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Abstract
1.	 Indigenous peoples worldwide assert their cultural and political governance 

through ecological stewardship and traditional land use. With the rapid 
degradation of ecosystems globally, there is a growing need to strengthen the role 
of Indigenous knowledge systems and values in environmental stewardship. One 
promising yet understudied way to meet this need is through knowledge-bridging.

2.	 We explore how international knowledge-bridging fosters solidarity in the on-
going struggle for Indigenous self-determination and resource rights. Drawing 
from exchanges between Maasai communities in Tanzania and First Nations in 
British Columbia and the Yukon, we examine how Indigenous groups assert their 
roles as environmental stewards through distinct governance systems. Despite 
Indigenous communities being embedded in vastly different histories and politi-
cal contexts, our research highlights shared concerns about climate change and 
other stressors, underscoring the urgency of knowledge-bridging and strength-
ened connections.

3.	 Bridging Indigenous knowledge systems in environmental stewardship diversified 
ecological governance perspectives by fostering mutual support and learning. 
Our work highlights the ecological relevance of upholding cultural teachings that 
promote sustainability through arts-based methods and participatory videogra-
phy for contextually relevant storytelling. Participatory video proved to be an 
accessible and powerful tool for cross-cultural knowledge exchange. Follow-up 
interviews affirmed the impact of this method, revealing how Indigenous par-
ticipants felt empowered and motivated to support co-learning in the context of 
growing pressure on nature and its resources.

K E Y W O R D S
cross-cultural exchange, environmental governance, indigenous environmental stewardship, 
indigenous solidarity, knowledge-bridging, land and water governance, reciprocal relations
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1  |  INTRODUC TION

Indigenous peoples globally are evoking their resource governance 
practices to assert cultural integrity and self-determination on tra-
ditional lands, despite increasing challenges presented by climate 
change, geo-political threats and ongoing colonial violence. Place-
based governance and cultural prosperity are threatened wherever 
Indigenous land and resource access is interrupted (McDonnell 
& Regenvanu,  2022). Assertion of environmental stewardship has 
been shown to be an influential tool for establishing and protecting 
land tenure and rights in diverse contexts (Milgin et al., 2020; Turner 
et al., 2022). Insights provided through knowledge-bridging—shared 
learning experiences that occur at the interface of knowledge sys-
tems, while recognizing and upholding the respective integrity of 
those systems—can help enhance and reshape capacities for en-
vironmental management (Rathwell et  al.,  2015; UNESCO,  2020). 
Cross-cultural partnerships between Indigenous communities pre-
sent a distinct avenue for experience sharing, particularly around 
documenting mechanisms of natural resource management, path-
ways of knowledge mobilization and upholding cultural integrity 
(Von der Porten et al., 2019).

This article examines how cross-cultural knowledge-bridging ex-
changes between Indigenous communities in Canada and Tanzania 
foster solidarity and strengthen approaches to land stewardship. We 
describe the experiences from two cultural tours in 2019 and 2022 
between representatives of T'Souke and Tla-o-qui-aht (Nuu-chah-
nulth, ƛaʔuukʷiʔatḥ) First Nations (FN) in British Columbia, Canada and 
the Selkirk, Kwanlen Dun and Carcross/Tagish FN in the Yukon, 
Canada and Loita and Parakuiyo Maasai from Enguserosambu village, 
Ngorongoro District and Elerai village, Kilindi District in Tanzania.1 Our 
approach also emphasizes the capacity of community-based participa-
tory research (CBPR) to support and convey the outcomes of intercul-
tural knowledge-bridging related to land and water stewardship. 
Through this collaborative approach, we identified three core objec-
tives for our exchanges: (1) build capacity for maintaining cultural in-
tegrity, (2) develop land-use strategies that bridge Indigenous and 
administrative systems and (3) establish lasting relationships between 
communities. We employed participatory video (PV), an arts-based 
methodology that is considered more accessible to non-academic 
community research partners, to better understand and document the 
knowledge exchange between FN and Maasai communities about pro-
tecting traditional territories and lifeways.

Previous research demonstrates the value of Indigenous knowl-
edge exchange in environmental governance. Examples such as 
the partnership between Nuu-chah-nulth Elders and academics 
demonstrate how cross-framework knowledge sharing strengthens 
rights assertion and resource management in the Pacific Northwest 

(Atleo,  2004, 2011; Coté,  2019). While Indigenous-led research 
helps bridge gaps between Indigenous and non-Indigenous envi-
ronmental management approaches (Milne, 2022), there is a gap in 
knowledge of the value of exchanges between Indigenous communi-
ties, especially for those who are geographically very distant. While 
Indigenous cross-cultural exchanges occur globally, their impacts on 
participating communities remain under-documented. Our research 
addresses this gap by examining how exchanges between FN in 
Canada and Maasai communities in Tanzania advance sovereignty 
and sustainable resource management goals.

