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4.6 Lands in Gwich’in Conservation Zones / Gwich’in Heritage Conservation Zones 
 
In the Land Use Plan, approximately 11% of the Gwich’in Settlement Area is allocated to the 
Gwich’in Conservation Zone.  Gwich’in Conservation Zones are of extra special value to 
residents and communities of the Gwich’in Settlement Area. The community perspective on 
these areas comes from experience on the land and traditional knowledge. 
 
The Gwich’in Conservation Zones were identified primarily in two ways: 

1. Areas that communities proposed as candidates for year-round protection; and 
2. Areas scientific-based groups proposed as requiring year round protection. 

 
The original areas proposed by communities for year round protection were analysed by the 
Planning Board using scientific information and resource development information. Changes 
made by the Planning Board to the boundaries and status of the original proposed protected 
areas by communities were based on all available sources of information.  
 
For the Land Use Plan, the Planning Board has identified four Gwich’in Conservation Zones.  
These four Gwich’in Conservation Zones represent: 
 

i) core areas communities would like to see protected based on a variety of values 
ranging from current and historical use, heritage resources, wildlife, fish, forests, 
vegetation and water resources; 

 
ii) core areas the scientific community would like to see protected based on critical 

wildlife habitat and populations, outstanding heritage sites, unique land features and 
ecological processes;  

 
iii) five out of the six ecoregions of the Gwich’in Settlement Area; and  
 
iv) areas that do not unreasonably limit the ability of resource development to occur in the 

Gwich’in Settlement Area. 
 
 
The four Gwich’in Conservation Zones are: 

A. Ddhah zhit han, Eneekaii han, Chii gwaazraii 
(Rat, Husky, Black Mountain) 

B. Dachan dha’aii njik / Vitreekwaa viteetshik 
(James Creek / Vittrekwa River) 

C. Khaii luk, Nagwichoonjik, Dachan choo gehnjik 
(Travaillant Lake, Mackenzie River, Tree River) 

D. Tsiighenjik (Arctic Red River) 
 
In addition to the four Gwich’in Conservation Zones, there are also an additional 13 small 
Gwich’in Heritage Conservation Zones.  These are areas of outstanding historical or cultural 
significance in the Gwich’in Settlement Area.  These areas have the same status as Gwich’in 
Conservation Zones and were identified through community consultation and with the 
assistance of the Gwich’in Social and Cultural Institute.  
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The thirteen Gwich’in Heritage Conservation Zones are: 
H01. Nichìitsìi dìniinlee (Big Rock) 
H02. �enaiidl��� (Earl’s Place) 
H03. Vihtr’ii tshik (Thunder River) 
H04. Teetshik goghaa (Old Arctic Red River) 
H05. Eltyin choo chihvyàh k’yit (Jackfish Creek) 
H06. Martin Zheh (Martin House) 
H07. Hehnjuu deet�’yah tshik (Bernard Creek) 
H08. Tr’ih zhìt tàgòhdii (Destruction City) 
H09. Nagwichoo tshik (Mouth of the Peel) 
H10. Nataiinlaii (8 Mile) 
H11. Shì�dii (Shiltee Rock) 
H12. Dèeddhoo gòonlii (Many Scrapers) 
H13. T�’oondih 

 
 
4.6.1 General Rules for Conservation and Heritage Conservation Zones 
 
Gwich’in Conservation Zones / Gwich’in Heritage Conservation Zones are lands where the 
following new uses, and activities related to these uses, are not permitted. 

� oil and gas exploration and development (see section 4.6.2 (i) regarding  pipeline 
development), 

� prospecting for, staking a claim for, or the development of mineral resources, 
� extraction or quarrying of substances regulated under the Territorial Coal Regulations, 

the Territorial Dredging Regulations, and the Territorial Quarrying Regulations (earth, 
peat, sand, gravel, shale, coal, etc.) 

� transportation (see section 4.6.2 (ii) regarding Highway extensions), 
� waste disposal, 
� communication, 
� power development, and 
� commercial renewable resource activities and tourism (see section 4.6.2 (iii) regarding 

outfitting and tourism) 
 
Regulatory agencies may not issue a licence, permit, or authorization for the above. 
 
 
4.6.2 Special Considerations Respecting the General Rules 
 
The following rules provide clarity for Gwich’in Land Claim provisions that take precedence 
over the Land Use Plan and opportunity for carefully considered economic development 
within conservation zoning. 
 
i) Rules for a Pipeline 
 
The need for a pipeline connecting significant oil and gas reserves in the Mackenzie Delta-
Beaufort Sea region with southern markets has been recognized since the 1970’s. Given the 
current status of the Mackenzie Gas Project, it is probable that a decision to construct the 
proposed pipeline will be made within the next five years.  Although the preferred corridor has 
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yet to be finalised, the Planning Board recognizes the pipeline as a potential use through the 
region and, with proper planning, feels the negative environmental and cultural impacts within 
the conservation zones can be relatively minor while potentially having significant, positive 
economic impacts in the region. 
 
