
After Skookum Jim found gold, everything changed.  
White people came to this country.  
White people learned everything from Indians. Now they want the whole 
thing, the land!  
I've got sixty-four grandchildren in this Yukon. I worry about them, what's 
going to happen?  
White people, where's their grandpa? their grandma?
Indians should have their own land.

Source: Annie Ned, interviewed and quoted in Julie Cruikshank, Life Lived Like a 
Story (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 1990), p. 338.

Protecting the northern environment is essential for the physical, emotional and 
spiritual health of individuals and communities. It is also a matter of economic 
rationality.

Elsewhere in this chapter we recommend that economic development planning 
in the North be built on the mixed economy model. Most families in the North 
(except those living in a very few wage centres) draw their income from a 
combination of wage employment, the sale of handmade commodities, and 
hunting, gathering and fishing. Individuals, or more commonly families, may 
engage in all of these activities, making the best use of all the opportunities 
available to them. Virtually no one lives by traditional pursuits alone; likewise, 
few Aboriginal people in the North live entirely by wages, and there is little 
prospect that everyone will be able to do so in the future. The vitality of the 
mixed economy depends on both wage employment and the harvest of 
renewable resources.

Conflict over land use and over control and regulation of land use has been at 
the centre of the political relationship between northern Aboriginal nations and 
non-Aboriginal institutions and governments for many decades. Treaties 8 and 
11 were in large measure attempts to regulate joint land use and occupancy in 
the face of disorderly and unpredictable incursions of gold-seekers and oil 
developers. The treaties were somewhat successful in this original purpose, but 
less so in stopping or slowing the erosion of Aboriginal access to the land in 
later years. Where no treaties existed, there was essentially no regulation of 
joint land use at all until very recently.



When non-Aboriginal Canadians use categories such as 'wilderness' and 
'natural resources' to refer to the land and the 'wealth' that it contains, 
they are not employing categories that transcend cultural boundaries. 
Rather, as they are used to describe Canadian landscapes, they embody 
a whole series of inferences concerning human relationships to this 
'undeveloped' land that have historically been the cultural domain of Euro-
Canadians. By now this should go without saying. In fact, however, it has 
done little to alert the tendency of the relevant state institutions to assume 
that the Euro-Canadian technical paradigm of resource management 
possesses a superior intrinsic rationality and predictive capacity. Such 
power is assumed to endow this paradigm with a universal applicability 
that should transcend cultural boundaries.

Source: Andrew Chapeskie, "Land, Landscape, Culturescape: Aboriginal Relationship 
to Land and the Co-Management of Natural Resources", research study prepared 
RCAP (1995).

In retrospect, it is clear that the Second World War and the years immediately 
following were particularly important ones for northern land use and for what 
has come to be called environmental impact. The wartime arrival of thousands 
of military personnel and their equipment, followed by construction of the DEw 
line and the establishment of a military presence at various northern locations, 
left many permanent legacies, including localized pollution caused by industrial 
waste that was not safely discarded. The most troubling of these have been 
polychlorinated biphenols (PCBs).

Forty-two DEw line stations were built in the Canadian North during the 1950s; 
by 1963, half the stations were no longer needed. In the 1980s, the active DEw 
line sites were converted for use in the North Warning System. PCBs were 
used at all locations,122 and discarded PCBs were stored in barrels and left at 
the sites. A clean-up plan has been developed, and removal of the PCBs began 
in the summer of 1995.

The post-war period also saw the opening of mines and the development of 
hydroelectric projects, especially in the mid-north. In the 1950s and ‘60s, there 
were relatively few checks on any environmental effects these projects might 
have. There was also scant attention to local consultation, so most of the 
projects were implemented before the Aboriginal peoples using the land had a 
chance to appreciate their impact. For example, the construction of the 
Nonacho Dam on the Taltson River in the Northwest Territories was completed 
with no consultation with Dene Sonline living in the area. Dene Sonline came 



upon blasting and construction crews when they went out on the land for late 
winter trapping. The Nonacho Dam flooded an area Dene Sonline call Nánúlá 
Kúé. The flooding damaged the land, trees, animals, fish, birds and their 
habitat. It flooded gravesites, cabins and traplines. It altered caribou crossing 
routes and affected the quality of the water. All the knowledge that had been 
passed on from generation to generation about Nánúlá Kúé was lost when the 
land was flooded. Dene Sonline saw it as a “breaking of trust between the 
people and the land and water”. This had a profound psychological effect on 
Dene Sonline that is still felt today.123

Similar situations have occurred in other parts of northern Canada as well. 
Partly as a result of such experiences, Aboriginal peoples began to organize 
politically to halt potentially dangerous developments and, in the longer term, to 
influence land-use decisions and mitigate environmental damage. The large 
project proposals of the 1970s, such as the James Bay hydroelectric power 
development and the Mackenzie Valley pipeline, galvanized Aboriginal peoples 
across the North. They organized to pressure governments to halt or regulate 
the projects. One result of this activity was the establishment of the 
comprehensive claims negotiation process, which was intended to achieve in 
modern times what the treaties had achieved (at least in part) in the past: 
secure and peaceful access to northern resources by those interested in 
developing them, and the regulation of land and water use so that Aboriginal 
hunters, trappers and fishers, and industrial developers, could coexist. A 
second result of land-use conflicts in the 1970s was the introduction of 
regulatory and review processes, such as the Federal Environmental 
Assessment Review Process.124

Through the 1980s, the range of environmental issues being addressed in open 
political debate expanded to include land, sea and air pollution and the impacts 
of military tests and exercises.125 The focus of government policy shifted from 
understanding environmental issues at the local or regional level to seeing the 
environmental consequences of development from a transboundary 
(international and circumpolar) perspective.126

Besides efforts to halt developments that directly affected the viability of the 
hunting, trapping and fishing economies, Aboriginal people and their allies 
across the North also tried to influence the scale and rate of industrial economic 
development. Recognizing that this form of development has benefitted 
Aboriginal communities only marginally,127 Aboriginal people in the North 
pressed for better-paid jobs, effective training programs and local benefits in the 
form of small business opportunities. There has been some success in this 



regard, so that it is now unlikely that any major project would be developed in 
the North without such measures to benefit the local population. The challenge 
remains finding ways to limit negative impacts on the renewable resources in 
the North and extending training and employment benefits past the peak phase 
of projects.128

The evolution of environmental policies and programs since the 1970s has 
involved the creation of a complex set of organizations and legislative 
provisions designed to assess and monitor environmental impacts of 
development projects, minimize negative consequences and, more generally, 
shift the focus of development from the approach of the 1960s — development 
for development’s sake — to the approach of the ‘90s — creating sustainable 
forms of development.129

If oil and gas exploration or forestry disrupt hunting and trapping areas, if mines 
pollute streams and rivers, and if offshore petroleum production and 
transportation drive away marine mammals, the mixed economy of the North 
cannot survive. Northern Aboriginal peoples, moreover, will be forced away 
from the life that sustains them and ensures the survival of their cultures. This 
reality has long been recognized by northern Aboriginal people. In many parts 
of the North, they have been working to develop regimes of environmental 
stewardship appropriate to their areas. We consulted people about their 
experience in developing these regimes, and we offer some recommendations 
concerning the difficulties that are now becoming apparent. In this area, 
however, it is obvious that the Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people who live in 
the North are taking the lead in finding solutions.

Three particularly important matters were raised in our public hearings:

• pollution control, prevention and clean-up;  

• co-ordination and enhancement of existing regulatory regimes; and  

• more thorough and effective integration of traditional knowledge in the 
regimes established to ensure sustainable use.

6.2 Pollution Control

Mercury contamination, radiation, PCBs, airborne particulates and other 
substances may have a severe long-term impact on the health of all northern 



residents. There is not the space here to address the effects of all these 
pollutants, but we can provide some sense of the potential problems. (See also 
Volume 3, Chapter 3.)

Although a comprehensive overview of pollution in northern Canada has not yet 
been developed, research indicates some serious problems on the horizon.130 
From 1985 to 1987, Health and Welfare Canada supported studies at 
Broughton Island, N.w.T., to assess the risks to the health of Arctic residents of 
consuming country foods containing PCBs. Seal, caribou, narwhal, fish and 
walrus accounted for 90 per cent or more of the country foods consumed. 
Human blood, breast milk and various foods were measured for concentrations 
of PCBs. The study found that 15.4 per cent of males and 8.8 per cent of 
females ingested more than the tolerable daily intake of PCBs set by Health 
and Welfare Canada. PCB concentrations in blood samples exceeded tolerable 
amounts in 63 per cent of children under 15 years of age, 39 per cent of 
females aged 15 to 44, six per cent of males 15 years and older, and 29 per 
cent of women 45 years and older. All samples of the breast milk contained 
PCBs, and one-quarter exceeded the established tolerable PCB level. Santé 
Québec reports similar findings in northern Quebec.131

While these studies give cause for concern, it is important to recognize that 
there is no general conclusion yet that country foods are unsafe. Rather, the 
findings are a warning that the people who consume country foods should 
monitor contaminant levels where they live, through information provided by the 
health and environment departments of the federal, provincial or territorial 
government.132

6.3 Environmental Management Regimes

Federal, provincial and territorial governments share responsibility for 
administering environmental regimes in the North. The Federal Environmental 
Assessment Review Office (FEARO) is responsible for conducting 
environmental impact assessments of development projects. On 19 January 
1995 the Canadian Environmental Assessment Act was proclaimed. Among 
other provisions, the act enshrines the right to intervener funding and gives 
FEARO the power to subpoena witnesses and to assess the cumulative impact 
of development projects.133 At provincial and territorial levels, responsibility for 
environmental management rests with various departments, such as the 
Ministère des Ressources naturelles (Quebec), the Ministry of Natural 
Resources (Ontario and Manitoba), the Ministry of Parks and Natural 



Resources (Saskatchewan), and the Department of Renewable Resources 
(Northwest Territories).134 These ministries (and in some provinces, rural 
municipalities) manage the day-to-day regulatory process, including land-use 
permits, local development planning and water-use regulation.

