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EXPLORING THE ESTABLISHMENT OF A PAN-CANADIAN RESEARCH NETWORK  

FOR PARKS & PROTECTED AREAS 
  

SUMMARY REPORT AND PRELIMINARY RECOMMENDATIONS  
 
Parks and protected areas are facing many challenges including climate change, biodiversity decline, 
changing visitor expectations and loss of human connection to nature, and we all need to collaborate 
determine how best to address them. Parks Canada and the Canadian Parks Collective for Innovation and 
Leadership (CPCIL), a program of Mount Royal University’s Institute for Environmental Sustainability, 
share a desire to foster sustainability in conservation and parks by identifying and connecting parks and 
protected areas decision-makers and practitioners, researchers, and Indigenous knowledge-holders.  
 
The success of regional parks and protected areas research networks (e.g. BCPARF) and the positive 
legacy of past initiatives such as the Science and Management of Protected Areas Association (SAMPAA) 
indicate that we can achieve success through a Pan-Canadian research network. A complimentary 
network with park agencies, multiple academic institutes, Indigenous partners, and conservation focused 
non-government organizations across Canada is beginning to emerge through the professional 
development and leadership programs created within (CPCIL). In addition, park research networking 
underpins two current national initiatives: “knowledge mobilization and parks decision-making” led by 
the University of Alberta and “conservation through reconciliation,” led by the University of Guelph. This 
is an opportune time to work together to identify needs and explore options on how to design, govern, 
and support a potential Pan-Canadian research network for parks and protected areas.  
 

WORKSHOP PURPOSE 
 
Coinciding with the 2019 Canadian Parks Conference, Parks Canada and Mount Royal University’s 
Institute for Environmental Sustainability co-hosted an exploratory workshop to bring together a diverse 
group of practitioners, academics, Indigenous organizations, community partners, and conservation-
focused non-government organizations through a series of participatory activities. The goal was to 
identify mutual needs, generate priorities and inform how we might design, govern, and support a Pan-
Canadian research network for parks and protected areas. The work also supports the mandate of Parks 
Canada Agency and the target result that Canada’s natural heritage is protected for future generations. 
 
Through iterative discussions with Parks Canada Agency staff, academic researchers involved in the Parks 
Research and Knowledge Mobilization Study, and members of a Spring 2019 Park Leaders Development 
Program capstone team working on connecting researchers to park practitioners, the overarching 
question posed for the workshop was: 
 

How might we work together to improve parks and protected areas research, knowledge 
mobilization, & the development of advice for evidence-based decision-making? 
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WORKSHOP PARTICIPANTS 
 
Parks Canada Agency and the Institute of 
Environmental Sustainability generated an initial 
invitation list of 40 participants aimed at 
representing a cross-section of parks and protected 
areas agencies, regions, land & seascapes, 
academic disciplines, and world views. Some 
participants represented multiple roles.  Six 
graduate students from four universities provided 
logistical support, note-taking, compiling feedback, 
and will continue to inform the summary and 
recommendations. Funding was provided to non-
federal agency participants to cover travel costs, if 
required. 
 
Gaps in perspectives 
While the long-term goal of this process is to 
foster collaborative knowledge mobilization 
among an interdisciplinary and inclusive 
knowledge network, the academics in attendance 
generally represented social or natural sciences. 
The bulk of parks and protected areas or 
conservation practitioners and partners 
represented natural sciences departments or 
programs. There is agreement that including more 
social scientists, field staff, and Indigenous 
knowledge holders is necessary for success. 
 
 
PARTICIPANTS (AGENCY OR ORGANIZATION) 

Academic FPT Agency ENGO Indigenous  
Concordia University  BC Parks Canadian Council on 

Ecological Areas (CCEA) 
Assembly of First 
Nations 

Mount Royal University  Canadian Museum of 
Nature 

Canadian Parks and 
Wilderness Society 

Stoney Nakoda First 
Nations 

University of Alberta Environment and 
Climate Change Canada 

George Wright Society Unama’ki Institute of 
Natural Resources 

University of Guelph Fisheries and Oceans 
Canada 

Nature Conservancy  

Université Laval New Brunswick Parks Yellowstone to Yukon 
Conservation Initiative 

Industry 

Wilfrid Laurier 
University 

Nova Scotia 
Environment 

 Sustainable Forestry 
Initiative Inc. 

