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ABSTRACT
Climate change discourse ranges from an acknowledgement of 
ancestral prophecy to the most urgent crisis of our time. If the 
terminology – words, concepts, and expressions – of discourse is 
understood to reflect a writer’s values, perspectives, and ways of 
knowing, then it is important to compare the terminology used by 
various writers to understand key value differences. This paper 
provides an initial exploration into the explicit and implicit differ-
ences in terminology surrounding climate adaptation planning 
from the perspective of federal agencies and Tribal Nations as 
represented in two climate adaptation guides. As the act of utilising 
the same words but in different ways will likely result in conflict, we 
also explored the links between the values-based differences in 
terminology with three policies – one written from a Tribal perspec-
tive and two that govern federal agencies’ stewardship of cultural 
resources – to assess the implications for climate adaptation of 
ancestral heritage located on federal lands. It is important to note 
that the space to compare terminology between federal and Tribal 
perspectives is vast; though this paper represents only an introduc-
tory step into this space, the results demonstrate a clear need to 
develop a process of co-constructing a shared climate adaptation 
terminology.
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Introduction

Climate change alters landscapes and impacts places that hold a multitude of heritage 
resources and meanings.1 Critical to protecting these landscapes is the inclusion of 
connected and dependent communities as consulting parties or stakeholders in climate 
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adaptation planning.2 In the United States (US), public land managers are required to 
formally consult with affiliated groups (e.g. Tribal Nations, Native communities, 
Indigenous Peoples) when federal agencies make decisions – including adaptation plan-
ning and disaster response – that might affect heritage sites or objects. Yet, formal 
consultation processes do not always meaningfully incorporate the input federal agencies 
receive.3 When engaging with one another, federal and Tribal governments face chal-
lenges like knowledge system differences,4 resource typology discrepancies, manage-
ment divisions,5 and stewardship goal and practice misalignments.6

Here, we explore another challenge facing climate adaptation planning of heritage 
resources on public lands, namely how the terminology (i.e. concepts, and expressions) – 
and their underlying values – in federal policies and guidelines generate miscommunica-
tions and perpetuate Western science decision-making processes that continue to harm 
Indigenous Peoples. Due to the variability across individual state laws and across different 
nation’s laws, we focus our analysis on US federal policies and guidelines affecting 
federally recognised, Sovereign Tribal Nations. However, similarities from US federal 
laws and policies with those of US states and other nations being written from 
a Western Science perspective expand the likely implications of our findings to 
a broader audience than the US federal government, particularly those audiences also 
governed under post-European colonial regimes that prioritise objective, analytical, and 
reductionist knowledge (i.e. Western science).

Linking knowledge systems are key to addressing ways in which all communities 
mitigate, adapt and build capacity for resilience in face of climate change.7 In a US 
context, the National Park Service (NPS) is the leading federal agency charged with 
cultural heritage guidance and issued a policy directive,8 which stipulates that all future 
management decisions for heritage are to prioritise those resources that are both sig-
nificant and most at risk to climate change impacts. Yet, policies and guidelines can act as 
a form of ‘policing’ heritage site protection through authorised heritage discourse9 and 
data governance.10 For example, Western science implies a strong sense of urgency to 
adapt cultural resources, like the Climate-Smart Planning Strategy published by the 
National Park Service in 2021, while Tribal Nations express concern for the potential loss 
of their places and ways of life and have generational knowledge of natural and acceler-
ated changes to the environment.11

Our work: (a) documents the implicit and explicit commonalities and differences in 
terminology used in two climate change adaptation guidelines, the Cultural Resources 
Climate Change Strategy published in 2016 by the US National Park Service and the Tribal 
Adaptation Menu published in 2019 by theGreat Lakes Indian Fish and Wildlife 
Commission based in Minnesota, Wisconsin and Michigan. It (b) explores themes used 
in two US federal policies intended to protect cultural heritage, and one guidance 
document developed by the Climate and Traditional Knowledges Workgroup to enhance 
the prevalence and security of Traditional Knowledges (TKs) in climate change initiatives 
among non-Tribal partners. We focus on cultural resource guidance and policies, as 
Western science and resource management bifurcate heritage as natural or cultural. We 
acknowledge this false dichotomy cannot represent the holism central to Traditional 
Knowledge systems. We hope our work presents opportunities for collaboration, fosters 
continued interest in de-siloing natural and cultural resource management, and supports 
calls for co-management in a changing climate. We believe that our contribution 
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highlights an issue that impacts Indigenous Peoples and local communities worldwide, 
particularly those whose traditional use areas are stewarded by government agencies 
created following European colonisation and administered from a predominately Western 
science lens. Working together to agree on the words, terms, and metaphors used to 
discuss important places and materials affected by climate change creates the space to 
ground discussions in values and creates shared and co-created terminology that weave 
and prioritise diverse knowledge systems and a history of injustice at the outset of future 
climate adaptation planning efforts.

Background

The US Constitution recognises the sovereignty of federally recognised Tribal Nations 
each with their own governments, laws, and lands. Currently, there are 574 federally 
recognised Nations. Additionally, federal statute and law protect the interests of these 
Nations in instances outside of their boundaries where the federal government has 
jurisdiction, like national parks and monuments managed by the National Park Service 
(NPS). As a federal agency, the NPS is an important player in representing the US 
government when engaging with Tribal Nations. However, Native Americans have been 
systematically displaced and excluded from impactful decision-making about their land, 
resources, and cultural property in the US and around the world.12 The American Indian 
Movement, formalised in 1968, is a coordinated resistance effort from Native Americans 
and allies towards Indigenous civil rights.

Activism and movements led by Native Americans in the 1960s and 70s paved the way 
for the Self-Determination era, the current era of Native American engagement, that 
instituted policies increasing rights and claims of Tribal Nations over their own 
heritage.13 This type of legislative advocacy led to the passage of the 1975 Indian Self- 
Determination and Education Assistance Act allowing federally recognised Tribes to deter-
mine how federal resources be used in their interest. In 1994, the US government 
legitimised the control of federally recognised tribes over some federal programs through 
the Indian Self Governance Act, focusing on the benefit and sovereignty of Tribal Nations. 
Additionally, 1992 amendments to the National Historic Preservation Act mandated con-
sultation with Tribal Nations. The relationship between the US government, Indigenous 
communities, and Tribal Nations, however, has a long history of US agencies breaking 
treaty rights,14 which raises questions of symbolic versus actual change15and the effec-
tiveness of formal consultation.16 Sovereign Tribal Nations have individual jurisdictions 
and govern by their own laws, customs, and culture; yet, Tribal Nations must also adhere 
to US federal laws, a contradiction that sows confusion across Indian Country fully 
demonstrating the persistence of Colonialism persists over Indigenous systems and 
practices.17 A list of key decisions in the US judicial system, as well as the policies and 
guidance documents analysed in this study are presented briefly in Table 1.