Environmental management structures and policies differ throughout the North. 
Structures and policies depend on the situation of the Aboriginal people who 
live in a particular region, whether the group is subject to the Indian Act, and 
whether the group has entered into a comprehensive claims agreement. Where 
a group remains subject to the act, environmental management remains in the 
control of the federal government. Environmental management agreements with 
band councils are usually classified as ‘interim’ agreements; that is, they are of 
a temporary nature and subject to periodic re-evaluation.135 These agreements 
exist as a result of policy, not legislation, and so are less stable than cases 
where Aboriginal groups have ratified comprehensive claims agreements, which 
make provision for similar functions.

Since the inception of the James Bay and Northern Quebec Agreement 
(JBNQA) in 1975 and the Northeastern Quebec Agreement in 1978, federal and 
provincial authorities have shared responsibility for environmental management 
with Aboriginal organizations created by comprehensive land claims 
agreements. This has involved the creation of co-management boards and 
councils, typically with 50 per cent Aboriginal membership and 50 per cent 
federal and provincial/territorial appointees.136

Assessments of the effectiveness of these co-management boards have 
revealed mixed results. In the JBNQA case, Alan Penn concludes that in the 
administration of public lands and natural resources…it has become apparent 
that the mechanisms in the Agreement have done very little to expand the 
economic and social prospects for the Cree communities. To many…the 
consultative mechanisms are impractical as a means of influencing government 
policy; instead, they can serve too readily as a pretext for inaction or 
containment.137

The problems experienced by co-management boards established through the 
JBNQA stem from the fact that the Aboriginal groups (Crees and Inuit) and the 
government continue to have very different understandings and expectations 
about what environmental assessment regimes are intended to achieve. In the 
James Bay case, these differences originate in the positions taken by Aboriginal 
groups and the Quebec government during and since negotiation of JBNQA.138 
The major failure of the regimes is that they provide insufficient direction 



regarding standards and criteria for approving or rejecting proposed 
development projects. In particular, the Kativik environmental quality 
commission, together with the Kativik regional government, lacks clear authority 
to act on environmental issues.139 This is because of several problems, 
including lack of baseline data on environmental impact, the absence of 
independent data (from Aboriginal and government sources), and the lack of 
intervener funding.140

The Inuvialuit Final Agreement (1984) resulted in the elaboration of five 
management principles:

• the protection and preservation of Arctic wildlife, environment and biological 
productivity through the application of conservation principles and practices;

• the integration of wildlife and land management regimes and the co-ordination 
of legislative authorities;

• the application of special protective measures to lands determined to be 
important for wildlife, research or harvesting;

• the effective integration of the Inuvialuit into all bodies, functions and decisions 
pertaining to wildlife management and land management in the Inuvialuit 
Settlement Region; and  

• the application of the relevant knowledge and experience of both the Inuvialuit 
and the scientific communities.

Under the agreement, the Inuvialuit Land Administration (ILA) is responsible for 
environmental management and will be directly accountable to the future 
Inuvialuit regional government. Co-management boards established through 
ILA have achieved some measure of effectiveness, mainly because of the 
flexibility of management options and processes set up in the agreement. 
However, Lindsay Staples criticizes governments for their lack of commitment 
to the IFA implementation process and points to the inconsistency between 
government departments in co-ordinating policies and interpreting IFA 
legislation.141

According to provisions in the Nunavut Agreement (1993), environmental 
management regimes will be introduced with the creation of the Nunavut 
government in 1999. Article 5, part 2 of the agreement creates the Nunavut 



Wildlife Management Board (NwMB), composed of equal numbers of nominees 
from government and Inuit organizations.142 The board’s jurisdiction includes 
participation in research, establishment of levels of total allowable harvest, 
assessment of basic-needs levels for communities, establishment or removal of 
non-quota limitations, and identification of wildlife management zones. NwMB 
held its first meeting in Iqaluit, N.w.T., in January 1994.

The co-management boards established by comprehensive claims agreements 
benefit from their association with these constitutionally entrenched 
agreements. They still face the task of establishing themselves early as 
effective organizations with the capacity to develop relationships with other 
institutions, such as provincial and territorial departments.

While there are still limitations on the effectiveness of environmental co-
management boards, there is consensus that they represent an important 
improvement over the one-sided situation that existed before the signing of 
JBNQA. Aboriginal organizations may still be subject ultimately to government 
control in environmental management, but co-management boards increasingly 
allow Aboriginal groups to participate in and influence policy making.

One of the more successful examples of co-management in the North is the 
Beverly and Qamanirjuaq Caribou Management Board (BQCMB). (For details, 
see Volume 2, Chapter 4, Appendix 4B.) Established in 1982 as part of a 10-
year intergovernmental agreement, BQCMB was created in response to a 
widely perceived crisis in the management of the Beverly and Qamanirjuaq 
barren-ground caribou herds, whose migratory routes cross jurisdictional and 
harvester-group boundaries in the north-west of Canada (see Figure 6.6).143 A 
basic problem in the management of these herds involved a disagreement 
between caribou harvesters and government biologists over the number of 
animals that constituted the herds. This conflict, in a context where hunters and 
trappers were accustomed to exercising some authority and considerable 
discretion in collective harvesting decisions,144 led to the development of the 
management board.

The board’s mandate is to advise the federal government and the ministries of 
renewable resources of the Northwest Territories, Saskatchewan and Manitoba 
on the management of the two herds. A secondary function involves promoting 
conservation through education and communication.145

BQCMB consists of 13 members, of which eight are caribou users and five are 
government representatives appointed by DIAND, the Manitoba ministry of 



natural resources, the Saskatchewan ministry of parks and renewable 
resources, and the N.w.T. department of renewable resources. The government 
of the Northwest Territories appoints four of the user members, while Manitoba 
and Saskatchewan each appoint two.146

A recent review of its operations acknowledges that management effectiveness 
is limited by the board’s advisory status. Nonetheless, BQCMB is considered a 
positive example of co-management, particularly in comparison to the situation 
before it was set up. It has provided a forum for resolution of disputes and for 
the development of consensus on key questions of herd size and quotas.147 In 
1992, the board’s mandate was extended by a further 10 years.

BQCMB and other co-management boards face difficulties arising from 
language and cultural differences. The language of work is English, a provision 
that systematically restricts who can be appointed a user representative; that is, 
appointees must come from the bilingual Aboriginal population. This means that 
older unilingual hunters, who generally have the most extensive traditional 
environmental knowledge, are effectively prevented from being appointed to the 
board.

Furthermore, terminology such as ‘wildlife management’, ‘census’ and 
‘population’ are central concepts that guide decision making. It is questionable 
whether all co-management board members share the same understanding of 
these basic concepts. For example, the term ‘wildlife’ reflects a perspective on 
the relationship between people and animals that is rooted in agrarian and 
urban ways of life. The term cannot be translated directly into Aboriginal 
languages.148 Hence, there is a need to negotiate the meanings of these 
concepts so that harvesters and the scientific community can communicate and 
manage more effectively.149 The integration of scientific knowledge and 
traditional environmental knowledge should be at the core of co-management. 
Negotiation and integration are beginning to occur only now, however.



 

 

6.4 Traditional Knowledge

By traditional knowledge we mean a cumulative body of knowledge and beliefs, 
handed down through generations by cultural transmission, about the 
relationship of living beings (including humans) with one another and with their 
environment….[It] is an attribute of societies with historical continuity in 
resource use practices; by and large, these are non-industrial or less 
technologically advanced societies, many of them indigenous or tribal.150

The traditional knowledge of Indigenous peoples encompasses vast and 
diverse elements in the common human heritage of understanding. Traditional 
knowledge was threatened by colonization and has been made less accessible 
because — in North America at least — it is preserved almost entirely by oral 
means. While a great deal has no doubt been lost, traditional knowledge is now 
being recovered and recorded. Researchers are documenting bodies of 
knowledge in virtually every aspect of human life, including knowledge about 
physical, mental and spiritual health, science and technology, navigation, and 
all forms of production from the land and waters. A particularly rich vein of 



knowledge is available on matters of environmental stewardship.

The traditional knowledge of Aboriginal people in northern Canada about 
environmental matters comprises observations about all the interacting aspects 
of the local environment. These observations are based on experience and 
experimentation. They guide a set of protocols and a system of self-
management that governs resource use.151 The observations are classified, 
interpreted and understood through spiritual (that is, non-empirical) belief 
systems.152 The spiritual aspect of traditional knowledge acts as a moral code 
that governs human-animal-environmental relations and is expressed through 
customary rules and laws rooted in the values and norms of the community to 
which it belongs.

