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The Arteries of Our Existence
CONSERVATION AT RED LAKE

FOREWORD
Minnesota is a state with vast biological diversity. Dense
forests of spruce, cedar, aspen, birch and pine teem with deer,
moose, timber wolves, bald eagles, ruffed grouse and many
other wildlife species. But Minnesota is best known as the land
of 10,000 lakes. Loons, geese, ducks and other waterfowl dot
Minnesota’s water courses and its vast watershed system is ﬁlled
with walleye, northern pike, trout and numerous other ﬁsh.
The great expanse of waterways prompted famed Minnesota
conservationist Sigurd Olson to remark, “Rivers are woven into
our lives.”
By the time the ﬁrst Europeans came to this area, Native
Americans had already made this lush region their homeland for
thousands of years. The wildlife and wild plants of the forests,
lakes and rivers ﬁlled all their needs. Fulﬁllment came both
physically and spiritually. One of the ways the Red Lake Band
of Chippewa express this connection to nature is through their
tribal logo. A circle represents the powerful “circle of life” and
“unity without end.” The shape of Red Lake and rivers signify the
Band’s historic and cultural relationship with water.
European explorers were drawn to the riches of wildlife,
ﬁsh and plants. They quickly realized the great natural resource
wealth to be harvested from the region. Beginning in the 1600s,
fur traders reaped enormous proﬁts from the bountiful beaver
coursing through its streams. In the 19th century, Euro-American
settlers made their homes in the region with the hope of utilizing
the abundant resources. Farmers turned the prairies into massive
ﬁelds of golden wheat and loggers transformed forests into
timber.
Lakes and rivers have played a signiﬁcant historical role for
the Chippewa. Just as rivers meandered through the Chippewa
homeland, water wound its way through the daily lives of the
Chippewa people. Those waters nourished the wild rice and
walleye that the Chippewa depended upon for survival. Those
waterways also were the very pulse of Chippewa traditional
culture.
The Red Lake Band of Chippewa’s seven clans—bear,
turtle, bullhead, mink, eagle, marten and kingﬁsher—are signs
of leadership, wisdom, spirituality, health, community, courage
and cooperation. More signiﬁcantly, the clans represent the link
between ethics and the environment and the interconnection

between people and nature. The Chippewa people do not
separate themselves from the land. Harmony and the “oneness
of all things” are at the core of their life. These principles are the
driving force behind the Red Lake Band of Chippewa’s natural
resource management programs. Their conservation philosophy
is imbued with the circle of life and oneness of all things.
In the 20th century, the impacts of commercial ﬁshing
threatened fundamental elements of Chippewa life. Over-ﬁshing
caused serious declines in the walleye ﬁshery. The Red Lake Band
of Chippewa turned the tide on the walleye ﬁshery collapse.
They have done so by successfully integrating conservation,
tribal culture and economic development.
This report highlights the success of tribal conservation
efforts. I hope the story of the Red Lake Band of Chippewa will
inspire you to support tribal efforts for the preservation of wildlife
and wild places. “Unity without end” provides all of us a purpose
and a means to protect wildlife for our children’s future.
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Larry Schweiger
President and CEO
National Wildlife Federation
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The Arteries of Our Existence
Long ago, after Gichi Manidoo or Great Spirit, ﬁrst peopled the Earth, the
Anishinaabeg or Original People, strayed from their harmonious ways and
began to ﬁght with one another. Seeing that harmony and respect of all living
things no longer prevailed on Earth, Gichi Manidoo decided to purify the Earth
and did so with water. This came in the form of a deluge upon the Earth.
~Anishinaabeg (Chippewa) Creation Story

Water ﬂows through our nation’s rivers like arteries in our bodies, surging
through this dynamic, breathing planet, giving life to all organisms. Water, like
blood, is the essence of our existence.
Water is the lifeblood of the Red Lake Band of Chippewa as well. Like the
tendrils of a river, water courses through their history, culture and daily lives,
connecting the tribe with all living things.
The Red Lake Band is blessed with bountiful amounts of clean, cold water in the
form of lakes, rivers and wetlands. This resource supplies habitat and nourishment
for a diverse aquatic and terrestrial web of life that the Band has relied upon for
centuries.
Since humans rely upon and have a dramatic impact on aquatic ecosystems,
we must protect them. The Red Lake Band has been caring for their natural
resources for generations, but many resources remain at risk. Their history
is rich but their future is not manifest. Only if the Chippewa are able to
continue to rely on their pristine waters, the lifeblood of their subsistence and
culture, will they continue to thrive as a people.

Introduction
“I must look to my grandchildren and their children’s grandchildren;
I must look after the beneﬁt of all.”
~Chief May-dway-gwa-no-nind, Red Lake Band of Chippewa, 1889

The Band is descended from one of the most powerful tribes in North
America. These independent, adaptable people migrated from the Hudson
Bay region. The Anishinaabeg, or Chippewa people, undertook a journey
that brought them to northern Minnesota, a land rich in natural resources
and plentiful waters.
The Band’s biological resources are as diverse today as they were centuries
ago, providing spiritual, cultural and nutritional well-being to their people.
The central feature, Red Lake, is culturally and biologically vital to their daily

lives. Miskwagamiiwizaagaiiganing is the Anishinaabeg word for Red Lake (May,
pers. comm.). Red Lake is just as important to Band members today as when their
ancestors ﬁrst discovered its bounty.
The Red Lake region contains not only a rich aquatic ecosystem but a vast
amount of other natural resources that have sustained the Band both economically
and spiritually for centuries. The days of spear ﬁshing, harvesting wild rice, hunting,
trapping, gathering and berry picking, ice ﬁshing and tapping maple syrup have
subsided for some Chippewa. However, Anishinaabeg subsistence activities are still
practiced by many Band members today. The struggle to maintain this traditional
lifestyle is important and is constantly tested by a rising population on and off
the reservation. The goal of the Band continues to be balancing the needs of its
people, while preserving tribal natural resources.
The Band is taking steps to ensure economic success, resource sustainability
and spiritual fulﬁllment. They have sought outside help when needed, yet have
maintained their independent ideology and educated their children about the
importance of conservation issues. However, protecting natural resources, culture,
spirit and tradition is a constant learning process. Despite the Band’s expertise and
commitment to conservation, continual learning and self-examination are essential
to keeping alive their ties to the land, water, wildlife and to their past.