Clear understanding of Indigenous rights requires that federal agencies critique federal 
policies – particularly US Indian law, which encompasses the field of law governing 
relationships between the US government and any or all Tribal Nations18—and identify 
ways in which federal policies are continuously harmful to Tribal Nations. Federal agencies 
are required to follow and enforce policies, including mandated consultation in advance 
of federal project planning, yet agency personnel may not realise the consultation process 
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Table 1. Key policies, decisions, and guidance documents describing relationships US federal govern-
ment and sovereign Tribal Nations in cultural resource management and climate change adaptation 
planning as related to this study.

Year/ 
Amendment Act/Guidance Description Impact

1974 Archeological and Historic 
Preservation Act (AHPA)**

Legislative act of US Congress 
protecting the preservation of 
historical and archeological data 
that might be impacted by federal 
projects.

Created a responsibility on federal 
agencies and contractors to protect 
archaeological sites during 
federally funded projects, as well as 
authorize funding for reporting.

1974 Boldt Decision (United 
States vs. Washington)***

Series of decisions between the 
state of Washington and US 
government, named after the 
Judge George Hugo Boldt who 
enforced the upholding of the 
decision.

Re-affirmed the rights of American 
Indian tribes in the state of 
Washington to co-manage and 
harvest fish, and to reinforce the US 
Government’s responsibility to 
uphold its treaties.

1975/1994/ 
2000

Indian Self-Determination 
and Education Assistance 
Act***

Legislative act of US Congress 
reversing an effort by the federal 
government to sever treaty 
relationships with and obligations 
to Indian Tribes.

The Act and its amendments 
allowed certain government 
agencies to make contracts directly 
with federally recognized Tribes, as 
well as developing government-to- 
government relationships.

1979/1988 Archeological Resource 
Protection Act (ARPA)***

Legislative act of US Congress 
which governs the excavation of 
archaeological sites on federal and 
Native American lands.

Gives Tribal Nations more input on 
what and how their cultural 
patrimony is treated.

1990 Native American Graves 
Protection and 
Repatriation Act 
(NAGPRA)***

Legislative act of US Congress 
focused on repatriation.

Requires federal agencies and 
institutions that receive federal 
funding to return Native American 
cultural items and human remains 
to lineal descendants and culturally 
affiliated Tribal Nations.

1966/1992  
(amendments)

National Historic 
Preservation Act (NHPA)***

Legislative act of US Congress 
focused on preserving historic and 
archaeological sites in the US.

Created and funded Tribal Historic 
Preservation Offices.

2014 Guidelines for Considering 
Traditional Knowledges in 
Climate Change Initiatives 
(GCTKCCI)**

Guidelines created by a self- 
organized, collaborative working 
group inspired by the 2014 Third 
National Climate Assessment.

A framework designed to increase 
understanding of issues related to 
Traditional Knowledges (TK) in 
climate initiatives and interactions 
between holders of TKs and non- 
Tribal partners.

2016 Cultural Resources Climate 
Change Strategy (CRCCS)*

Guidance developed and adopted 
by the US National Park Service.

Describes cultural resources, broad 
categories of climate change 
impacts, and integrating 
stewardship with current practices.

2019 Tribal Climate Adaptation 
Menu, Dibaginjigaadeg 
Anishinaabe Ezhitwaad 
(TAM)*

A framework to weave Indigenous 
and traditional knowledge, 
culture, language and history 
into the climate adaptation 
planning process.

A collaborative partnership led by 
Indigenous and Tribal citizens to 
inform Western scientists.

Key: 
*Policies and guidance analysed in Phase I: Terminology analysis. 
**Policies and guidance analysed in Phase II: Policy analysis. 
***Other relevant policies and guidance.
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was created to maintain agency control in decision making (i.e. agencies must collect 
input from affiliated Tribal Nations and demonstrate how or how not to include that input 
into decisions, yet are not required to follow direction from Tribal Nations). US policies 
and laws pertaining to treaty rights and heritage preservation were written from 
a Western colonial and conservation perspective and neglect the cultural, social, and 
economic connections that Tribal Nations have with place, particularly their ancestral 
homelands.19 One way to mitigate the harm of these practices is in how federal agencies 
consider the terminology used to communicate and derive meaning in consultative 
situations, especially since these communicative exchanges rely on the expression of 
Indigenous values and knowledge systems. Place meanings and Indigenous Peoples’ 
historical and cultural connections are related and understood through nomenclature 
and discourse20that reflect knowledge of ecosystem diversity and dynamics as well as 
past adaptations.21 All policies in the US are required to be written in English and 
historically have not been developed through collaboration with Indigenous knowledge 
keepers or Tribal Citizens.

Collaboratively defining terms and concepts serves to reveal shared or divergent 
values. In public land and resource management, finding shared values strengthens 
trust,22 and can help rebuild relationships that lead to improved land management and 
resource stewardship. However, it is important to acknowledge that there is no collective 
voice representing all Tribal Nations and their perspectives23and some places and 
resources are traditionally used by multiple Tribal Nations with different values and 
priorities. It remains important to recognise that establishing a uniformly shared termi-
nology is unlikely, necessitating federal agencies to initiate, welcome, and document 
these value-focused conversations and collaboration repeatedly. Implementing these 
strategies for considering terminology supports pathways for meaningful consultation 
with Indigenous communities and are, ultimately, necessary where co-management is the 
desired outcome.24

Although there are examples of the weaving of values and perceptions of Tribal 
Nations on public lands,25 Tribal values and perceptions are systematically collected but 
not always considered or incorporated into final decisions.26 For example, Tribal values 
and input might be misinterpreted or discounted by Western scientists and, therefore, not 
authentically considered and included during planning and decision making. A recent 
and well-known example is the consultation challenges for the Dakota Access Pipeline, 
where Tribal Nations affected by the installation of the pipeline were not consulted, not 
consulted in a culturally sensitive way, or unable to reply to requests for consultation 
because of a chronic lack of staff.27 Additionally, citizens and staff of Tribal Nations are 
often required to work within a governance system designed for and by Western scien-
tists, planners, and managers. In response, Tribal Nations create positions within their 
Nation to respond to consultation requirements, without which they cannot meet their 
requests for consultation.

Often consultation requests fall within an unachievable timeline given capacity 
(e.g. funding, workload, staffing) constraints.28 Implementing and interpreting feed-
back from Tribal Citizens during consultation is based on a ‘reasonable and good 
faith’ effort, keeping the power in the hands of the agency.29 Inability to access 
places and data by citizens and staff of Tribal Nations are major barriers to mean-
ingful consultation between agencies and Indigenous People. Not all databases 
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and archives owned and managed by federal agencies are open to the public – 
including Tribal Nations – unless granted permission. Additionally, federal datasets 
are often incomplete, terms are not clearly defined, and terminology is overly 
specialised (i.e. overly academic). For example, the NPS Cultural Resource 
Inventory System is not open to the public, is difficult to keep up to date, but is 
used to guide decision making about maintenance and stewardship of cultural 
resources. These access restrictions to places and information hinder not only 
meaningful consultation and collaborative decision-making between the agency 
and Tribal Nations, but also Indigenous sovereignty and governance of their own 
cultural patrimony.30

While the practice of formalised power-sharing has long existed, the first explicit use of 
the term ‘co-management’ between the US government and Tribal Nations appears in the 
late 1970s; the term was first formally conceptualised to mediate the management of 
salmon in Washington State through the Boldt Decision.31 Since then, the call for co- 
management – especially between the National Park Service and surrounding Tribal 
Nations – has become more prevalent32; yet, the phrase co-management may mean 
different things in different contexts.33 In the present moment, we are met with the 
specific context of a drastically changing climate that is already shaping the way we 
approach the stewardship of cultural and natural resources.

