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ARCTISEN
Promoting culturally sensitive tourism across the Arctic

Funder:

Budget:

Partners:

Main result: Improved entrepreneurial business environment for culturally sensitive tourism 
that will be achieved by improving and increasing transnational contacts, networks 
and cooperation among different businesses and organizations. Improvement of 
business environment will also result in concrete products and services, locally and 
transnationally designed, that support the capacities of start-ups and SMEs to develop 
sustainable, competitive and attractive tourism businesses drawing on place-based 
opportunities.

Northern Periphery and Arctic Programme

University of Lapland (Lead Partner), Finland
UiT The Arctic University of Norway
Northern Norway Tourist Board
Umeå University, Sweden
Ájtte - Mountain and Sámi museum, Sweden
Aalborg University, Denmark
University of Waterloo, Canada
WINTA - World Indigenous Tourism Alliance
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1. What key factors influence culturally sen-
sitive tourism business development in 
the Canada Arctic? What are the chal-
lenges/opportunities, and who are the 
key players?

2. What guidelines or certificates currently 
exist for culturally sensitive tourism and 
to what extent are they used?

The report discusses four modern land 
claim agreements in the arctic region of Can-
ada to contextualize various provisions con-
tained within agreements and highlight po-
tential implications for tourism. The report 
further explores existing national level guide-
lines for culturally sensitive (authentic) tour-
ism and their application within one territo-
ry, the Northwest Territories, in the Canadian 
arctic. The Northwest Territories (NWT) was 
as a focus because it has:

Introduction

The purpose of this report is to examine ex-
isting guidelines or certificates for cultural-
ly sensitive tourism, and the extent to which 
the guidelines or certificates are used in the 
Canadian context. Additionally, this report 
identifies potential challenges and opportu-
nities for tourism development within legal 
treaties and Comprehensive Land Claim 
Agreements between several Indigenous 
nations and different levels of government 
in Canada (federal, provincial, and territo-
rial). The objective is to assess how exist-
ing guidelines are used (or not) by tourism 
businesses offering Indigenous cultural ex-
periences (specifically in the Canadian Arc-
tic), recognizing that reconciliation efforts, 
Treaties, and modern land claim agree-
ments serve as the context and frame for 
much contemporary tourism business de-
velopment. The questions guiding this re-
port are:

 y the largest population among the three 
territories in the Canadian arctic, with 
over 50% of residents identifying as In-
digenous1; 

 y the largest amount annual tourism 
spending by visitors among the territo-
ries2;

 y the greatest number of Indigenous tour-
ism businesses among the territories, 
the majority of which operate out of the 
capital city, Yellowknife3; and,

 y the authors have established networks 
and ongoing research relationships in 
the territory, which will be useful for im-
plementing benchmarking trips later in 
the ARCTISEN project.
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Key findings of the report indicate 
that provisions within modern land claim 
agreements offer opportunities as well as 
possible risks or challenges for cultural-
ly sensitive Indigenous tourism develop-
ment in the Arctic region. The report fur-
ther highlights the challenges associated 
with determining the extent to which ex-
isting guidelines are used in the Canadian 
context. The Indigenous Tourism Associ-
ation of Canada’s (ITAC) National Guide-
lines (the main guidelines identified in this 
report) are a practical “how-to guide” for 
business development, rather than a form 
of accreditation, and are not explicitly en-
dorsed by territorial or municipal govern-
ments, or Indigenous governments and 
communities, in the Northwest Territories.

"...provisions within modern 
land claim agreements offer 
opportunities as well as pos-
sible risks or challenges for 
culturally sensitive Indige-
nous tourism development 
in the Arctic region."
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and amending legislation include address-
ing reconciliation aims and recognizing the 
rights of Indigenous nations. These initia-
tives have significant impacts on the lands, 
governance, and economies of Indigenous 
nations. Indeed, they fundamentally impact 
Indigenous livelihoods and wellbeing. Trea-
ties and land claim agreements serve as 
one of the keystones for the recognition of 
unique nation-to-nation relationships be-
tween different Indigenous peoples and Ca-
nadian governments (at the territorial, pro-
vincial, and federal levels) – both historically 
and today.

Treaties and Land Claim Agreements

In 1701, more than 150 years before Can-
ada became a country, representatives of 
the British Crown signed the first treaties 
with Indigenous peoples in the British colo-
nies of North America7. In the 200 years that 

followed, several other treaties and agree-
ments would be signed, for a total of 70 trea-
ties, between the British Crown (Dominion 
of Canada following Confederation in 1867) 
and Indigenous peoples8. Historic treaties 
and agreements, while intended to recog-
nize land rights and promote peaceful rela-
tions, were inherently complicated by their 
entanglement with broader political issues 
and objectives (e.g., national sovereignty, re-
source management, economic growth) and 
characterized by a relatively unbroken suc-
cession of activities associated with coloni-
alism, assimilation (i.e., residential schools), 
and population concentration (i.e., the re-
serve system) or displacement (i.e., removal
from/denying access to traditional territo-
ry). The last of these historic treaties was 
signed in 19239.

It was not until 1975, following the 
landmark Supreme Court of Canada deci-
sion recognizing Aboriginal rights (in Calder 

One of the greatest challenges with respect 
to any guidance, certification or policies 
pertaining to cultural sensitivity in tourism 
in the Canadian context is its connection 
with reconciliation activities and the adop-
tion of the United Nations Declaration for 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples. The Dec-
laration, along with Canada’s Truth and Rec-
onciliation Commission’s report4, recognize 
the right of Indigenous Peoples to exercise 
control over services, education, econo-
mies, and lands, as well as right to self-gov-
ernment5. While Canada’s current federal 
government supports the implementation 
of Declaration provisions and reconcilia-
tion calls to action6, various complex legis-
lative and/or administrative processes are 
impeding progress and concrete action.

