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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
In May 2005, the Great Bear Lake Working Group completed its Great Bear Lake 
Watershed Management Plan (GBLWMP).  The Working Group recommended that the 
Management Plan be given legal force through the incorporation of chapters 4 and 5 of 
the GBLWMP into the Sahtu Land Use Plan.   
 
The central theme of the GBLWMP is that the ecological integrity of the GBLW must be 
maintained for generations to come.  Thus, among other things, proponents of 
commercial activities within the GBLW would be required to demonstrate that all aspects 
of their proposed activities are consistent with the maintenance of the ecological integrity 
of the GBLW.  This test sets a higher standard than that currently in force in the GBLW 
or than that currently proposed in Draft 2 of the Sahtu Land Use Plan.  This standard is 
necessary, however, to ensure that ecosystem health and function in the GBLW are 
protected and that the vision of the Sahtu people as expressed in the GBLWMP are 
realized. 
 
Ecological integrity refers to the maintenance of the ecological functions of natural 
systems, and their long-term persistence without significant change to the ecosystem. 
Ecological integrity is defined in the GBLWMP as ecosystem health, or the natural 
condition of an ecosystem.  Protecting ecological integrity means maintaining and 
protecting the various elements of an ecosystem such that the interactions between the 
biotic and abiotic (or living and non-living) elements of an ecosystem are not disrupted.  
An ecosystem that exhibits ecological integrity is able to recover from disturbance and 
return to a state that is “normal” for that ecosystem type.  
 
The Great Bear Lake Working Group chose the concept/standard1 of ecological integrity 
because of the very close fit between this concept and the concept of Déline’s elders that 
the GBLW is one living system that we have a collective responsibility to protect.  The 
concept of ecological integrity is a way of reconciling the traditional law of the 
Sahtugot’ine and the wider system of Canadian law currently in force in the GBLW.   
 
Ecological integrity is a well-established concept.  It is commonly used in the scientific 
literature.  It is often used to assess impacts and threats to ecosystem and population 
persistence.  The concept is based on the understanding that ecosystems with high 
ecological integrity support the full natural range of ecological functions and attributes of 
an ecosystem.  The concept of ecological integrity provides a quantitative measure of the 
impacts of natural resource use on natural ecosystems that is defensible in terms of 
science and traditional knowledge/law.  
 
The application of the concept of ecological integrity in the GBLW would likely have to 
develop in stages, as we gain experience in assessing and monitoring ecological integrity.  

                                                
1 To avoid having to repeat the expression “concept/standard of ecological integrity”, this 
paper uses the words “concept” and “standard” interchangeably, to refer both to the 
concept of ecological integrity and to an enforceable standard of ecological integrity. 
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Through such experience, we can gradually develop a cohesive system for assessing, 
monitoring, and maintaining ecological integrity in the GBLW — and potentially 
throughout the Sahtu settlement area, if the concept is used in the larger Sahtu Land Use 
Plan.   
 
In the short term, assessment of the ecological integrity impacts of proposed 
developments would need to be done on a case-by-case basis. In the mid term, the 
maintenance of ecological integrity in the GBLW provides an opportunity to develop a 
comprehensive system to protect ecological integrity and improve the environmental 
performance and reputation of the mineral and oil and gas industries in the GBLW.  Such 
a system could include third party certification of mining and oil and gas activities.  A 
systematic approach to maintaining ecological integrity in the GBLW and the 
development of a certification scheme would provide guidance for proponents, provide 
consistency, and could be used to increase the value of mineral, oil, and gas products as 
consumers adapt to paying higher prices for environmentally sustainable and certified 
products.   
 
The forestry sector in many parts of southern Canada (and indeed throughout the world) 
provides us with an example of the successful application of the concept of ecological 
integrity and third party certification.  Concerns regarding the degradation of forest 
ecosystems and the maintenance of ecological integrity in the forestry sector have led to 
the development of independent third-party certification standards to guide forest 
management practices.  Pressures from the public, the environmental community, and 
global timber markets are encouraging forestry companies to pursue forest certification as 
a means of demonstrating the responsible management of their forestry operations.  
Certification is voluntary and allows certified companies to market their forest products 
as coming from a well-managed forest.  This includes the use of the certifier’s logo and 
allows companies to sell their products at a higher price.   
 
The Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) is accepted internationally as the most 
environmentally rigorous forest management certification system available.  The 
maintenance of ecological integrity is a fundamental tenet of the FSC certification system 
and is required by the FSC Canada Boreal Standard.  Certification under the FSC system 
is gaining popularity in Canada and around the world.  For example, in 2004 the Ontario 
government announced its intent to require the certification of all long-term forestry 
operations in Ontario by 2007.  The majority of these operations are now certified.  
Currently, about half of the certified forests in Ontario are certified under the FSC 
system.  The Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources has also developed a Collaborative 
Action Plan with FSC to reduce redundancies in audit requirements and facilitate the 
application of the FSC system in Ontario’s forests.  
 
The concept of ecological integrity is less commonly used in the oil, gas, and mining 
industries.  However, the maintenance of ecological integrity during oil, gas, and mineral 
exploration and development is particularly important, given the finite nature of these 
activities.  Non-renewable resource extraction operations do not persist in the long term.  
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After termination or abandonment of oil, gas, and mining activities, we will need to 
continue to use the land and must ensure that ecosystems are left intact. 
 
While there are some examples of acknowledgment of or interest in the application of the 
ecological integrity standard in the oil, gas, and mining industries, ecological integrity is 
not yet a commonly used standard in these industries, and the maintenance of ecological 
integrity has yet to be required in the NWT.   
 
The evaluation of the on-the-ground impacts of mineral and oil and gas exploration and 
development on ecological integrity is fundamentally important to the maintenance of the 
health of northern ecosystems.  The mining and oil and gas industries are part of the 
northern economy.  We thus need to find a balance between the exploitation of mineral 
and oil and gas resources and the maintenance of the integrity of our natural ecosystems.  
This balance has not yet been achieved. 
 
Protecting ecological integrity in the GBLW presents an opportunity to develop a system 
to ensure the maintenance of the ecological integrity of the ecosystems on which we 
depend.  Such a system could be developed collaboratively by the Sahtu Land Use 
Planning Board, community/aboriginal representatives, government, ENGOs, industry 
stakeholders and scientific and traditional knowledge experts.  Demonstrating the 
maintenance of ecological integrity has both ecological and economic benefits and 
represents the future of sustainable land use in northern Canada.  As we use our natural 
resources we must ensure that we do so without damaging the integrity of the ecosystems 
on which we rely.  
 
The use of the concept of ecological integrity in the GBLWMP — and potentially in the 
Sahtu Land Use Plan as a whole — is also consistent with the larger resource 
management regime in the Sahtu Settlement Area as a whole.  Ecological integrity 
statements and standards would fit very well with the environmental assessment and 
regulatory regimes already in place in the Sahtu Settlement Area. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
 
Great Bear Lake (GBL) lies along the Arctic Circle in the central Northwest Territories, 
Canada.  It is the ninth largest lake in the world in terms of surface area (31,326 square 
kilometers) and volume (2,292 cubic kilometers).  Although historically it has 
experienced some mining impacts on its eastern shore, GBL is likely one of the last 
relatively pristine very large lakes in the world today.  Great Bear Lake and its watershed 
(GBLW) are also the homeland of the “Sahtugot’ine” (the “people of Sahtu — or Great 
Bear Lake”).  The lake’s exceptionally cold water, high levels of dissolved oxygen, and 
low biological productivity make it a rare and potentially vulnerable ecosystem type 
(Great Bear Lake Working Group 2005).  This homeland and rare example of pristine 
wilderness should be managed responsibly to ensure the maintenance of the ecological 
functions and character of the ecosystem.  The maintenance of a clean, healthy 
environment in the GBLW implies the maintenance of the ecological integrity of this 
ecosystem. 
 