1.1  |  Indigenous ways of knowing and reciprocal 
relationality

Indigenous ways of knowing embody holistic worldviews where cul-
tural identities are inseparable from lands and waters. These knowl-
edge systems emphasize reciprocity—framing human–non-human 
being relationships through mutual guardianship, balance, respect 
and responsibility, which underpin values and practices (Fletcher 
et  al., 2021)—often expressed through Indigenous languages. For 
instance, concepts such as ‘Kaitiakitanga’ (Māori, New Zealand), ‘mi-
yupimaatislin’ (Cree, Canada), ‘Hishuk'ish T'sawalk’ (Nuu-chah-nulth, 
Canada), ‘X'aan áwéi wé x'wáan’ (Tagish, Canada), ‘enaboisho’ and 
‘oleng'urrua’ (Maa, Tanzania), while nuanced, all embody overarching 
principles of environmental guardianship and interconnectedness 
(Aboukakrine et al. 2025).

For the communities in this research partnership, these princi-
ples manifest in distinct but parallel ways. The Nuu-chah-nulth worl-
dview of Hishuk'ish T'sawalk means ‘everything is one’ (Coté et al., 
2019), while Carcross/Tagish FN Elders speak of the connection be-
tween ‘how we walk [and] how we talk’ to express linguistic-cultural-
nature relationships. Similarly, the Maasai concept of ‘oleng'urrua’ 
describes the idea of living a good, fulfilling life in unity with oneself, 
one's community and the natural world. Such concepts of human–
environment reciprocity form the theoretical foundation of our 
knowledge-bridging work.

Through reciprocal relationships—encompassing people, com-
munities and ecosystems—traditional lands sustain ceremonies, 
place names, migration, healing, livelihoods and knowledge sys-
tems. These dynamic relationships create positive feedback loops 
benefiting both human and natural systems (Díaz et  al. 2018; 
Ojeda et al., 2022). Reciprocity guides Indigenous land-use prac-
tices embedded within ecosystem dynamics, vital for maintain-
ing resilient, biodiverse landscapes (Bliege-Bird & Nimmo, 2018; 
Schuster et  al.,  2019). Our work examines how stewardship en-
hances ecosystems and societal well-being, while considering 
strategies to strengthen Indigenous land and water governance. 
We recognize the importance of context—including worldviews, 
colonial legacies, political backdrops and environmental factors—
in understanding diverse Indigenous ways of knowing. Drawing 
examples from specific communities, we illustrate how biocultural 
connections persist through place-based practices.

 1Tanzanian partners include two organizations collectively representing several Maasai 
groups and working in solidarity as part of the larger program in different capacities. 
Ereto Maasai Youth (EMAYO) is a youth and social development organization in Tanzania, 
and The Enguserosambu Forest Trust (EFT), a community forest management authority 
established to manage resources within community forest lands in four villages: Ng'arwa, 
Orkiu, Naan and Enguserosambu.
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    |  3BELL et al.

Despite colonization's disruptive impacts, First Nations (FN) 
have persistently upheld their cultural traditions, knowledge 
systems and place-based practices for environmental steward-
ship across North America. Through their ancestral knowledge, 
Carcoss/Tagish FN (C/TFN) navigate contemporary challenges 
while honouring their cultural heritage and fulfilling their respon-
sibilities as stewards of their traditional territories. Traditional 
principles of the Carcoss/Tagish, as well as other FN in Canada, 
emphasize the need to give back after taking. Adherence to tra-
ditional laws fosters congruence among the community, non-
human beings, land and water through reciprocity. Giving back 
involves offering prayers, ceremonies, guardianship and sharing 
knowledge. For example, in 2017 C/TFN, Kwanlin Dün FN, and 
Ta'an Kwäch'än Council formulated an Indigenous Land and Water 
Relationship Plan with the objective of forming a unified vision 
for the land ‘rooted in Indigenous story, law, knowledge and af-
firmed by western science’. Their Elders named the initiative Aat 
á x yaa has na.át. aáni ka heen (Tlingit) or Nän ye chu ye ts'àd-
näl (Southern Tutchone), meaning How We Walk with the Land 
and Water (https://​www.​howwe​walk.​org/​). This initiative reflects 
broader efforts by First Nations in Canada to protect their land 
rights and maintain relational worldviews in the face of ongoing 
external pressures and environmental threats.

The Maasai, nomadic pastoralists of Eastern Africa, possess 
a worldview shaped by distinctive cultural heritage, history and 
environment, which in turn informs their approach to land and 
water management. Central to their identity is a livestock-centric 
lifestyle, where cattle and goats hold practical and spiritual signif-
icance as gifts from Enkai. Their semi-nomadic lifestyle involves 
continually accessing pasture and water to nurture their herds, 
which provide essential food security. Societally, the Maasai are 
governed by the Olporor age-set system, which dictates social or-
ganization, leadership and community responsibilities, fostering 
collective decision-making. Young men undergo rites of passage 
as morans, cultivating traits of strength and courage, before be-
coming senior elders and tribal decision-makers. Young women, 
taught in caretaking and community responsibilities, evolve into 
cornerstone family figures and respected educators and mentors. 
Elders, revered as reservoirs of wisdom and resource guardians, 
regulate access to water and grazing lands, ensuring equitable use 
and long-term rangeland sustainability. Maasai cosmology thereby 
embeds a multigenerational, place-based framework that rein-
forces reverence for the interconnectedness of land, water, wild-
life and livestock, solidifying their role as stewards of rangeland 
ecosystems.