Traditional knowledge can be seen to have two aspects. The spiritual aspect is 
integral to the cosmological and ethical beliefs of indigenous societies. While 
the validity or truth value of the spiritual aspects of traditional knowledge cannot 
be assessed scientifically, its social existence and transmission can be 
measured, as can effects on the environment (in, for example, the conservation 
of resources). The second feature of traditional knowledge is its practical base: 
traditional explanations of environmental phenomena are based on cumulative, 
collective experience, tested over centuries by people who required a 
sophisticated and practical knowledge of the land on which they depended for 
every aspect of life.

As with other components of culture, traditional knowledge is reproduced, 
validated and revised daily and seasonally through the annual cycle of social 
activities. It is elaborated and transmitted in Aboriginal languages and passed 
from elders to youth in each generation.153

Traditional knowledge is generally recorded and transmitted through an oral 
tradition, often in the form of stories, and it is learned through observation and 
experience on the land in the company of those who are knowledgeable. A 
general characteristic of traditional knowledge is the understanding that all parts 
of the environment — animal, vegetable and mineral — have a life force. 
Human life is not superior to other parts of creation. For example, Inuit 
traditionally believe that animals have souls and that certain places are 
considered sacred by virtue of having spirits. A fundamental consequence of 
traditional knowledge is the belief that human beings can use — but do not 
have the right to control or exploit — other animate or inanimate elements of the 
environment.



There is increasing interest in integrating traditional knowledge with the 
knowledge of biologists, botanists, climatologists and others in deliberations 
about environmental regulation. There is growing legitimacy for these ideas.154 
Just what is involved in integrating the two forms of knowledge is still a matter 
of some uncertainty, although various attempts have been made. Milton 
Freeman, for example, notes that the Berger inquiry (1977) was the first 
environmental and social impact assessment that took into consideration the 
views and knowledge of the Inuvialuit, Dene and Métis peoples of the northwest 
corner of Canada. Freeman emphasizes that, over the last two decades, “the 
credibility of native hunters as accurate interpreters of nature has become more 
widely accepted”.155

Traditional ecological knowledge, along with scientific data, is used in the 
Hudson Bay Research Program. This program examines the various 
approaches to assessing cumulative effects in the Hudson Bay bio-region. The 
program is a three-year collaborative research initiative involving the Canadian 
Arctic Resources Committee, the Environmental Committee of Sanikiluaq, and 
the Rawson Academy of Aquatic Science.

John Sallenave has identified three barriers to the integration of traditional 
ecological knowledge:

• Different perspectives: Sallenave observes that there is frequently a distinct 
difference between what Aboriginal people think are significant impacts and 
what policy makers and those in favour of development projects think are 
significant impacts. These differences are probably rooted in both the habits of 
mind and the practical priorities of each group.

• Scientific scepticism: Scientists are sceptical about the credibility or reliability 
of Aboriginal information gathered through interviews, preferring ‘hard’ data 
such as biophysical data. Some may dismiss Aboriginal knowledge as 
subjective, anecdotal and unscientific.

• Politics: Policy makers may resist altering established decision-making 
processes to accommodate the use of traditional ecological knowledge, for 
reasons having to do with an interest in controlling the process.156

While these barriers are real, there is growing interest in overcoming them 
among scientists and policy makers, as well as Aboriginal people engaged in 
economic development planning, environmental protection and wildlife 
management. Work to integrate traditional environmental knowledge is probably 



most advanced in the Northwest Territories, where the government has adopted 
a traditional knowledge policy with far-reaching implications for the entire public 
service and regulatory process. The policy recognizes that Aboriginal traditional 
knowledge is a valid and essential source of information about the natural 
environment and its resources, the use of natural resources, and the 
relationship of people to the land and to each other….[The Government of the 
Northwest Territories] will incorporate traditional knowledge into Government 
decisions and actions where appropriate.157

Among other measures, the policy obliges public servants to administer all 
programs and services “in a manner consistent with the beliefs, customs, 
knowledge, values and languages of the people being served”.

6.5 The International Agenda on the Environment

Northern Aboriginal peoples and their non-Aboriginal neighbours have 
recognized the dangers inherent in the current jurisdictional division of the 
circumpolar Arctic basin, which is a single ecological and cultural area. For this 
reason and others, they have undertaken policy and organizational initiatives in 
the international arena.158

One of the earliest initiatives was launched in 1984 by the Inuit Circumpolar 
Conference (ICC), an organization representing Inuit from Greenland, Canada, 
the United States and Russia. ICC has developed an Arctic policy that covers 
virtually all aspects of circumpolar life and applies to all nation-states in the 
circumpolar basin. ICC invites these nation-states to adopt and implement the 
Arctic policy, whose main provisions are as follows:

• affirmation and protection of Inuit rights at the national and international level. 
This includes the right to self-government, as well as issues of global security, 
peace and development in the Arctic and circumpolar co-operation;

• protection of the circumpolar environment. Included here are provisions for the 
protection and management of Arctic resources, as well as Arctic marine 
transportation and transboundary nuclear pollution;

• social development, including health and social well-being, equality between 
women and men, and the role of Inuit youth and elders;

• cultural development, such as Inuit culture and language, communications, 



archaeological and cultural property and religious freedom;

• economic development, including employment and training, air transportation 
and international trade; and  

• educational issues and northern scientific research.159

These principles are designed to influence and guide the decisions of policy 
makers in each of the eight nation-states with a presence in the Arctic. Political 
self-determination of each Arctic Aboriginal people is vulnerable to the 
economic, environmental and social change brought about by developments in 
the south.160 By working together across international boundaries, Inuit hope to 
exercise more influence. Thus, the ICC Arctic policy states:

Public policies and programs of government, and international agreements, 
must reflect the ICC principles. Formal mechanisms should be devised to 
ensure timely and effective Inuit input into policy and decision-making. 
Governments must devolve responsibilities and authorities, with the necessary 
financial assistance, upon Inuit regional and community groups to develop and 
implement programs that affect Inuit.161

There have been other circumpolar environmental initiatives; Aboriginal peoples 
from Canada have been involved in the development of each of them. The 
Finnish government proposed an international co-operative body to monitor the 
quality of Arctic waters, in response to concern about contaminants in the Arctic 
food chain, suspected to come from pollutants in Arctic waters but originating 
outside the Arctic.

The Arctic Environmental Protection Strategy (AEPS) is another important 
model. In June 1991, representatives of the governments of Canada, Denmark, 
Finland, Iceland, Norway, Sweden, the former USSR and the United States 
signed an accord in Rovaniemi, Finland, committing themselves to a multi-
phase strategy to protect the circumpolar environment. The AEPS commits 
these nations to taking specific steps to protect the Arctic environment and 
establishes an Arctic monitoring and assessment program. The strategy is 
important because “it represents a collective, circumpolar approach toward 
environmental issues, many of which do not respect political  
boundaries”.162

Another case is the Porcupine Caribou Management Board. The caribou 



migrate from calving grounds on the north slope of Alaska, through the northern 
Yukon, into the delta of the Mackenzie River, providing a vital source of food for 
Inuvialuit, Gwich’in and Inupiat people of 13 communities (see Figure 6.6). They 
are also hunted by non-Aboriginal people. The Inuvialuit Final Agreement 
created an opportunity for international agreements involving the governments 
of Canada and the United States, as well as Alaska, the Yukon and the 
Northwest Territories, to protect the herd’s habitat and ensure the continuation 
of subsistence hunting on both sides of the international border.

A second step was the establishment of the Alaska and Inuvialuit Beluga Whale 
Committee in 1988 “to facilitate and promote the wise conservation [and] 
management of beluga whales in Alaska and the western Canadian Arctic”.163 
The committee, which operates on a consensus basis, is working to establish 
an international agreement.

6.6 Conclusion

For Aboriginal people, environmental stewardship is more than a question of 
politics, it is a matter of cultural and economic survival. The long-term effects of 
global pollution on the residents of the entire circumpolar region present a 
challenge for the affected nation-states, as well as the communities and people 
who live within their borders. Concerted multilateral efforts will be required. 
Environmental management regimes offer a different kind of challenge, and the 
promise — just beginning to be realized — of effective systems that make the 
best use of the knowledge and skills of Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal science.

Recommendations

The Commission recommends that

4.6.8

The government of Canada recognize the contribution of Aboriginal traditional 
knowledge to environmental stewardship and support its development.

4.6.9

The government of Canada make provisions for the participation of Aboriginal 
governments and organizations in future international agreements concerning 
environmental stewardship.



4.6.10

The federal department of health continue the close monitoring of 
contamination of northern country food by atmospheric and other pollution and, 
given the importance of these foods to northern people, communicate the 
results of this work quickly and effectively to users of these renewable northern 
resources.

4.6.11

All governments in Canada support the development of co-management 
regimes along the lines of those already established in the North.

7. Support for the Northern Economy

If Toronto had 80 per cent unemployment, as is the case in most of our 
reserves, would you address the social or economic problems first? I think if 
you had 80 per cent unemployment in Toronto, you would have rioting in the 
streets.