While the idea of consulting citizens and staff of Tribal Nations is reasonable, at least 
superficially, we argue that a robust sharing of management power cannot remain 
possible without reconciling inequity from the outset. Native Americans have been 
systematically displaced and excluded from impactful decision-making about their land, 
resources, and cultural property in the US and around the world.34 The American Indian 
Movement, formalised in 1968, is a coordinated resistance effort from Native Americans 
and allies towards Indigenous civil rights. Working on declaring the values and meanings 
behind the terms used in describing management outcomes is one place to address the 
dissonance. As previously explored, the history behind US policies and laws written from 
a Western Science perspective and currently upholding much of co-management strate-
gies in America today are fundamentally flawed as their conception failed to incorporate 
Tribal Nation sovereignty, specifically the government-to-government consultation pro-
cess in that management preferences only need to be considered not contingent. 
Furthermore, we argue that the federal government’s value system-one that failed to 
valorise or uphold in practice Tribal Nations as sovereign – is inherently embedded in the 
terms and terminology (i.e. words and phrases) used for these policy documents; policy 
documents and their constitutive language become crucial reflection points of the people 
who wrote them and the contexts in which they were written, described in more detail in 
the subsequent sections.

We argue that co-management, a process that may entail a reconciliation of value 
systems, cannot happen without taking a step back to examine the terminology used. For 
more meaningful co-management and consultation, differences in value systems should 
seek a common ground where the terminology used is contextually relevant to all parties, 
and established on a shared understanding of key terms, concepts, and expressions.35 To 
examine this approach, we document and explore the differing ways that climate change 
is approached by federal agencies and Tribal Nations in different policy documents 
highlighting the values embedded in the terms and their context.
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Methods

This project began with a goal to foster engagement between US-based Tribes and 
federal agencies – particularly the US National Park Service – for managing archaeological 
sites, approached as traditional use areas, in a changing climate. We designed a two- 
phased approach for analysing the terminology used in current guidelines and policy 
from Tribal and federal government perspectives. The first phase focuses on the terminol-
ogy in two climate adaptation guidance documents to characterise the abstracted posi-
tions of US Tribal governments and US federal governments; the second phase connects 
the findings to policy implications and the pragmatics of the terms and values expressed 
in two US documents (one policy and one law) and one guidelines document that 
represents Tribal and Indigenous perspectives. We describe both phases and present 
reflexive commentary from the paper’s non-indigenous authors below.

Phase I Methodology: Terminology Analysis

We examined terminology used in two documents: the Cultural Resources Climate 
Change Strategy (CRCCS) and the Tribal Adaptation Menu (TAM). The CRCCS was written 
by staff of the National Park Service in 2016 and is the current management guidance 
behind the agency’s approach for managing cultural resources in a changing climate36; 
the document embodies many Western approaches towards climate change science and 
the stewardship of Cultural Resources. The TAM, written between 2017–2019 and released 
in 2019 by a coalition of 19 Tribal and non-Tribal partners in the Midwestern US, provides 
a Tribal, specifically Anishinaabeg, perspective expressed in English with Ojibwe and 
Menominee terminology translated.37 Similar to the CRCCS, the TAM provides manage-
ment guidance in the form of a menu, where users of the document are encouraged to 
pick and choose strategies. Three authors of this paper were introduced to the TAM at 
a tribally sponsored climate summit, where one of the co-authors of the TAM presented 
an overview training; the TAM has since become a familiar document. While the TAM is 
not intended to be representative of all Tribal perspectives, it is the first and likely the 
most widely recognised Tribal adaptation guidance across the US (e.g. presentations and 
training on its use have been provided at the National Tribal and Indigenous Climate 
Conference and the National Adaptation Forum). It must also be noted that investigating 
these two documents is only an initial step and that more documents and perspectives 
should be included in future analysis.

We began by creating a word cloud for each document consisting of all the words 
present in the writing. Words that were used more commonly were displayed in a larger 
font (see Figure 1). This simple technique provided a preliminary visual indicator towards 
some of the larger patterns we would further investigate. A quantitative representation of 
these word clouds can be found in Supplemental Online Materials, Table S1. The top-25 
most used words in each document, including the word count and weight frequency of 
each word, are included in Table S1 in the Supplemental Online Materials. Since the 
length of each document varies, a weighted percentage (calculated by dividing the word 
count by the total word count) is also included to provide a more accurate indicator of the 
presence a term might hold in a document. Between the two documents, these weighted 
percentages range from 0.00 to 2.63%.
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Our next step focused on individual terms. To prepare the texts, we used publicly 
accessible, online word processors to omit all punctuation and digits, converting all the 
text to lowercase letters, removing duplicate words within each document, and ordering 
all the words alphabetically. Then, we used a separate online word counter and index to 
identify unique and shared terms across the two documents. We made an initial list of 
individual words that caught our attention, keeping the impressions created from the 
word cloud in mind, and conducted regular debriefing conversations to articulate impor-
tant themes. These themes were further discussed, including with National Park Service 
staff and authors of the TAM, and then finalised for consideration during Phase II: Policy 
Analysis.

Phase II Methodology: Policy Analysis

We reviewed three documents (a policy, a law, and a guidelines document): the 
Archaeological and Historic Preservation Act (AHPA) of 1974, the Native American 
Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA) of 1990, and Guidelines for 
Considering Traditional Knowledges in Climate Change Initiatives (GCTKCCI) pub-
lished in 2014. We selected AHPA and NAGPRA because they established compliance 
regulations for federal agencies for managing cultural resources and are two of 
several primary policies that stipulate federal engagement requirements with feder-
ally recognised Tribal Nations. We selected the GCTKCCI for its focus and wide- 
spread applicability to cultural resource management from Tribal perspectives and 
as a response to federal regulations and practices (authored by a group of 15 
indigenous persons, staff of indigenous governments and organisations, and experts 
with experience working with issues concerning traditional knowledges). The 
GCTKCCI serves as a specific example of how tribal knowledge should be protected 
and incorporated according to Tribal members (whereas the TAM focuses on the 
process of climate adaptation planning). This perspective is especially important in 

Figure 1. Word clouds depicting word frequency in the CRCCS (left) and TAM (right)
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contrast to the federal policies which do not describe how to consult with Tribal 
Nations and have historically neglected to meaningfully include Tribal voices in 
decision making.

We began our Policy Analysis by reading and selecting excerpts in the three documents 
relevant to the themes elicited in Phase I: Terminology Analysis. Using these excerpts as 
navigational aids, we examined the rest of the document to develop three primary findings 
that characterise the importance of aligning terminology when it comes to enacting policy.

