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Introduction: Métis Women and Climate Change 
This publication, authored by Les Femmes Michif Otipemisiwak / Women of the Métis 
Nation (LFMO), provides gender and climate change analysis from an Indigenous, and 
more specifically, Métis women's perspective. It is published by the Canadian Research 
Institute for the Advancement of Women (CRIAW-ICREF) in response to the Canadian 
Beijing+25 Network’s call for additional papers on gender equality issues. The central 
theme of this paper follows two streams.  
 
The first stream explores disproportionate injustices faced by Métis women and girls in 
our communities as a direct result of climate change – with particular focus on women’s 
health, food insecurity, traditional practices, and erosion of sacred land, and the need for 
emergency management response programs.  
 
The second stream looks towards the future, with a focus on Métis women’s leadership in 
climate action initiatives and in integrating traditional knowledge with new alternative 
energy development to drive these actions further towards a sustainable future for all.  
 

Stream 1: Climate change impacts on Métis Women 
 
In 2010, James D. Ford et al. wrote that despite a lack of specific research surrounding the 
impacts of climate change on Indigenous communities, a vulnerability framework could 
be established from indicators and trends of other health outcomes. This framework was 
built around well-researched indicators of Indigenous well-being, such as gender and 
socio-political inequality, institutional capacity challenges, information deficits, poverty, 
and technological capacity constraints. An understanding of the relationship between 
these indicators and increased climate-related sensitivity is important when considering 
climate change resilience in Canada. International assessments suggest developed 
nations are more able to adapt to the health impacts of climate change, but fail to 
consider disproportionate impacts on Indigenous communities (James D. Ford, 2010). 
 
Building on Ford et al.’s vulnerability framework, determining appropriate interventions to 
assess and address climate impacts on the wellbeing of Métis women and girls in their 
communities requires an integrated analysis approach with climate specific vulnerability 
indicators, including mental and physical health impacts, land impacts and the erosion of 
traditional land practices, food insecurity, and the need for emergency management 
programs for climate events.  
 
The impacts of climate change on Métis women and girls extend from the physical, such 
as adverse pregnancy outcomes, heat exposure side effects particularly in those working 
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outside, and an increase in the spread of infectious diseases, to mental health impacts, 
including impacts related to extreme weather, natural disasters, and an increase in sexual 
violence as a result of associated environmental activities (Sellers, 2018). Climate change 
and other vulnerability factors such as poverty, information deficits, and lack of access to 
social assistance, technology, and healthcare, continue to block Métis women and girls 
from participating in tradition and ceremony, resulting in increased mental health 
impacts. Emotional distress, feelings of anger, fear and frustration and increased suicide 
rates have all been associated with the severed ties to land and culture attributable to 
climate change (Sellers, 2018). A further disheartening injustice, Métis women, girls, and 
their communities experience lack of access to clean water that directly impacts physical 
and mental health impacts – for example, the Grassy Narrows water sources are full of 
toxic heavy metals; Curve Lake struggles with E coli in their water; Neskantaga in Northern 
Ontario under a water advisory since 1995 despite having water treatment plant; and 
Shoal Lake 40’s water advisory since 1997 where, because of the refusal to include Métis 
women’s leadership in the development, research, implementation and evaluation of 
policies, the construction of a water treatment plant has never been completed (Cecco, 
2021).  
 
When looking at a map of Métis communities, with an overlay of the most polluted and 
climate changing industries, we see that the factories and communities are located 
adjacent to each other. Pollutants leak into the air, land, and water, leaving Métis women 
and girls in these communities to suffer in Canada’s “Chemical Valleys” (Drost, 2021).  
 
 
 

“Indigenous stewardship does not seek to reduce the labour of earthwork; it is by tending 
the lands that we come into Right Relation”  

- Indigenous Land Stewardship Circle (n.d.) 