The Maasai maintain a congruent relationship with their en-
vironment, contributing to their enduring cultural identity in East 
Africa and pivotal role in conserving their homelands. For instance, 
like First Nations in Canada (White et  al.,  2011), Maasai cultural 
burning is integral for maintaining ecosystem structure and func-
tion in the Greater Serengeti and Tarangire-Manyara regions, pre-
venting woody shrub encroachment into meadows and enhancing 
diverse, high-quality forage for cattle and wild ungulates. Combined 

with elephant presence and pastoralist land management (e.g. suc-
cessional/seasonal grazing), this fosters savanna and woodland–
shrubland growth, highlighting fire and grazing as key conservation 
tools in East African ecosystems (Melubo,  2020; Nelson,  2012). 
However, the imposition of park systems (Baker et  al., 2021) and 
conservation policies has often marginalized the Maasai, displac-
ing them from ancestral lands and restricting pastoralist practices 
(Goldman,  2011), leading to adverse impacts on both landscapes 
and livelihoods.

1.2  |  Interconnectedness of Indigenous 
governance and land rights assertion

The similar histories of colonial legacies and ongoing dispossession 
justify the value of intercultural knowledge-bridging. Indigenous 
groups, including the Maasai in Tanzania and FN in Canada, are 
working to protect their natural environment while seeking to assert 
their full agency in political, social and economic decision-making. 
They do so under increasing pressures from environmental degra-
dation and land privatization that undermine or disrupt continuity 
in their knowledge systems, ethical principles and custodial rela-
tionships with the environment (Adger, 2000). Interrupted land as-
sociation systems in Canada and Tanzania endanger food security 
(Coté, 2022; Poirier & Neufeld, 2023) and threaten to erode com-
munity climate change resilience, wherein altered landscapes and 
biodiversity losses can compound threats to Indigenous systems 
of food and medicine (Kiffner et al., 2022; Turner et al., 2013). For 
instance, state-operated parks and protected areas often displace 
local communities, disrupting traditional stewardship practices and 
well-being (Baker et al., 2021). This is particularly acute for Maasai 
communities across Tanzania (McCrummen, 2024), who face ongo-
ing land displacement and sub-Saharan Africa's disproportionate 
climate impacts, including faster temperature rise, extreme drought 
and water scarcity. The capacity to enact environmental steward-
ship is reliant on socio-ecological contexts encompassing social, 
cultural, financial, infrastructural, educational and institutional capi-
tal, which interact to produce social and environmental outcomes 
(Bennett et al., 2018).

Indigenous agency over traditional lands and natural resources 
has been linked to deeper engagement in environmental stew-
ardship activities that, in many cases, advance biodiversity con-
servation objectives while maintaining cultural landscapes and 
livelihoods (Baird & Dearden,  2003; Bray & Velazquez,  2009; 
COP15,  2022). Consequently, while Indigenous peoples collec-
tively make up around 5% of the global population, they are pro-
tecting 80% of the world's remaining biodiversity (Fleck,  2022). 
Ecological stewardship, such as through the Tla-o-qui-aht Tribal 
Park case study, offers an avenue through which Indigenous 
peoples assert land and water resource governance (Murray & 
King, 2012). Both the Intergovernmental Panel on Change (IPCC) 
and the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD, 2018) now rec-
ognize Indigenous knowledge systems as central to biodiversity 
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4  |    BELL et al.

conservation and climate justice (Reed et  al.,  2022). However, 
many state actors still do not fully recognize Indigenous knowledge 
systems and rights, particularly in Tanzania, where Indigenous 
rights lack formal recognition and in Canada where treaties are 
not always honoured (Downie, 2016; Selemani, 2020). Our work 
therefore emphasizes the importance of strengthening Indigenous 
capacity for environmental governance through knowledge-
bridging and solidarity.

