
Advancing Co-Stewardship of Federal Lands 
&

Demonstrating Relational Engagement in Remnant Boreal Forests in the EUP: 

Utilizing Anishinaabe and Western Sciences to drive resilience in remnant boreal forest 
ecological systems



Overview

• Sault Tribe and our Program

• Why focus on Adaptive Management

• Why Are we interested in Remnant 
Boreal Forest Ecosystem

• Ishkode Project as a Case Study



Sault Ste. Marie Tribe of Chippewa Indians

• 53,000 Members

• Centered at Baawating (the place of the rapids)

• Unique Recognition History

• Us v. MI, 2007 Inland Consent Decree, 2006 USFS MOU

• 55,000 permits to 5,000 hunters, fishers, trappers, and 
gatherers

• Harvest estimates total 140,000 animals in all 36 
counties of the 1836 Ceded Territory

• 44 wildlife species, 15 fish species, 46 plant species



Consortium for Cooperative Ecological Resilience

• Policy barriers to effective co-management and co-stewardship of federal lands 
and culturally important species

• Developing effective ecological monitoring techniques (Anishinaabe and 
Western Science) for wildlife and plants as part of Adaptive Management 
Frameworks that will help reduce uncertainty in our management actions.

• Understanding effective methods to engage indigenous knowledges in federal 
land and species management processes



Why adaptive management as a focus?

• A structured decision analysis framework

• Combination of ecological uncertainty, 
changing conditions, and the need for optimal 
decision-making in ecosystem management 
situations.

• Structure Decision Making requires 
inclusiveness. 

• Provides a useful framework for co-
stewardship of federal lands and culturally 
important ecosystem. 

• Anishinaabe and other indigenous knowledges 
are Adaptive.



Hemiboreal Forest Co-Management Applied Research Team



Brandt, J.P., 2009. The extent of the North American boreal zone. Environmental Reviews, 17(NA), pp.101-161.







Ishkode 

Sutheimer, C.M., Meunier, J., Hotchkiss, S.C., Rebitzke, E. and Radeloff, V.C., 2021. Historical fire regimes of North 
American hemiboreal peatlands. Forest Ecology and Management, 498, p.119561.



Inter-Agency Ishkode Stewardship Plan



Approach

• Utilize Anishinaabe and Western Science to 
understand the impact of current fire 
management 

• Create an Adaptive Management Framework 
to learn to build ecological resilience and 
increase public safety



Location
• Raco and Betchlers Marsh

• Fire is a dominant force

• Well known historic location for Ojibway 
fire, hunting and gathering activities

• Aligns with other studies for both USFS 
and Sault Tribe



Community Knowledge Driven Assessment

• Focus on community knowledge and 
relationships
• Understand fire/ecological relationships and history, 

focus on species of interest
• Visiting with elders, knowledge-holders

• Semi Structured Interviews

• Engage aadizookanan and revitalize knoweldges
• Biboon Gatherings

• Field assessments with knowledge holders
• Traditional medicine, elders, harvesters



Community knowledge key points

“You know, the other thing about fire is its’ a direct connection to 
Creator…”

• Focus on respecting fire as a powerful, elder 
being

• Identified 62 individual wildlife and plant species 
that benefit from fire

• Identified 10 locations that could benefit from 
restoration of fire

• Discussed seasonality, intensity, and frequency of 
prescribed fire



Western Science Driven Assessment

• Focus on understanding the effects of fire on 
species of interest
• Leveraging our existing work in this landscape and 

collecting new field data
• Snowshoe hare habitat use

• Ruffed grouse habitat use

• Small mammal diversity/distribution
• American marten habitat use

• Camera trap studies to evaluate multispecies occupancy

• Wolf Assessment
• High resolution landcover mapping

• Evaluating recent prescribed fire treatments in the 
Raco area

• Developing pre-treatment baseline dataset for future 
fire prescriptions



Information Driven Goals and Objectives
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Sources: Esri, HERE,
Garmin, Intermap,
increment P Corp.,
GEBCO, USGS, FAO,

“…They live in the swamp but they also need to have other food. So, edge on these 
openings where you set it back and create sprouts. And that benefits the rabbit, 
plus it gives them a place to hide.”



Ishkode Plan

Betchlers Marsh Ecosystem Objectives

• Re-establish ishkode (fire) in Betchler’s Marsh. Maintain peatlands and open wetland character. 

• Reduce black spruce woody encroachment. Create opportunities for cedar and hemlock regeneration and 
recruitment. Identify opportunities to protect and promote late seral forests at fine scales. 

• Increase biological and structural diversity specifically in red pine plantations. Maintain high canopy closure 
and large wood debris recruitment in cold water streams. 

• Engage Sault Tribe members in assessing plant response, habitat change, and other monitoring activities 
through site visits and harvest reports

Waabooz - Snowshoe Hare

Desired Outcomes: Increase and maintain quality and quantity of snowshoe hare habitat.

Strategies: Increase landscape heterogeneity, jack pine thickets, and the amount of woody understory for 
horizontal cover using fire. 

Monitoring: Monitor for occupancy, abundance, and distribution. Engage Sault Tribe members in assessing 
habitat and population changes through site visits and harvest reporting.





Moving Forward

• Burn 4,800 Acres in the Betchler Marsh Complex

• Continue collecting monitoring data

• Increase community engagement

• Research and Assessments
• Collect fire behavior information (NRS & USFWS)

• Ecosystem departure modeling

• Policy Research



Eric Clark – eclark@saulttribe.net
Eric Rebitzke – eric.rebitzke@usda.gov

Paul Thompson – paul.d.thompson@usda.gov
Brenda Dale – Hiawatha and Ottawa National Forests

Dr. Robin Clark – Sault Tribe Natural Resources
Dr. Maria Spriggs Busch Gardens Zoological Park

Kali Apelt – Sault Tribe Wildlife Program 
Colton Hudak – Sault Tribe Wildlife Program
Becca Lathrop – Sault Tribe Wildlife Program

Brad Silet – Sault Tribe Wildlife Program
Dani Fegan – Michigan State University/USFWS

Dr. Gary Roloff – Michigan State University
Dr. Neil Carter –University of Michigan
Dr. Kyle Whyte –University of Michigan

Dr. Evan Wilson –CCER/MSU
Dr. Dan Grear –USGS

Dr. Erik Hoffmeister –USGS
Dr. Inez Ibanez –University of Michigan

Dr. Hector Fox –CCER/University of Michigan
Jason Hagani –CCER/University of Michigan

This project has been supported by the USFS, Sault Ste. Marie Tribe and Bureau of Indian 
Affairs through Tribal Resilience Program and the Great Lakes Restoration Initiative

Miigwetch

We would like to Acknowledge the many community members who have and continue 
to share their time and knowledge
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