The overarching goals of contempo-
rary federal and territorial initiatives such 
as the devolution of the territories, nego-
tiating modern treaties and agreements, 

Background

http://nctr.ca/assets/reports/Final%20Reports/Executive_Summary_English_Web.pdf
http://nctr.ca/assets/reports/Final%20Reports/Executive_Summary_English_Web.pdf
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et. al vs. Attorney-General of British Columbia), 
that a Comprehensive Land Claims Policy was 
developed and the first modern day treaty, the 
James Bay and Northern Quebec Agreement, 
was signed10. In the period following the nego-
tiation of the first modern day treaty, the Gov-
ernment of Canada has signed an addition-
al 25 modern treaties or comprehensive land 
claim agreements with Indigenous communi-
ties; most of which concern lands north of the 
50th parallel of latitude (i.e., the Canadian arc-
tic). Of these, 20% concern communities and 
lands exclusively in the Northwest Territories, 
with an additional 16% involving communities 
whose lands traverse territorial borders. The 
current treaties concern over 40% of the Ca-
nadian landmass; and this figure is anticipat-
ed to grow in the future as more treaties and 
agreements are negotiated11. Currently, there 
are more than 70 Indigenous groups in negoti-
ation of treaties or land claim agreements with 
the Government of Canada12. Three of these 
negotiations concern lands in the territories, 
an area that is generally considered the arctic 
region of Canada, all of which concern Indige-
nous nations in the Northwest Territories (rath-
er than Nunavut or Yukon territories)13.

Modern treaties and comprehensive land 
claim agreements include a variety of provi-
sions unique to the communities involved, but 
typically include provisions aimed at guaran-
teeing the duty to consult (and/or participa-

tion in land use management decisions); 
traditional territory and harvesting rights; 
self-government and political recognition; 
capital transfers; and access to resource de-
velopment opportunities14. Modern treaties 
and agreements also include provisions that 
may have tourism implications, ranging from 
tourism specific clauses to sections on the 
representation of peoples/culture, exclusive 
land governance, economic inclusivity, and 
social development. To illustrate how some 
of the sections or provisions of Agreements 
can impact on tourism, key sections of four 
Agreements are highlighted below: the Car-
cross/Tagish First Nation Agreement, the 
Gwich’in Comprehensive Land Claim Agree-
ment, the Inuvialuit Final Agreement, and the 
Inuit of Labrador Land Claim Agreement.

The Carcross/Tagish First Nation Final 
Agreement

The Carcross/Tagish First Nation Final 
Agreement between the Carcross/Tagish 
First Nations, the Government of Canada 
and the Government of Yukon refers to tour-
ism specifically in the text of the agreement; 
however, the sections/provisions related to 
lands and representation have perhaps more 
far reaching implication. These sections of 
the Agreement protect rights to self-gov-
ernance and exclusive land management, 

as well as the management and preser-
vation of cultural heritage. Provisions in 
these sections recognize the authority of 
the Carcross/Tagish peoples to enact lo-
cal laws and regulations; manage lands; 
enter into contracts with persons or gov-
ernments; form corporations or other legal 
entities; and promote/preserve an under-
standing of culture, heritage, and tradi-
tional knowledge15. Taken together, these 
provisions support the Carcross/Tagish 
peoples to manage tourism activities on 
their lands; developing their own tourism 
products and working with outside oper-
ators to ensure that tourism activities are 
sustainable, respectful and appropriate to 
their cultural values and heritage. An ex-
ample of this is the unique partnership be-
tween the Carcross/Tagish peoples and 
the Parks Canada Agency to support tour-
ism products that recognize both the her-
itage of Carcross Village as the home-
town of the Tagish and Tlinglit First Nation 
people, and as an important place for the 
Klondike Goldrush16.

The Gwich’in Comprehensive Land Claim 
Agreement

The Gwich’in Comprehensive Land Claim 
Agreement between the Gwich’in peo-
ples (represented by the Gwich’in Trib-
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al Council), the Government of Canada, 
and the Government of Northwest Terri-
tories, recognizes the Gwich’in people as 
the rightful owners and governing body 
of Gwich’in land and resources. While the 
agreement contains a variety of sections 
that may have implications for tourism, 
the sections pertaining to economic in-
clusiveness and business development 
highlight both the opportunities and po-
tential risks/challenges of tourism busi-
nesses operating on Gwich’in lands. Sec-
tion 10 of the Agreement stresses the 
importance of creating local and regional 
business and employment opportunities 
to support the community’s economy17. 
Businesses oriented towards tourism 
products such as cultural heritage tour-
ism, ecotourism, adventure tourism, hunt-
ing, resorts and sport tourism18, owned 
and operated by Gwich’in peoples, could 
provide a significant boost to Indigenous 
community economies in the otherwise 
sparsely populated northern region of 
Canada. The challenge is to ensure that 
tourism businesses offer services and 
products that meet tourist demands while 
also resisting the commodification of cul-
tural heritage resources that disconnect 
art and activities from Gwich’in traditions 
and identities19.