2  |  METHODS AND STUDY CONTE X T

The project emerged from long-term relationships between part-
ner organizations Kesho Trust, the University of Victoria (UVic), 
the Enguserosambu Forest Trust (EFT) in Tanzania and several 
Indigenous communities in Canada and Tanzania (Supporting 
Information S1). The cultural tours described here were part of 
a multi-year study program to strengthen Indigenous relations 
and cultural connections globally. Our insights draw from a 2019 
cultural tour with Loita Maasai members visiting British Columbia 
(BC) and the Yukon, Canada, and a 2022 tour in Tanzania with 

C/TFN members and the research team from UVic (Figure  1; 
Supporting Information  S2). The 2019 tour included 2 weeks 
of activities that enabled dialogue, presentations and the re-
ciprocal exchange of culture and ceremonies between Maasai 
and First Nation members. Maasai representatives engaged in 
on-the-land learning, field excursions and traditional activities 
including canoe carving, cedar bark harvesting (Figure  2a), sto-
ries, songs, drumming, dancing and feasting traditional foods, 
while sharing elements of their own culture. The 2022 Tanzania 
study tour included members from Carcross/Tagish First Nation, 
the University of Victoria and several Maasai communities and 
pastoral-based organizations (Figure  2b). A similar process was 
facilitated during the two-week tour, incorporating video sto-
rytelling of cultural activities, discussions with communities 
and government officials and project team reflections on cross-
cultural knowledge-bridging.

We positioned these exchanges within an ‘ethical space’ frame-
work—a structure for respectful engagement that maintains the 
integrity of distinct knowledge systems (Ermine,  2007). In imple-
mentation, this involves relationship-building through discussion 
and reflection, underpinned by trust and respect, to enable mutual 

F I G U R E  1  (a) C/TFN welcomed members of the EFT in Carcross, Yukon, Canada in 2019; (b) Enguserosambu and Elerai village leaders 
with members of C/TFN in Tanzania in 2022.
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    |  5BELL et al.

learning and reshaped approaches to community empowerment 
(Nikolakis & Hotte, 2022).

2.1  |  Research team and community partners

Our team brings together researchers and community leaders 
of both Indigenous and settler backgrounds. Two authors are 
Indigenous leaders: Sean McDougall (C/TFN) and Emmanuel Ole 
Kileli (Loita Maasai), both with extensive experience in cultural 
heritage, community development and environmental conserva-
tion. Other team members are non-Indigenous community-engaged 
scholars specializing in participatory research, cultural land-use 
mapping and environmental stewardship with Indigenous communi-
ties. This collaboration integrated diverse perspectives while ensur-
ing Indigenous leadership remained central throughout the research 
process.

2.2  |  Research design, data collection and analysis

In 2019, three representatives from the EFT were elected to rep-
resent their organization for the cultural exchange in Canada. Over 
2 weeks—EFT representatives (Samwel Nangiria, Mark Talash, 
and Nalaimuta Makeseni) joined by Phil Dearden (UVic), Crystal 
Tremblay (UVic) and Bruce Downie (Kesho Trust) on the tour—the 
group visited T'Sou-ke and Tla-o-qui-aht FN on Vancouver Island 
before travelling north to the Yukon to meet with Selkirk, Kwanlin 
Dün and Carcross/Tagish FN. Maasai delegates also presented on 
their culture and traditional territory management at public forums 
at UVic and in Whitehorse. EFT delegates and C/TFN members 
formed strong connections during the visit, leading to further cul-
tural exchanges to address community-identified research needs 
in Tanzania. Those research activities occurred between 2021 and 
2022 on several thematic areas including climate adaptation, migra-
tion, economic development and cultural land-use mapping. C/TFN 

elected five members for the 2022 cultural tour in Tanzania, includ-
ing youth and senior leaders from heritage and land stewardship 
departments.

We used multiple methods to document and analyse these ex-
changes. We found the use of participatory research methodologies, 
including participatory video, a particularly effective tool for knowl-
edge transfer, leadership development and community mobilization 
(Tremblay & Harris,  2018; 2022). Video storytelling in particular 
enables communities to consolidate and convey their experiences 
through a non-hierarchical platform valuing self-representation 
and lived experience connected to place (Kindon et  al.,  2007; 
Tremblay, 2013).

Participatory video served as an inclusive methodological 
tool during both tours, capturing key learnings, stewardship 
practices and cultural connections. In 2019, we recorded over 
50 h of video footage documenting cultural activities, discus-
sions and interviews with the research team (Supporting 
Information  S3). Our research team actively participated in all 
aspects of video production: conducting interviews, document-
ing significant sites and stories, and editing footage. Team mem-
bers facilitated a digital storytelling workshop to guide the 
process both in 2019 and again in 2022 so that members felt 
confident using the equipment and story development process. 
In fall 2021, we released the short film ‘Indigenous Connection’,2 
which explores these shared interests and concerns from the 
2019 tour. Building on this approach, we documented the cul-
tural exchange in 2022 and produced a second film in 2023 titled 
‘Indigenous knowledge bridging of land and water stewardship’.3 
Our team curated the stories and interviews for both final vid-
eos, which subsequently shaped the thematic analysis, narrative 
and key findings of this article. The films were produced using 
both English and Maa subtitles to ensure accessibility to commu-
nities in Tanzania and Canada.

 2https://​vimeo.​com/​57417​8801; http://​www.​theke​shotr​ust.​org/​pr/​ikg/​.
 3https://​vimeo.​com/​80685​8317.