York University  Parks Canada   
Faculty of  Sépaq   
Environmental Studies Yukon Parks   

ACADEMICS, 7

PT AGENCIES, 6

FEDERAL, 8PCA, 8

ENGO, 7

INDIGENOUS, 3
INDUSTRY, 1

FINAL ATTENDEES (40)

ACADEMICS, 11

PT AGENCIES, 8
FEDERAL, 6

PCA, 7

ENGO, 4

INDIGENOUS, 4

INITIAL INVITATIONS (40)
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WORKSHOP SUMMARY 
 
The workshop applied design thinking as a process and Ela Ben Ur’s Innovators Compass as a process tool. 
The benefits of this approach were twofold: first, it forced participants to consider other perspectives and 
approaches to the challenge of how might we work together to improve parks and protected areas 
research, knowledge mobilization, & the development of advice for evidence-based decision-making?, and 
second, it forced participants to build a clearer and broader understanding of the challenge as an 
opportunity before jumping to solutions.  
 
SESSION 1: CALIBRATING THE QUESTION 
As a whole group, participants were asked to discuss the question “how might we work together to 
improve parks and protected areas research, knowledge mobilization, & the development of advice for 
evidence-based decision-making?” by answering what would be different for them if we succeed. There 
was a general consensus that the question was a good one, and several notable themes emerged in terms 
of what people saw as the desired result of tackling the question:  
 

Desired Result Example Statement 

Create inclusive, open, and 
interdisciplinary networks  

“everyone doesn’t need to do everything,  
let’s bring what we all do together” 

Mobilize evidence to inform decision 
making 

“make science and information generally ready in a way 
that will inform decision makers in different contexts” 

Mobilize traditional knowledge and 
sustain Indigenous leadership  

“this exercise could reveal the value of  
multiple knowledge systems” 

Integrate decision making and 
knowledge generation  

“Increase transparency and trust by collaborating…by 
putting more people’s names on things” 

Engage and mobilize graduate students  “knowledge is generational” 

Empower academics to do research of 
impact that is informed by practice 

“quantify value of parks to the general public,  
and the value of research to parks” 

 
 
SESSION 2: WHO IS INVOLVED? 
Participants were split into seven workshop groups–one working in French–to achieve the greatest 
possible regional, institutional, and discipline diversity. The first discussion involved identifying the 
existing informal network of parks research relationships and sorting them into groups (below, the size of 
circle indicating the number of network relationships). In addition, relationships within each group were 
sorted into three categories: 1) functional, positive relationships, 2) barrier or negative relationship, and 
3) potential relationships that may not be very well understood.  
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Relationships by frequency of mention (size of circle) and quality: 
l functional, positive relationship, 
l barrier or negative relationship  
l potential relationships, though not fully understood 

 

 
 
While based only on the participants in the session, this network graphic indicates that research and 
knowledge mobilization in Canada is largely driven by environmental non-profits and academic 
institutions, with substantial activity in both Indigenous and practitioner-based research. Notably, the 
former includes more relationships that are seen as having positive potential (e.g. local knowledge 
holders), while the latter identifies more barriers or negative relationships (e.g. conflict if research does 
not align with agency goals or political agendas). Media and consultants were noted as positive, though 
minor, parts of the existing network if managed appropriately, while funders, community, and industry 
were identified as less active in research in parks and protected areas. Finally, these relationships 
represent an already existing, informal network that the present initiative can reveal, grow, and support.  
 