From 2002 to 2005, the Great Bear Lake Working Group produced its Great Bear Lake 
Watershed Management Plan (GBLWMP): “The Water Heart”: A Management Plan for 
Great Bear Lake and its Watershed (Great Bear Lake Working Group 2005).  The 
Working Group was an ad hoc coalition of Déline elders and representatives of the 
Déline First Nation, the Déline Land Corporation, the Déline Renewable Resources 
Council, the Déline Self-Government Team, the Déline Uranium Team, the federal 
Departments of the Environment, Fisheries and Oceans and Indian Affairs and Northern 
Development, the territorial Department of Environment and Natural Resources, the 
Sahtu Land Use Planning Board, the Sahtu Renewable Resources Board, the Mackenzie 
Valley Environmental Impact Review Board, and the Canadian Parks and Wilderness 
Society - NWT Chapter.  The Sahtu Land & Water Board was an observer of the 
management planning process.   
 
The GBLWMP sets out the consensus of the Great Bear Lake Working Group on the 
future management of GBL.  The Management Plan is based on the common concern of 
the Working Group that GBLW be kept “clean and bountiful for all time” (Great Bear 
Lake Working Group 2005).  However, the GBLWMP has not been formally approved 
and has as yet no legal force. 
 
The GBLW lies within the Sahtu settlement area, an area now governed by a 
constitutionally-recognized treaty — the Sahtu Dene and Metis Comprehensive Land 
Claim Agreement (SLCA) — as well as by several pieces of legislation.   
 
Part 25.2 of the SLCA establishes the negotiated parameters of a comprehensive and 
potentially very powerful system of land use planning in the Sahtu settlement area.  This 
system of land use planning is arguably the heart of the resource management regime 
established by the SLCA.  As a negotiated element of a constitutionally-recognized 
treaty, we need to attend very carefully to the elements of this system.  We need to give 
the elements of the SLCA’s system of land use planning a large and liberal interpretation, 
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consistent with the fundamental objective of treaty law and section 35(1) of the 
Constitution Act, 1982.  In Mikisew Cree, the Supreme Court of Canada said: 
 

The fundamental objective of the modern law of aboriginal and treaty rights is the 
reconciliation of aboriginal peoples and non-aboriginal peoples and their respective 
claims, interests and ambitions: Mikisew Cree First Nation v. Canada (Minister of 
Canadian Heritage) [2006] 1 C.N.L.R. 78 (S.C.C.) at paragraph 1 [emphasis 
added]. 

   
Section 25.2.9 of the SLCA establishes the force of an approved land use plan: 
 

25.2.9  Upon approval of a land use plan, those authorities with jurisdiction to grant 
licences, permits, leases or interests relating to the use of land and water in the 
settlement area shall conduct their activities and operations in accordance with the 
plan. 

 
Section 25.2.4 of the SLCA is particularly important for the purposes of this paper and 
the GBLWMP.  This section establishes, among other things, the fundamental purpose of 
land use planning; the need to pay special attention to the well-being and rights of 
participants; the need to involve communities directly; the balance that must be struck 
between conservation and development; and the legitimacy of focusing on Great Bear 
Lake and its watershed.  Section 25.2.4 reads: 
 

25.2.4  The following principles shall guide land use planning in the settlement 
area: 

(a)   the purpose of land use planning is to protect and promote the existing 
and future well-being of the residents and communities of the settlement area 
having regard to the interests of all Canadians; 
(b)  special attention shall be devoted to: 

(i)  protecting and promoting the existing and future social, cultural and 
economic well-being of the participants; 
(ii)  lands used by participants for harvesting and other uses of resources; 
and 
(iii)  the rights of participants under this agreement; 

(c)   water resources planning is an integral part of land use planning; 
(d)  land use planning shall directly involve communities and designated 
Sahtu organizations; and 
(e)  the plan developed through the planning process shall provide for the 
conservation, development and utilization of land, resources and waters. 