Reflexivity Statement

As non-Indigenous people, the primary researchers’ personal contexts and biases influ-
ence the research in its framing, process, and analysis, and recognise our limitations to 
portray interpretations of documents representing Tribal perspectives. As authors with 
a mixed background rooted in academia, public lands agencies, and cultural resource 
management, we reached out to two Indigenous colleagues (both work for their Tribal 
Nation’s Tribal Historic Preservation Office/Department, and one co-authored the 
GCTKCCI) and invited them to provide a critique of our analyses and interpretations and 
contribute to this paper as co-authors. Additionally, we sought the guidance and wisdom 
of some of the writers of the Tribal Adaptation Menu related to our interpretations. It is 
important to note that we should have included the writers of the Tribal Adaptation Menu 
earlier in the process since their work was a focus of analysis for the project, and our 
failure to do so limited their ability to co-author this study with the authors. Future work 
can only ensure a collaborative effort when inclusion is proactively sought among all 
parties in advance of framing the entire research process.

Results

Results from Phase I: Terminology Analysis

The word analysis yielded ten key themes: four unique to the CRCCS, five unique to the TAM, 
and one shared between the CRCCS and the TAM. While these themes are not comprehen-
sive representations of the CRCCS and the TAM, they reveal spaces for potential miscom-
munication between the authors of each document and the perspectives these authors 
represent. Importantly, our analysis was thematic in exploring similarities and differences 
between the documents by word count as well as the context of the words used.

The following section describes the ten key themes that emerged from our Terminology 
Analysis. Many of these themes are informed by the absence or presence of individual 
words. We present a more comprehensive and quantitative representation of the individual 
terms explored in each theme in the Supplemental Online Materials, Table S2.

Themes Unique to the CRCCS
(1) Climate change and its effects need to be measured. Forms of the word measure only 

appear in the CRCCS. It is important to consider what is being measured and by what 
means. In the CRCCS, we see changes38 and effects39 being measured, primarily those 
associated with changes in the climate. Measuring allows scientists to compare obser-
vable changes over time and any compounding effects. The act of measurement could 
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potentially be connected to an ambition to keep the natural world under a sense of 
control and rely on decision making processes governed by reaction to metrics.

(2) The CRCCS details all impacts incurred by climate change as negative. The CRCCS uses 
many different terms associated with the ways the environment is being damaged 
or experiencing disaster. Some specific examples throughout pages 22-24 include 
contamination, corrosion, decay, desiccation, destruction, deterioration; all of these 
terms were used only in the CRCCS. The sheer degree to which these words are 
being used and the range they encompass indicates the concept of damage as one 
of the prominent frameworks for the NPS’s approach to climate adaptation. The 
overarching concept of damage and how it may be conceptualised differently from 
different perspectives can and should be further investigated.

(3) These negative disasters tend to concern only non-human actors in the physical 
landscape. The types of damages mentioned in the CRCCS are often associated 
with non-human actors like damage incurred by a flood,40 a volcanic eruption,41 

a storm,42 or a fire.43 This focus steers attention away from the potential for other 
types of damage, like the harm that could be done within socio-political relations 
between human actors and governments.

(4) The CRCCS factors park visitors as experiential stakeholders. The word visitor is unique to 
the CRCCS.44 Similarly, the term interpretation appears only in the CRCCS in the context 
of describing the responsibilities of park rangers when engaging with visitors to the 
park.45 These concepts represent a unique understanding from the NPS’s perspective 
regarding who the parks and the agency’s preservation and educational efforts con-
cern. The NPS’s use of the word visitor neglects to recognise the distinctly Western 
notion of ‘protected lands,’ where visitors (i.e. the visiting public) are described as 
people who receive enjoyment but are not integral parts of shaping the landscape; 
visitors temporarily enjoying the landscape is emphasised by coordinated efforts such 
as the Interagency Visitor Use Management Council created to manage visitors and 
their impact on the landscape.46 Furthermore, the CRCCS assumes visitors are a part of 
the present and are merely temporarily engaging with the land, rather than acknowl-
edging the ways past ancestors and future generations may act as visitors as well. In 
conversations with TAM authors, they do not identify as visitors at National Parks or 
protected areas. In general, the CRCCS fails to take the necessary steps of unpacking to 
whom the term visitors refers, how this term may change under different time frames, 
and what the term even means for stewards of ill-gotten lands.

Themes Unique to the TAM
(5) The TAM discerns truth(s) and beliefs from science. The use of the word science in the 

TAM was usually only in reference to titles of professional Western institutions or 
representations of Western science, like the ‘Northern Institute of Applied Climate 
Science’47 a ‘Bachelor’s of Science,’48 or finally ‘Citizen Science.’49 From a Western 
perspective science and truth are easy to conflate. The TAM alone explicitly uses the 
words truth50 and belief.51 The TAM team found it necessary to distinguish these 
concepts outright, while in the CRCCS the concepts science, truth, and belief are 
assumed and are not specifically called out. In this discernment, the TAM adds to 
a conversation about the ways truths and beliefs may be derived from various value 
systems, not just one founded in Western science.
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(6) The TAM explicitly refers to the harm caused by Western beliefs. The TAM alludes 
to the historical, and ongoing, harm caused by Western belief systems and the 
sanctioned ‘experts’ described in authorised heritage discourse. For example, 
the terms colonialism/colonisation/colonisers/colony and exploitation were used 
in the TAM to refer to historical and ongoing political injustices. Some of these 
words–colonising, exploitation, and over-exploitation–while present in the 
CRCCS, had their use restricted to refer to species, plants, and animals in an 
ecological context.

(7) The TAM promotes a long-term view of time relative to the planning effort and overall 
climate change effects – extending forwards into the future and backwards into the 
past. The TAM uses the term dedication solely in reference to the amount of effort 
and time required to plan effectively with the community.52 The difference in 
approach to time is a continued theme throughout the document. For example, 
the TAM consistently emphasises the need to learn from and be guided by elders, 
recognising the roles they play as liaisons to knowledge from the past; in contrast, 
the CRCCS focuses on the present and the future. This emphasis on intergenera-
tional knowledge and the legacies/legacy one leaves behind reflects a sensitivity for 
time far beyond the present. It is notable the extensive presence of the words 
regenerate/regenerating/regeneration, reseed/reseeding/seed/seedbed/seeding/seed-
ling/seedlings; this terminology surrounding growth, planting, and regeneration 
hints towards thinking beyond the present generation and how what we do 
today will affect the future.

(8) The strategies provided in the TAM are a starting point and depend on context. In the 
TAM, the questions posed within the planning framework are open-ended and 
intended to be answered by the reader in his/her/their context; open-ended ques-
tions parallel open-ended strategies. Related words that are unique to the TAM 
include encourage/encouraged/encouraging. Such an open approach requires 
a discussion of the set of contexts and values that ultimately motivate evolving 
choices rather than restriction.