A Look into the Past
“At some time there shall come among you a stranger, speaking a language
you do not understand. He will try to buy the land from you, but do not sell
it; keep it for an inheritance to your children.”
~Asiniiwab, Red Lake Band of Chippewa, 19th Century

The Red Lake Band of Chippewa are known as the Anishinaabeg, or
“The People.” With Euro-American settlement, other spellings and references
developed, including Ojibway, Ojibwe and the interchangeably used Chippewa
or Ojibwa. The Anishinaabeg are one of the largest tribes in North America. Their
lands extend along the shores of Lake Huron and Superior and continue westward
through Minnesota to the Turtle Mountains of North Dakota (Tiller, 1996). Some
archaeologists believe that Native Americans have occupied Minnesota’s Red Lake
area for nearly 10,000 years since the recession of the continental ice sheets and
drainage of Glacial Lake Agassiz.
During the 18th century, Euro-American westward migration signiﬁcantly
affected Anishinaabeg settlement. As the Anishinaabeg were pushed westward
into Minnesota, it became essential to battle the Dakota Sioux for land (IRMP,
2000). Using weapons obtained from Euro-American traders, they “began a
period of hostile attacks on other Native American societies in Wisconsin and
neighboring northern Minnesota” (IRMP, 2000). The Chippewa’s expulsion of
the Dakota tribes from these lands facilitated the establishment of their current
homeland.

French Arrival and the Fur Trade
In 1732, French fur traders established the ﬁrst fur trading post in the
Northwest Angle of Chippewa territory. This encroachment placed great stress
on Chippewa society and land by depleting a once abundant source of game for
the fur trade. French traders furthered their economic ventures by taking Native
American women as wives. Native women had extensive knowledge of the land
and environment which fur traders relied upon to exploit resources.

Treaty Period with the U.S.
Like other U.S. tribes, the late 1800s and early 20th century represented
a period of signiﬁcant land loss to the federal government for the Band. Their
lands were “ceded” or surrendered during treaties and formal agreements. Prior
to 1863, the Band controlled over 13 million acres in northwest Minnesota,
northeast North Dakota and Canada. By 1905, the Band was conﬁned to current
land holdings around Red Lake, known as the “Diminished” Red Lake Reservation.

The term “Diminished Reservation” refers to land the Band retained
following treaties and agreements with the federal government. Other
lands ceded to the United States government by treaty, but subsequently
restored to the Band, are commonly termed the “Ceded Lands.” Most
of these parcels are located between the Diminished Reservation and
the Canadian border, or at the Northwest Angle of Minnesota.
One goal of these treaties and agreements was to parcel out
reservation lands to tribal members, while “left-over” lands were sold
to private interests. Ultimately, participation by most tribes resulted
in checkerboard patterns of Indian land holdings within the original
reservation boundaries. Today, much of the land within the boundaries
of other reservations is in private (non-Indian) ownership.
The establishment of reservations limited movement and prompted
development of permanent villages among the Anishinaabeg. The
Red Lake Band, conversely, was the only tribe that refused to sign the
Chippewa Treaty of 1854 ceding tribal lands. When the Band signed
the 1863 Old Crossing Treaty, giving them ofﬁcial federal recognition, it
gave up more than 11 million acres of its richest agricultural land to the
state of Minnesota in exchange for ﬁnancial compensation.
Due to the foresight of Red Lake chiefs who protested the
dispossession of their land and refused to participate in the Nelson
Act of 1889 (Minnesota’s application of the Dawe’s Allotment Act of
1887), the Band has political status today that is very different from all
but one other tribe in the U.S. The reservation is often referred to as a
“closed reservation.” The term “closed” refers to the large contiguous
blocks of tribally owned land where public access is restricted and the
tribal government has full sovereignty, subject only to Congressional
action. The Band has the right to limit who can live on and visit the
reservation.
For centuries, the Band has adamantly refused the encroachment of
both state and federal authorities on their sovereign rights as a tribe. “As
the Red Lake Tribal Council exercises their powers of self government,”
tribal ofﬁcials point out, “they do so by reason of their aboriginal tribal
sovereignty, not by the delegation of those powers from the federal
government” (Beaulieu, 2003).

Lands of the Red Lake
Band of Chippewa
“This property under discussion, called Red Lake, is my property.
These persons whom you see before you are my children. They
own this place the same as I own it. My friends, I ask that we
reserve the whole of the lake as ours and that of our grandchildren
hereafter.”
~Chief May-dway-gwa-no-nind, Red Lake Band of Chippewa, 1889

The Band lives on the largest reservation in the Midwest.
Encompassing over 837,000 acres of north-central Minnesota,
and accounting for 55% of all Indian land in the region, the
reservation holdings are distributed across more than 10,000
square miles in eight Minnesota counties.
Red Lake Reservation lands fall into two general categories
based on location and ownership history. Much of the reservation
is located on the Diminished Reservation contained within a
contiguous block surrounding Lower Red
Lake and the west half of Upper Red Lake. The
largest contiguous block of ceded territories
is located at the Northwest Angle, and is
only accessible by land, through Manitoba,
Canada. These lands are scattered acreages
lying between the Diminished Reservation
and Canada.
Red Lake lands include approximately
428,560 acres of forest, 236,500 acres of
lakes, 439,043 acres of wetlands and 55
miles of rivers and streams and are a part
of the Hudson Bay watershed. Retreating
continental glaciers created the landforms
present today. The reservation contains
much of northern Minnesota’s patterned
peatlands, supporting many rare and
endangered species. They are recognized
worldwide as the largest peatland resource
outside of Alaska.