Chief Frank Beardy  
Muskrat Dam First Nation  
Big Trout Lake, Ontario, 3 December 1992

The economic circumstances in which LIA [Labrador Inuit Association] operates 
are best characterized as extreme poverty and heavy dependence on 
government support programs. The short, ten-week, commercial fishery is seen 
as the economic mainstay of the Labrador Inuit economy. This fishery has 
declined steadily and more rapidly over the years. Catches of all the traditional 
and principal commercial species, cod, salmon and char, keep getting smaller 
and smaller. The only “fish” which are plentiful are seals but there is no market 
for pelts as a result of the successes of the animal rights movement. The 
resulting decline in income is devastating the Labrador Inuit economy. They no 
longer have the income necessary to qualify for unemployment insurance 
benefits or to finance subsistence activities on the land.164

We turn now to a question we heard everywhere during our hearings in the 
North: How are the Aboriginal people who choose to remain in the North going 
to make a living in the future?



Over the next decade or so, the adult population of Aboriginal people in the 
North will continue to grow significantly (Table 6.6).165 Nothing close to a 
sufficient number of jobs is likely to be created, especially in the smaller 
communities and more remote areas. Compared to southern Canada, per 
capita public expenditures in the North (particularly the territorial North) have 
been high, primarily a result of the climate, the sparse population distribution, 
and the need to subsidize virtually  
every form of economic activity.166 As the population grows, the absolute 
amount of public expenditures is expected to grow. Yet public funds are 
expected to remain tight and probably to get much tighter, at least in the short 
term. The effects of federal and provincial fiscal restraint are not likely to be 
sufficiently offset by northern-generated revenues.167 Taken together, these 
factors point to the need for careful rethinking in the area of economic and 
social spending. In a time of restraint, how are positive programs to be put in 
place to give young people reasonable choices for earning a living in the future?



TABLE 6.6
Projections of Aboriginal Identity Population by Age Groups, 1991, 2001 
and 2016

 

 

 

Both Sexes Males Females
0- 14 15- 54 55+ Total 0- 14 15- 54 55+ Total 0- 14 15- 54 55+ Total

(thousands)
Total Aboriginal
Far North 
1991 26.3 38.1 5.6 70.1 13.5 19.5 2.9 35.9 12.8 18.6 2.8 34.2

2001 27.5 49.8 8.8 86.1 14.1 25.8 4.2 44.1 13.4 23.9 4.6 41.9
2016 26.7 60.6 18.7 106 13.8 31.7 8.8 54.4 12.9 28.9 9.9 51.6
Mid- 
North 
1991

71.4 103.6 15.3 190.3 35.9 51.5 7.5 95 35.5 52.1 7.7 95.3

2001 74.7 136.1 23.7 234.5 37.6 68.5 10.9 117 37.1 67.6 12.8 117.5
2016 72.5 166.6 50.2 289.2 36.8 84.6 22.7 144.2 35.7 81.9 27.5 145.1
South 
1991 165.1 263.5 31.7 460.2 84 123.6 14.7 222.4 81.1 139.8 17 237.9

2001 173.1 347 49.8 569.9 88.2 164.6 21.6 274.5 84.9 182.4 28.2 295.4
2016 167.7 424.2 106.3 698.2 86.2 203.8 45.7 335.6 81.5 220.4 60.6 362.5
Total 
1991 262.8 405.2 52.6 720.6 133.4 194.6 25.2 353.2 129.4 210.6 27.5 367.4

2001 275.3 532.8 82.4 890.5 140 258.9 36.8 435.6 135.4 273.9 45.6 454.9
2016 266.8 651.4 175.1 1,093.40 136.8 320.2 77.2 534.2 130.1 331.3 97.9 559.3

 

 

Both Sexes Males Females
0- 14 15- 54 55+ Total 0- 14 15- 54 55+ Total 0- 14 15- 54 55+ Total

(thousands)
Status Indians
Far North 
1991 8.8 14.7 2.5 26 4.5 7.6 1.3 13.3 4.4 7.1 1.2 12.7

2001 9.6 20 3.9 33.4 4.9 10.4 1.8 17.1 4.7 9.6 2.1 16.4
2016 8.3 24 8 40.2 4.2 12.6 3.8 20.6 4 11.4 4.2 19.7
Mid- 
North 
1991

51.4 77.8 11.9 141.1 26 38.8 5.8 70.7 25.3 39 6.1 70.4



2001 55.8 105.8 18.4 180.1 28.4 53.2 8.3 89.9 27.4 52.6 10.2 90.2
2016 48.2 127 38.1 213.2 24.7 64.4 17.2 106.3 23.5 62.5 20.9 106.9
South 
1991 90.9 159.1 21 271 46.1 75.1 9.5 130.8 44.8 84 11.4 140.2

2001 98.8 216.4 32.6 347.8 50.3 103 13.6 166.9 48.5 113.3 19.1 180.9
2016 85.3 259.4 67.4 412.1 43.7 124.7 28.2 196.7 41.6 134.6 39.2 215.4
Total 
1991 151.1 251.6 35.4 438 76.6 121.5 16.6 214.8 74.4 130.1 18.7 223.2

2001 164.2 342.2 54.9 561.4 83.6 166.7 23.7 273.9 80.7 175.5 31.3 287.4
2016 141.8 410.3 113.5 665.6 72.6 201.8 49.2 323.5 69.2 208.5 64.3 342

 

 

Both Sexes Males Females
0- 14 15- 54 55+ Total 0- 14 15- 54 55+ Total 0- 14 15- 54 55+ Total

(thousands)
Non-status Indians
Far North 
1991 1.1 0.9 — 2.1 0.6 0.4 0 1 0.5 0.5 — 1.1

2001 1.1 1.1 0.1 2.3 0.6 0.5 0 1.1 0.5 0.6 0.1 1.2
2016 1.5 1.4 0.2 3.1 0.8 0.7 0 1.5 0.7 0.7 0.2 1.6
Mid- 
North 
1991

8.8 9.8 1.2 19.7 4.4 4.8 0.7 9.9 4.3 5 0.5 9.8

2001 8.6 11.6 1.9 22 4.4 5.8 1 11.2 4.2 5.7 0.9 10.8
2016 11.8 15.1 4.5 31.5 6.1 7.8 2.3 16.2 5.7 7.3 2.2 15.2
South 
1991 36.9 49.2 4.7 90.8 18.5 22.7 2.2 43.5 18.4 26.5 2.5 47.3

2001 36.1 58.2 7.5 101.8 18.3 27.7 3.3 49.3 17.8 30.6 4.2 52.5
2016 49.7 75.9 18.2 143.8 25.5 37.2 7.7 70.4 24.2 38.7 10.5 73.4
1991 46.8 59.9 6 112.6 23.5 28 2.9 54.4 23.3 31.9 3 58.2
2001 45.7 70.9 9.4 126.1 23.2 34 4.3 61.5 22.5 36.9 5.1 64.5
2016 63 92.5 22.9 178.4 32.4 45.8 10 88.1 30.7 46.7 12.9 90.2



TABLE 6.6 (Continued)
Projections of Aboriginal Identity Population by Age Groups, 1991, 2001 
and 2016

 

 

 

Both Sexes Males Females
0- 14 15- 54 55+ Total 0- 14 15- 54 55+ Total 0- 14 15- 54 55+ Total

(thousands)
Métis             
Far North 
1991 2.1 3.7 0.3 6.2 1.1 1.9 0.2 3.2 1 1.9 0.1 3

2001 2.1 4.7 0.5 7.3 1.1 2.4 0.3 3.7 1 2.4 0.2 3.6
2016 1.9 5.7 1.1 8.7 1 2.9 0.6 4.5 0.9 2.8 0.5 4.2
Mid- North 
1991 13.2 18.7 2.5 34.3 6.2 9.6 1.3 17.1 6.9 9.1 1.2 17.2

2001 12.8 23.7 4.1 40.6 6.1 12.2 2.2 20.4 6.7 11.6 2 20.2
2016 11.6 28.5 9.1 49.3 5.6 14.8 4.6 25 6 13.7 4.5 24.3
South 1991 36.7 55.6 6.6 98.9 18.8 26.1 3.1 48 17.9 29.5 3.5
2001 35.6 70.6 10.9 117 18.4 33.1 5.3 56.7 17.2 37.5 5.6 60.3
2016 32.5 84.8 24.1 141.4 17 40.2 11.1 68.3 15.5 44.6 13.1 73.2
Total 1991 52 78 9.4 139.4 26.2 37.5 4.6 68.3 25.8 40.5 4.9 71.1
2001 50.4 99 15.5 165.00 25.6 47.6 7.7 80.9 24.8 51.4 7.8 84
2016 46.1 119 34.3 199.4 23.6 57.9 16.2 97.8 22.4 61.1 18.1 101.7

 

 

Both Sexes Males Females
0- 14 15- 54 55+ Total 0- 14 15- 54 55+ Total 0- 14 15- 54 55+ Total

(thousands)
Inuit             
Far North 
1991 13.8 17.8 2.3 34 7.5 8.9 1.3 17.6 6.4 8.9 1.1 16.4

2001 15.3 23.5 3.2 42 7.8 12.2 1.5 21.5 7.5 11.3 1.7 20.5
2016 16 32.6 6.1 54.7 8.2 16.7 2.6 27.5 7.8 15.9 3.5 27.2
Mid- North 
1991 0.1 0.1 0 0.2 0 0 0 0 0.1 0.1 0 0.2

2001 0.1 0.1 0 0.2 0 0 0 0 0.1 0.1 0 0.2
2016 0.1 0.1 0 0.2 0 0 0 0 0.1 0.1 0 0.2



South 1991 1.9 1.7 0 3.7 1.1 0.6 0 1.7 0.9 1.1 0 2
2001 2.1 2.2 0 4.4 1.1 0.8 0 1.9 1 1.4 0 2.5
2016 2.2 3.1 0 5.4 1.2 1.1 0 2.3 1.1 2 0 3.1
Total 1991 15.9 19.6 2.3 37.8 8.5 9.5 1.3 19.3 7.3 10.1 1.1 18.5
2001 17.5 25.8 3.2 46.6 8.9 13 1.5 23.4 8.6 12.8 1.7 23.2
2016 18.3 35.8 6.1 60.3 9.3 17.7 2.6 29.7 9 18.1 3.5 30.6

Note: — non-zero values of less than 50.  
Because of multiple identities reported in the individual Aboriginal groups, the sum of the four 
groups is greater than the count for the total Aboriginal population.