(9) At its core, addressing climate change means understanding relationships. Some 
of the most used words in the TAM include community, beings, tribal, all 
forms of relationships and social connections. For example, the TAM recog-
nises the importance of a relationship between human and nonhuman 
beings, encompassing entities from fish to rock. Additionally, the TAM 
uniquely characterises the passing of knowledge as a gift-giving 
relationship.53 Lastly, the TAM often uses the terms please and you often, 
which personalises the relationship between the writers of the TAM and its 
readers; this personalisation may be to simultaneously avoid an assumed 
hierarchy between author and receiver. Related words that are unique to 
the TAM include interpersonal, interrelationships, intertribal, love, reciprocity. 
The word respect was shared across both documents (the CRCCS and the 
TAM); however, the term was used as a noun to refer to a feeling of relational 
consideration between beings in the TAM,54 whilst in the CRCCS it was used 
to only as a prepositional phrase (i.e. with respect to).
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Themes Shared Between the CRCCS and the TAM
Though most of our attention has been directed towards words unique to each document 
and the larger themes these words may represent, it is important to recognise potential 
points of overlap between the two documents.

(10) Both documents mention a need for planning. The terms mitigation, management, 
planning, and strategy appear in both documents. The values behind the larger 
theme of management, however, may differ. The themes unique to the CRCCS and 
the TAM, as detailed in the previous sections, are helpful in beginning to distinguish 
how federal and Tribal representatives may approach management differently. For 
example, Theme (1) about measurement in the CRCCS reflects a general desire from 
a federal managerial need to express control over all resources through metrics and 
going to whatever means necessary to maintain levels of acceptable measurables. 
This approach is not always reciprocated in Tribal perspectives. For some Tribes, like 
the Houlton Band of Maliseet Indians as described by one of our co-authors, 
management means accepting that not everything can be saved and, instead, 
devoting more attention to the most culturally important ancestral objects and 
places. Furthermore, traditional ways of knowing tend to emphasise that what may 
be considered by a federal managerial perspective as ‘lost’ is still returning to the 
Earth within an Indigenous worldview. Alternatively, for other Tribes, like the 
Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes as described by another of our co-authors, 
the practice of planning may be challenged by the notion of prioritisation, as all 
things are considered to be important and connected.

In conclusion, themes of planning and management are shared between the CRCCS and 
the TAM. Each using these terms as derived from different values that are determined 
through different processes, each weighing knowledge and inclusion to differing degrees. 
These discrepancies in values bear immense weight in the decision-making process of 
turning plans into action.

Results from Phase II: Policy Analysis
While the first phase of results analyses the use of terminology, this subsection presents 
an elaboration of the implications that such differences in terminology usage can have 
on policy implementation and interpretation. The terminology used in the Native 
American Graves and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA), the Archaeological Historic 
Preservation Act (AHPA), and the Guidelines for Considering Traditional Knowledges 
in Climate Change Initiatives (GCTKCCI) revealed three emergent themes: the concept of 
possession, the concept of risk, and the act of defining. Misinterpretation within these 
themes are barriers to the protection of Traditional Knowledge and Indigenous sover-
eignty. In Table 2, we present a visualisation of the connection between the findings 
from the Terminology Analysis to the Policy Analysis. The colour gradation indicates the 
degree of relevancy between the terminology and policy themes, with darker colour 
indicating the highest relevance.
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Concept of Possession
The first theme that emerged from analysing the selected policy documents surrounds the 
terminology used to describe the concept of possession. As argued by Moreton-Robinson, 
a coloniser state’s control over indigeneity is rooted in white possessive logics where laws and 
policies continue to treat Indigenous peoples and their ancestral homelands as property.55 

Currently, terminology in federal policy frames processes of excavation and removal of 
interred objects in the name of discovery. For example, NAGPRA concerns ‘Native American 
human remains and objects’56 when they have either been ‘discovered’57 or ‘intentional[ly] 
excavat[ed] and remov[ed].’58 As such, objects become objects-of-value only after excavation 
or discovery. This sentiment is equally present in the Archaeological Resource Protection Act 
of 1975. Yet, these processes of removal, whether intentional or not, are crucial because they 
effectively remove remains and funerary objects from their specific location and context, 
making it easier to lay claims of possession and control by non-Indigenous stakeholders or 
federal agencies. NAGPRA describes this effect as ‘relinquishing control.’59

Once federal agencies have control over these objects, NAGPRA outlines their posses-
sion over the ‘records, catalogues, relevant studies or other pertinent data’ useful for 
‘determining the geographic origin, cultural affiliation, and basic facts surrounding acqui-
sition and accession of Native American objects subject to this section.“60 While ”[s]uch 
information shall be provided in a reasonable manner to be agreed upon by all parties’, 
Indian Tribes and Native Hawaiian organisations are described to only have access to this 
information ‘upon request.’61 This wording from NAGPRA privileges federal agencies in 
their position to provide knowledge to Tribal Nations. Furthermore, consultation is only 
required by law if the project is federally funded or on federal land; if the lineage of the 

Table 2. Degree of relevance between terminology analysis and policy analysis themes.

semehTsisylanAyciloPsemehTsisylanAygolonimreT

Theme 1: 
Concept of 
Possession  

Theme 2: 
Concept of Risk 

Theme 3: Act of 
Defining 

Theme 1: Climate change and its effects need to be measured. 

Theme 2: The CRCCS details all the different kinds of harm incurred by 
climate change. 

Theme 3: These negative disasters tend to concern only non-human 
actors in the physical landscape. 

Theme 4: The CRCCS factors park visitors as stakeholders. 

Theme 5: The TAM discerns truth(s) and beliefs from science.  

Theme 6: The TAM explicitly refers to the harm caused by Western 
beliefs. 

Theme 7: The TAM promotes a long-term view of time relative to the 
planning effort and overall climate change effects — extending forwards 
into the future and backwards into the past. 

Theme 8: The strategies provided in the TAM are a starting point and 
depend on context. 

Theme 9: At its core, addressing climate change means understanding 
relationships. 

Theme 10: Both documents mention a need for planning.   

Note: Dark green indicates highest relevance, light green indicates notable relevance, and white indicates little relevance. 

Dark green indicates highest relevance, light green indicates notable relevance, and white indicates little relevance.
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object or remains are determined to be associated with Native Americans; and if the 
lineage is determined to be from a federally recognised Tribal Nation. These parameters 
are determined, described, and bestowed by the federal government, perpetuating the 
devaluing of heritage values established in authorised heritage discourse. NAGPRA 
encodes an epistemological system of expert knowledge based on the activities of 
discovery performed by the federal government.

This situation becomes complicated when we look at how knowledge about archaeologi-
cal materials is considered from a non-federal perspective. The terminology used in Tribal 
documents – like the GCTKCCI – describes this relationship between Tribal Nations, federal 
agencies, and sacred information as one of ‘custodianship by knowledge holders’ in which 
federal agencies function as the knowledge keepers. The GCTKCCI makes it clear, however, 
that holders of TK do not simply have a ‘basic acquaintance’ of knowledge62but are, rather, 
experts within a rich internal system of norms, beliefs and traditions.63 This wording reflects 
Theme 9 from the results of Terminology Analysis (Theme 9: Addressing climate change means 
understanding relationships), in which the CRCCS heralds relationships, especially those con-
cerning sacred knowledge, as the key to addressing climate change. GCTKCCI warns readers 
that Western legal traditions and conceptions of property do not accurately illustrate this 
specific type of relationship. Compared to the millennia of knowledge passed down gener-
ationally within Tribal Nations and relationships to the land that inhibits ‘ownership’ of it or 
associated resources, federal agencies cannot be properly equipped to function as knowledge 
holders since their position of ownership is only derived from relatively recent policy like 
NAGPRA. Furthermore, the issue of knowledge as property and corresponding intellectual 
property laws necessitates protections for TK, which continue to unfold in the US64 and will 
likely prevent the federal government from ever being Knowledge holders.