F I G U R E  2  (a) Maasai representatives (left) and Nuu-chah-nulth artist from the Tla-o-qui-aht Nation (far right), during a visit to learn 
about cedar bark harvesting practices in 2019; (b) Maasai elders (centre) in Elerai, Tanzania sharing traditional knowledge with C/TFN 
representative (far right) through a young community interpreter (far left).
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6  |    BELL et al.

Our work examines how Indigenous intercultural exchanges 
can serve goals of reinforcing existing reciprocal human–environ-
ment relational structures, strengthening resource governance 
systems, and supporting Indigenous cultural identities through 
fostering pathways toward improved cultural and land rights as-
sertions. Drawing insights from both tours, we reflect on par-
ticipant narratives from the PV process to capture community 
perspectives and follow-up interviews—conducted with Maasai 
and Carcross/Tagish First Nation community leaders following 
the 2022 tour to explore short- and long-term impacts—to allow 
for retrospective reflections. Quotations represent data collected 
from both interviews and videos. This research project received 
approval from the University of Victoria Human Research Ethics 
Board (application number #21-0345).

3  |  RESULTS

Our thematic analysis from the two participatory videos and inter-
views revealed several key findings as an outcome of the cultural 
exchanges related to Indigenous solidarity and empowerment; 
human-environment relationality and environmental stewardship; 
and cultural integrity and land rights assertions.

3.1  |  Indigenous solidarity and empowerment

The exchanges revealed strong connections through recognition 
of shared challenges and approaches to land stewardship. As one 
Maasai leader observed during the 2019 tour, ‘Indigenous communi-
ties all over the world are in the same struggle to secure our lands 
and retain our culture’. These connections deepened through shared 
ceremonies, healing practices, commonality in land and water rela-
tionships, similar Elder roles in knowledge transmission, recognition 
of parallel colonial impacts and shared experiences in defending 
traditional territories. A Maasai woman leader, in a post-2019 tour 
follow-up interview, demonstrated the lasting impact of these con-
nections by explaining how the experience strengthened her role in 
the EFT:

At the community level, the trip fostered my 
Enguserosambu Forest Trust role over traditional for-
est management. The trip has made our community 
understand that there are other Indigenous commu-
nities [with] whom we share commonalities and [that 
we] have the capacity to manage our own affairs…For 
me, solidarity is key and will enable us to create a big 
space for influencing narratives, policies, legal frame-
works, and recognition of Indigenous stewardship. 
I myself, and my community are looking forward to 
furthering collaboration and partnership with other 
Indigenous [peoples] and FN in Canada.

This reflection illustrates how intercultural exchanges—through 
shared experiences and mutual support—can exemplify important 
first-hand channels of Indigenous-led land stewardship elsewhere, 
which can further strengthen solidarity around resource governance:

The success we have achieved as Indigenous people 
in Canada on land rights and social and cultural issues 
did not come overnight. It was a long-time process 
that involved lobbying and advocacy by a united com-
munity of Indigenous peoples, with a cost of life and 
resources. As the Maasai of Tanzania, you should not 
give up but rather stand up for your rights and way of 
life because the future remains bright.

—C/TFN leader

Self-reflection relates how individuals perceive their place 
in the world. It is dynamic, evolving through new experiences, 
ideas and circumstances, which can shift perspectives and ac-
cordingly alter beliefs, values, opinions and interactions (Tremblay 
& Harris,  2018). We found evidence that, through solidarity ele-
ments, the exchanges helped catalyse important shifts in how 
participants viewed their respective community roles. Two years 
following the 2019 cultural tour in Canada, one Maasai leader 
shared her perspective as a woman, saying ‘[t]he trip has enhanced 
my family cohesion … [and] ignited the importance of our mother 
tongue at my personal level and I will ensure that my kids are flu-
ent. … [It] increased my confidence and courage as a woman to 
mobilize for women[s] participation in decision making, and gover-
nance processes’. These sentiments reveal that feelings of agency 
can translate into acts of leadership and community advocacy or 
mobilization on issues of importance. It further underscores the 
role of secure land tenure and community support in empowering 
women and enhancing their participation in decision-making at the 
community-level (Baird et al., 2024).

Female representatives of C/TFN likewise shared struggles around 
destruction and lost access to vital land and water resources. For 
both Maasai and Indigenous Canadian women, giving expression to 
familiarity in these shared challenges brought about recognition of 
their unique roles and perspectives in climate advocacy and resource 
governance. Observing another culture's societal structure prompted 
reflections one's own place within society that appeared to shift per-
spectives towards renewed cultural connectivity, thereby reinforcing 
cultural identity and sparking interest in language revitalization, which 
could also serve environmental knowledge regeneration.

Within communities, reflections by C/TFN youth highlight 
intergenerational solidarity as a key outcome. Developing youth 
leadership requires strong family and community networks 
(Hausknecht et al., 2021). Indigenous elders strengthen cohesion 
by transmitting knowledge, values and traditions, fostering reci-
procity (Viscogliosi et al., 2020). Video and storytelling engaged 
multiple generations, deepening youth self-reflection and com-
munity belonging. One C/TFN youth described how witnessing 
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    |  7BELL et al.

