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Abstract The social economy is a third sector of the economy, besides the public

and private sectors, that provides critical social and economic services to

society. Though there is broad recognition that both society and economy

are dependent on functioning and healthy ecosystems, theories and

definitions of the social economy rarely include reference to environmental

and conservation-focused activities or outcomes. This paper empirically

situates the concept of an eco-social economy
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Introduction

In theory as well as in practice, the environment and development are often

envisaged as separate spheres or entities. For example, the social economy

is a third sector of the economy, besides the public and private sectors, that

provides critical social and economic services to society (Bridge, Murtagh

and O’Neill, 2009). Though there is broad recognition that both society and

economy are dependent on functioning and healthy ecosystems, theories

and definitions of the social economy rarely include reference to environmen-

tal and conservation-focused activities or outcomes. In a similar manner, con-

servation initiatives have historically been based on a Cartesian view of

humans and nature as separate (Adams and Hutton, 2007). Conservation

was seen as a means to protect areas of natural values and wilderness. This

required the exclusion of local communities and traditional activities

(Colchester, 1994; Nepal and Weber, 1995).

However, ongoing critiques of the impacts of strict conservation on local

cultures and communities (West, Igoe and Brockington, 2006) and of big en-

vironmental non-governmental organizations (ENGOs; Dowie, 2010) – often

the leading proponents for the establishment of protected areas – have

resulted in different approaches to the establishment of protected areas.

The development through conservation approach seeks to reconcile conser-

vation with community economic and socio-cultural aspirations, the argu-

ment being that win–win outcomes are not only possible but also

necessary for the achievement of successful conservation outcomes (Borrini-

Feyerabend, Kothari and Oviedo, 2004; Bushell and Eagles, 2007; Roe and

Elliot, 2010). This fundamental shift in thinking has been adopted by

ENGOs that now strive to achieve conservation objectives along with social

and economic development goals. The conservation with development

mandate of ENGOs might also be more aligned with the holistic way that

traditional and indigenous communities approach conservation since

humans and the natural world are seen as interconnected. In the indigenous

way of seeing the world, culture, society, and economy cannot be separated

from the environment (Kemf, 1993). Aboriginal groups and local communi-

ties also often advocate for conservation of the local environment and areas

with cultural continuity and appropriate local development as a primary ob-

jective (Ghimire and Pimpert, 1997).

This paper focuses on a case study of the Lutsel K’e Dene First Nation

(LKDFN) and the Thaidene Nene conservation initiative in northern
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social, economic, and cultural goals of northern indigenous groups, and (iii)

local organizations are emerging to advocate for conservation cum socio-

economic development. Indigenous conservation movements embodying

holistic worldviews and objectives, community-based organizations that
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care and social services, community economic development, arts and culture,

heritage, education, child care, community media, social movements, job

training and worker reintegration, capacity building, housing, community

recreation, tourism, and ethical purchasing. What of organizations that

meet all of the other pre-requisites of the social economy but whose

primary mandate is environmental issues or ecological conservation?

For the purposes of furthering this discussion, four Canadian definitions of

the social economy are interrogated below. According to Western Economic

Diversification Canada (WEDC), social economy organizations ‘provide

social, cultural, economic and health services to communities that need

them’ (cited in CSERP, 2007, p. 3). For the Government of Canada – Policy Re-

search Initiative (GoC), social economy ‘organizational missions are based on
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(Riegler and Rademacher, 2004; Riegler, n.d.). In this framing, the term eco-

social market economy refers to a means of achieving balance through pursu-

ing three goals: (i) a competitive, innovative, and technologically oriented

economy, with (ii) a focus on social equity, and (iii) the protection of nature.