A pipeline corridor through any of the Gwich’in Conservation Zones will be considered to be a 
permitted use provided that this use complies with the following: 
 

a. there is no reasonably feasible alternative to the proposed corridor through the 
conservation zone; 
 

b. the proposed corridor must be the shortest possible through the zone, while avoiding 
the most sensitive ecological and cultural areas and ensuring Gwich’in traditional use 
activities in the area are not disturbed, or as otherwise agreed to and determined by 
processes under the Gwich’in Land Claim; 

 
c. the proposed pipeline corridor development minimizes the area affected by the project, 

the intensity of disturbance, uses the best available technology to minimize 
environmental impacts and proposes no additional developments (for example gravel 
pits, access roads, camps, etc.) within the conservation zone;  

 
d. the proponent can demonstrate to the Planning Board that meaningful consultation 

has been held with Gwich’in communities and affected parties on the pipeline corridor, 
construction, operation and abandonment. 

 
During the regulatory process associated with a pipeline project, the Board may recommend 
mitigation measures to the regulatory authorities which in the Board’s opinion are necessary 
to ensure consistency with the general intent and purpose of the conservation zones. 
 
Throughout the life of the pipeline project, the regulatory authorities are encouraged to 
consult with the Planning Board to ensure continued conformity with the Plan. 
 
 
ii) Rules for Extension of Highways 
 
A possible corridor for the extension of the Mackenzie Highway is identified in the Gwich’in 
Land Claim.  Schedule XVII in Appendix F (volume 2) of the agreement, is a notice of intent 
for the expropriation of Gwich’in lands for the proposed Mackenzie Highway.  Reference is 
made to a potential route identified in a provisional contract package from 1977, but the final 
alignment will be determined after more engineering studies and subject to consultation and 
negotiation with the Gwich’in Tribal Council.  Even without a specific route, a Mackenzie 
Highway extension is considered a permitted use in all zones of the Plan because of this 
provision in the Gwich’in Land Claim. 
 
The proponent for an extension is expected to be the Government of the Northwest 
Territories Department of Transportation.  Once they have determined the route and met the 
terms of the Gwich’in Comprehensive Land Claim Agreement, the Board shall review the 
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Land Use Plan to assess the impact of the highway on other land uses and may propose 
amendments. 
 
Two other potential highways have been mentioned during community consultations; one is 
an all-weather connection between the Dempster Highway and Aklavik and the other is an 
extension of the Dempster up to Tuktoyuktuk.  Should a proposed route go through a 
conservation zone the Board shall review the project to assess the impact of the highway on 
other land uses and may propose amendments to the Land Use Plan. 
 
As a way of limiting landscape impacts and issues arising from access, the Department of 
Transportation is encouraged to consider possible infrastructure corridors for existing and 
potential infrastructure developments when selecting routes in conservation zones (e.g. near 
a pipeline). 
 
 
iii) Rules for Outfitting and Tourism 
 
Many of the same resources and values that identify the Rat River and Travaillant Lake areas 
for conservation zoning also make them ideal for tourism and outfitting.  The Gwich’in 
Renewable Resource Councils have been discussing outfitting opportunities for many years 
and responsible tourism activities would help diversify the region’s economy. 
 
Approval for tourism and outfitting activities in conservation zones is conditional. It will be 
given based on sustainable harvest and that activities will not have a significant impact on the 
other values/resources identified in the conservation zone. The conditions are defined below. 
 
A commercial tourism or outfitting activity in the Rat River or Travaillant Lake Conservation 
Zones will be considered to be a permitted use provided that it complies with the following: 

a. there is an approved management plan for any species that is to be harvested 
b. the proponent can demonstrate that the activity will not have negative impacts on the 

other values/resources identified in the zone 
c. the proponent has authorization from the land manager (GTC or INAC) to use the land 
d. the proponent can demonstrate community support 
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4.6.3 Gwich’in Conservation Zone Descriptions 
 
Ddhah zhit han, 
Eneekaii han,  
Chii gwaazraii 
 
Primary Reasons for Conservation Zone 
 

� Spawning and nursing, migration habitat for dolly varden char. 
� Lambing and rutting habitat for Dall’s sheep. 
� Porcupine caribou migration corridor. 
� Cultural landscape for the Ehdiitat Gwich’in 

 
Location and Boundary 
 
The Rat, Husky, Black Mountain Area (3,075 km2) is found primarily in the Richardson 
Mountains between the communities of Fort McPherson and Aklavik.  The boundary includes 
the Rat River Watershed, Black Mountain, and the Husky Channel in the Mackenzie Delta. 
This Gwich’in Conservation Zone is within three ecoregions: the British-Richardson 
Mountains (Richardson Mountains), the Peel River Plateau and the Mackenzie Delta.   
 
