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Goals

• Introduce First Light and the 
Wabanaki Commission on Land 
and Stewardship.

• Understand, through story and 
lesson, the work required to 
engage Indigenous led 
conservation and land return.

Kyle Lima

Add map 



Shifting Land Trust
Understanding of 

Indigenous Peoples and Conservation



FIRST LIGHT LEARNING JOURNEY—
BUILDING NEW PARTNERSHIPS FOR 

LAND RETURN/REMATRIATION



First Light Learning Journey and 
Background

◦ First Light is a collaboration (started in 2017-2018) between conservation 
organizations and the Wabanaki Confederacy of Tribes in what is now Maine 
to rebuild Wabanaki stewardship and presence across the landscape.  

◦ The goal is restoring Wabanaki true prosperity through an intentional, 
sustained effort to expand Wabanaki stewardship of land.  We are doing this 
through direct collaborations with Penobscot, Passamaquoddy, Maliseet and 
Mi’kmaq Nations to assist them in acquiring lands and by sharing, co-
managing and repatriating land that is currently owned by conservation 
organizations. 



First Light Delegation Leadership



FIRST LIGHT VISION

“WE COMMIT TO RETURNING LAND WITHOUT COST AND 
WITHOUT RESTRICTION AND 

WITH A FUND TO HELP CARE FOR IT.”





Wabanaki Commission on 
Land and Stewardship



Wabanaki Territory

Wabanaki Territory-Reality
29 Mi’kmaq, 1 Passamaquoddy, 6 Maliseet and 2 Abenaki Bands in Canada



COLONIAL LEGACIES/
OPPORTUNITIES?

Map of Conserved and Park Lands in 
Maine



COLONIAL LEGACIES/
OPPORTUNITIES?

Map of Lands Taken by Illegal Treaties 
after 1790—

A legacy of 12 million acres taken.



Wabanaki
Possibilities



Wabanaki Commission on Land and Stewardship
Psiw ut skitkamiq kignumin 

(The whole earth is our home)

To support this collaborative work, we seek to create, through partnership and education, a stronger conservation 
movement that includes and reflects Wabanaki expertise and perspective.  

We support this mission by acquiring lands and by sharing and co-managing, in the spirit of reciprocity, land that is 
currently owned by land trust and conservation organizations.   

The mission of the Wabanaki Commission on Land and Stewardship is to improve the health and well-being of 
Wabanaki people through a sustained effort to expand our access, management, and ownership of lands to practice our 

land-based cultures across Wabanaki homeland in what is now the State of Maine.  



Wabanaki Commission on Land and 
Stewardship—

Six Projects Completed

Connecting trust lands: Forests in the Penobscot headwaters returned to 
the Penobscot Indian Nation with support from Elliotsville Foundation.Connecting

Returning a stolen island: After being renamed & stolen 200 years ago, 
the Passamaquoddy Tribe recovered Kuwesuwi Monihq with support from 
TNC & partners.

Returning

Supporting economic growth: The Mi’kmaq Nation realized an active tree 
farm with resources from First Light & Maine Coast Heritage Trust 
(MCHT).

Supporting

Returning heath & forest: Thousands of acres of wetlands, waterways, & 
forest near an important village site returned to the Passamaquoddy Tribe 
with help from TNC and Forest Society of Maine (FSM).

Returning

Securing access to cultural sites:Riverbank across from Sugar Island 
returned to Penobscot Indian Nation, with support from MCHT and FSM.Securing

Returning “conserved” land: Bomazeen Land Trust recovered homelands 
near the Androscoggin River through the return of half of Land in 
Common’s land holdings.

Returning



PINE ISLAND RETURN, SPRING 2021





Projects in Process:
Tributary Cohort:

◦ 11 land return projects spanning over 52,000 acres of river frontage, coastal 
islands, wetlands, lake shores, farmlands, and forests. The Commission, 
Wabanaki NGOs, First Light’s core team, and seven First Light 
organizations are managing the project details and raising the $51 million 
needed to complete this cohort.

◦ Once completed, the Tributary Cohort will nearly double the land holdings of 
the two Wabanaki Nations in Aroostook County, connect large tracts of 
Tribal trust land for hunting and access, return stewardship to coastal 
islands, provide space for economic growth & development, support 
Wabanaki land care without restriction, and give room for communities & 
dreams to grow.



Solidarity Deposit from First Light 
Organizations

Wolankeyutomone kisi apaciyewik 
“Let's take good care of what has returned” Fund
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What can I do?

Support return of Wahsehtekw: 
https://support.tpl.org/wahsehtekw

Support Wolankeyutomone kisi 
apaciyewik and this work:   
https://dawnlandreturn.org 

What can my organization do?

Continue the work of relearning together:
https://dawnlandreturn.org/first-light/courses 

Focus on relationships with Indigenous 
partners and between organizations

https://support.tpl.org/wahsehtekw
https://dawnlandreturn.org/
https://dawnlandreturn.org/first-light/courses


Reflections/Conclusions

Hope and Promise in Indigenous/Land Return
• Healing and Heart work and the future 

of our planet

Ongoing legacies and colonial structures
• Private Property relations, 

Conservation easements, and other 
structures stand in the way of 
Indigenous Caretaking roles and 
responsibilities.

Landback and rematriation are 
interconnected and need each other

• The reason for landback is rematriation 
and Indigenous Caretaking
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“The Penobscot River is the 
heart of the cultural identity of 
Penobscot Nation. We have 
been the caretakers of this 
great watershed since time 
immemorial and we consider 
that responsibility to be a very 
serious priority of our tribe.”

- Penobscot Nation Chief Francis, 2015 
Letter of Support for Katahdin Woods and 
Waters National Monument 



Commitment of TPL leadership 
All Tribal communities need access to their ancestral homelands. These lands are the 
foundation on which every community’s culture, language, and way of life is based.

“We believe that every Tribe should have a homeland where they can thrive and where everyone in the Tribe can receive the 
benefits of access to nature, the outdoors, and their culture. As TPL looks toward the future, we are renewing our 
commitment to partnering with tribal and Indigenous nations to protect and restore even more of their sacred lands and, with 
that good work, help write a new, more hopeful chapter in the long history of Native peoples.”
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Penobscot Nation Stewardship 
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