The Inuvialuit Final Agreement

In the Inuvialiut Final Agreement between 
the Inuvialuit of the Inuvialuit Settlement 
Region and the Government of Canada* cri-
teria are outlined for the selection of Inuvia-
luit lands including lands that may be impor-
tant for future tourism, as well as economic 
and social gain20. The Agreement largely 
centres on land considerations as Inuvia-
luit lands include several protected areas 
(migratory bird sanctuaries) and nation-
al parks operated by federal departments, 
namely Environment and Climate Change 
Canada and the Parks Canada Agency. It 
also contains provision to establish an Inu-
vialuit social development program to sup-
port the socio-economic growth of Inuvial-
uit communities21. The social development 
program has the potential to create part-
nerships with other development programs 
and leverage tourism opportunities to im-
prove the economic stability and standard 
of living of Inuvialuit peoples. Further, the 
reinvestment of tourism funds into com-
munities may be an opportunity to support 
capacity building activities and service pro-
vision in the remote northern communities 
of the Inuvialuit peoples.

*Representing lands in the Yukon and Northwest Territories.

The Inuit of Labrador Land Claim Agree-
ment.

The last example for this discussion, the In-
uit of Labrador Land Claim Agreement be-
tween the Inuit of Labrador, the Government 
of Canada and the Government of New-
foundland and Labrador, includes several 
sections that have tourism implications – 
including the requirement to consult with 
the Nunatsiavut Government for the estab-
lishment or enlargement national parks or 
protected areas. This provision allowed for 
the Nunatsiavut Government to enter into 
a further agreement with the Parks Cana-
da Agency to co-manage Torngats National 
Park with other key stakeholders (e.g., wild-
life and plant co-management boards, joint 
fisheries board). The Cooperative Manage-
ment Board oversees decisions related to 
the management of the park and ensures 
the hiring of qualified individuals from sur-
rounding Inuit communities to help man-
age day-to-day operations, act as guides 
or licensed outfitters for single or multi-day 
excursions, provide cultural tourism experi-
ences (in line with cultural contents devel-
oped and approved for sharing) and sup-
port ecological integrity aims22. Provisions 
related to national parks and protected ar-
eas may provide opportunities to preserve 
and promote cultural and environmental 
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interests, as well as the economic stability 
of individuals working within the parks. The 
challenge, however, is that while the co-man-
agement board serves to guide/make deci-
sions relating to the park, the Parks Canada 
Agency remains ultimately responsible to 
the Government of Canada on all things park 
related. If new legislation and/or regulations 
are enacted by other federal departments 
with impacts on lands and waters under the 
administration of the Agency, the Agency 
is required to comply. For instance, protec-
tion obligations associated with changes to 
the designation of flora and fauna (at risk/
threatened/endangered/special concern/
extirpated) under the Species At Risk Act 
(SARA) may impact on subsistence or cer-
emonial harvesting and access to culturally 
significant sites within the park. Other exam-
ples of statutes and regulations under the ju-
risdiction of other departments with poten-
tial impacts include but are not limited to: 
Canadian Navigable Waters Act, the Firearms 
Act, Aeronautics Act, Canada Shipping Act, 
Oceans Act, Marine Mammals Regulations. 
There may be tensions between the Agency 
and co-managers on how to balance compli-
ance obligations under the co-management 
Agreement and those associated with other 
Acts, which are not easily resolved.

Modern treaties and land claim agree-
ments

Modern treaties and land claim agreements 
are an integral part of Canada’s recognition 
of nation-to-nation relationships between 
different Indigenous nations and the terri-
torial, provincial, and federal governments. 
The provisions contained therein represent 
protections and rights unique to the inter-
ests of the peoples or nation negotiating 
the treaty or agreement. While provisions 
relating to self-government, land use man-
agement, social development, economic in-
clusion/development and cultural heritage 
are common, their breadth and contents 
vary significantly across treaties/agree-
ments with differential implications (both 
positive and negative) for tourism.

Indigenous Tourism in Canada

Tourism is a significant and growing con-
tributor to Canada’s economy, and since 
2014 has increased the Canadian gross 
domestic product (GDP) by approximate-
ly 4.6% annually23. In the Canadian terri-
tories, where Indigenous populations are 
amongst the highest in Canada, tourism 
expenditures continue to rise and are be-
coming an ever-increasing portion of Terri-
torial economies. In 2014, tourism spend-

ing was more than $71.2 M in Nunavut and 
$181.8 M in Yukon Territory24. In the same 
period, tourism spending in the Northwest 
Territories was $230 M; 25% higher than 
that of the Yukon25. While it is unclear the 
amount of tourism spending specifically 
on Indigenous tourism experiences with-
in these reporting mechanisms, it is wide-
ly acknowledged that Indigenous tourism 
is an important and growing tourism sector 
within the industry26.

While the federal government recog-
nizes the growing demand for tourism and 
Indigenous tourism in Canada’s Arctic re-
gions**, even promoting certain tourism 
products/services/packages on its Innova-
tion, Science, and Economic Development 
website, the focus is on projections in the 
numbers of visitors; and potential Cana-
da-wide economic benefits rather than In-
digenous-specific considerations27. This 
may, in part, be because many of the afore-
mentioned reconciliation initiatives at the 
federal level are still in progress (e.g., devo-

**In June 2019, the Special Senate Committee on the Arctic 
released its report entitled, “Northern Lights: A wake-up call 
for the future of Canada”. The report recognizes the growing 
economic opportunities associated with Arctic tourism; howe-
ver, its concerns are in relation to “tourism infrastructure” and 
“preparing Arctic residents” for tourism opportunities in their 
communities (citing the increased interest of cruise ships to 
travel the northwest passage). It is unclear what these “prepara-
tions” entail, and tourism was not a topic directly addressed in 
the 30 recommendations contained within the report.