On a more fundamental level, present-day federal policy falls short of properly addres-
sing assumptions attendant to the concept of possession. While a law like NAGPRA tend 
to focus on objects and land, like ‘federal lands’ that are in possession of the United States, 
the GCTKCCI as a policy expands the definition of possession beyond objects to become 
inclusive of knowledge, calling for Western scientists to ‘understand the unique concep-
tion each individual tribe has of their own knowledge system(s),’65 ‘recognize that tribal 
experts and TK holders are the authorities of their own knowledge systems, and deserve 
to be treated as such,’66 and that ‘holders of TKs identify themselves using their own 
concepts.’67 The TAM reflects this same sentiment regarding what can and cannot be 
measured (Theme 1: Climate change and its effects need to be measured) and, therefore, 
possessed; though the TAM characterises knowledge as possessable, NAGPRA’s definition 
only encompasses tangible items like ‘unassociated funerary object[s], sacred object[s], or 
object[s] of cultural patrimony.’68

Beyond the question of what can be possessed, law and policy have the ability to 
distinguish different types of possession. For example, Theme 4 from the Terminology 
section illustrates this point (Theme 4: The CRCCS factors park visitors as experiential 
stakeholders), highlighting the role of ‘visitors’ as stakeholders unique to the perspec-
tive of federal parks. With the creation of public lands like National Parks, the public 
became a prominent stakeholder in decisions made about the land and resources, and 
at the explicit exclusion of the Traditional stewards. Although visitors do not explicitly 
own federal parks, they are still implied in the question of possession. With the 
creation of federal public lands like the National Parks, the public – like tax-paying 

14 S. OH ET AL.



citizens attending parks – became a prominent stakeholder in decisions made about 
the land and resources; the defining of this ‘public’ stakeholder often came at the 
explicit exclusion of Traditional stewards, however. NAGPRA distinguishes between 
‘cultural patrimony’ and ‘property owned by an individual Native American,’ invoking 
an idea of possession by a cultural group compared to an individual69; these different 
possessors hold distinct meanings. In addition, NAGPRA states that ’[t]he ownership or 
control of Native American cultural items which are excavated or discovered on federal 
or tribal lands after the date of enactment of this Act,’ implying that objects must have 
an agreed-upon owner that makes decisions about the object or site from an arbitrary 
date and then into an infinite future.70 Moreover, NAGPRA posits that ‘Native American 
cultural items not claimed . . . shall be disposed of in accordance with regulations 
promulgated by the Secretary in consultation with the review committee.’71 Here, if no 
Indigenous person or Nation comes forward and the federal authorities fail to assign 
ownership, the federal government’s NAGPRA advisory has discretion to define the 
terms of possession in a system where all things must be owned.

The inherent implications within the concept of possession become critical points 
where misalignment and poor deployment of terminology can lead to profound ramifica-
tions and harm, including the appropriation or exploitation of knowledge and erasure of 
Indigenous realities. NAGPRA’s focus on the possession of tangible cultural items and 
human remains (rendered into property) completely fails to address the intellectual and 
intangible heritage attached to places and objects, particularly where ancestors and other 
belongings subject to NAGPRA are highly charged items that carry such intense cultural 
weight. Furthermore, the focus on possessing things ignores important associated knowl-
edge and intangible values that are germane to significance: the information that makes 
a place or object ‘worth’ possessing, which again perpetuates a system of harm and 
erasure. A poignant example of this is that the US has not ratified the 2003 UNESCO 
Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage.72 The GCTKCCI 
specifically deems current intellectual property law as inadequate when it comes to 
protecting Traditional Knowledge and tribes from such harm.73 These ideas of harm re- 
emerge under the following section concerning the concept of risk.

Concept of Risk
In addition to the concept of possession, the concept of risk also poses a concern when 
analysing these three policies against one another. We recognise that the concept of risk 
is subjective and varies depending on the value systems from which it is derived. As 
previously explored in Terminology Analysis Themes 2 and 3 (Theme 2: The CRCCS details 
all impacts incurred by climate change as negative; Theme 3: These negative disasters tend to 
concern only non-human actors in the physical landscape), the policy terms used in federal 
documents highlight risks posed by physical harm; for instance, the destruction of the 
tangible elements in a landscape. The AHPA provides explicit protection beyond physical 
elements to encompass ‘archaeological data . . . which might otherwise be irreparably lost 
or destroyed’ directly or indirectly during a federal construction project.74 The GCTKCCI, 
however, explicitly frames the risk to intangible resources more holistically than the 
federal lexicon suggests. Specifically, the ‘Cause no harm’ approach in the GCTKCCI 
includes avoiding the potential abuse or misappropriation of TKs as it has been 
a repeated transgression in the past.75 Recognising the history of misappropriating TK is 
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crucial to understanding this particular form of risk and its concern from a Tribal Nation or 
Citizen’s perspective. Clarifying these nuances to the concept of risk are important as they 
inform the ethic of inclusivity as elicited as necessary for successful planning efforts, 
(Theme 10: Both documents mention a need for planning), to protect the being from said 
risk factors; if the values from which these understandings of risk are misaligned, then the 
plans of protection will be equally misaligned.

From the perspective of the US federal government, protection primarily calls for 
maintaining control-managing by measuring risk (Theme 1: Climate change and its effects 
need to be measured) while also identifying, documenting, and keeping inventory.76 This 
sense of risk is dominated by a framework that operates upon monetisation and measur-
ing metrics. When the federal government encounters resource loss as a possibility or 
a reality it immediately incorporates the concept of compensation through monetisation 
and metrics. The AHPA only refers to compensation in the case of loss for projects, 
neglecting to recognise lost archaeological objects and their intrinsic intangible qualities 
recognised by Tribal Nations or other TK holders. Most egregiously, this move to metrics, 
how many things lost, and monetisation, what is the cost borne through mitigation, fails 
to recognise the fact that archaeological objects were located on project sites on land that 
was ancestral to and often taken from Tribal Nations in the first place. The AHPA handles 
items that are lost or destroyed; to include noting that ‘such data is significant’77 and ‘are 
not being. . . recovered and preserved in the public interest’78 ultimately fails to acknowl-
edge other value systems outside of a Western perspective by assuming protection from 
federal agency staff, science, and preservation experts, or both will best conserve tangible 
heritage.79

The preceding Terminology Analysis section – in particular, the discussion on harmful 
Western beliefs (Theme 5: The TAM discerns truth[s] and beliefs from science) and temporal 
views on climate change (Theme 7: The TAM promotes a long-term view of time relative to 
the planning effort and overall climate change effects) – provides more insight into one 
specific way neglecting differences in value systems may result in establishing divergent 
protection efforts, in particular, the way time prescriptions are incorporated into law. 
NAGPRA identifies very strict time frames by which action for decision-making should be 
measured: 30 days,80 90 days,81 or 120 days.82 These specified time frames work together 
to ultimately create a certain sense of urgency. Furthermore, this urgency only applies 
when ‘such items are indispensable for completion of a specific scientific study, the 
outcome of which would be of major benefit to the United States.’83 On the other 
hand, §3003 in NAGPRA instructs federal agencies to notify Native American groups 
within 6 months once a cultural affiliation has been determined by the agency, which is 
not the same sense of urgency for other discoveries or decisions. Again, as observed 
above, Tribal Nations are urged to hurry their efforts, and the government is given what 
appears to be a more relaxed expectation on reporting back to their Tribal constituents.