This discussion also revealed some general characteristics about the current informal parks and protected 
areas network: 
 

Characteristics Example Statement 

Networks are often based on 
individual relationships, not agency 
support 

“Decision makers often base their decisions on the word of 
their close colleagues and other external sources as opposed 

to listening to internal expertise” 

Networks should be more inclusive of 
Indigenous knowledge 

“Develop trusting, meaningful, respectful, 
relationship with indigenous communities and other 

cultures to learn together and from each other.”  
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Networks are highly focused on 
natural sciences 

“We need to look broader than just the natural 
sciences. Need more social science and 

interdisciplinary research.” 

Network members do not move at the 
same speed 

“It may take 3-5 years to complete research on a topic, 
whereas government timelines tend to be longer, and political 

timelines can be very short” 

Relationships are not just good or bad, 
even within a single organization 

“Field staff may want knowledge they can use on the ground 
to be prioritized, while policy advisors want knowledge to 

influence politicians to be prioritized” 

Supporting participation in a network 
will result in better decisions 

“Challenge researchers, academics, and practitioners to 
make research findings more accessible and easier to 

translate into actions and policy” 

 
 
SESSION 3: WHAT IS HAPPENING?  
The workshop incorporated a presentation from Dr. Elizabeth Halpenny from the University of Alberta on 
results from three recent research studies related to “Knowledge Mobilization and Parks,” ”, including a 
study on evidence-based decision-making in Canada’s conservation organizations led by Dr. Christopher 
Lemieux of Wilfrid Laurier University.1 These studies focused on increasing science and knowledge access 
in Alberta Parks, identifying top research questions, and understanding use of natural science, social 
science, Indigenous and local knowledge for protected area management, planning and policy making. 
Some of Dr. Halpenny’s key points were:  
 

• Social science research dominated the list of required top research questions 
• Park staff have witnessed disputes over science (social and natural) that impeded a protected 

area planning and/or management process 
• Knowledge retention and transfer is very important 
• Useful tools or strategies would be increased access to data and more partnerships  
• There is a need to better support knowledge synthesis, translation and exchange, and to foster a 

culture of respect for science internally 
 

“So much depends on who inhabits leadership roles….” 
~ E. Halpenny 

 
Following the presentation, participants were asked to individually identify past or current barriers or 
enablers to “working together to improve parks and protected areas research, knowledge mobilization, & 
the development of advice for evidence-based decision-making.” Items were sorted into three categories, 
1) functional, positive factors, 2) barrier or negative factor, and 3) potential opportunity. 

 
1  Published in the academic journal FACETS  (DOI: https://doi.org/10.1139/facets-2017-0107) 
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Past or current barriers or enablers to research and knowledge mobilization 

l functional, positive factor l barrier or negative factor l potential opportunity 
 
Staff passion and creativity 
 
Relatively small, engaged 
community 
 
Some institutional and political 
support and leadership 
 
Trend toward 
multi/interdisciplinary and 
Indigenous-focused grants 
 
Relevant journals and availability 
of open data 
 
Legacy of SAMPAA and links to 
connector networks, such as: 

CPC/CPCIL 
Canadian Council on 
Ecological Areas (CCEA) 
Conservation Through 
Reconciliation (CRP) 
CCIUCN/IUCN/IASC/WCPA 
BCPARF 
CHONE, CHARS 
IPBES 
CLCC 
ArcticNET 
RQM 
George Wright Society 

 
Improved technology for pan-
Canadian collaboration  
 

 
Data is not consolidated, 
curated, or monitored 
 
Limited capacity and time 
 
Difficulty navigating between 
different types of knowledge/ 
knowledge systems 
 
Entrenched ideas and silos, lack 
of access to the big picture 
 
Lack of clear process to provide 
advice to decision makers 
 
No clear research agenda/ 
priorities, especially beyond 
natural sciences 
 
Perceived or real restrictions on 
government staff engaging with 
ENGOs or researchers 
 
Indigenous knowledge and 
engagement are not fully 
understood and may be token 
 
Uninformed public and media, 
false equivalency of knowledge 
sources 
 

 
Existing informal networks and 
research talent in specific areas 
 
Meta-analysis, synthesis, and 
sharing of existing data 
 
Interest from other sectors, 
such as health and tourism 
 
Local knowledge, traditional 
Indigenous governance, and 
Two Eyed Seeing approach 
 
