can we better relate to 
communities, and how can we increase Native feelings of 
ownership?
��:KR�HOVH�VKRXOG�ZH�VSHDN�ZLWK�IRU�WKLV�VWXG\"
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Appendix E. Useful tips for public participation with Alaska Native 
peoples.

Elements Recommendations

Communications o Practice true listening
o Eliminate technical jargon and bureaucratic terms
o Regularly update the public on new information
o Explain actions and regulations in simple common language 
o Use creative presentation styles that build in humor and 

stories
o Use clear concrete examples from rural Alaska
o Share information
o Give people time to think about issues
o Do not expect an immediate response
o Format meetings to be informal and socially engaging with 

food and fun

Relations o Build and invest in personal relationships
o Maintain continuity in your job, projects, and relationships
o Make yourself available
o Increase your cultural awareness
o Appreciate perspectives that are different from your own
o Respect local ideas and traditional ways of knowing
o Frequently visit communities
o Trust Alaska Native peoples

Involvement o Interact frequently with local contacts and community liaisons
o Schedule meetings and events on issues of greatest importance 

at the time
o Provide training and workshops
o Use local hires
o Provide meaningful roles for community leaders and others 

in projects

Logistics o Minimize travel costs for Alaska Native peoples
o Hold meetings and events in rural communities
o %H�ÀH[LEOH�ZKHQ�VFKHGXOLQJ
o Meet without an agenda for more than a day
o Allow time for every participant to speak
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