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Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) describes indigenous and 
other forms of traditional knowledge regarding the sustainability of local 
resources. As a field of study in anthropology, TEK refers to "a cumulative 
body of knowledge, belief, and practice, evolving by accumulation of TEK 
and handed down through generations through traditional songs, stories 
and beliefs. It is concerned with the relationship of living beings (including 
human) with their traditional groups and with their environment." Such 
knowledge is commonly used in natural resource management as a 
substitute for baseline environmental data to measure changes over time in 
remote regions that have little recorded scientific data. 
 

Uses-   
The use of traditional knowledge in this field in management and science is 
controversial since methods of acquiring and accumulating the knowledge, 
although often including forms of empirical research and experimentation, 
differ from those used to create and validate scientific ecological 
knowledge . Non-tribal government agencies, such as the United States 
Environmental Protection Agency have established integration programs 
with some tribal governments in order to utilize TEK in environmental 
plans and climate change tracking. 
 
There is a debate whether Indigenous populations retain an intellectual 
property right over traditional knowledge and whether use of this 
knowledge requires prior permission and license. This is especially 
complicated because TEK is most frequently preserved as oral tradition and 
as such may lack objectively confirmed documentation. Ironically, those 
same methods that might resolve the issue of documentation compromise 
the very nature of traditional knowledge. 
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Traditional knowledge is often used to sustain local populations and 
maintain resources necessary for survival. However, it can be weakened or 
invalidated in the context of rapid climate change, environmental impact, 
or other situations in which significant alterations of ecosystems render it 
weak or obsolete.     
 
TEK can also be referred to as traditional environmental 
knowledge which emphasizes the different components and interactions 
of the environment. More specifically it contains the knowledge of species 
of both animals and plants, and biophysical characteristics of the 
environment through space and time. 
 
An example of traditional ecological or environmental knowledge is told of 
an Inuit hunter tracking a polar bear from afar. The hunter imitates a seal 
to lure the polar bear closer to be able to catch the polar bear, which will 
bring many pounds of meat to many families in his community. It is 
through the beliefs and customs that these traditional teachings are shared 
from generation to generation. This is known amongst the Indigenous 
people throughout the world as oral history, which is shared in various 
ways.  
 
"The Indigenous people of the world possess an immense knowledge of 
their environments, based on centuries of living close to nature."  A 
straightforward definition from the United Nations educational, scientific 
and cultural organization that gives a small but profound insightfulness 
into the interconnectedness of the Indigenous peoples throughout the 
world of their stewardship of planet earth. 
 

Benefits of TEK 

 

Use of TEK enhances the knowledge used for decision-making about 
species and habitats, provides longitudinal knowledge for climate change 

and planning projects, and builds relationships with Indigenous peoples 

around environmental topics of common interest. 

 

Considering TEK allows a mutually beneficial relationship to be created 

between federal employees and indigenous scholars. Both can benefit by 
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mutual exchange of information and interpreting the information 

collaboratively. 

 

A critical aspect of conservation biology and associated caring for the 

environment is acquiring information that is not only accurate, but trusted 
by those who make and abide by the decisions based on that information. 

The use of TEK offers one way of bridging gaps in perspective and 

understanding. 

The Importance of Traditional Ecological Knowledge in 

Conservation 

 

• The cultural diversity across the Pacific Islands rivals the biodiversity. We 
recognize that Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) is a valuable and 
essential component to reaching our conservation goals. Traditional 
Ecological Knowledge refers to the evolving knowledge acquired by 
indigenous and local peoples over hundreds or thousands of years through 
direct contact with the environment. This knowledge is specific to a location 
and includes relationships between plants, animals, natural phenomena, 
landscapes, and timing of events that are used for a way of life. 

•  The Candidate Conservation Program seeks to work with indigenous 
cultural groups throughout our Region to learn how to incorporate TEK 
into our conservation strategies. We can accomplish so much more working 
together than working independently. For example, in Hawaiian culture, 
native species carry great cultural significance and value. There are many 



chants that demonstrate a very intimate relationship with the land and 
natural resources.  
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