 

 
 
Environmental shifts as a direct result of climate change result in shifting migratory 
patterns and the loss of plant and wildlife species altogether. These shifts also lead to 
seasonal abnormalities in weather and climate which make it difficult to understand and 
predict nature. Métis women, stewards of the land, rely heavily on interconnectedness 
with the natural world around them to carry out traditional practices. Colonialism, land 
grabs, and the residential school system, has severely decreased the number of 
knowledge keepers and access to traditional knowledge (NWAC, 2018). As a direct result of 
colonial actions against Métis people, traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) continues to 
fade as nature responds to climate change. Instability of the land, changes in soil quality, 
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fluctuations in the growing season and water availability can all be linked to climate 
change and increased vulnerabilities (Cristina Eisenberg, 2019). Climate change also 
impacts traditional practices of hunting, fishing, agriculture and farming. These traditional 
practices provide mutual benefits and interconnectedness between Métis women and 
nature, and an unpredictable landscape due to climate change – one which, in some cases, 
appears to be past the point of saving - leads to the continued erosion of traditional land 
relations and practices (Indigenous Land Stewardship Circle).  
 
Ford et al.’s vulnerability framework indicates that gender and socio-economic inequalities 
are exacerbated by climate change. Food insecurity affects marginalized people, and 
specifically Métis women and girls, on several levels. Métis women play important roles in 
transmitting cultural teaching and knowledge about gathering and preparing food to new 
generations. Métis women and girls take a holistic, sustainable approach to food, with a 
mutual and reciprocal relationship of respect for the animals they hunt, the fruits and 
vegetable they harvest, and the land they are connected to. All of these relationships are 
impacted by colonialism (James D. Ford, 2010). As Métis women and girls become further 
distanced from their land and traditions, and as western diets are introduced, Métis 
women’s relationship with food has changed. Food deserts and rising costs further 
exacerbate the barriers to accessing affordable and nutritious food for Métis women, and 
deepen the complex poverty cycle as they continue to be undernourished throughout 
their lives (NWAC, 2018).  
 
 
 

“(Indigenous and) Métis traditional knowledge is rooted in symbiosis, reciprocity, and a 
cyclical intertwined connection between all lands and all life”  

- Native Women's Association of Canada (NWAC) (n.d.) 

 

 
 
The interdependency of unequal climate change, natural disasters and extreme weather 
event impacts on Métis women and girls requires one final consideration: As wildfires and 
floods are currently happening with unprecedented frequency, assistance for the women 
and girls in these communities has become even more inaccessible. Erosion of ecological 
memory, relationships, and natural processes can be directly linked to the post-
euromerican colonization of agricultural expansion, fire suppression, bison extirpation 
and aspen encroachment (James D. Ford, 2010). Looking to the future, in order to improve 
emergency management, response programming, and avoid future disasters, approaches 
to eco-management must include a return to traditional land management practices and 
incorporate Métis women’s leadership. 
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Stream 2: Métis Women as Climate Leaders  

Métis women and girls are traditionally integral to every part of society, particularly as 
stewards of the land and natural resources. Skilled at integrating traditional knowledge 
with current strategies, Métis women and girls work to reduce the frequency and impacts 
of climate disasters, improve ecological management and food security, and provide 
oversight to land stewardship and conservation efforts. Métis women’s integrated 
approaches to renewable energy should be considered as key elements in efforts to 
address climate change by policy makers.  
 
 
 

“The strength and resilience of Métis women, girls and Two-Spirit people has remained 
true to today and therefore the opportunity for them to not only be included but to play 
central roles in clean energy projects is present”  

- Métis National Council and Governing Members (2021) 

 

 

A. Indigenous Burning for Resilient Ecosystems 

 
As a common traditional practice, Indigenous People have supported ecosystem fire 
resistance using structured burning and land mosaics. Colonialism, and the death of 
knowledge keepers with time have resulted in information deficits around effective fire 
management practices. A return to these practices, and reinstating this traditional 
ecological knowledge (TEK) would aid in creating ecosystems that are more resilient. 
Eisenberg et al. writes “TEK and the act of sharing this knowledge through generations is 
holistic intersectional empowerment; it is the axis of culture and Earth preservation” 
(Cristina Eisenberg, 2019).  
 

B. Traditional Ecological Knowledge for Food Security 

 
Looking once again to TEK for creating food security, Eva Perroni (2017) writes “the 
preservation of traditional forms of farming knowledge and practices help maintain 
biodiversity, enhance food security, and protect the world’s natural resources”. Métis 
women and girls were traditional leaders in harvesting and storing plants and medicine; 
returning to these traditional practices in present day farming would enhance food 
security (Racette, n.d.).  