Source: Statistics Canada, Demography Division, Population Projections Section.

We believe that the policies for northern economic development that are most 
likely to succeed are those that complement and build on the strengths of the 
traditional-mixed economy. The Berger inquiry into the construction of the 
Mackenzie Valley pipeline concluded nearly 20 years ago:

In the North today, the lives of many native families are based on an intricate 
economic mix. At certain times of the year, they hunt and fish; at other times 
they work for wages….There are, in reality, four sectors in the northern 
economy: subsistence, trading of renewable resource produce, local wage 
employment, and industrial wage employment. We can trace the history of the 
native economy along a spectrum that has subsistence activities at one end 
and industrial wage labour at the other. But we must bear in mind that 
overlapping or mixed economic forms are now integral to the native 
economy.168

The four sectors identified by Berger are still important in the North: subsistence 
hunting, fishing and gathering, the sale of renewable resources products, local 
(or small business) wage employment, and industrial wage employment. 
However, we would add to the “intricate economic mix” some other sources of 
income — public service employment, subsidies to the harvesting sector, and 
social welfare transfers.169 It is by combining income from these sources that 
most northern Aboriginal people have made a living for several decades and 
that they still make a living today.

The traditional-mixed economy has been given many names. At one time, 
analysts referred to ‘traditional pursuits’; later they identified the traditional, 
mixed, domestic, informal or renewable resources economies. We have chosen 



the term ‘traditional-mixed’ because it captures two of the most important 
features of this economic sphere. The reference to tradition recognizes that 
hunting, gathering and fishing are how northern Aboriginal peoples have 
traditionally made their living; the term also honours the fact that traditional 
knowledge and skills are important to success on the land and the reality that 
traditional spiritual values — a way of seeing the world — influence the 
activities of the land. This point was explained to us repeatedly at our public 
hearings. One of the plainest statements was made by Mark Wedge:

What drove the economy prior to the contact with the European culture, the 
European people? Some of the stories that some of the elders had brought out 
was that prior to the contact it was spiritual values that drove this economy.

Mark Wedge  
Whitehorse, Yukon 18 November 1992

The economy is mixed because it blends what were once considered 
incompatible practices: wage employment, transfer payments, and traditional 
participation in fishing, hunting and  
gathering.170

Extended families share income in kind (from hunting, fishing and gathering) 
and cash income (from wage employment, the sale of arts and crafts, and 
social welfare transfers). Sharing occurs within households and between them. 
Frequently, cash income from various sources is used to support land-based 
production. For example, wages from short-term employment or social 
assistance payments may be used to purchase the supplies necessary for a 
hunting trip; the food harvested on such trips will be shared and used to sustain 
families and other community members. In addition, by-products of the hunting 
trip — fur and hides — are often used along with imported materials such as 
cloth and wool in fine-craft items such as hats, mittens, slippers and coats. 
Bone, antlers or soapstone (depending on the region of the North) are used for 
art carvings and other items made for sale.

Far from being incompatible with wage employment, the traditional-mixed 
economy is healthier when there are opportunities for people to earn cash 
wages. Wages can be used to buy the necessary items for going out on the 
land; in turn, the land provides food and other necessities of a much higher 
quality than could ever be purchased in the North by cash alone. In this sense, 
land-based production in the typical northern economy ‘subsidizes’ both the 
wage economy and the social welfare system.



What is essential is that the enterprises that generate wage employment be 
conducted in a manner that does not damage the environment (and thus the 
basis of the traditional-mixed economy) and that the jobs provided by 
enterprises be structured in a way that permits hunting, fishing and trapping to 
continue.

Part of the reason for our support of the traditional-mixed economy lies in our 
assessment of previous approaches to northern economic development. 
Development approaches based on very high levels of infrastructure 
construction and other forms of subsidy for major non-renewable and capital-
intensive resource projects have not drawn many northern Aboriginal people 
into full-time wage employment; few such programs will likely be affordable in 
any case.

Yet we do not dismiss the wage economy. The traditional-mixed economy is not 
an isolated sphere of activity. Rather, it is the vital core of regional economies 
that include wage employment, small business development and various forms 
of investment and public expenditure. For many northern Aboriginal people, 
therefore, seasonal, part-time or permanent wage employment is an important 
aspect of their participation in the mixed economy. In light of this, we recognize 
the continuing importance of public and private sector wage employment. We 
also endorse a variety of measures, identified by many northern Aboriginal 
organizations and governments, to enhance opportunities for employment and 
business development. (See Volume 2, Chapter 5 for a discussion of most of 
these measures.) There is a high degree of consensus about the merits of such 
measures and an increasing amount of independent research that 
demonstrates their relevance.171 They include

• import substitution;  

• long-term strategically planned labour force training;  

• promotion of internal trade;  

• development of the small business sector;  

• selective commercialization of the wildlife harvest;  

• specialized export development;  



• eco-tourism;  

• creation of job opportunities in the public service for local Aboriginal people to 
reduce the expense of importing and training public servants;

• job sharing; and  

• flexibility in work schedules.

These solutions are based on the experience of the last several decades with 
other approaches to economic development. Since that experience is important 
to understanding the applicability of the measures just listed, we now consider 
some approaches used in the past.

7.1 Past Approaches to Northern Economic Development

During this century, two broad approaches to public spending for northern 
development have been tried: laissez-faire (where government abstains from 
involvement) and infrastructure development.

From Confederation to the Second World War, the federal purse was mainly 
closed to northern Aboriginal peoples. Some small amounts were paid to 
northern residents as a result of treaty obligations, policing was provided, and 
very occasionally, charitable expenditures were made. This laissez-faire period 
is captured in the phrase ‘best left as Indians’ — Ottawa’s earlier belief that 
northern Aboriginal peoples should make their own living, as they had always 
done. To some extent the federal government’s attitude applied to all citizens 
across Canada, Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal, until the changes that came with 
and followed the Second World War. However, a minority viewpoint, even 
during the Depression, was that the state had a responsibility to mitigate the 
effects of the major changes Aboriginal societies were experiencing.172

Laissez-faire disappeared as a new spirit of interventionism began to inform 
federal economic development policy and practice during the 1950s and early 
1960s. In the immediate post-war period, the general view in Ottawa was that 
publicly funded infrastructure development would stimulate the development of 
regional economies by providing mainly construction jobs in the short run and 
by creating an attractive environment for private developers in the longer term. 
This view underlay regional development policy generally and the northern 
development approaches of prime ministers Louis St. Laurent and John 



Diefenbaker in particular and embraced this vision of economic development: 
build a railway or a road to a mine, subsidize the establishment of the mine, and 
in the natural course of things, Aboriginal people will be drawn into the new jobs 
created. However, despite federally sponsored training programs for northern 
Aboriginal people, relatively few of them have found permanent employment in 
these industries.173

The culmination of the northern development policy was a wave of major non-
renewable resource development projects in the 1970s. These included, for 
example, the Syncrude oil sands development, hydroelectric development in 
northern Quebec, the lead-zinc mine at Nanisivik, Northwest Territories, and the 
Nelson River hydroelectric projects in Manitoba. Governments were typically 
involved not only in the provision of infrastructure support but also in various 
types of direct subsidies. These included tax incentives, informal regulatory 
sponsorship by certain government agencies, research and development 
assistance, direct subsidies to encourage local employment and training, and 
some regulatory measures designed to ensure that socio-economic benefits 
such as training and small business development would accrue to the region.

Neither the 1950s nor the 1970s version of development contributed greatly to 
Aboriginal community development. Creation of wage employment 
opportunities benefitted only a few Aboriginal individuals. Furthermore, despite 
some small business stimulation, large projects have had almost exclusively 
negative short-term effects in neighbouring communities. There are various 
reasons for this, including the necessarily rapid pace of such large projects; the 
finite duration of the projects; and the extent to which it is feasible for 
corporations to operate ‘contained’ operations in the North, using centralized 
purchasing and a fly-in labour force. Regulation can mitigate the last factor but 
would consume some of the leverage local people and their governments have. 
It is difficult to get much of lasting local value out of megaprojects.174 The cost 
in public funds of each job created (whether the person who finds employment 
is Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal) is very high. Many of the new positions tend to 
be filled by workers from elsewhere, as even under regulatory constraints 
companies have found it cheaper to fly in trained workers than to recruit, train 
and retain local employees. Furthermore, and most decisively, considering the 
current emphasis on deficit reduction and public spending restraint, it is difficult 
to imagine support in the 1990s for massive public subsidies of private industry 
on the scale of the 1970s and 1980s, when drilling for dollars under the old 
National Energy Program was routine. The range of options has narrowed 
dramatically.