 
The Great Bear Lake Working Group was in consensus that the ecological integrity of the 
GBLW should be protected for generations to come.  It sought to achieve this and give 
legal force to the GBLWMP through the incorporation of Chapters 4 and 5 of the 
Management Plan into the Sahtu Land Use Plan.  The Working Group thus recommended 
the Management Plan to the Sahtu Land Use Planning Board in May 2005.   
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Although the SLCA was signed in 1993, a Sahtu Land Use Plan has yet — 16 years after 
the fact — to be finalized and approved.  On April 30 2009, the Sahtu Land Use Planning 
Board released Draft 2 of its Sahtu Land Use Plan.  In this draft, the Board recognized the 
possibility of treating the GBLW as a separate planning area, administered according to 
the GBLWMP, which would be incorporated into and given legal force through the Sahtu 
Land Use Plan.  But the Board also noted questions as to whether the Management Plan 
is “approvable as is” (Sahtu Land Use Planning Board 2009). 
 
The central theme of the GBLWMP is that the ecological integrity of the GBLW must be 
maintained.  The Management Plan proposes that several Conservation Zones be 
established in the GBLW, and that the remainder of the watershed (including GBL itself) 
be managed as a Special Management Zone.  Sections 4.5.2a&b and section 4.5.3(a)(i) 
(which pertain to the Special Management Zone) of the GBLWMP state:  
 

4.5.2.a. The GBLW is part of the natural and cultural heritage of the Sahtugot’ine, 
other Canadians, and indeed the world. The lake and its watershed must be 
protected for generations to come.  The conservation of renewable resources and 
the maintenance of the ecological and cultural integrity of the GBLW must be the 
first priority in all management decisions affecting the lake and its watershed.  All 
activities in the GBLW must be consistent with the maintenance of the ecological 
and cultural integrity of the GBLW. 
 
4.5.2.b. The management of the Special Management Zone must also accommodate 
the use, by Déline individuals/organization and others, of renewable and non-
renewable resources, provided that such use is consistent with the terms of the 
SLCA and the policies, conditions and prohibitions of this Management Plan.  
Wherever possible, proponents and the appropriate authorities must act to prevent 
adverse impacts.  Applicants for permits, licences and other authorizations in the 
Special Management Zone must demonstrate to the appropriate authorities, 
including, as the context requires, the SLUPB, the MVEIRB, the SL&WB, the 
SRRB, the DLC and authorized inspectors, that all aspects of their activities are 
consistent with the maintenance of the ecological and cultural integrity of the 
GBLW and, without limiting the generality of the foregoing, with the conditions 
and prohibitions set out in Parts 4.5.3, 4.5.4 and 4.6.2 below. … 
 
4.5.3.a  Through the conditions they attach to permits, licences and other 
authorizations in the Special Management Zone, the Sahtu Land and Water Board 
and other appropriate authorities shall ensure that each authorized party or the 
prospective assignee of that party: 
 

i.  establishes and maintains a site-specific research and monitoring program 
that is appropriate to the nature and scale of its proposed activity(ies) and 
adequate to demonstrate that all aspects of its activity(ies) are consistent with 
the maintenance of the ecological integrity of GBLW ecosystems; … (Great 
Bear Lake Working Group 2005).   
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According to the GBLWMP, all activities in the Special Management Zone (and indeed 
throughout the GBLW) must maintain the ecological integrity of the ecosystem.  To 
ensure that the purposes of the GBLWMP and section 25.2.4 of the SLCA are achieved, 
applicants for permits and licences in the GBLW would be required to demonstrate that 
all aspects of their activities are consistent with the maintenance of ecological integrity in 
that ecosystem.  This would require an initial assessment of the potential impacts of 
development and subsequent monitoring of these impacts to assess their extent and 
magnitude.  The maintenance of ecological integrity can only be demonstrated by 
assessing and monitoring the on-the-ground impacts of activities in the GBLW.  
 