Maasai intergenerational bonds brought ‘extreme meaning, be-
longing, and purpose’, influencing their work at home. These 
findings align with research linking youth-elder engagement to in-
creased self-worth and cultural competencies (Nystad et al., 2014; 
Reo et  al. 2017; Wexler,  2014). Youth co-researchers developed 
facilitation, communication and research skills, using video and 
photovoice to express enthusiasm for multigenerational well-
being and strengthen leadership capacity.

3.2  |  Human–environment relationality and 
environmental stewardship

Voicing the link between ecosystem preservation and Maasai 
and FN' social, cultural and economic well-being reinforced their 
identities as land caretakers. A Selkirk First Nation representative 
spoke on foundations of ecological stewardship, saying, ‘FN are 
part of the land, and the land is part of the FN people…we live in 
harmony in a way that supports one another’. Similarly, a Tla-o-
qui-aht First Nation member spoke to guiding principles of tra-
ditional territory governance, noting an ‘ancient responsibility to 
ensure the wellbeing of not only our people, but the environment’. 
Relationality was recognized as integral to Indigenous identities 
and governance, reinforcing their role as land stewards across 
generations.

The tours further explored mechanisms for establishing and ex-
erting territorial land rights through such foundational ecological 
stewardship. Documenting and applying traditional knowledge is 
crucial for asserting environmental stewardship. The Loita Maasai 
shared their experience in establishing the EFT to strengthen tra-
ditional environmental management and build regional and inter-
national partnerships. In exchange, First Nation members offered 
their expertise in cultural mapping for land claims and oral history 
preservation.

The knowledge-bridging exchanges generated tangible out-
comes. EMAYO, a youth-led organization, works to strengthen pas-
toral livelihoods through local knowledge initiatives in education, 
water access, human rights, economic development and resource 
management, with special attention to youth and women. Through 
this collaboration, EMAYO's Executive Director reported how the 
PV project enhanced their research capabilities and created new 
employment opportunities for community members. The 2019 ex-
change particularly influenced Maasai land management practices: 
after learning about First Nations' approaches to cultural and land-
use mapping, communities in Enguserosambu Ward launched their 
own traditional knowledge mapping initiative. They interviewed 
more than 50 elders and created a comprehensive atlas4 that now 
serves as a vital tool for documenting historical and contemporary 
land-use practices for local authorities, emphasizing the significance 
of customary land rights in sustaining cultural practices and enabling 
ecological stewardship.

3.3  |  Cultural integrity and land rights assertions

First Nations in Canada and the Maasai share some concerns about 
Western cultural dominance, as both groups navigate challenges 
within historical and contemporary colonial contexts. For FN and 
Maasai, approaches to traditional practices may differ—with vary-
ing emphases on maintaining or regaining cultural elements—while 
both communities often identify self-governance as important to 
upholding cultural integrity. During our research, a Maasai repre-
sentative reflected on their observations of Canadian First Nations' 
experiences:

[Among] what I have learned [is that] FN in Canada, 
are Indigenous groups who are still struggling to 
maintain or to recover their culture. I learned that 
they have negotiated their rights [with] the govern-
ment of the Yukon and the Government of Canada…
and they have final agreements and treaties that 
govern their arrangements with the government…
We have also learned from [Carcross-Tagish Nation] 
that they have come a long way in struggling to having 
their land back and recovering their culture.

This statement suggests an appreciation for steps taken by some 
FN in Canada regarding traditional lands and cultural revitalization 
within existing systemic colonial structures. While facing ongoing 
challenges, many First Nations continue to assert their rights to 
language, culture, titles and self-determination, including through 
various forms of agreements with the Canadian government. During 
her Yukon visit, another Maasai representative reflected on com-
munity capacity, suggesting that knowledge and potential solutions 
may often be found within communities themselves, noting ‘[i]t is 
possible for communities to organize themselves, to manage their 
resources and exert their rights without depending on others’. These 
perspectives point to a theme observed in contemporary Indigenous 
advocacy: the significant relationship between land and aspects of 
Indigenous identity and culture.

These shared perspectives on cultural integrity and land rights be-
tween First Nations and Maasai participants provide some evidence 
for how cross-cultural knowledge-bridging exchanges might reveal 
common challenges and aspirations in Indigenous land stewardship. 
Through these interactions, participants not only recognized parallel 
experiences with colonial systems but also identified pathways for 
strengthening their respective approaches to protecting traditional 
territories and lifeways. The Maasai representatives' observations 
of First Nations' experiences and their reflections on community-
based resource management demonstrate how these exchanges 
may contribute to building capacity for maintaining cultural integ-
rity—one of the core objectives of this knowledge-bridging initiative. 
Their insights particularly highlight how Indigenous communities can 
learn from each other's strategies for bridging traditional and admin-
istrative systems in land governance, while maintaining their distinct 
cultural approaches to stewardship. 4https://​www.​theke​shotr​ust.​org/​wp-​conte​nt/​images/​EFT_​LUO_​mappi​ng.​pdf.
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4  |  DISCUSSION