But this framing of the eco-social economy is largely market orientated,

both in the emphasis that it places on the free market and on economic out-

comes. The focus is also on macro-level political support and economic func-
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Site description: a brief history of conservation in Lutsel K’e

Lutsel K’e is a community of approximately 400 people situated on the shore

of Christie Bay on the East Arm of Great Slave Lake in the Northwest Territor-

ies of Canada. Lutsel K’e is the sedentary home of the once nomadic LKDFN,

who roamed the northern Boreal forest following vast herds of caribou (Ellis,

2003). Established in 1960 around a school and a Hudson’s Bay trading post,

the community of Lutsel K’e now consists of approximately 150 buildings. In

1969, the Government of Canada initiated a process to create a national park in

the traditional territory of the LKDFN without the knowledge of local people

(News of the North, 1969). At that time, the LKDFN actively and successfully

opposed the creation of the protected area.

More than thirty years later, after many changes in the political and eco-

nomic landscape of the Canadian north, the LKDFN approached Parks

Canada to re-initiate conversations around the creation of a national park

(Ellis and Enzoe, 2008). In the subsequent years, the LKDFN signed a 2006

Memorandum of Understanding with the Government of Canada to

conduct feasibility studies, recommend a boundary, examine the impacts

and benefits of the park, and conduct consultations. A community vision

for the park has been put forward and the proposed ‘East Arm National

Park’ has been renamed ‘Thaidene Nene’ (meaning ‘The Land of Our Ances-

tors’ in the Dene language). Community development and capacity-building

options are also being examined. Currently, negotiations between the LKDFN

and Parks Canada are proceeding on an area of 33,000 km2 as a part of the

ongoing Akaitcho negotiation processes.

Methods and analysis

As part of these ongoing community-advocated processes of protected area

creation, a collaborative research project was undertaken between the

LKDFN and the authors. Field research, which consisted of a series of forty-

six qualitative interviews, was conducted in Lutsel K’e, Yellowknife, and Fort

Smith in the Northwest Territories of Canada during 2008. Interviews focused

on perceptions of the national park initiative, capacity building, and the role

of the social economy in supporting conservation and development. Inter-

views were conducted with three groups: (i) members of the LKDFN (n ¼

26; 16 male; 10 female), (ii) non-indigenous community members (n ¼ 10; 6

male; 4 female), and (iii) conservation and development professionals from

outside the community (n ¼ 10; 7 male; 3 female). Community participants

were selected using snowball sampling whereby an initial contact suggests

possible participants who in turn suggest additional participants (Neuman,

2000). The indigenous community members were also chosen to represent

an array of perspectives and positions within the community, including
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forces combined have neglected to create meaningful livelihoods for local

people, to safeguard the traditional cultural and social structures of the com-

munity, to provide adequate health and educational services, and to safe-

guard the environment (Bone, 2003). The traditional territory of the

LKDFN is threatened by one of the biggest exploration and staking rushes

in Canadian history (Ellis and Enzoe, 2008). For many local people, the

threat of resource extraction industries, particularly mining, to the caribou

upon which local livelihoods depend and to human health and ecological in-
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‘sustainable commercial interests’, ‘long-term economic benefits’, ‘lands, rights

and ways of life of First Nations’, ‘environmental, social and economic benefit’,

‘impact on the workforce’, ‘traditional knowledge and local perspectives’ and

‘cultural values’ (CBI, 2009). On the other hand, WWF’s mission focuses on the

‘conservation of nature’ but does not state their support for local community

development or consideration of local communities (WWF, 2009).

The active roles that ENGOs could fulfil or have fulfilled in supporting local
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and has matured around the processes associated with negotiating the pro-

tected area.

Four more eco-social economy organizations are envisaged and will likely

result from the creation of the national park: (i) a co-management or

joint-management body, (ii) a trust fund, (iii) an eco-tourism cooperative,

and (iv) a local ENGO. First, the creation of a co-management body in con-

junction with local indigenous groups is the norm for northern protected

areas since the mid-1980s (Lemelin and Johnston, 2008). Participants in

Lutsel K’e envisioned a co-management body where local people hold the

majority or all of the seats and with sufficient capacity and funding to carry

http://cdj.oxfordjournals.org/
http://cdj.oxfordjournals.org/


http://cdj.oxfordjournals.org/
http://cdj.oxfordjournals.org/


protected areas (
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