https://sencanada.ca/content/sen/committee/421/ARCT/reports/ARCTFINALREPORT_E.pdf
https://sencanada.ca/content/sen/committee/421/ARCT/reports/ARCTFINALREPORT_E.pdf
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lution and legislative amendments) and un-
der negotiation (i.e., treaties and land claim 
agreements). This leaves a bit of a gap 
which, to date, has been filled (directly or 
indirectly) by federal departments such as 
the Parks Canada Agency (responsible for 
heritage places – i.e., national historic sites, 
national marine conservation areas and na-
tional parks / national park reserves); Envi-
ronment and Climate Change Canada (re-
sponsible for national wildlife areas and 
migratory bird sanctuaries); and the Depart-
ment of Fisheries and Oceans (responsible 
for marine protected areas); as well as pro-
vincial and territorial organizations/ minis-
tries with similar authorities. More substan-
tially, this gap has been filled in by regional 
and national Indigenous tourism associa-
tions. Regional Indigenous tourism asso-
ciations tend to be exclusive to particular 
nations or geographical regions. For exam-
ple, the Cree Outfitting and Tourism Asso-
ciation (COTA)*** located in Eeyou Istchee 
Baie-James, or Nunavik Tourism in north-
ern Quebec28. Nationally, the Indigenous 
Tourism Association of Canada (ITAC), a 
business association dedicated to the de-

***COTA is a non-profit corporation devoted to developing 
the tourism industry in the Eeyou Istchee Baie-James region. 
Members include, “Any Cree individual, partnership, organiza-
tion or communitiy controlled by a majority of Cree benefi-
ciaries engaged in outfitting or tourism activities within the 
traditional territory of Eeyou Istchee” in Quebec.

velopment, promotion and marketing of In-
digenous tourism experiences, serves as a 
central resource for Indigenous tourism de-
velopment for all nations across the coun-
try****.

Indigenous Tourism Association of 
Canada (ITAC)

ITAC is a non-profit business association 
whose mission is to “provide leadership in 
the development and marketing of authen-
tic Indigenous tourism experiences through 
innovative partnerships”29. In 2015, ITAC 
published the 'National Aboriginal Tourism 
Research Project', which was intended to 
benchmark key statistics, indicators, and 
examples of Indigenous tourism in the Ca-
nadian market. Findings of the report indi-
cated over 1,500 Indigenous owned busi-
nesses across Canada; over 33,000 people 
employed; gross domestic product contri-
butions of over $1.4 B by Indigenous tour-
ism businesses; and a growing market for 
Indigenous tourism experiences30.

Today, ITAC has approximately 200 
***At the time of reporting, an assessment of existing guideli-
nes for culturally-sensitive/authentic tourism in the Northwest 
Territories (NWT) was limited to an examination of national 
and territorial resources, as well as a tourism strategy by a 
local first nation. Given the focus of this paper on the Nor-
thwest Territories, resources from regional Indigenous tourism 
associations dedicated to specific geographical locations or 
communities outside of NWT were not included.

member organizations (including major-
ity and non- majority owned Indigenous 
tourism businesses; third-party operators, 
governments and other organizations in-
terested in advancing the Indigenous tour-
ism industry) across Canada31. Members 
have access to training workshops; busi-
ness support and development tools; mar-
keting opportunities/networks; and adver-
tising through ITAC32. Additionally, majority 
owned Indigenous tourism businesses may 
elect to be featured in ITAC’s annual “Guide 
to Indigenous Tourism in Canada” publi-
cation, and on ITAC’s tourism website in-
creasing market visibility and taking advan-
tage of ITAC’s centralized web platform for 
Indigenous tourism experiences*****.

*****At the time of writing, a Google search of “Indigenous + 
Tourism + Canada” yielded the ITAC “Guide to Indigenous 
Tourism in Canada” publication and tourism website as all of 
the top five results.

https://indigenoustourism.ca/corporate/
https://indigenoustourism.ca/corporate/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/REPORT-ATAC-Ntl-Ab-Tsm-Research-2015-April-FINAL.pdf
https://indigenoustourism.ca/corporate/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/REPORT-ATAC-Ntl-Ab-Tsm-Research-2015-April-FINAL.pdf
https://indigenoustourism.ca
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Existing Guides and Certificates
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Parks Canada Agency (PCA) Promi-
sing Pathways Resource Guide

The federal department responsible for 
heritage places, including historic sites, na-
tional parks, national marine conservation 
areas and several locations designated as 
world heritage sites by the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organi-
zation (UNESCO), the Parks Canada Agen-
cy (PCA), has published a resource guide 
entitled, Promising Pathways: Strengthen-
ing engagement and relationships with Ab-
original peoples in Parks Canada heritage 
places, a document aimed at supporting a 
consistent approach to relationships with 
Indigenous peoples and partners across 
its many heritage places33. The guide is in-
tended to also be used as an informational 
toolkit for operational employees that are 
engaging with Indigenous partners with 
a view of strengthening relationships and 
building capacity34. The report is centred 

around three stages of relationship build-
ing: initiating, growing, and stewarding; and 
calls upon central concepts related to cul-
tural sensitivity such as long-term commit-
ment, trust, and mutual respect as guiding 
these instructions35. Further the report rec-
ognizes that strengthening relationships 
with Indigenous partners includes foster-
ing connections with traditional lands and 
takes the form of facilitating access, en-
couraging traditional activities, and encour-
aging the use and transfer of traditional 
knowledge in Parks Canada Places36. As 
the report is intended for frontline staff us-
age, it is referred to on the Agency’s public 
website; however, a copy of the full-text ver-
sion is only available upon request*.

*The version cited in this report was made available by the 
George Wright Society on its public website. A request for the 
guide from the Parks Canada Agency on June 1st, 2019 remains 
unanswered as of the writing of this report.