The reservation is relatively ﬂat within its borders and around its four major
towns of Redby, Ponemah, Little Rock and Red Lake. It varies in elevation between
1,060 feet at Lake of the Woods in the Northwest Angle and 1,420 feet on the
Ponemah Peninsula (IRMP, 2000). About 78% of the landscape is at or near water
table levels, leaving only 22% as upland acreage. Red Lake is the sixth largest
natural freshwater lake in the United States.
Three major vegetation zones converge on the Red Lake Reservation. Second
growth deciduous and pine forest characterize the Ponemah Peninsula and the
areas to the south of Lower Red Lake. This plant community is biologically very
diverse, both in the number of vegetation types and the species of wildlife it
supports. To the west lie the marsh/wet prairie/oak savannah zones typiﬁed by
sedges and wet grass species with some areas of lowland brush. In the north,
boreal swamp conifer and bog associations predominate, while upland islands are
often pure stands of aspen or jack pine.
The reservation’s northern latitude makes for harsh, cold winters, a part of life
in Minnesota. The approximately 9,600 Band members must deal with an average
January temperature of 4 degrees Fahrenheit, although summers bring a burst of
lush, green landscape and July temperatures averaging 68 degrees Fahrenheit.
Average annual rainfall is about 22 inches, most falling in the spring. An average of
70 inches of snow falls annually and winter snow depths vary between six inches
to more than three feet.

A Wealth of Resources
“[Englishmen], we are not your slaves. These lakes and the woods and
mountains were left to us by our ancestors. They are our inheritance, and
we will part with them to none.”
~Anishinaabeg Chief from History of the Ojibway People

The Band’s wealth is their diverse natural, cultural and spiritual resources that
have sustained them since their arrival in the region. The Anishinaabeg became
skilled craftsmen of birch bark canoes which carried their rice and ﬁsh across lakes
and along river “highways.” They also used birch bark to cover their summer
waaginogaan, or shelters. Historically, the Band relied on subsistence ﬁshing as the
staple of their diet. This tradition holds true today. On the reservation, walleye and
yellow perch are the species of principal importance. Sugar maple trees supply
them with maple syrup and granulated sugar. Additionally, thick forests are an
important source of commercial income and wildlife habitat.
White-tailed deer, moose and beaver were traditionally very signiﬁcant,
supplying clothing, food and medicine. Their hides covered Chippewa winter
shelters and sweat lodges. Beaver hides were also an important source of income

and bartering, especially during the peak fur trading days. Although
walleye is considered one of the Band’s more important commercial
endeavors, the wild rice industry is equally vital. Wild rice is grown and
sold commercially and also provides an important food source for tribal
members.
Fishing, hunting and gathering are as important today as they
were 200 years ago. Time has changed some aspects of this cycle, but
the traditional importance and reliance on harvest and use of natural
resources has remained. The desires of Band members to purchase
modern-day products and goods has led to a resource-based, cash
economy of ﬁshing and logging that began early in the 20th century.
However, in recent years, increased use and harvesting efﬁciencies
have raised concerns about resource depletion, leading the Band to
pursue conservation measures and seek additional avenues of economic
diversiﬁcation (Whitefeather, 2000).
The Red Lake watershed, ﬁshery and forests directly support or
affect nearly every Band member on the reservation. The Band’s Natural
Resource Management Plan emphasizes this importance, concluding,
“Ecological and biological limitations must be respected to provide
sustainable levels of harvest. Of equal concern are the cultural, traditional,
and spiritual aspects tying all Band members to the land. A critical part
of natural resource management is to perpetuate and enhance all these
values” (IRMP, 2000).

Managing for the Next Seven Generations
The Red Lake Band of Chippewa recognizes that a growing
population and inﬂuences from outside the reservation are increasing
pressure on their natural resources. The Red Lake Department of Natural
Resources (RLDNR) states that “creative resource management and
protection is needed to balance the increasingly consumptive habits of
people with nature’s ability to retain its fundamental integrity” (IRMP,
2000). The community has a collective responsibility to “look, listen and
learn,” making it easier to overcome obstacles to a harmonious balance
between themselves and the natural world (IRMP, 2000). The Band
takes a holistic approach to natural resource management that includes
planned and informed interaction with the environment to produce
equal beneﬁts for people, wildlife and the land.

Nibi (Water): The Lifeblood of the
Red Lake Band of Chippewa
“From the ﬁve Great Lakes to the great Red Lake, the Chippewa
are blessed with enormous water resources, and an enormous task
in protecting them.”
~Darrell Seki, Red Lake Band of Chippewa, 2006

The watershed nurtures many critical resources. Historically, the
entire Chippewa subsistence cycle of hunting, ﬁshing and gathering
depended upon the region’s water/wetland system. The Red Lake
watershed is not only a crucible of life for a vast number of plants and
animals, but an integral part of the Band’s life. Today, the health and
existence of these aquatic ecosystems is inevitably and undeniably linked
to their survival (IRMP, 2000).
Red Lake’s immense and diverse wetland system is one of the
primary reasons for its healthy watershed. It contains emergent wetlands,
wet meadows, scrub-shrub wetlands and forested wetlands that ﬁlter
pollutants, control erosion and ﬂooding and also protects enormous
biological diversity by supporting a large number of birds and other
wildlife. These bogs, peatlands and fens are some of the least common
wetland systems in the world. The biodiversity this watershed maintains
is immense and it has received worldwide scientiﬁc recognition (IRMP,
2000).
Basic stream and lake monitoring began in 1990, when RLDNR
received a small grant from the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).
Due to limited funding the program was able to monitor only a small
portion of the Band’s resources. Since its inception, the Water Resources
Program has expanded. With increased
staff, success in securing funding has
increased and enabled greater resource
monitoring ability. RLDNR now conducts
water quality monitoring on 22 small
lakes, 10 stations strategically located on
Upper and Lower Red Lake and several
tributaries. Additionally, RLDNR conducts
biological assessments of stream health
that include water quality, ﬁsh and
invertebrate life and habitat evaluations
(Rohde et al, 2005).

