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There is no room for ambiguity when it comes to Gwich’in priorities and viewpoints 
around biodiversity: we remain deeply troubled about the future of the Porcupine 
Caribou herd. 
 
Yes, the herd is under pressure from climatic change.  
 
However, it is directly threatened by the decision of the United States government to 
permit oil and gas leases in the coastal plain of the Alaska National Wildlife Reserve. 
 
On November 2 of last year, my younger brother, Sam, whom many of you know as he 
also serves with me as a Board Member of Gwich’in Council International appeared in 
front of the Energy Committee of the U.S. Senate for hearings on ANWR.  
 
I would like to share with you what he told them: 
 
“At the heart of the issue is freedom.”, he explained, “The freedom for us to continue to 
exist as an Indigenous people. To exist as Gwich’in”.1 
 
The organizers of this event challenged each of us to address in our remarks, “how to 
promot[e] national and local level actions to protect the Arctic environment”. 
 
For Gwich’in there is one easy answer: close down the oil and gas leases in Iizhik 
Gwats'an Gwandaii Goodlit, the sacred place where life begins. 
 
To protect the Porcupine Caribou is to protect the future of Gwich’in. 
 

                                                
1 Reference: https://www.energy.senate.gov/public/index.cfm/files/serve?File_id=B3D46943-CF5D-488D-
8AB9-7ED2D52702BA. 
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Not only are our caribou likely to be disoriented by the noise and unfamiliar structures of 
oil and gas development in ANWR, but as an animal who relies on sense of smell to 
guide their navigation, the increased presence of forest fires is also disorienting. 
 
The Porcupine Caribou herd is the largest remaining territorial migration on earth.  
 
The herd travels from Alaska across Yukon and over the Richardson Mountains into the 
Northwest Territories. 
 
They are confused by the increasing smoke. 
 
We were pleased to hear at the Arctic Biodiversity Congress, the Finnish President call 
for collective action regarding wildfires among this group. 
 
Gwich’in Council International reiterates this call for action. 
 
The urgent need for action to address climate change has also been recognized by all 
present over the last couple of days. 
 
For Gwich’in, the results of the IPCC’s study, is welcome and is, in our view, the 
scientific community catching up to what we see in our everyday lives. 
 
Gwich’in governments are not passively observing these changes. They are taking 
action. 
 
Our Gwich’in communities are powered by dirty diesel generators, which negatively 
contributes to the presence of black carbon in the Arctic environment. 
 
The Vuntut Gwitchin Government in Old Crow decided to take matters into their own 
hands to ensure that their community of 400 is doing what it can to mitigate their 
negative impact on the environmental. 
 
Just last month they broke ground on a 940 kW solar array, which will save 190,000 
litres of diesel a year. 
 
That’s the equivalent of taking 140 cars of the road! 
 
When the sun shines bright, the diesel generator will be turned off completely. 
 
Gwich’in communities across Alaska and Canada have shown similar leadership. 
 
Importantly, such projects are “… another indication of how self-governing First Nations 
… can weave newer technologies into our communities that uphold traditional values”, 
as Vuntut Councillor Dana Tizya-Tramm has said.2  
                                                
2 Reference: https://www.yukon-news.com/business/vuntut-gwitchin-first-nation-plugs-in-old-crow-solar-
power-project/). 
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We recognize that our communities are behind in terms of technology and 
infrastructure, which gives us the opportunity to leap ahead to start implementing now 
the technologies and systems of a carbon neutral future. 
 
And we’re doing that with the help of the Arctic Council’s Sustainable Development 
Working Group. 
 
The Arctic Renewable Energy Network Academy has helped to provide training on 
renewable energy. 
 
The Arctic Renewable Energy Toolkit – the first project initiated and lead by GCI at the 
Arctic Council – will help to guide communities through decision-making related to 
renewable energy projects. 
 
As we see it, the barriers to feeling empowered and healthy are not neatly segmented 
into “domestic” and “international” boxes.  
 
As a nation which spans across territorial and international boundaries, the issues that 
concern Gwich’in are at the same time both local and international. 
 
Indeed, the distinction between the two is not clearly defined when we talk to our people 
about the challenges they see in their lives. 
 
The challenge of climate change cannot be addressed without practical action at the 
individual and community level. 
 
The linkages between the two are critical. 
 
That is why we urge that implementation of the commitments that are made today is 
key. 
 
Words alone do not create change. 
 
We need action and we need resources to create a future for our children and our 
animal’s children. 
 
Mahsi. 