These differing understandings of risk can shape entire plans to climate change 
adaptations. For example, the GCTKCCI discusses many Indigenous groups taking their 
own initiative in protecting resources by ‘proactively preparing for the impacts of 
climate change by carrying out climate change impact assessments and developing 
indigenous adaptation plans.’84 Theme 7 (The TAM promotes a long-term view of time 
relative to the planning effort and overall climate change effects) of the Terminology 
Analysis provides insight on how adaptation plans are specific to context. Creating 
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plans of protection against risk has historically denied Tribal leaders access to informa-
tion and equal treatment. Additionally, a proper understanding and communication of 
risks for Indigenous peoples and holders of TKs must include a recognition of the fact 
that sharing involves an expectation of reciprocity, meaning that “indigenous commu-
nities” own adaptive governance will benefit’85 and holding agencies accountable 
through ‘criteria in proposal review that recognizes and awards points to applicants 
that incorporate TKs within their proposals.’86 Tribal groups also call for protection, 
‘current intellectual property and copyright law in the US does little to protect TKs and 
tribes from appropriation or exploitation’87 and to ‘provide specific directions to all 
agency staff, researchers and non-indigenous entities to ensure that protections for 
TKs requested by tribes and knowledge holders are upheld.’88 Ultimately, value-laden 
concepts like ‘risk’ are highly context-dependent and are just one of many ideas that 
require intentional defining between parties.

Act of Defining
The third theme that emerged when reviewing the policies and GCTKCCI is the act of 
defining. This theme refers to how words used in the policies are to be interpreted relative 
to what they describe. This theme includes a call from Tribal Citizens for more candid 
conversations about each other’s definitions and values. In NAGPRA and AHPA, certain 
definitions are provided to the reader. NAGPRA begins with a section specifically for 
defining terms, where AHPA has a short definition section89 that specifically defines what 
‘the state’ includes. Both NAGPRA and AHPA are dedicated to definitions of objects, 
boundaries, and authorised governing bodies or defining who is officially recognised as 
a legitimate stakeholder in consultation and decision making. There is no acknowledge-
ment that the terms defined and used in the policies were developed through consulta-
tion with Native People, despite being value-laden terms for both Western scientists and 
Tribal Citizens. §3001 of NAGPRA defines Native American as ‘a means of, or relating to, 
a tribe, people, or culture that is indigenous to the United States,’ missing the nuance and 
intricacies of Tribal Citizens, Nations, and their relationships to each other and the beings 
that they identify as being important to them (Theme 9: Addressing climate change means 
understanding relationships).

While definitions describe specific words and phrases, the chosen descriptor words 
themselves also require attention. The creation of common terminology is explicitly called 
for in Guideline 1 of the GCTKCCI, ‘Understand key concepts and definitions related to 
TKs,’90 and Guideline 6, ‘mutually agreed terms’ and ‘use appropriate language.’91 

Terminology is also described as an important way to protect knowledge and relation-
ships, stating ‘Language is a source of indigenous identity with functions relating to 
sociocultural, socioreligious, and socio-political life . . . [and] is a means of determining 
historical relationships between human communities and environment.’92

Defining terms through consultation goes beyond words and includes how we com-
municate. NAGPRA and AHPA determine the expected ways of communicating, with 
terms like ‘shall give written notice’93 and ‘shall notify, in writing.“94 The GCTKCCI 
addresses potential differences in communication styles by advising agencies to ask 
which communication method is preferred. For example, in Objective 1, the GCTKCCI 
request agencies to ”[f]ind out how to follow communication protocols and respectfully 
identify authorities in order to develop an appropriate approach for working with TK 
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systems in a partner community’95 as well as ’[d]efine the roles and responsibilities of all 
partners clearly and carefully . . . according to the multiple perspectives of all partners (e.g. 
from customary law and research protocol format). . . [and] define what information will 
be shared,’96 addressing both communication preferences and acknowledging that each 
cultural group varies.

How cultural groups define themselves from Indigenous perspectives and as 
Westerners often require different approaches. For example, citizens of Tribal Nations 
warn Western scientists to beware of outdated or inaccurate information. This nuance is 
particularly evident in Section 5 of NAGPRA that describes how to inventory human 
remains, and that the museums possessing these remains must catalogue and identify 
a culturally affiliated group, if possible. In the GCTKCCI, ’[e]thnographic information 
historically collected and published by ethnologists or anthropologists on their cultures 
may reflect western bias or unfamiliarity that may not be appropriate for quotation or 
citation in contemporary presentations, reports or manuscripts.“97 Furthermore, an impor-
tant point is brought up that ”[t]here is no fixed definition of indigenous peoples in 
international law, and it was not considered to be necessary for the adoption of the 
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), where it 
remains undefined, only referring to self-identification.’98 Using a blanket definition of 
Native American can be potentially harmful when seeking consultation or identifying or 
repatriating objects and human remains.

The values embedded in terminology from a Western perspective rarely acknowledge 
spirituality and continuity of the past. The terms ‘archaeological site’ and ‘historic’ con-
note places and objects that are of the past, only exist in the interest of science objectivity, 
and are no longer connected to living peoples. NAGPRA mentions the links the present- 
day groups through the definition of cultural affiliation, explaining ‘there is a relationship 
of shared group identity which can be reasonably traced historically or prehistorically 
between a present-day Indian tribe, Alaskan Native, or Native Hawaiian organisation and 
an identifiable earlier group.’99 Additionally, TKs are articulated through different cultural 
and spiritual media’100 to ‘protect tribal cultural heritage and cultural identity expressed 
both intangible and intangible forms by developing tribal laws’101where defining does 
not only involve written words but also includes other media (e.g. rock art, petroglyphs, 
pictographs, conversations, oral histories, etc.).