Our research highlights the centrality of land and resource relation-
ships to Indigenous identity, particularly through Indigenous-led 
land and water stewardship initiatives. Knowledge-bridging fosters 
opportunities for solidarity, mutual learning and knowledge sharing, 
contributing to ongoing efforts in environmental stewardship and 
cultural preservation. Despite distinct local challenges, shared expe-
riences in cultural preservation and land rights assertion strengthen 
support networks (Von der Porten et al., 2019). Indigenous research 
paradigms prioritize culturally relevant, respectful practices that 
advance self-determination and resurgence (Hart,  2010). Building 
on this foundation, these exchanges contribute to renewed engage-
ment in ecological stewardship while validating multiple ways of 
knowing.

This FN–Maasai partnership gives insight to effective Indigenous-
led conservation and governance approaches. The exchanges fos-
tered meaningful connections that transcend geographical and 
cultural differences. While prior research documents the value of 
Indigenous knowledge exchange (Aikau & Aikau, 2015; Truong et al., 
2018), our study identifies specific mechanisms: shared challenges 
build solidarity, direct exposure to different governance systems 
inspires new approaches and practical skill-sharing can drive imme-
diate action. Notably, impacts extended beyond the exchange, with 
follow-up interviews revealing outcomes such as improved forest 
management and strengthened women's leadership. We situate our 
work within broader narratives on Indigenous rights assertion, cli-
mate change impacts, gendered experiences and knowledge mobili-
zation—timely and complex issues.

The project's CBPR approach provided a space to discuss re-
spective challenges, barriers and successes in environmental stew-
ardship and cultural integrity, emphasizing community-led research 
for actionable outcomes that promote agency (Hall et al., 2015). As a 
platform for critical reflection, participatory methods and visual sto-
rytelling illuminated peripheral perspectives, amplifying Indigenous 
voices and capacity for transformational change that can lead to 
supporting territorial rights and governance.

4.1  |  Indigenous solidarity and empowerment

Solidarity served as both a mechanism and an outcome of the 
knowledge-bridging experience, fostering long-term relationships 
and linking Indigenous communities through shared cultural 
practices and stewardship. The Loita Maasai and Selkirk FN 
recognized similarities in traditional games, while Maasai rope 
weaving mirrored that of the Nuu-Chah-Nulth, reinforcing a 
sense of interconnectedness. Such exchanges validate individual 
experiences and contribute to broader notions around resurgence, 
self-determination and sovereignty (Barker,  2015; Von der Porten 
et  al.,  2019). Consistent with other Indigenous intercultural 
exchanges (Aikau & Aikau,  2015; Truong et  al., 2018), our study 

revealed strengthened identity, cultural focus and mutual learning. 
Solidarity, both the impetus and the outcome of these exchanges, 
emphasized the role of place-based practices in maintaining 
ecological balance and cultural integrity, particularly in the face of 
land displacements. Uncovering shared struggles deepened respect 
and strengthened resolve to assert land and water governance 
rights. Before the exchanges, some Maasai collaborators perceived 
Canada as free from Indigenous discrimination, but interactions with 
C/TFN revealed persistent systemic racism, unfulfilled agreements 
and policy inaction despite settled land claims. Conversely, a C/TFN 
member was inspired by the Maasai's resilience in defending their 
culture and land. These exchanges fostered mutual understanding 
and collective resolve in addressing governance challenges.

4.2  |  Human–environment relationality and 
environmental stewardship

Generations of Indigenous Peoples' interdependence with land, 
water and wildlife shaped advanced management systems, but 
colonization disrupted these socio-ecological relationships, causing 
environmental decline. Despite disruptions, Indigenous ecological 
knowledge is resurging, reinforcing environmental and cultural re-
silience and relational systems in contemporary conservation (Atlas 
et  al., 2021). Land-based ethics extend beyond intrinsic moral re-
sponsibilities, aiming to protect the natural world for future gen-
erations (Clarkson et  al.,  1992; Robinson et  al.,  2012). Both tours 
prompted reflections on identity, intergenerational responsibilities, 
language revitalization and cultural connectedness to reinforce re-
ciprocal relations, healing, agency and meaningful community action.

For instance, as custodians of ecological knowledge (e.g. ethno-
botanical knowledge), Indigenous women also coordinate and en-
gage in environmental policy and action, playing multifaceted roles 
in both Maasai and FN communities (Dennis & Bell, 2020; Turner & 
Turner, 2008; Whyte, 2014). The tours helped to assert leadership in 
these roles, with evidence that newfound empowerment translated 
into action in child education and advocacy for Indigenous-led land 
stewardship. Maasai representatives cited increased confidence 
in mobilizing their participation in community-level governance 
decision-making and intergenerational knowledge transmission, 
particularly through language revitalization, which links to ecological 
wisdom and conservation.