In the Canadian context, two main guides 
were identified as having been developed 
with implications for culturally sensitive 
tourism across the country. The first is an 
internal resource guide for the Parks Can-
ada Agency, which is primarily focused on 
 y outlining the Agency’s position/policy 

on reconciliation and relationships with 
Indigenous stakeholders on lands and 
waters under its administration; and 

 y providing frontline staff with a tangible 
checklist for activities to fulfill said poli-
cy requirements. 

The second, is the ITAC National Guide-
lines which is a publicly available business 
guide intended to help Indigenous tourism 
operators in the development and market-
ing of “authentic” Indigenous experiences.

Existing Guides and Certificates
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In the period following the publica-
tion of the 2014 report, the Parks Canada 
Agency entered into a Memorandum of Un-
derstanding (MOU) and a four-year con-
tribution agreement with the Indigenous 
Tourism Association of Canada (ITAC) to 
enhance and grow authentic Indigenous 
tourism experiences in its heritage plac-
es37. This agreement also serves to recog-
nize ITAC’s position as a non-profit national 
centre of excellence for Indigenous tour-
ism – 'creating partnerships between associa-
tions, organizations, government departments, 
and industry leaders'38, as well as supporting 
the development and advertisement of au-
thentic Indigenous tourism experiences in 
the Canadian market.

ITAC members have access to pro-
grams aimed at improving or developing 
their business, and businesses that are ma-
jority owned and operated by Indigenous 
peoples have the opportunity to be includ-
ed in ITAC’s annual Indigenous Experienc-
es Guide (a marketing tool for Indigenous 
tourism in Canada)39. ITAC has also devel-
oped a set of national guidelines, updated 
in 2018, to act as a 'path finder for all within 
the Indigenous tourism industry'40.

ITAC’s National Guidelines

ITAC’s National Guidelines: Developing Au-
thentic Indigenous Experiences in Canada 
serve as a practical guide to help business 
owners build and develop their Indigenous 
tourism products, and set principles and 
expectations surrounding what constitutes 
Indigenous tourism experiences. The first 
few pages set out how to use the guide 
depending upon the goals of the particu-
lar business: planning/starting an Indig-
enous tourism business; improving and/
or expanding on an existing business; and 
expansion into bigger tourism markets 
and partnerships. It also distinguishes be-
tween “Indigenous Tourism” businesses 
that are majority owned, operated and/or 
controlled by Indigenous peoples demon-
strating a connection and responsibility 
to the local community and traditional ter-
ritory; and “Indigenous Cultural Tourism” 
business which, in addition to those fea-
tures, also incorporates a significant cul-
tural component that is appropriate and re-
spectful.

Following these differentiations, 
there are several pages that are designed 
to bring awareness of the principle of au-
thenticity as a centrally defining concept 
of Indigenous tourism experiences. The 
themes associated with authenticity are 

largely the same as those discussed in lit-
eratures concerning cultural sensitivity in 
Canada, including: respecting (nature, tra-
ditions, culture and Elders as 'Keepers of the 
culture'41); preserving traditional knowledge; 
avoiding cultural appropriation/commoditi-
zation; using traditional languages where 
appropriate; communicating what is or is 
not appropriate behaviour by tourists (and/
or what cultural components will or will not 
be shared with outsiders and why); protect-
ing cultural identity; and protecting sacred/
spiritual/ceremonial sites42. Unlike cultur-
al sensitivity, which is largely described as 
something that Settlers, tourists, research-
ers, governments, etc. are responsible for in 
their interactions with Indigenous peoples, 
authenticity shifts the onus of responsibil-
ity onto the tourism business. To provide 
authentic tourism experiences, tourism op-
erators/businesses must work closely with 
their respective communities in the devel-
opment and delivery of their tourism prod-
ucts.

Authentic tourism experiences are de-
scribed in the guidelines as those that rec-
ognize that a culture belongs to the com-
munity and tourism products sharing this 
culture should be 'developed and delivered in a 
way that supports the community it represents'43. 
It also recognizes that a community is best 
placed to determine what is appropriate 

https://indigenoustourism.ca/corporate/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/18-12-National-Guidelines-Book-EN-DOC-W-FORMS-v11.pdf
https://indigenoustourism.ca/corporate/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/18-12-National-Guidelines-Book-EN-DOC-W-FORMS-v11.pdf
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to be shared with outsiders, what cultur-
al elements cannot be shared and that 
these determinations need to take place 
and with the support of the 'Keepers of the 
Culture' (i.e. Elders and other communi-
ty members)44. Authentic tourism experi-
ences must also navigate the challenge 
of offering an experience with wide tour-
ism appeal, while still being true to tradi-
tional and contemporary culture within 
host-communities. It requires that the ex-
periences offered to be meaningful and 
beneficial to the community in which the 
business is based; community control of 
cultural program contents and communi-
ty involvement in program delivery. The 
guidelines also specify that authentic In-
digenous cultural tourism experiences are 
'by Indigenous peoples, not about Indigenous 
peoples.'45.