International parks and 
protected areas conferences 
and initiatives  
 
Collaborative granting and 
funding opportunities 
 
Peer review process  
 
Public awareness of the value 
of ecosystem services from 
parks  
 
Retired academics and 
practitioners with expertise 
 
Academic Institutes (e.g. IES, 
OURANOS) 

 
SESSION 4: WHAT MATTERS MOST? 
Prior to the workshop, the co-facilitators identified nine potential priorities for a pan-Canadian parks and 
protected areas research network. These included: 
 

I. Protected Areas Knowledge (Indigenous & Science) publication or conferences 
II. “Two-eyed seeing” and inter/transdisciplinary knowledge 

III. Forum to share research and information needs/generate priorities 
IV. Network to connect academics and practitioners 
V. Theme-focused knowledge needs & solutions (e.g. biodiversity targets) 
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VI. Capacity building (e.g. grant applications, combining funding) 
VII. Removing barriers and addressing challenges 

VIII. Other emerging needs… 
 
Returning to teams, participants ranked (and reshaped) these priorities to identify what mattered most to 
them, as well as which priority was the least important: 
 
Top Priorities (by workshop group)  

Group 1 Group 2 Group 3 Group 4 Group 5 Group 6 

#1 Capacity 
building through 
forums, and 
integrating 
forms of 
knowledge and 
research 

#1 Better ways 
of knowing 
and ways of 
sharing – and 
recognizing 
these are 
different 

#1 Knowledge 
Infrastructure 
and curating 
what is 
available 

#1 Removing 
barriers to 
applying 
knowledge in 
decisions and 
mainstreaming 
of knowledge to 
public 

#1 Network 
to support 
interpersonal 
relationships 

#1 
Interdisciplinary 
approach and 
two-eyed seeing 

#2 Sustained 
funding for 
research 
 
#3 Better 
Communication 

#2 Capacity 
building 
through 
networks, 
forums, and 
publications 
 

#2 Community 
of Regional 
Networks 
 
#3 Capacity to 
collaborate 

#2 Two eyed 
seeing and 
trans/inter-
disciplinary 
knowledge 
 
#3 Network 
capacity building  
 

#2 Platform 
to share and 
apply 
research 

#2 Forum to 
communicate 
and share ideas, 
and to connect 
researchers/ 
students with 
places 

Less important priorities  

#8 Theme 
focused 
communities 

#8 Funding 
and Removing 
barriers 

#8 Theme 
focused 
communities 

n/a 
#8 Resolving 
shifting 
values  

n/a 

 
The two most noted priorities – and prevailing comments in the ensuing discussion – were 1) the idea of 
building capacity by connecting through a network, and 2) curating, sharing, and applying what 
knowledge already exists. Among the lower priorities, there was a general sentiment that theme-focused 
communities were too specific for this context, were often supported by existing networks, and risked 
reinforcing silos. The groups also made several overarching observations that apply to all of these 
priorities: first, all of these priorities need to include Traditional Environmental Knowledge in their 
implementation and design. Second, the long-term sustainability of the network is key and underpins any 
action. Third, that an integrated (interdisciplinary) approach is critical. Fourth, that there is a distinct 
difference between the priorities for knowledge producers and those for knowledge users. And fifth, that 
being prepared to respond to “other emerging needs” was itself a priority. 
 

“Overall, there is a need to ‘challenge the system’ and the limitations of that system.” 
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SESSION 5: WHAT WAYS ARE THERE TO PROCEED? 
The final session of the workshop was a generative activity to suggest potential ways to move forward. 
The facilitator presented four examples of useful and relevant approaches to collaboration in parks 
and/or research, after which groups were tasked with identifying two new ways to move forward on the 
guiding question of “How might we work together to improve parks and protected areas research, 
knowledge mobilization, & the development of advice for evidence-based decision-making?”  
 
