




Indigenous Data Governance in Ocean Sciences
Rosie ʻAnolani Alegado*†§
*University of Hawaiʻi Dept. Oceanography, †Hawaiʻi Sea Grant College Program, §Ulana ʻIke Center of 
Excellence

Photo Credits: Ulana ʻIke Center of Excellence 



WHAT IS DATA?
https://www.menti.com

Code: RESET ON 9/4

https://www.menti.com


What is data? (main stream definition)
Measurements or statistics used as a basis for 
reasoning, discussion or calculation, modeling

Data.2016. Merriam-Webster.com



Who should have access to data you 
generate?

https://www.menti.com
Code: RESET on 9/4

https://www.menti.com


What are Indigenous data?

DATA ABOUT OUR 
RESOURCES & 
ENVIRONMENTS

Land information, history, 
geological information, 
titles, water information, 
etc

DATA ABOUT US AS 
INDIVIDUALS

Demographic data: 
administrative, legal, 
health & social data; 
commerically held data, 
service use data, our 
own data

DATA ABOUT US AS 
NATIONS

Traditional & cultural 
information, archives, 
oral histories, literature, 
ancestral knowledge, 
community stories

Jennings (2022), Informed by Columbia First Nations emerging definition





What are Indigenous data?

Jennings (2022), Kimmerer, 2002; Berkes et al., 2000

Information, in any format that impact Indigenous lives at the collective and 
individual levels that impacts Indigenous lives

INDIGENOUS SCIENCE 
PRACTICES/TRADITIONAL 
ECOLOGICAL KNOWLEDGES

● Qualitative and quantitative
● Observers are resource users
● Diachronic data
● Subjective
● Knowledge is held by the 

collective

SETTLER COLONIAL SCIENCE

● Quantitative
● Observations made by a small 

group of professionals
● Synchronic data
● Objective
● Knowledge is held by 

individuals and institutions



What is sovereignty?
In the US….

Tribal sovereignty: the rights of recognized tribes to govern 
themselves

Native nations are responsible for what happens on their land

SOVEREIGNTY IS SELF-DETERMINATION

The extent that a nation is able to make and enforce its own rules, resolve 
disputes, problem-solve when rules donʻt work as well as people might like, 
and establish its own governing institutions.  





INDIGENOUS DATA SOVEREIGNTY
STEMS FROM TRIBAL SOVEREIGNTY POSITIONED 
WITHIN

● Federal and state recognition
● Court cases
● Treaties



US policies have disempowered Indigenous 
peoples 

Manifest Destiny
1830 Indian Removal Act
1862 Homestead Act
1872 General Mining Law
1887 Dawes Allotment Act

1964 Wilderness Act
1974 Navajo-Hopi Relocation Act

1893 Overthow of Hawaiian Kingdom
1898 Annexation of Hawaiʻi to US
1901 Organic Act
1959 Hawaiʻi Statehood
*military controls ~5% of Hawaiʻi lands



What is Indigenous data sovereignty?

The right of Indigenous people and nations to govern the 
collection, ownership and application of their own data

Derives from 
inheritance rights 
to govern their 
peoples, lands 
and resources

Genesis in traditions, 
roles and 
responsibilities for the 
use of community held 
information

Positioned within 
human rights 
framework and court 
cases, treaties or 
recognition

Knowledge belongs 
to the collective and 
is fundamental to 
who we are as 
peoples
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NOAA Data sharing directive (2013)

Quick control+F 
search for 

“Indigenous” 
reveals 0 returns 



Private sector: FAIR & CARE pretty “impossible”

OSB, May 2023



International area: UN Ocean Decade Actions 

OSB, May 2023



Future Directions 
● Indigenous data sovereignty is an ideal test case for 

creating ocean science guidelines more broadly

●

● Do you have any ideas?





Who “Owns” Hawaiian Knowledge?

Hawaiipublicradio.or
g
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