The standard of ecological integrity is a higher one than that currently in force in the 
GBLW, or than is currently recommended in Draft 2 of the Sahtu Land Use Plan.  This 
higher standard is consistent, however, with section 25.2.4 of the SLCA.  It also reflects 
the uniqueness of the GBLW ecosystem and the concern for the maintenance of the 
ecology of this ecosystem expressed by the various members of the Great Bear Lake 
Working Group, including Déline’s elders.  This standard would also appear to be 
consistent with the purpose of Draft 2 of the SLUP, as expressed in its vision. This vision 
includes a commitment to sustainable resource development that does not adversely 
affect the land, waters, and wildlife of the SSA (Sahtu Land Use Planning Board 2009).  
It expresses a desire to maintain a clean, healthy environment for future generations.  
 
This paper examines the feasibility of using the concept of ecological integrity in the 
management of the GBLW.  It addresses the concern that ecological integrity may 
be “vague” or “unenforceable”.  It discusses: 
  

• the concept of ecological integrity and the potential use of this concept, as set 
out in the GBLWMP, in the management of the GBLW; and 

• the increasing use of the concept of ecological integrity nationally and 
internationally, particularly in the forestry sector, and the growing demand 
on the part of consumers and governments that resource developments be 
certified according to ecological integrity standards.   

 
Please note that, for the sake of brevity, this paper does not discuss the concept of cultural 
integrity (or resident and community well-being, as set out in section 25.2.4 of the SLCA 
and in section 4.5.2.a&b of the GBLWM).  Note also that this paper is also available in a 
longer version, for those interested in how an ecological integrity statement might be 
prepared. 
 

2 ECOLOGICAL INTEGRITY 
 
Ecological integrity is defined in Section 4.1 of the GBLWMP as ecosystem health, or 
the natural condition of an ecosystem (Great Bear Lake Working Group 2005).  The 
GBLWMP states that an ecosystem has ecological integrity when: 
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• the structure and function of the system (or the particular collection of species in 
the system and the processes by which they are related) are not impaired by 
human-induced stresses; and  

• the system retains its resilience, in the sense that the diversity of organisms in it 
and the processes that support them are likely to persist.” (Great Bear Lake 
Working Group 2005)   

 
The Great Bear Lake Working Group chose the concept of ecological integrity because of 
the very close fit between this concept and the concept of Déline’s elders that the GBLW 
is one living system that we have a collective responsibility to protect.  The concept of 
ecological integrity is a way of reconciling the traditional law of the Sahtugot’ine and the 
wider Canadian legal system — including the evolving values of Canadian society that 
the latter legal system is to represent.  We live, as Déline’s elders and scientists 
throughout the world have informed us, in one global ecosystem to which we need better 
to adapt.  
 
As the concept is used in the scientific literature, ecological integrity refers to the 
maintenance of the ecological functions of natural systems, and their long-term 
persistence without significant change to the ecosystem.  Ecological integrity has been 
defined as “the capacity of an ecosystem to support and maintain a balanced, integrated, 
adaptive community of organisms having a species composition, diversity, and functional 
organization comparable to that of similar, undisturbed ecosystems in the region” (Karr 
and Dudley 1981).  Protecting ecological integrity means maintaining and protecting the 
various elements of an ecosystem such that the interactions between the biotic and abiotic 
(or living and non-living) ecosystem elements are not disrupted.  An ecosystem that 
exhibits ecological integrity is able to recover from disturbance and return to a state that 
is “normal” for that ecosystem type.  
 
Ecological integrity is a well-established ecological concept.  It is commonly used in the 
scientific literature.  It is often used to assess impacts and threats to ecosystem and 
population persistence (Nel et al. 2009).  The concept is based on the understanding that 
ecosystems with high ecological integrity support the full natural range of ecological 
functions and attributes of an ecosystem (Karr and Chu 1995).  The concept of ecological 
integrity thus provides a quantitative measure of the impacts of natural resource use on 
natural ecosystems that is defensible according to science and traditional knowledge/law.  
 