7.2 The Contemporary Northern Economy

We believe that the 1990s are the beginning of a more realistic and more 
creative phase in planning economic development in the North. Both territorial 
governments, for example, have recently studied the problems of their 
economies and have reached broadly similar conclusions.175

The l990s witnessed the convergence of a number of factors in the North that 
pose tremendous challenges to Aboriginal people and to Canada as a whole. 
These challenges include

• unemployment and underemployment in certain key areas of the North, 
particularly in small, predominantly Aboriginal communities;

• continued limited prospects for non-renewable resource-based economic 
development and employment;

• government fiscal restraint, resulting in declines in direct expenditures and 
investment as well as reduced employment opportunities by the largest 
employer — the government;

• per capita costs for delivering public programs in housing, health, education 
and social services that are the highest in Canada;

• a young and rapidly growing population and its need to be engaged in 
productive activity;  

• recognition of environmental issues in the North and the need for sustainable 
development based on both scientific and indigenous knowledge;

• recognition of the under-utilized renewable resources potential in some parts 
of the traditional economy;

• a gradual shift of political power to northern regions and the development of 
new public institutions based in the North; and  

• with political development and Aboriginal self-government, stabilization of the 
regime for resource regulation.

We favour a policy response rooted in sustaining viable communities and 



promoting a diversified economy that encompasses both wage employment and 
harvesting renewable resources. Through comprehensive land claims 
settlements and emerging systems of self-government, Aboriginal peoples in 
the North have an opportunity to re-establish the traditional-mixed economy in a 
land where direct use of natural resources is a vital dimension of making a 
living.

Northerners may well break new ground in coping with common problems of 
industrialized countries today: increased pressure on public expenditures, 
global competition creating downward pressures on incomes, and the reduced 
capacity of states to regulate or borrow to create full employment.

7.3 The Value of Country Food

To interpret the value of hunting solely as a means of subsistence and to give it 
a cash value would be objectionable to most Cree, as hunting is a way of life. It 
involves a religious sense of being in harmony with the forest and the 
animals….Hunting also provided employment and a sense of dignity and 
independence to the hunter. Nonetheless a cash income can be imputed….176

There are several fundamental reasons for the deep commitment of Aboriginal 
people in the North to country food and to the domestic system that underlies its 
production and consumption, and these extend beyond traditional eating habits 
and preferences. The first has to do with the nutritional value of country food 
(see Volume 3, Chapter 3).

In general, country food is much richer in protein than the meats imported from 
southern Canada and has a lower fat content. For example, seal meat consists 
of 32 per cent protein and two per cent fat, and caribou is 27 per cent protein 
and one per cent fat. In contrast, beef is 17 per cent protein and as much as 23 
per cent fat. Also, country foods tend to contain less saturated fat than beef and 
other southern meats. This applies not only to sea mammals and fish but also 
to beaver, muskrat,  
polar bear and caribou. Country foods are also much higher in iron and calcium, 
as well as other essential nutrients such as vitamin A, vitamin C, thiamine and 
riboflavin. Changes in the diets of Inuit, Métis and First Nations people to 
include more southern foods have significantly increased the incidence of tooth 
decay, obesity, iron deficiency, vitamin A deficiency and diabetes.177

Harvested country food is usually the more economical alternative to store-



bought imported foods, especially if nutritional value is taken into account.178 
Country food and its harvesting also have a very high cultural value. The social 
relations underlying the production of food in the traditional economy are critical 
to the functioning of that economy, and the sharing of food within the household 
and through the extended family and community are the primary means of 
reinforcing those social relations.

Finally, there is a growing body of evidence to show the importance of food 
gathered by hunting, gathering and fishing to household income. In the 
Northwest Territories, for example, more than half the Aboriginal population 
reported that all or most of its food came from this source (see Figure 6.7).

As noted earlier, Aboriginal harvesters require a relatively small but steady 
source of cash income to continue to harvest. This has been true for decades, 
although the situation has become more acute as fur prices decline (or vacillate 
wildly) and as the equipment and supplies necessary for harvesting increase in 
cost. In this area, some positive policy steps need to be taken, with additional 
public expenditures (or reallocation) and careful attention to program 
development.



 

7.4 Supporting the Traditional-Mixed Economy

Some portion of the cash needed in a mixed economy is available from wages 
and small business income, but there is also a need for subsidy from 
governments. In our discussion of Aboriginal economies (Volume 2, Chapter 5), 
we argue that income support funds such as social assistance and 
unemployment insurance can be used more actively and constructively in 
contributing to the economic development of Aboriginal communities. We 
recommend a new holistic approach to the development of innovative uses of 
social assistance, which must be controlled by Aboriginal communities.

One approach we suggest is to incorporate social assistance with income 



support programs for harvesting activities. An essential focus of social security 
reform in the North is to enable Aboriginal people to hunt for food, process it, 
transform it and export it to create jobs for Aboriginal people. This point is 
especially relevant to communities where, in the Northwest Territories for 
example, harvesters continue to make up a large portion of the social 
assistance caseload.179

Some northern regions are more advanced in this area than others — in 
northern Quebec, hunter and trapper income support programs are well-
established — but in all parts of the North there are many ways to improve 
support for the traditional-mixed economy. Northerners explained to us that this 
issue has several dimensions.

High costs exacerbated by regressive taxation

The price of goods and services in the North ranges from 25 to 100 per cent 
higher than the Canadian average. The figure varies with geographical location 
and transportation costs, with the lower number referring to centres accessible 
by roads, such as Whitehorse and Yellowknife, and the higher applying to fly-in 
communities farther north. Northerners in some communities do not receive the 
basic dietary requirements of life. In such cases, it is strong ties to the land and 
access to country food that supply low-income families with essential dietary 
staples.

However, flat taxes, such as the federal goods and services tax, do not take the 
variation in consumer prices into account at the point of purchase. This situation 
applies not only to immediate supplies such as fuel and ammunition but also to 
the price of capital equipment used for harvesting, such as snowmobiles and 
outboard motors.

Low-income taxpayers may eventually apply for and receive a rebate on taxes 
paid, but this is generally only a fraction of the actual tax paid and is not 
adjusted for the tax difference based on the real cost of goods. Provincial sales 
taxes are not subject to such a rebate. Northerners’ higher cost of living is thus 
increased again by point-of-purchase taxes. As a result of this situation, Makivik 
Corporation identifies taxation as one of the most serious development 
problems Inuit in Quebec face…[Makivik argues that, taking] into account high 
costs and real purchasing power, the real tax rate can exceed 30 per cent.

Makivik Corporation
Montreal, Quebec 29 November 1993



Innovative uses of social assistance

In many northern communities, social assistance payments and unemployment 
insurance are an important source of cash in the traditional-mixed economy, 
particularly in the rural North. Social assistance supplements the value of 
country food and also in many cases subsidizes the gathering of food from the 
land. In fact, people who can harvest traditional foods tend to require less social 
assistance.180 Because of the positive effects associated with harvesting, there 
is a need for programming that encourages a greater measure of self-reliance 
rather than continuing dependency.

Social assistance programs are poorly suited to the needs of wildlife harvesting 
because they are designed as a support for consumption rather than for 
investment in production.181 For example, in Fort Resolution, N.w.T., social 
assistance does not provide sufficient income to support extended periods out 
on the land, and hunters state that increasingly they must limit their expeditions 
to day trips and weekend trips.182 Hence, a lack of cash-paying jobs combined 
with subsistence levels of social assistance have limited the ability of many 
northern Aboriginal families to participate fully in traditional harvesting pursuits.

The James Bay Crees of northern Quebec noted during the development of 
their income support program, that an incentive is needed to promote the 
maintenance of subsistence production. Fur production and sales, which are a 
by-product of subsistence activity, provided a strong incentive in the past when 
the fur market was viable.183

Since the European ban on seal furs and the sharp decline in fur sales 
generally, this income source has shrunk to the point of insignificance. 
Disincentives to harvesting, inherent in the current welfare system, include 
regulation against earning income from the products of the harvest, and the 
monthly payment system that works against spending prolonged periods in the 
bush.

Members of the Omushkegowuk First Nation, located on the Ontario side of 
James Bay, have responded to the serious threats to their harvesting economy 
by proposing a detailed modification of the social assistance system.184 Unlike 
the Crees in Quebec, the northern Ontario Cree do not have a land claims 
agreement through which a self-supported hunter and trapper income support 
program could be funded. Hence, the Omushkegowuk Harvesters’ Association 
aims to achieve similar goals by reversing the current negative relationship 



between welfare and harvesting. Their harvesters income security program 
proposes using social assistance funds to provide supplementary income to 
families and individuals engaged in full-time harvesting (a minimum of 120 days 
a year). These funds would be disbursed in the form of grants to enable the 
capitalization of the harvesting process and seasonal payments in recognition 
of extended periods spent in the bush. The Omushkegowuk Harvesters’ 
Association suggests that this program be integrated with other programs 
involving product marketing, resource management, transportation support, and 
bush schooling for the children of the harvesters. (The Hunter and Trapper 
Income Support Program of James Bay and Northern Quebec and the Nunavut 
Wildlife Harvesters Income Support Program are discussed in greater detail 
later in this chapter.)