The main objectives of the Water Resource Program are to protect
and enhance the diverse water resources of the Red Lake Band. This
includes development and maintenance of a program with the capability
for monitoring water quality and implementing sound management
practices. Gathering water quality data helps the Band monitor changes
and enables them to respond by implementing steps for protecting and
maintaining the water quality of tribal lakes and streams. Final approval
and implementation of Tribal Water Quality Standards will facilitate
future management by providing an invaluable enforcement tool.

Watershed Education
The Band has expanded their pursuit of management beyond
the realm of pollution control and invasive species monitoring and
put signiﬁcant effort into education. An ongoing education program
designed to disseminate information to people on and off the reservation
is one of the keys to the management of the Band’s vast water resources.
The most successful non-point source pollution education tool is an
Annual Water Festival that brings together 5th grade students from across
the Red Lake watershed for an activity-based program that teaches wise
water management and pollution control practices.
Additionally, RLDNR has produced a Fish Consumption Advisory
to provide safe-eating guidelines for the consumption of ﬁsh caught in
mercury-contaminated lakes on the reservation. The Red Lake Water
Program also provides learning opportunities through high school and
college internship programs. Using these activities, the Band is providing
a showcase for the reciprocal relationship between people and the
environment. They have planted a seed in children’s minds they hope will
blossom, encouraging them to be the future keepers of the Band’s natural
resources.

Partnerships in Water Resource
Management
In the last sixteen years, Red Lake’s Water Resource Program has
grown from a small initiative with little funding to a modestly staffed
program capable of accurately monitoring and managing the Band’s
diverse water resources. Lakes, streams and groundwater do not follow
political boundaries, therefore there have been many opportunities to
partner with outside agencies for the beneﬁt of all. The Bureau of Indian
Affairs (BIA) and EPA have provided funding for several of the monitoring
projects RLDNR has conducted and the Natural Resource Conservation

Service’s Environmental Quality Incentive Program currently provides
cost-share funding for a well-sealing program. Partnerships with the
Minnesota Pollution Control Agency, Minnesota DNR and the Red Lake
Watershed District have been formed for cooperative management of
shared water bodies.
The Band is devoted to maintaining the optimum quality of their
watershed. Continued federal, state and private support will help
guarantee a safe, healthy watershed for future generations who rely on
it for their subsistence.

throughout the Midwest.
During and after World War II, ﬁshing pressure on Red Lake began
to rise. On the reservation, more and more Band members turned
to ﬁshing as a source of income. On the state portion of Red Lake,
sportﬁshing increased in popularity. With an increasing number of sport
and commercial ﬁshermen and more sophisticated ﬁshing equipment,
the walleye population became unstable. By 1996, over-harvest by
state anglers and tribal commercial ﬁshermen led to the collapse of the
walleye ﬁshery.

New Beginnings

Gigoonh (Fish):
The Legacy Continues
“I ask that we reserve the whole of the Lake (Upper and Lower
Red Lake) as ours and our grandchildren’s hereafter. This is our
[Ataasoowigamig (storage lodge)] and it will provide for us when
we are hungry.”
~Chief May-dway-gwa-no-nind, Red Lake Band of Chippewa, 1889

Traditionally, the Anishinaabeg used a creative assortment of
techniques for their subsistence ﬁshing in rivers and lakes during both
warm and cold weather. The Band ﬁshed for walleye, northern pike,
goldeye, sturgeon, black crappie, freshwater drum, yellow perch and
whiteﬁsh. Today, their ﬁshing techniques have adjusted to the times,
but are no less important to their spiritual and cultural ways of living.

Commercial Enterprise
Commercial ﬁshing began on Red Lake in 1917 as part of a staterun effort to provide low-cost meat products during World War I. After
the war, the ﬁshery continued as a means of providing economic beneﬁt
for the Band. The Band took over operation of the ﬁshery in 1930
after the Minnesota Supreme Court ruled the state could not be in the
commercial ﬁshing business. It was the only Indian ﬁshery regulated by
the Secretary of Interior through the Code of Federal Regulations. Until
the time of its closure in 1997, the Red Lake ﬁshery was the largest
and longest continuously operated freshwater commercial ﬁshery in
America. The principal means of harvest were gillnets, which were set
by ﬁshermen from small, outboard motor-powered skiffs. Fish were
processed at the tribe’s ﬁsh processing facility in Redby and marketed

In 1997, the Band realized that the
walleye population collapse called for
extreme action. The Band responded ﬁrst
by closing its commercial ﬁshery in 1997
and then implementing a complete walleye
harvest moratorium in 1998. The state of
Minnesota followed suit by implementing
a moratorium in 1999. The ﬁshery collapse
united tribal, state and federal agencies to
work toward a common goal: restoring the
Red Lake walleye population to a biologically
sustainable level.

Partnerships in Fishery
Management
In 1999, the Band, the state of
Minnesota and BIA signed a Memorandum of
Understanding (MOU) calling for a ten-year,
joint walleye recovery effort at Red Lake. The
MOU led to the establishment of the Red Lake
Fisheries Technical Committee made up of
representatives from RLDNR, Red Lake Fisheries
Association, Minnesota Department of Natural
Resources (DNR), the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service (USFWS), BIA and scientists from the
University of Minnesota. The Committee
developed a recovery plan which included the
moratorium, increased law enforcement and
a short-term stocking plan.