In recognition and support of each 
community having different cultural 
boundaries and protocols, while also ac-
knowledging ITAC’s role in promoting au-
thentic Indigenous experiences, the guide-
lines offer five recommended protocols 
which must be met in order to be consid-
ered an ‘authentic Indigenous experience’46. 
These include (see the box):

The next section of the guidelines 
provide tips and best practices for protect-
ing cultural authenticity while also support-
ing the community, and practical tips for 
introducing visitors to a community’s cul-
ture. Best practices related to protecting 
cultural authenticity while supporting the 
community centre around including the 
community to the greatest extent possible 
in the development, production and deliv-
ery of tourism products and experiences 
within that community, with particular at-
tention paid to ensuring that cultural expe-
riences that are deemed inappropriate for 
visitors are clear and any required barriers 
put in place to ensure that visitors do not 
enter sites that they are not permitted to 
enter. The guidelines offer eight practical 
tips for introducing visitors to a commu-
nity’s focusing on both expectation man-
agement activities (i.e. access to informa-
tion materials, verbal introductions that 
include information on what to expect as 
well as the expectations of the host, and 
any additional explanations required); and 
infrastructure/organizational considera-
tions (i.e. traditional architecture/décor; 
traditional foods; traditional language; dis-
plays/signs/exhibits; and composition of 
frontline staff/hosts).

Five recommended protocols in ITAC’s 
“National Guidelines: Developing Aut-
hentic Indigenous Experiences in Ca-
nada”47:
1) At least 51% owned by Indigenous 
individuals OR majority owned Indigenous 
companies OR Indigenous controlled 
organizations such as Bands and Tribal 
Councils.
2) Use cultural content approved by 
Keepers of the Culture and developed under 
the direction of the Indigenous peoples who 
are from the culture being interpreted.
3) Offer cultural activities for guests led by 
Indigenous people (an exception may be 
when foreign languages are required when 
the interpreter should still have access to 
an Indigenous host for questions related to 
the culture and community).
4) Provide opportunities for visitors to 
interact face-to-face with Indigenous 
people such as artisans, craftspeople, 
Elders, storytellers, hosts or entertainers 
who originate from the culture being 
shared.
5) Ensure that heritage interpreters and pre-
senters have suitable experience, knowled-
ge or formal training related to the Indige-
nous culture that they are sharing .
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The rest of the guide is organized 
around the needs of tourism businesses 
at various stages of development. These 
sections do not have any Indigenous-spe-
cific contents, except in so far as including 
a checklist which refers to the defining fea-
tures and protocols related to culturally au-
thentic experiences. The checklist (pages 
37 – 41 of the Guidelines), is intended to be 
used in tandem with the business-oriented 
checklists that conclude the guidelines.
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Application of the Guidelines
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counts for the highest population in the Ca-
nadian arctic, it has the most Indigenous 
tourism businesses48, and because the au-
thors have established networks and rela-
tionships in the region.

ITAC Membership

The National Guidelines are intended to 
provide a practical guide for Indigenous 
tourism operators and businesses (i.e., 
those majority owned and operated by In-
digenous peoples) aiming to develop and 
grow their client base, with additional in-
formation on how to protect authenticity 
when developing tourism products. To gain 
the benefits of additional marketing net-
works, business development tools, and 
advertising with ITAC, businesses must 
opt-in and pay annual membership fees in 
the amounts of $99 – $199.00 plus tax (de-
pending upon the size of the business).

While ITAC reports that there are over 
1,500 Indigenous owned tourism business-
es across Canada49, it only has approxi-
mately 200 members; several of which in-
clude non-majority owned industry partners 
or provincial and territorial governments50. 
While there are any number of reasons why 
an Indigenous owned business may not be 
a member of ITAC (i.e. fees; does not meet 
the criteria of majority-owned and operated; 
does not follow ITAC’s business model; or 
general disinterest – to name but a few), the 
rate of membership compared to the num-
ber of tourism businesses is less than 13% 
across Canada.

Additionally, in the most recent annu-
al Guide to Indigenous Tourism in Canada 
(a marketing tool by ITAC), it is also clear 
that membership varies considerably across 
the country. Less than 10% of Indigenous 
owned and operated businesses included in 
the 2018-2019 Guide operate within the ter-

First and foremost, it is important to note 
that the National Guidelines are just that, 
optional guidelines. While the National 
Guidelines may be upheld as a model for 
tourism development in territorial/provin-
cial tourism strategies; particularly the con-
cept of authenticity, it does not form a poli-
cy for, nor is it a requirement of, Indigenous 
tourism operators or non-Indigenous tour-
ism operators offering Indigenous tourism 
related experiences. Further, ITAC is funda-
mentally a non-profit business association 
and not an accreditation body. In order to 
gather information on the extent to which 
the National Guidelines are used (or not) in 
the Canadian context, the authors had to 
consider several related indicators*, as well 
as limited the scope of the work to one Ter-
ritory in the arctic rather than the entirety 
of Canada. The Northwest Territories was 
chosen for this work on the basis that it ac-
*I.e. ITAC membership and Governmental level activities/
programs.

Application of the Guidelines
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ritories**; and 65% of these businesses op-
erate out of the capital of each territory51. 
In Northwest Territories (NWT) specifical-
ly, there were 88 Indigenous tourism busi-
nesses identified in ITAC’s 2015 report, 
but only eight of which are voting mem-
bers (and therefore included in the 2018 
tourism guide). Six of eight of these mem-
ber businesses operate out of Yellowknife, 
NWT. Again, without further qualification 
as to why there is such a large difference 
between the total number of Indigenous 
owned tourism businesses, and the num-
ber of ITAC members, it is difficult to assess 
the extent to which the National Guidelines 
have been adopted (in whole, part, or not at 
all) by member and non-member business-
es. That said, the wide gap in numbers may 
be an indicator that the National Guidelines 
are not used by tourism businesses across 
Canada, and specifically in the Northwest 
Territories.