Ecological integrity is used as a measure of ecosystem health and environmental impacts 
in various sectors including conservation planning (Mattson and Angermeier 2007), 
freshwater ecology (Nel et al. 2009), the oil and gas sector (ENR, EC, INAC 2009), and 
the commercial forestry sector (FSC Canada Working Group 2004).  
 
The application of the concept of ecological integrity in these sectors can provide us with 
some guidance as to how ecological integrity may be maintained in the NWT while 
allowing for the continued development of natural resource-based economies.  
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3 APPLICATION OF EI IN THE GBLW 
 
The application of the concept of ecological integrity in the GBLW may have to develop 
in stages, as our experience in assessing and monitoring ecological integrity improves in 
the GBLW.  Through such experience, we can gradually develop a cohesive system for 
assessing, monitoring, and maintaining ecological integrity in the GBLW. 
 

3.1 SHORT TERM 
 
In the immediate term, assessment of the ecological integrity impacts of proposed 
developments would likely need to be done on a case-by-case basis.  Applicants for land 
use permits would prepare ecological integrity statements or assessments as part of their 
permit applications, for review by the Sahtu Land Use Planning Board.  These statements 
should include: 
 

i. Activities: Describe the nature, scope, and location of proposed activities. 
 
ii. Values/Indicators:  Describe ecological integrity values or indicators for the 

proposed project.  
 

a. These ecological integrity indicators should include species with special 
conservation status or ecological importance, habitat values, and water 
quality indicators.  A rationale should be provided for the selection of each 
ecological integrity indicator.  It may be useful for applicants to consider 
the Valued Components chosen by the NWT Cumulative Impact 
Monitoring Program when selecting these indicators to allow for the 
exchange of mutually beneficial data.  

 
iii. Potential Impacts:  Assess the potential impacts of the proposed 

development of the chosen ecological integrity indicators. 
 
iv. Objectives:  Identify specific objectives (or required outcomes) for the 

maintenance of ecological integrity in the GBLW. 
 

v. Monitoring:  Detail an ecological integrity monitoring plan that should 
include baseline studies begun prior to development activities and that should 
be continued after these activities have finished.  

 
vi. Contribution to EIA:  Be prepared according to similar methodologies and 

be useful in meeting the requirements of environmental assessment — albeit 
to the higher standard of ecological integrity — in force in the wider Sahtu 
Settlement Area. 
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3.2 MID TERM 
 
In the mid term, the maintenance of ecological integrity in the GBLW provides an 
opportunity to develop a comprehensive system to protect ecological integrity and 
improve the environmental performance and reputation of mining and oil and gas 
exploration and development in the GBLW.  This system would certify that companies 
operating in the GBLW were maintaining the ecological integrity of the ecosystem. Such 
a certification system would draw on the lessons learned from the experiences of 
proponents preparing ecological integrity statements in the GBLW, those reviewing those 
statements, and environmental certification systems in other sectors.  As discussed below, 
certification has become common in other industrial sectors such as forestry and is 
starting to develop in the mining sector in other countries.   
 
An environmental certification system for companies operating in the GBLW would 
provide both environmental and economic benefits.  Such a system could be developed 
collaboratively by local communities, the Sahtu Land Use Planning Board and other 
regional management authorities, government, ENGOs, the mining and oil and gas sector 
and the scientific and traditional knowledge communities.  A certification system would 
provide clarity and guidance for proponents preparing ecological integrity statements and 
for those evaluating those statements.  It would also provide economic benefits to 
proponents.  The mining and oil and gas industries sometimes have a negative reputation 
in Canada and in other parts of the world.  A certification system that included 
independent third party audits would allow companies to assure consumers that they are 
not adversely affecting the natural environment through their exploration and 
development activities.  This sort of assurance has been demonstrated to be something for 
which consumers are willing to pay a higher price.  A certification system would also 
help companies assure themselves that they are operating in an environmentally 
responsible manner.  
 