 
More Information on Reasons for Conservation 
 
Environment 
 
The dolly varden char are a highly valuable but small population of fish.  The population is 
being monitored closely by the Gwich’in Renewable Resource Board and Department of 
Fisheries and Oceans because there are concerns that the char population may be in 
decline.  Community concern has even led to voluntary fishing bans for the char for a couple 
of seasons.   
 
The char rely on a variety of habitats.  The majority of the char spawn and overwinter in the 
spring-fed fish holes of Fish Creek, a tributary of the Rat River in the Richardson Mountains. 
Char then migrate in the spring on the Rat River to the Husky Channel of the Mackenzie 
Delta to feed in the Beaufort Sea.81  The char return upstream in August and early 
September, via the Husky channel, to their overwintering and spawning habitat.82  
 
The Husky Channel is within the Mackenzie Delta. The Delta is a significant area for 
furbearers, waterfowl and other migratory birds as well as fish species.83 Delta channels like 
the Husky contain many fish species including broad and lake whitefish, inconnu, trout, 
burbot, jackfish, chum salmon and char.84   
 
The Rat River watershed in general is significant for fish and wildlife including furbearers, 
moose, peregrine falcons, grizzly bears, Porcupine caribou and Dall’s sheep.85  Dall’s sheep 
lamb and rut primarily within the Rat River watershed and in the Black Mountain area. The 
Department of Renewable Resources has identified the Rat River/Black Mountain Area as a 
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Wildlife Area of Special Interest for Dall’s sheep.  Porcupine caribou migrate through the Rat 
River and Black Mountain areas in the spring, winter and fall.86 
 
 
Traditional Use and Cultural Significance  
 
The Rat, Husky and Black Mountain areas are used year round by Gwich’in for fishing, 
hunting, trapping and berry picking.  There are numerous fish camps along the Husky 
Channel used by Gwich’in from Fort McPherson and Aklavik for summer and fall fishing. The 
main fish species taken are whitefish as well as inconnu, char, burbot, lake whitefish, arctic 
cisco and jackfish.87  The main channels of the Mackenzie Delta in general are all used by 
the Gwich’in for fishing and waterfowl hunting.  
 
There are many cultural and archaeological sites significant to the Gwich’in on the Husky 
Channel and in the Rat River/Black Mountain area.88  One of the significant sites is a caribou 
corral near Horn Lake.89  The Gwich’in Social and Cultural Institute has grouped these sites 
and nominated them as an Ehdiitat Gwich’in cultural landscape to the NWT Historic Sites 
program.90 
 
Through the Gwich’in Renewable Resource Board’s traditional knowledge project, the Rat 
River Watershed has been identified as significant for char as well as inconnu, muskrat, 
moose and Porcupine caribou. The Mackenzie Delta in general has been identified through 
this project as significant for swans, geese, ducks, black bears, moose and grizzly bears. 
 
 
Resource Development Potential  
 
There are minor mineral occurrences of copper and gypsum in the Richardson Mountains.  
The probability of the presence of diamond bearing kimberlite is thought to be low to 
moderate. The potential for lead, zinc, or gold deposits is considered as low to moderate 
significance relative to mineralization in the Yukon.91 

 
There is also potential for oil reserves along the Eskimo and Trevor Faults, within the Rat 
River Watershed.92  The fault bisects the Rat River Watershed near the mouth of the Rat 
River. No oil and gas pipeline corridors are planned through the Rat River – Black Mountain 
area. A gravel deposit has been identified along Stoney Creek within the southern portion of 
the Rat River Watershed.  There is also the potential for sport hunting in this area, particularly 
for Dall’s sheep.  
 
 
Planning Board Decision Making  
 
The Rat, Husky, Black Mountain Conservation Zone protects a variety of linked habitats for 
many wildlife species and for Gwich’in cultural and traditional values.   The Rat River 
Watershed, the Black Mountain area and the Husky Channel all ranked very high in the 
Planning Board’s review of the Proposed Community Protected Areas.  Within the Mackenzie 
Delta, the Husky Channel stood out as significant for fishing, trapping, hunting, and as wildlife 
and fish habitat.   