 

 

Métis Women and Climate Change 
Les Femmes Michif Otipemisiwak/Women of the Métis Nation 6 

 
 
 

“Land Back is people returning back and finding their place in those systems of life.”  

- Isaac Murdoch (2021) 

 

 
 
Perroni (2017) outlines five common Indigenous farming practices for sustainable farming 
and food security: 
 

1. Agroforestry – blends agricultural and forestry techniques to create 
microclimates that protect crops against the effects of weather extremes 
and results in controlling temperature, sunlight exposure, susceptibility to 
wind, hail, and rain. Agroforestry produces food, fodder, firewood, timber, 
and medicine at the same time as improving soil quality, reducing erosion, 
and storing carbon.  

2. Crop rotation – this practice is thousands of years old and involves rotating 
crops on a single plot of the same land to enhance and preserve the 
productive capacity of the soil, minimize pests and diseases, avoid or reduce 
the use of chemical pesticides and herbicides, and manage nutrient 
requirements for the highest possible yields. Rotating crops also builds a 
better soil structure and increases its carbon storage capacity.  

3. Mixed or inter-cropping – this process involves sowing more than two 
crops at the same time on the same plot of land to maximize its use while 
reducing the risks associated with single crop failure. This practice increases 
biodiversity, attracts a diversity of beneficial insects, minimizes pests, 
increases soil organic matter, fumigates the soil, and suppresses weed 
growth. 

4. Polyculture – aims to imitate nature by growing many different species in 
the same area. Polyculture aids in increasing biodiversity, making 
ecosystems more adaptable to climate variability and extreme weather 
events, and making land beds more resilient to pests and diseases. Further 
advantages include increased soil quality, decreased soil erosion, and 
increased stable yields compared to monoculture systems.  

5. Water harvesting – this process involves the redirection and productive use 
of rainfall using a variety of methods to collect as much water as possible 
out of each rainfall. Water harvesting maximizes rainfall collection to 
provide a water source in times of drought by using artificially constructed 
catchments, rooftop water collection, and various types of vessels.  
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It is essential to include Métis women in food-security strategies. Restoring land-
management autonomy and re-establishing traditional food systems can be accomplished 
with community gardens, land-based learning programs, and sharing traditional 
knowledge, while continuing to integrate current agricultural practices with those that 
have been used successfully for thousands of years.  
 
 
 
 

“Land Back is really about the decision-making power. It’s about self-determination for 
our Peoples here that should include some access to the territories and resources in a 
more equitable fashion, and for us to have control over how that looks.” 

- Jesse Wente, Chair, Canada Council for the Arts (2021) 

 

 

C. Women’s Leadership in Climate Action 

 
The energy sector is currently occupied primarily by non-Indigenous men. The “Equal by 
30” campaign whose goal is to achieve equal pay, equal leadership, and equal 
opportunities for women in the clean energy sector by 2030, is one of public and private 
initiatives created to address this inequality. It is essential to consider climate change 
using a gendered lens that focuses on variables having an impact on Indigenous people. 
In addition to being included in preliminary conversations, Métis women and girls can play 
central roles in climate mitigation strategies and clean energy projects. Patricia Espinosa, 
the United Nations (UN) Climate Change Executive Secretary states that “Indigenous 
women carry the knowledge of their ancestors while also leading their communities into a 
resilient future. When Indigenous women engage, climate policies and actions at every 
level benefit from their holistic, nature-focused knowledge and leadership” (UNFCCC, 
2021) Because the global Indigenous community protects 80% of the world’s remaining 
biodiversity, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, the Intergovernmental 
Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystems Services, and the UN Climate 
Change panel determined that strategies of land stewardship through traditional 
Indigenous practices are essential assets in fighting climate change and restoring forests, 
grasslands and other ecosystems (LCIPP, 2021).  
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Summary 
Although the health, access to food security, land access, and natural disasters 
disproportionately impacts Métis women and girls, opportunities exist to build a better, 
more sustainable future. Bridging Métis women and girls’ knowledge with current climate 
mitigation strategies and research, and integrating traditional ecological knowledge with 
current climate research and clean energy developments would result in significantly 
more effective initiatives for food security, ecosystem resilience, reduction of natural 
disasters, and emergency management practices.  
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