4 EXPERIENCES IN CERTIFICATION: FORESTRY 
 
Concerns regarding the degradation of forest ecosystems and the maintenance of 
ecological integrity in the forestry sector have led to the development of independent 
third-party certification standards to guide forest management practices.  Pressure from 
the public, the environmental community and global timber markets is encouraging 
forestry companies to pursue forest certification as a means of demonstrating the 
responsible management of their forestry operations.  Certification is voluntary.  It allows 
certified companies to market their forest products as coming from a well-managed 
forest.  This includes the use of the certifier’s logo and allows companies to sell their 
products at a higher price.   
 
Certification that requires the maintenance of ecological integrity has been successfully 
applied in the forestry sector in Canada and around the world.  The Forest Stewardship 
Council (FSC) is an international organization that sets standards for ecologically and 
socio-economically sustainable forest management.  The FSC forest management 
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standard is accepted internationally as the most ecologically rigorous certification 
standard (FSC Canada 2009).  The FSC certifies forest management to a benchmark 
standard developed collaboratively by individuals and organizations involved in forest 
management.  While FSC has developed 10 Principles and Criteria for forest 
management internationally, regional standards are developed to reflect the 
characteristics of the relevant forest type (FSC Canada Working Group 2004).  
 
FSC Canada has developed the National Boreal Standard as a basis for certifying forests 
within the Canadian boreal forest. The Standard identifies practices that should be 
employed in a well-managed Canadian boreal forest. It sets out principles, criteria, and 
indicators that must be met in a forest that is being considered for certification. It also 
requires that the landscape level impacts of forest management be taken into account, 
even though the larger landscape is not included in the forest management area to be 
certified. Unlike other certification regimes, the FSC certifies individual forests rather 
than forest management companies, and thus the granting and renewal of certification 
depends on the impacts of forest management on the ground.  This paper discusses the 
FSC Canada National Boreal Standard as it was designed for an ecosystem type 
found in much of the NWT. 
 
The maintenance of ecological integrity is a fundamental tenet of the FSC certification 
standard.  FSC defines ecological integrity as “the quality of a natural, unmanaged or 
managed ecosystem in which the natural ecological processes are sustained, with genetic, 
species, and ecosystem diversity assured for the future” (FSC Canada Working Group 
2004).  Forest managers must commit to the protection and maintenance of the ecological 
integrity of the forest in the long-term (FSC Canada Working Group 2004).  Principle 6 
(Environmental Impact) of the National Boreal Standard explicitly addresses the effects 
of forest management activities on the ecological integrity of the management area. The 
objective of this principle is to ensure that “Forest management shall conserve biological 
diversity and its associated values, water resources, soils, and unique and fragile 
ecosystems and landscapes, and by so doing, maintain the ecological function and 
integrity of the forest” (FSC Canada Working Group 2004).  To ensure this objective is 
met, the standard requires the assessment of environmental impacts, the protection of 
species at risk, the establishment of conservation zones, and the maintenance of 
ecological functions and values.  This involves a thorough initial understanding of the 
natural ecology of the management area, including, for example, ecological classification 
of the management area, mapping threatened species habitat, water-body classification, 
the identification of spawning areas, historical frequency and distribution of natural 
ecosystem processes/disturbances (such as forest fire), and nest locations of birds of prey.  
Further, the forest management company must develop a program to monitor the 
environmental impacts of activities in the forest management area.  The initial assessment 
and subsequent audits by independent third-party auditors examine pre-development 
planning and assessment, the adequacy of subsequent monitoring, and on-the-ground 
environmental impacts of forestry activities.  
 