The four examples presented were: 
 

• Canadian Parks Collective for Innovation and Leadership (www.CPCIL.ca) professional 
development, resource sharing, mentorships, and forums/communities of practice 

• Miistakis Institute “Community Conserve” tool (www.communityconserve.ca) for crowdsourcing 
top research questions and crowdfunding research contracts for municipal conservation 

• George Wright Society open access journal (www.georgewrightsociety.org) 
• Low carbon collaboration through technology  

 
Generally, groups liked the four examples presented and generated additional ideas through 
brainstorming. While none of these ideas constitute proposals or plans, they are presented to show a) the 
various ideas suggested by the group, and b) (by size of circle) the recurrence of each theme. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CLOSING COMMENTS 
The workshop concluded with a sharing circle for participants to articulate what they would like to “get” 
and what they would be willing to “give” to support the establishment of a Pan-Canadian Research 
Network for Parks & Protected Areas.  
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The foremost comment from the group was a desire for the creation of a network. While professional 
networking was highlighted as being personally beneficial, respondents frequently requested a research 
network to highlight current research, collaboration opportunities, potential research questions, and 
examples of practical applications of research. Within the concept of a research network, respondents’ 
desires ranged from concrete requests such as “a shared list of knowledge services” and accessible 
curation of local knowledge (scientific studies, stories, and other transdisciplinary sources) to increase 
“institutional support for Canadian Landscape conservation.” Connected to networking was the desire for 
help with knowledge mobilization and communication - particularly for place-based knowledge 
consolidation, between researchers and practitioners, and through open-source datasets and academic 
journals. There were multiple requests for assistance getting research into the hands of decision makers 
and increasing researcher understanding of the decision-making process as it relates to protected areas. 
Finally, several participants suggested sources of funding for a pan-Canadian Research Network.  
 

“We have been saying knowledge all day, but we still really mean science.” 
~ Tonio Sadik, Assembly of First Nations 

 
While the workshop was meant to be inclusive, it was primarily informed by empirical Western 
worldviews. At the same time, there was an open acknowledgment that the intent of this work is to 
improve the integration and application of multiple disciplines and worldviews, and the design thinking 
approach–as well as the framing of the day by the co-facilitators–supported that goal. 
 
NEXT STEPS 
This workshop indicates four main areas of opportunity that can serve as a foundation for the next steps 
of this work:  
 

1. Connect a network of researchers and practitioners, focusing on landscape-level networks and 
links to existing networks. 

2. Share existing knowledge by curating and presenting transdisciplinary research in inclusive ways, 
highlighting practitioners and areas of expertise, and identifying mutually beneficial research. 

3. Support academics, practitioners, journalists, elected officials, and decision makers in 
understanding and applying evidence in parks and protected areas. 

4. Build an intergenerational, interdisciplinary, inter-industry, and intercultural conversation about 
the value of parks and protected areas research. 

 
The first two of these areas of opportunity can be served by a platform for aggregating and building new 
relationships and content. The next two represent initiatives that can be built on existing programs and 
can expand based on capacity and available resources. None of these areas of opportunity call for 
complex governance nor restrictive processes – this work should be an enabling endeavour.  
 
The following page includes a chart of priority actions and readiness for Parks Canada and CPCIL to 
activate them, as well as a proposal for phase one and phase two funding to establish a Pan-Canadian 
Parks and Protected Areas Research Network as an extension of the Canadian Parks Collective for 
Innovation and Leadership. Actions listed as both first priority and high readiness are further developed 
into a proposal for pilot funding. 
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 Priority Readiness Enablers/Resources   
1. Connect     

1.a. Build Network First 
High: Design, pilot, and promote 
inclusive research network 
platform on CPCIL.ca site 

Build on University of Alberta SSHRC 
Partnership Development Grant and 
CPCIL.ca platform 

1.b. Connect Landscape 
Level/Regional Network  

Second Med: Build on Park Leaders 
program and academic partners 

Existing relationships/regional groups 
(e.g. BCPARF) 

1.c. Profile existing related 
networks 

Second HIgh: Students profile existing, 
related networks (e.g. CCIUCN) 

