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PREVENTING DRILLING IN THE ARCTIC WILDLIFE REFUGE: 
THE GWICH’IN TRIBES AND THEIR ROLE IN THE NATIONAL 

POLICY DEBATE: REBIRTH OF A NATION 
GWICH’IN STEERING COMMITTEE (GSC) 

 
 

“…we're fighting multimillion dollar corporations. So we have to get out there and teach 
the world.” 

Sarah James 
International Spokesperson 

Gwich’in Steering Committee 
 
It was like a rebirth of the nation," says Sarah James. For generations it had been a 
custom to gather all the member tribes together in the face of a direct threat, but a culture 
weakened by western influence and a series of bad treaty decisions had left the Gwich'in 
Nation fragmented and drifting. That was until a proposal to drill for oil in one of the last 
intact eco-systems above the Arctic Circle galvanized tribal activists to take a stand, says 
James, who now serves as an international spokesperson for the tribe. "When the threat of 
development to the caribou calving grounds became known, the oldest members of the 
tribe said we need to gather." Adds a tribal activist, "The elders heard about the 
development and they said, 'How can they do that? How can they just take the caribou 
away from us.' And they woke up, just like that."  
 
It was the first such gathering in 100 years—15 tribes from the U.S. and Canada—and it 
led directly to the creation of the Gwich'in Steering Committee, made up of 
representatives of all Gwich'in tribes in Alaska and Canada, a committee that since 1988 
has become a force to be reckoned with in the ongoing debate over whether to open the 
Arctic National Wildlife Refuge to oil drilling. "It's not just about the land. It's not just 
about the animals," says a senior staff member of the steering committee. "It's also about 
people and a way of life." As the threat of drilling and other energy-related development 
continues to loom over the tribe, the question for the Gwich'in people becomes very 
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clear: How can a small group of people bring widespread attention to an issue that 
threatens their very way of life? 
 
Relying on the Land 
 
The significance of a direct threat to the caribou herd can't be overstated, say both those 
inside and outside of the tribe. Because the Gwich'in—which means "caribou people”—
rely on subsistence hunting of caribou for food, clothing and other material, any threat to 
the herd represents a direct threat to a tribe and tribal culture already rocked by modern 
and western influences. "The native communities here have, to a certain extent, been 
devastated," says a local radio producer and non-native, who has been active in pro-
native causes. "They almost lost an entire generation due to drugs and alcohol and such 
things. Their whole system of work and support was virtually destroyed." 
 
Putting their culture and their lives back together means reinforcing the Gwich'in’s 
traditional relationship with the land and the animals that roam that land. "Up here people 
rely on the land," says a Gwich’in activist who has worked hard to pass along traditional 
culture to young Gwich'in. "You know, 60, 70 percent of the people's diet up here comes 
from the land and the number one part of their diet is caribou. Winters after the caribou 
have been here, everyone is happy; no one worries about food. When the caribou don't 
come, it's a totally different attitude with everybody." 
 
Shaping a Global Message of Human Rights 
 
To stop the type of development that the tribe fears as a direct threat to the spring 
migration of the 120,000 strong caribou herd to their summer calving grounds, the tribe 
began working on a number of complementing strategies. The tribe knew that to have any 
hope of success, it had to reach out beyond narrow parts of Canada and the U.S. to the 
world, in an effort to win support for its cause. And it had to reach out with a powerful 
message. While members of the tribe feel strongly about protecting the environment, they 
also felt that framing the issue in terms of environmental protection did not come close to 
capturing the real stakes involved. "The creator put us here to take care of this part of the 
world," says James. "And for thousands of years we've done that and we've done well. 
Nobody has the right to say we don't have that right." 
 
For that reason, any action taken by large corporations and sanctioned by the U.S. 
government that threatens that stewardship and that way of life, say the Gwich'in, aren't 
merely violations of responsible environmental policy, they are human rights violations. 
"This place is fighting for its life," says a Gwich’in activist. "That caribou out there is our 
life. What could be more important than fighting for your life?"  
 
To get that message out beyond the confines of tribal borders, the Gwich'in have been 
doggedly persistent in making contacts, presentations and alliances where and whenever 
possible all over the globe. "We used to be tucked away up here, safe," says James. "Now 
we are going to the public to tell our story." 
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Which is why shortly after the creation of the Gwich'in Steering Committee, its members 
began contacting potential allies, seeking both funding and partnerships in the cause of 
spreading the message that a potential significant violation of human rights was on the 
verge of slipping by an unwary world, and slipping by in the all-too-familiar name of oil. 
From other Native American tribes and organizations, to religious institutions, to 
environmental groups, the tribe sent out the call that it was seeking common cause in the 
clear issue of human rights and cultural survival, survival with significant and obvious 
environmental stewardship consequences. 
 