In the Arctic, the Baffin Region Inuit Association (BRIA) has developed a 
different, more comprehensive approach.185 BRIA has devised an economic 
development plan and strategy leading up to 1999, when Nunavut will come 
into being. Working closely with governments and other Inuit organizations to 
redirect and restructure available programming, including social assistance, 
BRIA proposes an arrangement whereby these funds are used as seed money 
to leverage self-help projects that will in turn lead to increased self-sufficiency. 
This plan addresses the many social ills that arise from the decline of the self-
sufficient hunting society. It is based on goals of self-sufficiency in the basic 
needs of life and relies on hunting and the production of country food to 
generate at least 20 per cent of the region’s economic activity.

BRIA’s objective is to achieve 80 per cent participation in the labour force, 
including both the wage economy and traditional activities. The five-year plan 
proposes to replace the current 60 per cent social assistance dependency rate 
with a 60 per cent participation rate, through creation of a private sector 
consisting mainly of Inuit family-owned micro- and small businesses, together 
with activities derived from the traditional harvesting sector (hunting, country 
food processing, a seal fur garment industry, sewing and handicraft production, 
carving and various art forms). Combined with the use of the compensation 
fund under the Nunavut Final Agreement, these public funds should be 
accessible in ways that give Inuit a chance to build a strong, modern, but 
culturally vibrant society.

We support the suggestion made by several Aboriginal organizations that such 
innovative uses of social assistance funds be explored vigorously.186 We offer a 
number of recommendations in this area in the chapter on economic 
development (Volume 2, Chapter 5). The potential of such programs would be 



to increase the number of Aboriginal northerners able to hunt, fish and trap 
while they actively contribute to the economic (and nutritional) well-being of the 
community.

Alternative approaches to unemployment insurance

Unemployment insurance is also an important element in the traditional-mixed 
economy. For instance, to a limited extent, unemployment insurance has been 
used to sustain the ocean fisheries. In the fishery, people who have been able 
to work for the required time can receive unemployment insurance.187 
However, for a significant number of northern Aboriginal people engaged in the 
fishery, this has not been possible. Toby Andersen, chief land claims negotiator 
for the Labrador Inuit Association, explained the situation in this way:

You look out through the window and why are our fishermen not fishing? It’s 
ice, right? They can’t put out nets. All our fishermen here in Makkovik, their 
unemployment insurance benefits expired the 15th day of May. Every year that 
happens. Why? Because you’re supposed to be fishing. We’re tied to an 
unemployment insurance policy that’s standard or mandatory right across 
Canada. And there’s no exception for a unique area known as northern 
Labrador where there is an Aboriginal society.

Past experience is when the ice travels up the coast and hits the extreme 
southern Labrador and the northern part of the island in Newfoundland and 
fishermen can’t put their gear in the water because the ice is into the bays and 
the boats, Ottawa extends the unemployment insurance benefits to those 
fishermen because they can’t fish because of ice conditions. Our fishermen 
can’t get it. Now, isn’t that discrimination?

Toby Andersen  
Chief Negotiator, Labrador Inuit Association  
Makkovik, Newfoundland and Labrador, 15 June 1992

With unemployment rates as high as 70 per cent in some communities, many 
northerners never had the opportunity to work enough weeks to become 
eligible. There is widespread support among Aboriginal representatives for 
proposals to extend unemployment insurance to non-standard employment, 
including self-employed Aboriginal trappers and resource harvesters. For 
example, Inuit Tapirisat of Canada, the Labrador Inuit Association, the Métis 
National Council, the Native Women’s Association of Canada, and the 
Congress of Aboriginal Peoples have come out in public support of proposals to 



include Aboriginally defined non-standard employment in the UI scheme.

Parliament recently enacted legislation amending the unemployment insurance 
system.188 The new Employment Insurance (EI) program benefits Aboriginal 
northeners in some ways but falls short in others. Recipients will be allowed to 
earn up to $50 weekly without reducing their benefits otherwise payable. The 
eligibility period will be measured in hours rather than weeks. Northern 
seasonal workers, multiple-job holders and part-time workers will therefore 
become eligible more quickly than before.

Flexible measures such as these are relevant to Aboriginal communities in the 
North that depend to a large extent on cottage industries, short intermittent work 
periods, and resource-based seasonal work that, for geographic and climatic 
reasons, often has not extended to the previously required 12-week eligibility 
period. Indeed, seasonal work is seen by many Aboriginal northerners as an 
invaluable contribution to their local and regional economies, providing the 
potential for expanded economic activity in the future (tourism, for example).

However, benefits have been reduced under the new legislation. Consideration 
has not been given to higher northern living costs. The requirement that new 
entrants to the labour force work longer hours to qualify will hinder young 
northerners. We believe the uniquely high cost of living in the North needs to be 
factored into EI benefits. The North is an area of high unemployment, and 
people should not be doubly penalized by the region’s high living costs. The 
Commission believes that the Employment Insurance Commission should 
consider recommending appropriate cost-of-living allowances in its report to 
Parliament (due by December 1998) on the phased implementation of the 
reforms.

We believe there is also scope to integrate the federal government’s planned 
job creation partnerships — enabling groups of EI claimants to work in concert 
with community organizations — and its three-year, $300-million transitional 
jobs fund for high unemployment regions with our recommendations on 
innovative community uses of social assistance funds. Both approaches favour 
strong local input, including private organizations. We note as well that the jobs 
fund could be used to support the federal economic development initiative in 
northern Ontario and strategic sectors such as tourism. (See Volume 2, Chapter 
5, particularly the discussion of income support alternatives.)

Many people spoke to us of the apparent unfairness of federal and provincial 
practices with respect to various industries. While agriculture, for example, is 



heavily subsidized with a sensitive array of measures, little has been done to 
support the traditional-mixed economy when it has been threatened.

Inuit noted that when the sealing industry collapsed as a result of international 
reaction to the Newfoundland seal pup harvest, seal hunters received no 
compensation for their losses. Inuit had used the money made from selling pelts 
to purchase equipment to go out onto to the land for all kinds of hunting. When 
they could no longer earn cash from the sale of pelts, they could no longer 
afford to buy equipment to go out onto the land as often as they wished.189

Another problem arose in the implementation of the cod moratorium package, a 
program instituted in 1993 to compensate fishers affected by the ban on cod 
fishing. The Commission was told that Inuit of Nain, Newfoundland and 
Labrador, felt the impact of the depletion of cod stocks before anyone else in 
the province but that they were excluded from the compensation package.

Aboriginal peoples in northern Quebec, where claims agreements have 
established hunter income support programs, are in the most stable position. 
Those in the Northwest Territories have had access for many years to various 
measures in support of the traditional-mixed economy, including fur-purchasing 
programs and public subsidies for hunting and trapping distributed through 
community-level associations of hunters and trappers. But there are no 
programs comparable to those in Quebec anywhere in Canada.

The moment has arrived to deal constructively with the disparate problems 
facing northern Aboriginal peoples trying to earn a living in the traditional sector. 
Unemployment insurance has been used for many years throughout Canada as 
a flexible subsidy for workers in industries with seasonal variations in labour 
force demand. This role for the unemployment insurance system has come into 
question. However, unemployment insurance must be examined along with 
social assistance to design ways to support increased self-reliance in areas of 
the country where income supplements of some kind will be a permanent fixture 
of the economy for a significant portion of the workforce. Such a restructuring 
will have a far better economic and social impact than continuation of social 
assistance.

Hunter and trapper income support programs

At present, there are two hunter and trapper income support programs 
operating in northern Canada and another in the planning phase.



The James Bay and Northern Quebec Agreement, negotiated by the Crees and 
Inuit, created the first programs designed to support harvesting in a direct and 
systematic fashion. The Crees and Inuit have developed somewhat different 
programs; both appear to be operating to the benefit of the claims agreements 
beneficiaries.190

Such programs provide a better solution to the shortage of cash than social 
assistance, which can erode individual self-esteem. Hunter and trapper income 
support programs provide a strong income multiplier through the production of 
food, are a spur to economic development of communities by placing money 
directly in the hands of those in the community who are in need and are in turn 
most likely to spend it in the community, and are likely to be cheaper than 
alternative programs when all are taken into account.191

[The traditional economy] has the capacity to absorb relatively large 
amounts of labour at relatively high wage levels, provided that the long-
term carrying capacity of the environment is not exceeded. Moreover, no 
other sector of the economy appears to hold the potential to expand 
employment over the next decade at the rate necessary to provide jobs 
for the rapidly increasing population….

Source: N.C. Quigley and N.J. McBride, "The Structure of an Arctic Microeconomy: 
The Traditional Sector in Community Economic Development", Arctic 40/3 
(September 1987), p. 209.