Cooperatively, the Red Lake and Minnesota DNRs
successfully stocked over 30 million walleye fry into Red Lake
during the spring of 1999, 2001 and 2003 to jump start
the recovery effort. These stockings, coupled with strong
public support and exceptional compliance with emergency
regulations, led to the extremely efﬁcient recovery of the
walleye in only seven years. A cooperative, sustainable harvest
plan was developed to preserve and protect this culturally
important natural resource. In the past, walleye harvest was
based on social and economic conditions at the time. Today,
the Band is taking a more proactive role in managing their
walleye ﬁshery. The Tribal Council and Band members have
demanded that future harvest ensures a self-sustaining walleye
population.
The successful recovery of the Red Lake walleye population
represents one of the largest freshwater ﬁsh recoveries in
modern-day America. The Band’s cooperative management
approach has become a shining example for other recovery
efforts around the nation. The recovery of Red Lake walleye was
achieved with minimal outside funding support. To maintain
the walleye population in the future, substantial investments
will need to be made in terms of ongoing biological monitoring
and regulation enforcement.
In a testament to the Band’s successful conservation efforts, walleye
ﬁshing was reopened in spring 2006. With the knowledge and expertise
of RLDNR, the Band has made difﬁcult decisions to reverse the walleye
population collapse, while simultaneously healing Red Lake and retaining
their traditional culture for generations to come.

Awesiiyag (Wildlife)
“Red Lake Band members’ lives center around a seasonal cycle
of reliance on natural resources. Fishing, hunting and gathering
activities are as important today as they were 200 years ago.”
~Bobby Whitefeather, Former Chairman of the Red Lake Band of Chippewa, 2000
The Band is the guardian of what may be considered the most
diverse wildlife of any reservation in the Great Lakes region (IRMP, 2000).
The upland forests, grasslands and wetlands of the region offer habitat

for mammals such as moose, beaver, whitetail deer, elk, coyote, red
fox, otter, mink, marten, porcupine, bobcat, lynx, black bear and the
threatened gray wolf. The reservation also contains an abundant bird
population comprised of a variety of grouse and duck species, raptors,
shorebirds and songbirds. Bald and golden eagles, sandhill cranes,
swans, loons, common terns and Wilson’s phalaropes all occur here
(RLDNR, 2003). The plentiful water habitat also harbors an amazing
array of amphibians and reptiles. All wildlife interacts in an intricate web
of cooperation with the watershed and land to form a balance, one the
Band has understood and appreciated for centuries.

Wildlife Programs
A major objective of Red Lake’s Wildlife Program is to maintain
healthy populations of game species, while allowing harvest by tribal
members. To protect and promote traditional use of natural resources,
the Band has implemented few restrictions on member hunting, ﬁshing
and trapping. However, recognizing increasing pressure on its wildlife
resources, the Band focuses on the need to monitor populations and
adjust harvest strategies to ensure these important resources are not
jeopardized. Some Band members feel that traditional taking of game
and ﬁsh should not be restricted, while others welcome regulations that
can protect naturally ﬂuctuating populations and address changing
hunting, ﬁshing and trapping pressure. The Tribal Council does authorize
special permits for taking game out of season for subsistence as well as
cultural and ceremonial purposes.
RLDNR’s Wildlife Program had its beginnings in the early 1990s. The
majority of accomplishments during the early years can be attributed
to the support received from the Circle of Flight Program (COF). This
program, administered by BIA, provides funds for tribal waterfowl and
wetlands conservation efforts in the Great Lakes Region. The Wildlife
Program is now able to participate in high proﬁle and multi-partner
wildlife habitat projects that have enormously positive beneﬁts to resident
and migratory wildlife populations. COF has helped RLDNR become a
major participant in the wildlife ﬁeld; it has facilitated partnerships with
federal, state and private wildlife agencies and catalyzed projects that
have provided important educational and research opportunities.
With support from COF, Red Lake’s Wildlife Program has participated
in thirteen habitat restoration/enhancement projects during the past
twelve years, including three North American Wetlands Conservation
Act funded projects and three large-scale projects supported by the
Legislative Commission on Minnesota Resources. Additionally, the Tribe

has completed two wildlife projects through USFWS’s Tribal Wildlife
Grants Program.
In addition to managing two Wildlife Areas, Kiwosay and Zah
Gheeng, the Band purchased the 2,522-acre Red Lake Farm (Farm) in
1994 for conservation purposes. The goal
of the Farm is to provide wildlife habitat
and manage waterfowl in conjunction
with wild rice production. The keystone of
the Farm is promoting the coexistence of
agriculture and wildlife through sound land
management planning. The Farm sustains
wetland plants such as arrowhead, sago
pondweed, smartweed and water plaintain,
attracting about eighteen different species
of waterfowl. Different habitats such as
grasslands, pasture, hay ﬁelds, brush and
wooded areas also make the Farm appealing
to wildlife. RLDNR has enhanced the Farm
to include moist soil management units,
restored oxbow habitat, wild rice, upland
food plots and grassland nesting cover and
erected artiﬁcial nesting structures. RLDNR
achieved these accomplishments through
successful partnerships with USFWS and
private environmental entities. Successful
restoration of the Farm has led to big
payoffs for waterfowl. Rare species including
marbled godwit, black terns, American
bitterns, bald eagles and endangered
Wilson’s phalaropes now ﬁnd refuge in the
area.