Cross-cultural dialogues also highlighted women's challenges in 
resource governance and climate advocacy and emphasized their 
unique role navigating threats in ecological systems amid the global 
environmental crisis. As primary stewards of food and medicinal 
plants (IWBN, 2004), Indigenous women are uniquely aware of cli-
mate change impacts on ecological processes, from drought-induced 
food insecurity in Africa to shifting plant habitats in Canada. Under 
climate change, Indigenous women face unique challenges in sus-
taining fragile ecosystems while fulfilling responsibilities to family, 
community, and land (OSAGI & UNPFII,  2009). Their narratives 
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highlight how climate disruptions threaten societal systems and em-
phasize the need to integrate their experiences into holistic land-
community resilience strategies.

Indigenous and non-Indigenous youth are often seen as climate 
change ambassadors (MacKay et al., 2020). C/TFN and Maasai youth 
emphasized cultural practices as key to conservation, climate jus-
tice, and territorial governance, offering unique perspectives into 
Western-Indigenous dichotomies, particularly in defining wealth, 
progress and community wellness. During the 2022 tour, a C/TFN 
youth expressed gratitude to the Maasai for their land steward-
ship, highlighting mutual support as vital in bridging colonial and 
Indigenous worldviews in environmental protections globally.

4.3  |  Cultural integrity and land rights assertions

Throughout the project, Indigenous participants emphasized the in-
trinsic link between land tenure and cultural persistence. A C/TFN 
leader expressed that Mother Earth calls on Indigenous Peoples to 
protect their land and waters, with strength drawn from their an-
cestors and communities. Indigenous guardianship between peo-
ple and ecosystems, rooted in language, ceremony and subsistence 
practices (Diver et al., 2019; Turner, 2005) is inextricably connected 
to territorial rights. Scholarship highlights the role of Indigenous 
knowledge in rights assertion and environmental sovereignty 
(Atleo,  2011; Coté,  2019, 2022). Atleo  (2011) a Chief of the Nuu-
Chah-Nulth, describes tsawalk (‘one’) to illustrate human–nature 
interconnectedness, a key philosophy in addressing environmental 
and political crises. Contributions from scholars such as Todd (2014), 
Tynan (2021), Reid et al. (2021) and Whyte (2013, 2018) deepen un-
derstanding of Indigenous relationality. Our findings build on this 
literature, reinforcing research frameworks centered on reciprocity, 
human–environment caretaking and cross-cultural knowledge ex-
change for relational accountability (Comberti et al., 2015; Costanza 
et al., 2017; Ojeda et al., 2022).

The cultural exchanges have provided some contribution to com-
munity advocacy and policy engagement capacity through shared 
experiences of community connections and environmental stew-
ardship. Indigenous communities in various contexts often engage 
in rights advocacy, seek to participate in decision-making processes 
and work towards environmental and cultural goals (Brondízio 
et  al.,  2021). Through documenting and sharing cultural practices, 
governance approaches and resource use, participants explored 
examples of relationality in daily life, helping to foster new per-
spectives on environmental interactions. Maasai representatives, 
for example, expressed interest in First Nations' experiences with 
cultural mapping, land claims and policy negotiation, while the EFT 
shared insights into Maasai-led approaches to land rights and terri-
torial management. These mutual exchanges provided both groups 
with opportunities to consider different advocacy approaches and 
policy engagement strategies, and although difficult to show direct 
causation in our project timeline, provide some indication of respec-
tive efforts toward self-determination.

5  |  CONCLUSIONS

We observed that the exchanges supported Indigenous partners in 
advancing their environmental stewardship goals through cultural 
knowledge documentation, adapting tools and approaches from 
each other such as cultural mapping processes, experience sharing 
about treaty negotiations, development of new conservation frame-
works and strengthened local decision-making processes. These 
outcomes align with recent research showing how Indigenous lead-
ership in conservation produces improved environmental and social 
outcomes (Brondízio et al., 2021). However, our findings emphasize 
the particular value of Indigenous-to-Indigenous learning in building 
this capacity.

While the exchanges focussed on environmental governance, 
they simultaneously strengthened cultural preservation efforts. 
Some of the key mechanisms that were emphasised in this regard in-
clude youth engagement in traditional practices, Elder participation 
in knowledge documentation and the creation of lasting educational 
resources. Our research also emphasised women's leadership devel-
opment by recognizing their unique roles in resource management, 
enhanced confidence in governance participation and through the 
creation of support networks.

Our observations suggest that Indigenous knowledge-bridging 
may contribute to environmental governance efforts while sup-
porting cultural knowledge sharing. The interactions between First 
Nations and Maasai communities indicate that, even across differ-
ent local contexts, sharing experiences about cultural practices and 
land rights can create opportunities for mutual learning and support. 
While these findings emerge from specific community exchanges, 
they may offer insights for other Indigenous communities explor-
ing ways to strengthen environmental governance approaches while 
maintaining cultural practices.
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