Existing networks, students available 
to develop content 

2. Share    

2.a. Curate & share existing 
research First 

High: Expand and refine 
knowledge base on CPCIL.ca, 
present research as webinars 

Students and capstone teams 
available to compile and sort content. 
Case studies being created by SSHRC 
PDG. Webinar series already in place 

2.b. Profile projects, 
practitioners, & academics  

Second High: Students profile prominent 
researchers and practitioners 

Networks already exist and students 
are available to develop content 

2.c Present reliable 
inter/transdisciplinary 
knowledge 

Second 
Med: Requires processes to 
review knowledge, though some 
conventional scholarly works exist  

Existing journals such as the new 
George Wright Society Open Journal 
and Conservation as Reconciliation 
Solutions Bundle  

2.d. Identify & prioritize 
research questions 

First 
High: Can incorporate 
crowdsourcing tool for suggesting 
and prioritizing questions  

Communityconserve.ca available to 
adapt to suggest and rank parks and 
protected areas research priorities 

3. Teach     

3.a. Increase understanding 
of research among parks 
practitioners  

First 
High: Can align network 
priorities/knowledge mobilization 
with Park Leaders Program theme 

Capstone team projects can be linked 
to research  

3.b. Increase understanding 
of parks among academics First 

High: Can share ~45 priority, real-
world issues per year with 
academic community 

Workshops and dialogues (distance 
or face-to-face), and case studies are 
already in development. 

3.c. Increase understanding 
of park research by 
journalists, public, & elected 
officials 

Second 

Med: Can facilitate training for 
research communication (i.e. 
“primers” on research and 
knowledge) 

Academic partners offer or can build 
courses in knowledge mobilization for 
practitioners 

4. Build    

4.a. Intergenerational 
conversations First 

High: Can build on CPCIL 
mentorship program and support 
graduate students 

Academic institutions and park 
agencies can support student-led 
projects 

4.b. Interdisciplinary 
conversations  

First 
High: CPCIL co-mentorships can 
connect peers, and webinar series 
can present diverse research 

Build on University of Alberta SSHRC 
Partnership Development Grant and 
CPCIL.ca programs 

4.c. Industry conversations First  
Med: Build opportunities for 
industry to engage with 
practitioners and academics  

SFI and others have expressed 
interest in collaborating, and 
universities have experience 

4.d. Indigenous knowledge 
conversations First 

High: Can build on existing and 
emerging relationships 

Build on Conservation Through 
Reconciliation SSHRC Partnership 
Grant and CPCIL.ca programs 
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PILOT PROPOSAL 
 
1.a. Build pilot parks research network on CPCIL that would include: 

• Forums and networking tools for knowledge producers and users 
• Resources developed by SSHRC knowledge mobilization study 
• Links to related networks (e.g. Canadian Council on Ecological Areas, Conservation Through 

Reconciliation) 
• Communication of parks research network to broader parks and protected areas community 

 
2.a. Curate and share existing research through CPCIL knowledge base, focusing on: 

• A listing of recent (e.g. 2017-19) publications related to parks in Canada* 
• Annotated bibliographies/non-expert posts on published research topics/themes* 
• Webinar on parks and protected areas research (and this initiative) 

 
2.d. Identify and prioritize research questions by building crowdsourcing tool:  

• Repurpose base question generation tool www.communityconserve.ca and pilot 
test/promote as part of CPCIL website  

 
3.a. Increase understanding of research among parks practitioners 

• Create profiles of researchers and recent related graduate work at Canadian universities* 
• Create profiles of related networks (e.g. Canadian Council on Ecological Areas, Conservation 

Through Reconciliation)* 
 
3.b. Increase understanding of parks among academics 

• Invite researchers to connect with CPCIL Park Leaders by sharing solo/capstone project topics  
 
Process: Coordinate Follow Up Discussions 

• Engage workshop participants with workshop findings 
• Follow up with partners/potential partners about future build-out 

 
 
 
 
 
 