Partnerships in Wildlife
Management
During the course of its conservation
projects, RLDNR’s Wildlife Program
developed partnerships with thirteen
new federal, state, county and private natural resources agencies. The
relationships fostered during the course of these projects are having
positive effects reaching far beyond speciﬁc project accomplishments.
The Band’s achievements are impressive. RLDNR has created,

restored or enhanced over 15,000 acres of wetland habitat and 1,600
acres of upland grassland habitat. Wetland work ranged from activities on
large impoundments to small river oxbow restorations. Upland projects
involved restoring grassland nesting cover, construction of nesting islands
and control of noxious weeds. Over 300 nesting structures have been
placed, monitored and maintained and annual surveys are conducted to
evaluate effects of management activities. Management activities have
had an immediate, positive effect on wildlife populations, especially on
migrating and breeding waterfowl. Although it is difﬁcult to place a speciﬁc
dollar ﬁgure on the beneﬁts derived by wildlife populations resulting from
enhancement and restoration efforts, wildlife use of these sites strongly
suggests that management dollars were well spent.
The Band received the 1998 National Wetlands Conservation Award
from USFWS for habitat conservation. Graduate students from three
universities collected data on local populations of waterfowl and non-game
birds during a seven-year period and local college students completed
summer internship requirements during projects. Data have been
presented in two Master of Science theses and two Doctoral dissertations.
Additionally, each year, Red Lake High School students interested in natural
resources careers visit project sites and assist with activities as part of the
school’s Job Shadowing Program. Project activities have been highlighted
in a number of national publications and professional meetings.
Working relationships with past and current project partners have
promoted more efﬁcient communication and increased cooperation with
other resource agencies, helping to make Red Lake’s Wildlife Program a
signiﬁcant contributor in regional wildlife management initiatives.

Megwayaakwaang (Forest Area)
“Everything the [Anishinaabeg] needed was provided by the lakes,
forests, and meadows…. [Animals, plants and people] all belonged
to the balanced ecological system and…all had a right to be there.”
~Veronica Tiller, Red Lake Natural Resource News

The Chippewa once relied on a “wilderness economy” to meet many
needs. One important resource sustaining them was the area’s ﬂora. Just
as in years past, today’s varied forestland resources provide protection,
shelter, food, water, medicine, materials goods and the means for
recreation, entertainment and happiness.

Reservation lands include approximately 344,000 acres of commercial
forestland – the largest tribal forest in the Midwest. The diminished portion
of the reservation’s forestland makes up 40% of the landscape and includes
27 different tree species. Roughly 56% of the reservation’s ceded lands
are forested. Seventy-six percent of the 52,841-acre Northwest Angle is
forestland containing 14 different tree species. Managed proactively, this
enormous resource will provide sustained economic income and habitat
needed to maintain biodiversity on the reservation.
Common trees found on the reservation include aspen, paper birch,
balsam poplar, burroak, red oak, box elder and silver and red maple.
Sugar maple is harvested for its sweet tasting maple syrup. Other species
include red, jack and white pine. Typical lowland species consist of
tamarack, black ash, white ash, black spruce, balsam ﬁr and white cedar.
The reservation’s wetlands contain wild rice, duckweed, cattails and a
variety of pond grasses.
In 1873, the U.S. Supreme Court upheld Native Americans’ right to
occupy territory, but put limitations on their right to resources. Native
people had the right to clear land of timber solely for agricultural use,
but they did not have the right to harvest timber for proﬁt. That situation
changed in 1910 when Congress formalized the federal government’s
responsibility to manage Indian forests (RLDNR, 2005). Consequently,
many tribal forest enterprises fell under the control of the typically
unstable forest management policy of the BIA. The BIA governed Red
Lake forestry until 1997. Since then, the tribe has managed the forestry
program under self-governing authority (IRMP, 2000). Lack of economic
support has hindered the ability of many tribes to meet economic and
social objectives in their forestry programs (Intertribal Timber Council,
2003). Nevertheless, the Band has made substantial strides in balancing
forestry income and conservation.

Forest Types
Five forest cover types comprise the commercial forests on the
reservation: aspen, upland hardwood, swamp hardwood, upland conifer/
pine and swamp conifer. Swamp conifer is the largest cover type found
on Red Lake comprising 124,832 acres. Aspen is the second largest at
111,460 acres, and is the most signiﬁcant to Red Lake economically due
to its wide marketability and ease of regeneration. Aspen is also the single
most important species for wildlife as a source of food and habitat. Other
forest cover types are not commercially harvested but are important
culturally and as wildlife habitat.

While the entire forest is signiﬁcant to the
Chippewa, two tree species were historically paramount
to the band’s way of life: paper birch for bark and sugar
maple for syrup. Birch trees symbolized protection of
the forest, held religious signiﬁcance and had medicinal
uses. Most signiﬁcantly, birch provided many material
goods for the Chippewa, including containers for
food, material for shelter and expertly crafted birch
bark canoes. Sugar maples, locally known as
sugarbushes, provided sweet sap which was
used on much of their foods. Tribal members
continue to harvest sugar maple today (Fossen,
pers. comm.).

Forest Management
The Red Lake Forestry Program aims
to conserve forest species for the beneﬁt of
important wildlife, while also harvesting for
income. To achieve these goals, RLDNR’s
Forestry Department utilizes four different
programs:
1) forest inventory and analysis for planning;
2) timber harvest;
3) forest development staff to raise seedlings, perform site preparation, establish
plantations and improve timber quality; and
4) a ﬁre crew to provide wildﬁre suppression
and conduct prescribed burning and a
community-wide ﬁre prevention program.
The Red Lake Forestry Department
maintains a Continuous Forest Inventory
that periodically measures forest growth,
determines the volume of standing inventory
and calculates an Allowable Annual Cut. Tribal
policy stipulates that timber will be sold only
to tribal members, thereby maximizing the
economic impact of resource utilization for the
Band.
The history of pine plantations on the Red Lake
Reservation began in 1919. Initially, the Civilian

Conservation Corps was involved in tree planting.
In many instances no site preparation was done
prior to planting. Seedlings were supplied by
various nurseries in Minnesota, sometimes free of
charge or for as little as a penny apiece. Today’s
operations include modern forestry equipment
for site preparation but still rely on hand planting.
From 1979 to 2001, yearly averages of 383 acres
have been planted at Red Lake. In both 2004 and
2005, the Band established over 550 acres of new
plantations. The Band has also bolstered tribal
employment and involvement by contracting
enrolled members to perform tree-planting and
timber stand improvement projects.
Beginning in 2007, forest management on the
Red Lake Reservation will change dramatically. In
2002, a long-standing lawsuit against the federal
government concerning the mismanagement of
the tribe’s timber resource was ﬁnally settled. The
net result of this litigation is a 50-year conservation
plan to restore the Red Lake pine forest.