Since 1988, with very limited resources and a huge reservoir of determination, James and 
a small army of tribal spokespeople have been taking every opportunity in every 
imaginable venue—from congressional hearing rooms to international conferences—to 
tell their story, garnering widespread national and international media attention and a 
huge outpouring of outside support in a so-far successful effort to stave off development. 
"There are only 7,000 of us in 15 villages," says James. "And we're fighting multimillion 
dollar corporations. So we have to get out there and teach the world. We're not against all 
development, we are protecting our birth rights." 
 
Accentuating the Differences; Working Side by Side 
 
The Gwich'in's alliance with environmental groups has been one of the more interesting 
facets of the tribe's collaborative approach to activism. Early on, pro-development 
interests argued that environmentalist groups were merely using the tribe in a cynical 
effort to stop development. And so the tribe has made a point of clarifying its relationship 
with its environmental partners. "People have accused us of being 'footsoldiers' for the 
environmental movement, that environmental groups pay our way to go to conferences," 
says James. "No, we speak for ourselves. And we speak for all Native Americans. More 
than 400 tribes throughout the nation have signed on with us. They've signed on with us 
because they don't want what happened to them to happen to us. We still have our land. 
We still have our way of life. And that is why churches have signed on with us—mostly 
the Episcopal and Methodist churches. They understand it's a human rights issue. It's why 
the World Indigenous Women's Network has signed on with us. They are all good allies 
and we all work side by side." 
 
Relearning Stewardship 
 
Another tactic of pro-development interests in their ongoing efforts to discredit the 
Gwich'ins and their cause has been to charge the tribe with hypocrisy when it comes to 
oil and protecting the land. 
 
The tribe has been vulnerable to those kinds of accusations. Pro-development forces point 
to the tribe's own failed attempt to develop oil resources back in the early 1970s, a small-
scale effort accepted by a tribe that at the time was desperate for income and susceptible 
to the schemes of outsiders interested in exploiting the tribe and its resources. The 
scheme collapsed. "It was a small-scale oil company that was here on our terms that we 
could stop at any time," says James. When the elders learned that seismic testing for oil 
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involved blasting and other potentially significant environmental disruptions,  "the elders 
said, 'No, let's quit,'" says James, "and that was the end of it." 
 
Still, charge the Gwich'in's critics, the tribe relies heavily on generators for power and 
snowmobiles for transportation and both require fuel to operate. James acknowledges that 
the tribe is probably more dependent on oil than it ought to be, but that it is currently 
working on plans to wean itself from gas and diesel fuel. The tribe, for example, is now 
experimenting with solar energy for electricity, and beginning to practice simple 
conservation measures as a way to cut energy use. 
 
Also as a way to stem criticism—and also as a way to introduce the next generation to 
issues of environmental stewardship—the tribe has reversed decades of heedless waste 
disposal, practices that tribal activists say stemmed from pure ignorance about the 
consequences of discarding 19th and 20th century western-introduced materials in an 
environmentally careless way. In fact, the tribe is now pursuing practices to both cut 
down on the waste stream and increase recycling. "We got caught up on the western 
culture of just throwing things away," says James. "Now where we hunt and fish, it's all 
clean. Where we can, we use paper instead of Styrofoam. We try to recycle everything." 
 
One of Gwich’in’s activists says it is this broader message of taking care of the land that 
he sees now inculcating a whole new generation of Gwich'in. "One time we got a caribou 
and brought it back to the village to cook. And as we were preparing it, we noticed it had 
the cover of a tin can lodged in the top part of its mouth. And there were kids around and 
we said to the kids, 'Look what happened here. This is why you clean up after yourself all 
around you.'" 
 
New Passion in a New Generation 
 
Working to build a continued passion in younger Gwich'ins for protecting the land as a 
way to protect their way of life is an ongoing imperative, say tribal activists of all ages. 
The Gwich'in Steering Committee has supported young tribe members in efforts to travel, 
educate themselves and speak out on the issue of oil development and human rights all 
over the country and the world. James has her own special way of introducing youngsters 
to her brand of activism. At their request, she says, they come to stay with her for several 
days to discuss the whole issue of environmental protection as crucial to the tribe's 
survival. "When they're ready," says James, "they then go out into the world and speak on 
these issues and do well." 
 