Forest certification is rapidly gaining popularity in Canada and around the world.  
Currently, 19% of Canada’s managed forests are certified under the FSC system (FSC 
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Canada 2009).  The area of forest certified under the FSC system has increased six-fold 
since 2005.  Forest certification is particularly widespread in Ontario.  On April 1, 2004, 
the Ontario Minister of Natural Resources announced that Sustainable Forest Licence 
holders (companies or individuals holding long-term forest management licences) would 
be required to certify themselves to an accepted performance standard by the end of 2007 
(Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources 2008).  Three certification standards meet the 
requirements of the Minister.  They are: 
 

1.  The Canadian Standards Association Sustainable Forest Management Standard, 
approved by the Standards Council of Canada; 

 
2.  The two standards of the FSC Principles and Criteria for Forest Management that 

are applicable to Ontario - FSC Standards for Well Managed Forests in the Great 
Lake St. Lawrence Forests of Ontario and Quebec (draft) and the National Boreal 
Standard; and, 

 
3.  SFI Inc.’s Sustainable Forestry Initiative. 

 
The majority of Ontario’s Sustainable Forest Licence holders are now certified.  
Currently, about half of the certified forest area in Ontario is certified under the FSC 
system (Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources 2008).  In response to the popularity of 
the FSC certification system in Ontario, the Ontario government has further demonstrated 
its support of the FSC certification system through the creation of a Collaborative Action 
Plan between the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources (OMNR) and FSC Canada.  The 
purpose of the Collaborative Action Plan is to increase access to FSC certification on 
Crown lands in Ontario (Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources 2008).   
 
The success of the FSC certification system in Canada and the support for the FSC 
system expressed by the Ontario government demonstrate the feasibility of applying the 
principle of ecological integrity to natural resource use in the GBLW. 
 

5 OIL, GAS, AND MINING 
 
The concept of ecological integrity is less commonly used in the oil, gas, and mining 
industries.  However, the maintenance of ecological integrity during oil, gas, and mineral 
exploration and development is particularly important, given the finite nature of these 
activities.  Non-renewable resource extraction operations do not persist in the long term.  
After termination or abandonment of oil, gas, and mining activities, we will need to 
continue to use the land and ensure that ecosystems are left intact.  This necessity is 
acknowledged by Environment and Natural Resources (ENR), Environment Canada 
(EC), and Indian and Northern Affairs Canada (INAC) in their draft guidelines for oil and 
gas exploration in the NWT (ENR, EC, INAC 2009), which state that the guidelines 
“must promote the protection of ecological integrity throughout the NWT” including the 
application of the precautionary principle.  However, the guidelines do not actually 
require the maintenance of ecological integrity. 
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The application of third party certification of environmental and social performance in 
the mining sector has recently been evaluated in Australia by the Mining Certification 
Evaluation Project (MCEP) (Solomon et al. 2006).  The project began the process of 
developing a set of principles and criteria for environmental and social performance of 
mining companies that may be used to develop measurable and auditable on-the-ground 
performance standards.  The MCEP participants included various mineral exploration and 
development companies and the World Wildlife Foundation.  The principles and criteria 
developed during the project were acceptable to project participants and stakeholders. 
 
The two examples described above represent basic first steps in a move toward the 
protection of ecological integrity during oil and gas and mineral exploration and 
development and the formation of a certification system to guide this protection.  
However, ecological integrity is not yet a commonly used concept in the mineral and oil 
and gas industries and the maintenance of ecological integrity has yet to be required in 
the NWT.  The evaluation of the on-the-ground impacts of mineral and oil and gas 
exploration and development on ecological integrity is fundamentally important to the 
maintenance of the health of northern ecosystems.  The mining and oil and gas industries 
are an important part of the northern economy.  We thus need to find a balance between 
the exploitation of mineral and oil and gas resources and the maintenance of the integrity 
of our natural ecosystems.  This balance has not yet been achieved. 
 
Protecting ecological integrity in the GBLW presents an opportunity to develop a system 
to ensure the maintenance of the ecological integrity of the ecosystems on which we 
depend.  Such a system could be developed collaboratively by industry stakeholders and 
scientific and traditional knowledge experts.  Demonstrating the maintenance of 
ecological integrity has both ecological and economic benefits and represents the future 
of sustainable land use in northern Canada.  As we use our natural resources we must 
ensure that we do so without damaging the integrity of the ecosystems on which we rely.  
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