Staying Green
In 1978, RLDNR established a greenhouse to
support reforestation on the reservation. Seedlings
of white, red and jack pine, white and black spruce,
eastern white cedar and tamarack are produced
each year. Red Lake’s greenhouse facility is one of
the oldest and largest in the Midwest region. The
current capacity of 619,000 seedlings are grown
in two annual crops. Capacity will be increased
to over 1,000,000 per year with the construction
of a new greenhouse designed by the Band.
Upon acquiring sufﬁcient funds, Red Lake will be
positioned to supply quality seedlings for its own
forestation program and other governmental
entities in the upper Midwest.

Partnerships in Forest Resource
Management
Since 2001, the Red Lake Band of Chippewa has worked with
the Natural Resource Conservation Service (NRCS) to implement
a wide variety of conservation practices on the reservation.
Through NRCS’s Environmental Quality Incentive Program (EQIP),
Red Lake participates in cost sharing programs for activities
taking place in its forest management, clean water, agriculture
and wildlife management programs. The EQIP contracts are
designed to encourage land stewardship through environmentally
sound conservation practices. Silviculture practices such as site
preparation, tree planting (including aerial seeding) and timber
stand improvement are included. Conservation practices of
habitat restoration, prescribed burning and upland wildlife habitat
management complete the list of activities currently covered under
EQIP contracts.
Red Lake forestry has changed considerably since the days
of the early timber barons of the Great Northwoods. Today, the
Band’s management goal is to balance economic and conservation
values. Managing a forest also involves “management of wetlands,
riparian zones, waters, wildlife, recreation, roads, aesthetics, and
cultural resources” (IRMP, 2000). Reservation managers take into
account special cultural areas important to the Band and valuable
food areas for berry picking and collecting maple syrup. The Forestry
Department uses a holistic approach to meet the economic needs
of the Band and balance income with cultural sustainability, wildlife
conservation and ecological integrity, the backbone of preserving
a healthy forest.

Manoomin (Wild Rice):
A Special Crop
“[Red] Lake is a very special place to the Ojibwe people....
It’s just been a gift to us, something that’s been a means of
sustenance and also just a gift from the Creator.”
~Floyd Jourdain, Chairman of the Red Lake Band Of Chippewa, 2004

A Native Tradition
The importance of water to the Band is powerfully
articulated through the seasonal expressions of its wild rice
crop, dependent on a healthy watershed. The wild rice moon
known to the Chippewa as Manoominike Giizis is the time of
harvesting – a month when lakes are teeming with wild rice.
This special event takes place from the end of August to early
September. Although most corporations only see the proﬁt
potential of wild rice, the Chippewa harvest wild rice with more
meaningful intention.
Native only to North America, wild rice has tremendous
cultural importance. The Chippewa hold deep respect for, and
foster the sustainability of, wild rice through traditional harvest
practices. After harvesting the rice in canoes, the Anishinaabeg
“knock” some wild rice seeds back into the lake. This traditional
practice not only is a way to give thanks but also maintains
wild rice for future crop production. Additionally, some wild rice
seeds are left untouched to sustain wildlife and waterfowl.
Wild rice grows in lakes, wetlands and shallow streams. This
staple crop inﬂuenced the Chippewa’s selection of camp and
lodging sites. They chose places that provided abundant harvest
for the long winters. Harvesting wild rice can take an entire day
with the goal of ﬁlling a canoe with grains. The harvest takes
two people, one to pole and guide the canoe and the other to
knock the rice into the canoe with cedar sticks. Once harvested,
processing wild rice includes dry parching, winnowing,
milling, treading and roasting, all of which require community
participation. Teaching and learning go hand-in-hand to enjoy
the fruits of labor of a centuries-old practice. Wild rice harvesting
allows elders to interact with youth in a traditional way, sharing
techniques, culture and language. Harvesting with elders also
helps youth understand the reciprocal relationship between
themselves and their environment. The meticulous method of
harvest and preparation of wild rice reﬂects its signiﬁcance to
Chippewa culture. For centuries it has been integral to their
traditional diet and feasts (Vennum, 1988).
Unfortunately, the Red Lake Band does not have the
extensive natural wild rice it once had. The Band lost two of its
major rice producing areas: Zah-Gheeng, located on the west
end of Lower Red Lake; and the Fourth Lake area, located on
the southwest edge of the Diminished Reservation. These areas

were destroyed or heavily damaged as a result of the impounding of the Red Lake and
Clearwater Rivers by the Army Corps of Engineers beginning in the 1930s.
Although the Band is working to restore native stands and keep traditional wild rice
sustainability alive in the community, the Band has also ventured into the commercial
production of wild rice. Red Lake Nation Foods Incorporated™ is an enterprise owned
and operated by the Red Lake Band geared towards selling wild rice to the public. This
entrepreneurial endeavor by the tribe reﬂects their historic traditions of solidarity and
identity, and symbolizes how Chippewa self-determination has paved the way for other
tribes to create innovative and positive programs for the beneﬁt of their people.
Red Lake’s “food storage” moniker is ﬁtting as its tributaries have nourished
Manoomin (wild rice) for centuries, while Manoomin has nourished the Anishinaabeg and
their culture. Wild rice gathering was, and still is, a socially and culturally signiﬁcant event
taking place during special times of the year, bringing the tribal community together.
Cultivating wild rice provides a showcase for environmental education opportunities
and keeps Anishinaabeg culture thriving.