Discussion

Whether it concerns the concept of possession, risk, or any of the themes previously 
explored in the Terminology Analysis section, an active process of shared defining is 
highlighted as the first step towards collaborative decision-making and policy generation. 
We hope this study, focusing on only a few documents and only within a US federal 
government – US Tribal Nations context, serves as an impetus to more expansively docu-
ment the larger implications of the relationships between terminology and miscommunica-
tion, as it is directly related to systemic bias of TK and violations of Indigenous sovereignty. 
Firstly, we affirm the idea that individuals and institutions establish priorities (or not) and 
make decisions based on value systems; terminology analysis is a powerful tool to begin to 
peek into those value systems.102 Furthermore, comparing terminology provides insight 
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into potential differences between value systems, where implicit and explicit meanings are 
described by individuals within a specific structured knowledge system.103

Because an individual’s value-system guides their work,104 differences in value-systems 
propped up by a history of systemic injustice and exclusion lead to mistrust and mis-
understandings between groups regarding project goals, priorities, and perceived 
outcomes.105 The values and knowledge systems that guide much of federal writing 
come from places that support generic ‘goods’ and are not broadly inclusive of other 
stakeholders and sovereign Nations.106 These misunderstandings may be found in strat-
egy documents (CRCCS or TAM) and in policy, law, and guidance documents (like AHPA, 
NAGPRA, and GCTKCCI). This paper’s focus on climate change strategy documents influ-
enced the emergence of specific concepts like urgency or risk. The concept of risk (or the 
question of ‘what is at risk?’) may serve to elicit differing value systems between the 
author groups and/or audiences. While the CRCCS emphasised physical factors of the 
environment, the TAM made sure to include more intangible factors that were at risk as 
well (e.g. the misappropriation of Traditional Knowledge, the consideration of beings and 
non-beings in planning). Such differences in the conception of risk represent potentially 
larger differences between Traditional Knowledge and Western science frameworks. 
Tribal perspectives emphasise holistic caretaking of and decision-making for beings that 
readily incorporate the intangible and tangible aspects of reality and the environment, as 
revealed in the TAM. Federal agencies that represent Western value systems, as revealed 
in the CRCCS, are more often concerned with preventing loss to save the strictly tangible. 
In the co-production of knowledge, value-laden terminology should be acknowledged at 
the outset and continuously reflected upon.

The management of shared resources requires the hearing and voicing of many voices, 
opinions, and perspectives on resource use and access, and examines what, by whom, if, 
and how they should be protected. There is clearly a need for planning in a changing 
climate, as impacts disproportionately and negatively affect politically and socially mar-
ginalised and excepted communities, who are often those who cannot adapt quickly.107 

Yet, the planning mechanisms used to enact action and adaptation, such as policies, laws, 
and directives, necessitate a shift to shared decision making, co-management, and co- 
creation of knowledge between federal agencies and Tribal Nations if they intend to 
reflect priorities and goals of Indigenous and Western stakeholders.108 Land management 
agencies, like NPS, need to recognise Tribal Nations and their knowledge systems as the 
sovereign entities they are; they are not visitors with restricted access to places, informa-
tion, and interpretation. These populations persist and survive on the land. The results of 
this study add to the literature about the shared decision-making process beginning with 
the co-creation of terms and concepts. When discussing and defining terminology 
together, a co-learning environment is created; both parties are listening to each other 
and creating an environment of empathy and cultural sensitivity.109 Looking at the 
policies and guidelines analysed in this study a few important concepts came to the 
forefront that may require deeper conversation: urgency, risk, and possession.

The process of creating and defining common key terms found in policy or creating 
goals for adaptation planning may necessitate site visits that physically reconnect people 
to places. Shared resources are typically situated in a place, and that place may have 
a particular meaning, significance, or story tied to it. Native Peoples may have been 
separated from the land through colonial and federal processes that are currently invisible 
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or unknown to federal land managers. Being physically present activates phenomenolo-
gical discussions that broaden ‘Western’ perspectives of management to include a holistic 
integration of nature and culture, people and place, and spiritual and cyclical timeframes. 
Particularly for climate adaptation planning, site visits may need to happen at each ‘place’ 
under discussion to better understand certain aspects of the landscape and to identify 
climate threats and stressors together. This is particularly important for federal or state 
lands with archaeological sites whose living ancestors have been excluded from the 
physical space for generations, and where the subsurface ‘beings’ and resources are 
largely intangible to all parties concerned.110 Furthermore, what is considered ‘an object 
of cultural patrimony’111 should be determined by those with associated lineal descen-
dants or the closest cultural affiliation with the objects, as the Affiliated Tribes of 
Northwest Indians have asserted that is the true intention of NAGPRA.112

This granular level of work on terminology can affect resource stewardship policies and 
guidance that, in turn, shape our actions and influence the level of meaningful collabora-
tion with associated Tribal Nations and their Traditional Knowledge keepers. We strongly 
advocate for the collaborative drafting of policy, and the re-evaluation of past efforts 
through an inclusive updating process. The eventual result should lead NPS and other 
federal land management agencies on a path to integrated resource management and 
eventual co-management of sites and landscapes as suggested by the Secretary of the 
Interior113 and as the goal of the current goal of self-determination for Native Nations in 
the United States of America. Some NPS units and other public land agencies are working 
towards change and working within the system by having more meaningful collabora-
tions with associated Tribal Nations and creating site-level changes to co-manage, share 
data, and co-create data management plans, develop mechanisms in planning to have 
continual input and approval from Tribal Nations, and re-interpret sites. An example is at 
Grand Portage National Monument in Minnesota where NPS staff and the Chippewa Band 
of the Anishinaabe Ojibwe are working together to co-manage the monument area by 
giving the Tribal Nation complete control of the maintenance division, hosting cultural 
events on-site, designing a heritage centre together, and coordinating a summer mentor-
ship program for Tribal youth.114 Having citizens and staff of Tribal Nations working side 
by side, with equity and justice, allows both parties to directly influence decision-making 
and discussions about their heritage.

Conclusion

We hope to create a shared understanding of practice, management and decisions for 
resources and protected areas through exposing pragmatic linguistic barriers common in 
dominant Western thinking and processes and exposing the likelihood for harmful mis-
communication, intentional or not. Although we employed a US federal context, our 
contribution documents an issue that impacts Indigenous Peoples and local communities 
worldwide whose traditional use areas are stewarded by agencies that govern predomi-
nately from a post-European colonisation Western science lens. Acknowledging the 
legitimacy of Traditional Knowledges enhances protection of Indigenous sovereignty, 
rights, and practices, which differ globally. Creating empathy, forming trust, and sharing 
power by intentionally creating spaces to define and redefine terminology contributes to 
the decolonisation of Western science and resource management, while expanding and 
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appreciating the diversity of place meanings. Terminology not only shapes policy 
intended to protect places but also the stories we tell about the land and its people. 
Weaving Traditional Knowledges with Western science during climate adaptation plan-
ning and decision making brings forward the erased and neglected histories, knowledge, 
and connections, and hopefully encourages a closer look at other situations where 
uncovering the values hidden in terminology matters. We suggest stewardship agencies 
take the time to define the terms, concepts, expressions they use, describe the values 
embedded in that terminology, seek the ways in which those and other words are 
understood by Indigenous peoples and citizens of Tribal Nations, and co-construct 
values-explicit definitions to improve collaboration and strategies for climate adaptation 
and co-management of traditional use areas and ancestral objects located on Federal 
lands.
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