So far, the message seems to have had the desired impact. "When the Bush 
administration came in and it was pushing really hard on oil development in the Arctic 
National Wildlife Refuge and it looked like it might happen, a lot of young friends 
throughout the world said, 'What are the Gwich'in going to do? We have to fight this. We 
have to take this to the streets.' Instead, we decided to have a meeting here and invite all 
our friends and all of our supporters and have a party.  Our elders and leaders honored 
and celebrated our young people and supporters, and sent a message of truth." 
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But the threat to the Caribou refuge and the Gwich'in way of life is constant, continuing 
to reemerge with each Congress, which is why all tribal representatives of the Gwich'in 
nation now meet on a regular basis, ever since their "wakeup" call in 1988. The 
gatherings are held to celebrate that awakening, to set strategy for the continuing 
campaign, and to draw everyone possible in support of the cause, especially the next 
generation that will be called upon to carry on the fight. “We are fighting toward 
permanent protection of what Congress calls the coastal plain area 1002 of the Arctic 
National Wildlife Refuge," says James. "We are protecting it as the birthplace of the 
Porcupine River Caribou Herd and for other life forms.  We call the area, 'the place where 
life begins.'  Protecting it not only means protecting animals, but also the Gwich’in way 
of life. At the moment we believe the best protection is a wilderness designation.  The 
Wilderness Bill has already been introduced in Congress to honor a decision to protect 
both the wilderness and the Gwich’in way of life.” 
 
James and other Gwich'in activists know that the key to protecting that way of life is to 
continually tell the story of their struggle, including to their own potential up-and-coming 
tribal leaders. "We have to tell our young people what's going on," says a senior staff 
member of the steering committee. "And they need to be able to tell their children and 
grandchildren what they did to protect a strong and viable Gwich'in culture." It is a story 
that has resonated internationally, and that continues to draw supporters into the widening 
circle of Gwich'in allies. "And we now have young people who tell the story," she says. 
"Who say, 'We're going to hold on to this and we're not going to let it go.'" 



Preventing Drilling in the Arctic Wildlife Refuge: Leadership Story 

6 

About the Research Center for Leadership in Action 
 
As the leadership research and development hub for the field of public service, the Research Center for Leadership 
in Action fosters leadership that transforms society. 
 
Founded in 2003 at New York University’s Robert F. Wagner Graduate School of Public Service, a top-ranked 
school for public service, the Center’s unique approach integrates research with practice, bridges individual pursuits 
and collective endeavors, and connects local efforts with global trends. RCLA scholars use innovative social science 
methodologies to address ambitious questions that advance big ideas in leadership.  
 
Public service leaders rely on RCLA to create customized leadership development and capacity-building programs 
that facilitate critical reflection, peer-to-peer learning and transformation at the individual, organizational and 
systems levels. 
 
RCLA collaborates with the spectrum of public service organizations, from government agencies to nonprofits and 
community-based groups across the country and around the world. Partners include more than 700 social change 
organizations, universities and leadership centers in the United States and abroad, local and state government 
leaders, and major foundations and corporations including the Edna McConnell Clark Foundation, Annie E. Casey 
Foundation, Rockefeller Foundation, AVINA Foundation, and Accenture. Learn more at 
http://www.wagner.nyu.edu/leadership. 
 
About the Leadership for a Changing World Program 
 
Leadership for a Changing World (LCW) is a signature program of the Ford Foundation designed to recognize, 
strengthen and support social change leaders and to highlight the importance of community leadership in 
improving people’s lives. 
 
The LCW Research and Documentation Component is housed at the Research Center for Leadership in Action at 
NYU’s Robert F. Wagner Graduate School of Public Service. LCW uses three parallel lines of inquiry 
ethnography, cooperative inquiry and narrative inquiry – to explore questions related to the work of leadership. 
RCLA is committed to developing participatory approaches to research and uses dialogue with LCW participants 
as a core of the research process. While the award portion of the program has concluded, RCLA continues to 
partner with nonprofit organizations to develop together new understandings of how social change leadership 
emerges and is sustained. 
 
Learn more about Leadership for a Changing World at http://www.leadershipforchange.org, and learn more 
about the RCLA Social Change Leadership Network at 
http://wagner.nyu.edu/leadership/our_work/social_change_network.php. 
 
About the Electronic Hallway 
 
The Electronic Hallway at the University of Washington Evans School of Public Affairs is an unparalleled online 
resource for quality teaching cases and other curriculum materials. University-level faculty and instructors 
throughout the United States and in many foreign countries use Electronic Hallway materials to create a dynamic 
and interactive learning environment in courses related to public administration and a variety of policy topics. 
Learn more at http://www.hallway.org.  
 
About the Evans School of Public Affairs at the University of Washington 
 
The Evans School of Public Affairs is the preeminent school of public policy and management in the Northwest, 
ranked 14th nationally among schools of public affairs by US News & World Report. Our approach draws on the 
school’s many dynamic partnerships with public, nonprofit, and private organizations and our graduates go on to 
challenging positions as public officials, agency directors, policy analysts and advocates, researchers, and 
nonprofit leaders and managers.  
 
The Evans School’s degree programs include the Master of Public Administration (MPA), Executive MPA, and 
Ph.D. in Public Policy and Management. Learn more at http://evans.washington.edu. 