Territorial Government

The Government of Northwest Territories 
has been a member of the ITAC (and part-
ner to its previous iteration Aboriginal Tour-

**The territories are all located north of 50° latitude (the per-
mafrost line), which is generally accepted to be the boundary 
of the arctic region in Canada. The northernmost regions of 
several of the provinces also exceed this boundary; however, 
these comprise a very small portion of the province.

ism Marketing Canada) since at least 2012 
(based on the earliest meeting minutes 
available on the ITAC website)52. While the 
NWT Government is a member of ITAC, it 
does not mention the National Guidelines on 
any of its websites or publications pertain-
ing to Indigenous tourism. Instead, the Gov-
ernment has conducted independent stud-
ies, engaged in consultation and developed 
NWT specific strategies to promote and sup-
port authentic Indigenous tourism experi-
ences in NWT. Many of the resulting publica-
tions or programs have been highlighted in 
ITAC reports – including the National Guide-
lines.

The government’s first report, the 2010 
consultant report entitled, 'Building the Ab-
original Tourism Product: Development of 
a Northwest Territories Aboriginal Tourism 
Sector'53, provided several considerations 
for the development of an Indigenous tour-
ism strategy, at the heart of which was au-
thentic or authenticity of experiences. The 
publication did not provide any clarification 
on what was meant by authenticity; rather, it 
deferred to the development of a definition 
by the Indigenous peoples themselves. A 
second report in 2010, the 'Aboriginal Tour-
ism Engagement Strategy Final Report'54, 
provided the following definition of authen-
tic or authenticity:

…means that goods, services or acti-
vities have some cultural and/or historical 
reference to traditional northern Aboriginal 
experiences and lifestyles. It also means 
that the development and/or manufacture 
of goods, services or activities must have 
some direct ties to northern Aboriginal 
peoples55.

Following the recommendations of 
the two reports in 2010, the Aboriginal Tour-
ism Champions Advisory Council (ATCAC) 
was established, issuing a report, 'Aborigi-
nal Tourism: Recommendations for a stra-
tegic action plan' in 2013. The report lists 
the then, Aboriginal Tourism Marketing Cir-
cle (now ITAC) as one of its partners in 
planning, development, and/or funding56. 
The report also issued a new definition of 
authenticity, one that is consistent with the 
definition contained in the ITAC National 
Guidelines. The ATCAC report defined au-
thentic Indigenous tourism experiences as:

An experience offered to a visitor in a 
manner that is appropriate, respectful 
and true to the culture of the Aboriginal 
people of the Northwest Territories. 
This experience and the people who 
deliver it have been endorsed by the 
Aboriginal organization whose culture 
is being represented. Authenticity is 
ensured through the active involvement 
of Aboriginal people in the development 
and delivery of the experience57.

https://www.deslibris.ca/ID/225948
https://www.deslibris.ca/ID/225948
https://www.deslibris.ca/ID/225948
https://www.deslibris.ca/ID/225948
https://www.iti.gov.nt.ca/sites/iti/files/AboriginalTourismEngagemnetStrategyReport20101103.pdf
https://www.iti.gov.nt.ca/sites/iti/files/AboriginalTourismEngagemnetStrategyReport20101103.pdf
https://www.ntassembly.ca/sites/assembly/files/13-11-07td_13-175.pdf
https://www.ntassembly.ca/sites/assembly/files/13-11-07td_13-175.pdf
https://www.ntassembly.ca/sites/assembly/files/13-11-07td_13-175.pdf
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In sections outlining the guiding prin-
ciples of Aboriginal tourism, the ATCAC re-
port includes contents enshrining sustain-
able practices and stewardship of lands, 
animals and the environment in addition to 
cultural heritage considerations (authentic-
ity/respect) and business/economic goals. 
These principles (re: sustainability and stew-
ardship) are valued as a critical component 
of developing an Indigenous tourism indus-
try in the NWT; however, are only described 
in the ITAC National Guidelines in terms of 
adopting environmentally practices such as 
recycling, using biodegradable products and 
using reusable packaging for products58. 
The contents of the ATCAC report and as-
sociated recommendations informed the 
development of the NWT’s five-year tourism 
strategy 'Tourism 2020: Opening our spec-
tacular home to the world'59, and also led 
to the development of the Indigenous Tour-
ism Champions Program, which was de-
signed as a mentorship program with guid-
ance and financial support for Indigenous 
owned businesses60. The Champions pro-
gram, which was established in 2016/2017, 
has since been retired due to a lack of par-
ticipation61. With the exception of additional 
priorities around sustainable industry prac-
tices and stewardship, and applying the con-
tents to NWT lands, the ATCAC report, NWT 
tourism strategy, and Champions program 

do not offer any significant differences be-
tween the values and approaches suggest-
ed in the ITAC National Guidelines.

Though the NWT has been working in 
partnership with ITAC in the development 
of its Tourism strategies and reports over 
the last several years, it does not specifi-
cally refer to, or endorse the ITAC National 
Guidelines on any of its websites, nor with-
in any publications. While the definitions 
employed in NWT publications and market-
ing plans/guides reflect similar values and 
contents associated with the development 
of authentic Indigenous tourism experi-
ences as that of the National Guidelines, 
these plans and guides are only intended 
to serve as a NWT-specific reference tool, 
are largely duplicative of ITAC documents, 
and are not a part of any certification or ac-
creditation program. Nor is there a way to 
be recognized as an authentic Indigenous 
tourism experience provider. The challenge 
with this is that on one hand, the govern-
ment advocates for the promotion and de-
velopment of authentic Indigenous tourism 
experiences in both its strategic plan and 
2018/2019 marketing plan62, while on the 
other, it has retired its only program specif-
ically aimed at working with and develop-
ing Indigenous owned tourism businesses 
in NWT.