Niigaahi Keyaa (The Future): Challenges
to Conservation
“We respectfully submit that the budget appropriation process represents for us
the major avenue through which the United States government fulﬁlls its trust
responsibility and honors its obligation to Indian tribes.”
~Judy Roy, Red Lake Tribal Secretary

The Red Lake Band of Chippewa have an immense wealth of natural resources
under their care, managed by a small but dedicated group of biologists, technicians
and wardens. However, the Band lags far behind the federal and state governments
in its capacity to protect these resources. Development of this capacity takes time and
dedicated ﬁnancial resources, an area where the Band has long been disadvantaged.
Natural resource management funding comes primarily from BIA programs. Federal
budget cuts to BIA have diminished resource management capacity by an increasingly
signiﬁcant amount. Unfortunately, Acts such as the 1938 Pittman-Robertson Act, which
funds “the selection, restoration, rehabilitation and improvement of wildlife habitat,”
and the Dingell-Johnson Act, as amended, which funds aquatic education and outreach
through an excise tax on hunting and ﬁshing equipment, are not available to any
tribe – even though they pay this tax like all other citizens. Tribes are also ineligible for
Section 6 funding under the 1973 Endangered Species Act, as amended. Although tribal
members pay taxes that support this funding as well, tribes are excluded from receiving

the beneﬁts and only states are allowed to access them. Despite this
deterrent, the Band has worked diligently to augment its base budget
by seeking funds through outside entities. However, grant proposal
development and administration are time consuming and success is not
guaranteed.
The Band’s water, wildlife, ﬁsheries and forestry programs all face
ﬁnancial challenges that seem to become more difﬁcult each year.
Securing adequate funding for water quality management, wildlife
protection, ﬁsheries sustainability and reforestation is integral to the
Band’s vision for the health of their reservation and people.
The Band’s natural resource management decisions hinge on
striking a balance between culture, conservation and commerce. The
Anishinaabeg have a long history of making the right decisions at critical
points in their existence. They will come together and decide which path
provides balance and harmony between the Band and their bountiful
natural resources.

Giizhichigedaa (Conclusion)
“As an American Indian youth, I am proud of my heritage and will
continue to keep the connections to the past as we move into the
future. I have been taught to dream and to do the work necessary
to make those dreams come true.”
~ Delwyn Holthusen, Red Lake Band of Chippewa, May 1999

The Red Lake Band of Chippewa have made their home in a land
full of forests, plants and wildlife nourished by arteries of streams, lakes
and diverse wetlands. Water has been the consistent tie between the
Band and these resources. Red Lake has always been and continues
to be the center of their cultural and spiritual connection with each
other and their symbiotic relationship with their resources continues
to have a profound effect on their future. The Band has nearly come
full-circle, including a spiritual resurgence. The Tribe acknowledges the
importance of sustaining their natural resources to revitalize their culture
and tradition as part of reestablishing connections with their ancestor’s
past practices.
The Band’s goal of assuring that natural resources are conserved for
future generations of Band members has produced many successes:
• Tribal resource managers have refocused their efforts to emphasize

water quality and management.
• Water quality is now monitored regularly by
RLDNR on Red Lake and its tributaries utilizing
funding provided by EPA.
• The walleye ﬁshery has been successfully
restored by the hard work and foresight of
RLDNR in cooperation with other entities on
and off the Reservation.
• Tribal forest management has effectively
balanced economics with conservation goals.
• The Reservation has become a haven for
migratory waterfowl.
• Hunting by Band members and non-tribal
hunters is being monitored to better protect
game populations.
• Educational opportunities for tribal youth are
sparking interest in natural resource jobs on
the Reservation which will continue the legacy
of conservation.
• The management of Red Lake natural resources
has signiﬁcant potential to provide increased
employment for Band members.
Wise natural resource management is “providing indeﬁnite beneﬁts
to the Band” and looks promising for the future. With that goal in mind,
the Band will “follow a purposeful course of action and cultivate the
necessary expertise and job skills among its own people” (IRMP, 2000).
With success comes increased enthusiasm. Increasingly consumptive
habits have denigrated nature’s ability to retain its fundamental integrity.
Red Lake leaders argue that “Creative resource management… is needed
to mitigate the effects of past practices that are now often recognized as
mistakes. Methods must be implemented that allow for the use of natural
resources without further deterioration of the fabric of life” (IRMP, 2000).
There is a decided need for continued understanding, implementation
of management techniques and enforcement if the Band is to continue
to succeed in natural resource management. Without increased funding
and continued support from state and federal entities, the example the
Red Lake Band has set for other tribes and other communities will be
for naught.
Yet the future remains bright for the Chippewa. The Red Lake

Band’s approach to resource management reﬂects
the philosophy that all resources are interconnected
and must be managed holistically. Taken as a uniﬁed
ecosystem, tribal lands, wildlife and the Band depend on
each other for strength and a balanced future. They are
taking needed steps to preserve their heritage and unique
natural resources they have inherited. By doing so, their
lifeblood continues to supply them with bountiful natural
resources that preserve cultural and spiritual balance.
The Creator, Gichi Manidoo, puriﬁed the earth
with water when the Anishinaabeg, or Original People,
strayed from their harmonious ways and lost respect
for living things. Today, water harmonizes the Red Lake
Band of Chippewa with the earth and sustains hope for
their future.
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