In September 2018, the Government of 
Northwest Territories entered into an MOU 
with ITAC and Northwest Territories Tourism 
to provide funding in the amount of $257,000 
to be 'invested annually in Indigenous tourism busi-
nesses in the Northwest Territories (NWT)'63. In a 
press release by ITAC announcing the MOU, 
the 2018/2019 funding will be used towards 
the following initiatives:
• Support for the community of LutselK’e to 

test and finalize visitor day packages.
• Assistance for the Yellowknives Dene 

First Nation to train staff and develop 
demonstrations and promotional materi-
als as they complete their craft store and 
visitor centre.

• Provide business, market and trade-ready 
standards workshops in the NWT.

• Photo and video shoots to be used to 
market Indigenous tourism operators, 
products and authentic experiences in the 
NWT; and

• Indigenous tourism development work-
shops in the NWT64.

The signing of the MOU in September of 2018 
may indicate that the National Guidelines 
could be adopted and used by NWT at the ter-
ritorial government level in the near future, if 
not already, even if this information is not yet 
reflected on the government’s websites.

https://www.iti.gov.nt.ca/sites/iti/files/tourism_2020.pdf
https://www.iti.gov.nt.ca/sites/iti/files/tourism_2020.pdf


29

City-Level: Yellowknife

The City of Yellowknife’s website does not 
include any information on Indigenous tour-
ism. The Indigenous Relations page has no 
cross-referenced materials pertaining to 
tourism; and the latest Yellowknife tourism 
strategy (2015-2019) includes only one ac-
tion item related to engaging local First Na-
tions in tourism. This action item includes 
the following actionable items:
• Invite representatives of the Dettah and 

N’dilo First Nations to attend the Yel-
lowknife- focused tourism sessions 
(see Action 4) and participate in cus-
tomer service training sessions (see Ac-
tion 14); and,

• Approach the Dettah and N’dilo First Na-
tions to determine if there is interest in 
incorporating an aspect of their culture 
as part of the NFVA space at the airport 
terminal building (e.g., temporary/rotat-
ing photo, music or art displays, etc.)65. 

Based on the above, there are not any indi-
cators to suggest that at the City level, the 
ITAC National Guidelines are being used as 
a resource.

Local First Nations: Tłıc̨hǫ First Na-
tions

The Tłıc̨hǫ Nation’s Land Claim Set-
tlement and Self Government Agreement 
(Tłıc̨hǫ Agreement) was signed in July 
2005 and included 39,000 km2 of surface 
and subsurface land rights66. The Tłıc̨hǫ 
Nation’s lands include kilometers of lakes, 
rivers, boreal forests and abundant wild-
life; an ideal setting for tourism experienc-
es67. In recognition of the growing tourism 
economic opportunities and interest in au-
thentic Indigenous tourism experiences in 
NWT, the Tłıc̨hǫ Government established a 
working group to create a tourism strategy 
for the region: the Tłıc̨hǫ Region Econom-
ic Development Working Group (TREDWG). 
The 2018 strategy identifies key tourism 
assets/strengths and opportunities in 
each of its four established communities, 
and outlines possible next steps to contin-
ue to develop these options68. The strate-
gy identifies ITAC as a potential partner for 
support and guidance as it moves forward 
with implementing the strategy69. This is 
an indicator that, at least at the local lev-
el, the National Guidelines and the servic-
es/supports available through ITAC may be 
sought and used.
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tourism experiences and enjoy the added 
benefits of networking and advertisement 
that ITAC has to offer, is contingent on be-
ing a member of ITAC. What is obvious is 
that the number of Indigenous owned tour-
ism businesses far exceeds the number 
of ITAC members nationally; and while of-
ficials at the federal (Parks Canada), terri-
torial (Government of NWT) and local level 
(Tłıc̨hǫ Nation) have recognized ITAC’s role 
as a centre of excellence for developing In-
digenous tourism (as seen in the signing 
of MOUs, newly formed partnerships, or 
in the seeking of services/supports) it is 
not clear what role the National Guidelines 
have in these activities (if any).

Indigenous tourism is a growing part of the 
Canadian tourism landscape and is under-
pinned by modern Agreements containing 
provisions with implications for tourism 
business development. ITAC, recognizing 
the growing demand for authentic Indige-
nous tourism experiences in Canada, devel-
oped National Guidelines to help tourism 
businesses develop and market cultural-
ly authentic products that reflect the val-
ues, decisions, and the support of their re-
spective communities. It is difficult to get 
an overall picture of the extent to which the 
ITAC national guidelines are being used in 
the Canadian context; specifically, in NWT. 
It could be because the guidelines are in-
tended as a practical guide to individual 
businesses wishing to develop authentic 
Indigenous tourism experiences but are not 
intended for any form of certification or ac-
creditation. Similarly, to be recognized as 
a business offering authentic Indigenous 

Conclusion
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Existing Guidelines and Certificates for Culturally Sensitive Tourism in Canada
 
This report examines existing guidelines or certificates for culturally sensitive tourism and attempts to assess guide-
line use by tourism businesses with cultural experience offerings in the Canadian Arctic. Additionally, the report high-
lights potential challenges and opportunities for tourism development within the constellation of legal treaties and 
Comprehensive Land Claim Agreements that formally define relationships between various levels of Canadian gov-
ernment and individual Indigenous nations. Based on a review of formal agreements, guidelines, and business web-
sites, the report found potential opportunities for tourism development within formal agreements with Indigenous 
nations, and a lack of conclusive evidence for the application of existing guidelines by tourism businesses in the Ca-
nadian Arctic, and specifically within Yellowknife, Northwest Territories.