The Cree Income Security Program

The income support program of the Crees of northern Quebec is a production 
support program for hunters and trappers that funds individuals according to the 
time they spend out on the land.192 This program forms part of the James Bay 
and Northern Quebec Agreement. It recognizes the importance of the mixed 
economy and attempts to offer financial support through a structure similar to a 
negative income tax, guaranteeing a minimum level of income based on family 
needs. In addition, cash income is provided to harvesters depending on the 
number of days spent harvesting, in the form of a per diem rate. To be eligible 
for the program the harvester must work no fewer than 120 days harvesting, 
spend more time harvesting than working for a wage income, and earn less 
from harvesting than from wage labour.193

In 1992-1993, the guaranteed income was $3,240 for the head of the 



‘beneficiary unit’ (family, defined in broad terms) and an additional $3,240 for 
the ‘consort’ (partner). There is also a per diem portion that can be collected to 
a maximum of 240 days, at $38.27 per day. Any wage earnings over the 
guaranteed annual income reduce the guaranteed income by 40 per cent of the 
wages earned. For example, a harvester earning $5,000 in the wage economy 
would receive a reduction in guaranteed annual income of $2,000 (40 per cent 
of $5,000). Payments are made in advance to allow harvesters to prepare and 
purchase the equipment needed to harvest. Program costs in 1992 were $14.8 
million, according to the Cree Hunters and Trappers Income Security Board. 
There were 1,214 beneficiary units, representing 3,018 individuals, in 1992. The 
benefit per unit in 1991-1992 was $11,719.194

The basic income levels, per diem rates and offset percentages can all be 
adjusted for different situations. Important attributes of the Cree Income 
Security Program are that the program involves the Crees directly in program 
design, recognizes and supports economic activity that provides meaningful 
work, and contributes to a diversified economy that is in harmony with the land, 
the seasons and the people who live and work in these communities.

The Northern Quebec Hunter Income Support Program

This program was developed by Inuit and is administered by the Kativik regional 
government and participating Inuit communities and funded by the Quebec 
environment and wildlife ministry. It provides for the purchase of harvested food 
that is then distributed, free of charge, to Inuit living in the North who cannot 
hunt and to those living in the south. The Inuit-designed program also invests in 
capital equipment for harvesting, such as boats for communal use. The 1992 
annual report showed a budget of $3 million. Clearly more limited than the 
program established by the Crees, the program for Inuit “affects relatively few 
people in the eligible communities”, but it does benefit “those who are most in 
need and those who have surplus produce to sell”.195

The contrast between the programs designed by the Crees and Inuit is 
interesting. Essentially, the Cree program compensates people for going out on 
the land, regardless of what they do with the products of their efforts, while the 
Inuit program encourages hunters to bring food into the communities and 
ensures that it is shared with those who want it. One commentator noted:

The two…models described above are very different from one another, 
reflecting differences in culture and heritage of the two Aboriginal peoples. One 
programme is no better than the other, for they each serve a purpose 



particularly suited to the group for which they were developed.196

The Nunavut Hunter Support Program

Compared with the northern Quebec programs, the Nunavut Hunter Support 
Program is recent. It is just beginning operations and hence is in an 
experimental phase. The Nunavut program was not included in the 
comprehensive claims agreement and so has a much less secure future than 
the Cree and northern Quebec Inuit programs. Paul Okalik, director of 
implementation of Nunavut Tungavik Incorporated (NTI), told us at our public 
hearings that in [NTI’s] initial negotiations on the land claim, we were trying to 
get a program similar to the Cree of James Bay, but we weren’t able to 
convince the government on that. However, we decided to spend our own 
money and set up our own program….The federal government committed 
absolutely nothing.

Paul Okalik  
Director, Nunavut Tungavik Incorporated
Montreal, Quebec, 29 November 1993

The Nunavut program is cost-shared by Nunavut Tungavik Incorporated and 
the government of the Northwest Territories in the first five years of operation. It 
provides annual lump-sum payments (up to $15,000) to a limited number of full-
time hunters to help cover costs of equipment, fuel and supplies. To distribute 
the funds as broadly as possible, a hunter is eligible for support only once 
during this initial five-year period. At present, the program has little leeway to 
develop into more than a capital and operating fund for full-time hunters and as 
such does not have the long-term features of income support programs for Cree 
and Inuit in Northern Quebec.197 The Nunavut Harvesting Program will replace 
the various programs now administered by the territorial government.

We should emphasize that while Canada appears to lead the world in 
developing effective hunter and trapper support programs,198 there is still much 
to be learned about the best approaches for particular situations. Particular 
peoples, nations and residents of specific regions must have a say in the design 
of programs to ensure that they are suited to local economic conditions; 
although all programs may involve some combination of income support, 
incentive and regulation, many variations are possible.

Given the realities of living and working in the North, we conclude that it is time 
to review the structure, fit and fundamental goals of social assistance and 



income supplement programs in the North. Our discussion of economic 
development (Volume 2, Chapter 5) includes an examination of the linkages 
between social assistance and community and individual entitlements.

Recommendations

The Commission recommends that

4.6.12

Federal and territorial governments establish a task force with strong Aboriginal 
representation to review all social assistance and income supplement programs 
across the territorial North with the goal of restructuring these programs to 
make them effective instruments in promoting a mixed economy and sustain 
viable, largely self-reliant communities.

4.6.13

Based on the work of the task force recommended in 4.6.12 and recognizing 
the fundamental changes under way in the structure and administration of 
social assistance programs across Canada, territorial governments take the 
initiative, in consultation with federal and provincial governments, to create a 
northern social policy framework with sufficient flexibility to allow existing levels 
of social assistance spending to be used to fund community work creation and 
provide income supplements related to community employment or traditional 
production and harvesting.

4.6.14

Employment insurance and social assistance legislation be amended to take 
into account the specific differences in employment patterns, the high cost of 
living, the administrative delays that result from great distances between 
communities, and other factors unique to the northern economy.

The importance of the wage sector

There is a tendency to overestimate the importance of the wage sector in a 
traditional-mixed economy, because economic activity in the wage sector is 
more directly and routinely quantifiable than traditional activity is.199 But there is 
no doubt that the provision of adequate wage employment opportunities must 



proceed with as much vigour as the development of programs to support 
Aboriginal people who go out on the land. The traditional-mixed economy 
flourishes when participants have opportunities for wage employment that are 
compatible with going out on the land.

In most parts of the North today, the major sources of employment are the 
public service sector, small (generally service) businesses, mining, and jobs 
arising from the development of renewable resources. Following is a discussion 
of opportunities and challenges in the mining and renewable resource-based 
sectors. Later in the chapter, we discuss public service employment. We 
discussed small business in Volume 2, Chapter 5.

Mining

After public service employment, the most important source of wage 
employment for northerners is mining. (We discussed ways to improve 
Aboriginal participation in this sector in Volume 2, Chapter 5.) Mining is also the 
single largest private sector, goods-producing, export dollar activity in the 
North.200 Mining has not been, however, a major source of employment for 
northern Aboriginal people. For example, in the Northwest Territories, the Royal 
Oak Giant mine, near Yellowknife and the Dene village of Dettah (which has a 
steady rate of 90 per cent unemployment), has just three per cent Aboriginal 
labour force participation; Ptarmigan gold mine, operated by Treminco 
Resources, has a four per cent Aboriginal participation rate; and Nerco Con, 
near Yellowknife, has never exceeded six per cent Aboriginal participation.201

Aboriginal people in the North have been extracting minerals for centuries. Inuit, 
for example, collected, traded and used soapstone, which was made into 
cooking pots, lamps and beads; and copper, which was hammered into knives, 
ornaments and other implements.202 Europeans became interested in northern 
mineral wealth as they moved through the region over the centuries.

Often their ‘discoveries’ were already well known and used by Aboriginal 
people. In this century, interest in northern mineral wealth has increased, but 
production in the North has remained vulnerable to international market forces, 
high operating costs and competition from more accessible sources.

Despite its vulnerability, mining is a vital source of revenue in the territories and 
is also important to the northern provincial economies. The territories produce 
nearly six per cent of the country’s metallic minerals. The Yukon, where mining 
has been the main industry since the discovery of gold in 1896, accounts for a 



little over three per cent of national production.

Aboriginal workers have participated in all sectors of the mining industry — from 
working on exploration crews to working underground — yet they are not 
represented in the workforce in proportion to the overall Aboriginal population. 
While a number of efforts have been made to increase Aboriginal involvement 
in the industry (through joint ventures, for example), there remain a number of 
impediments.

A survey conducted by the sub-committee of the Intergovernmental Working 
Group on the Mineral Industry found — and mining companies and Aboriginal 
people agree — that the barriers to increased Aboriginal participation are “lack 
of experience, education and training, and the lack of desire to work in a 
mine”.203 While the latter factor is a personal choice, public policy could 
address the first three factors.

The low levels of formal education of Aboriginal people in the North and the 
increased mechanization of mining operations combine to form a major 
obstacle. The development of partnerships between the companies and 
Aboriginal communities is seen by many community members as a means to 
learn more about the industry, develop dialogue on managing the environment, 
and gain income and equity positions in operations.

Aboriginal peoples’ attempts in the last several decades to develop employment 
opportunities in the mining industry are reflected in the arrangements 
negotiated by Makivik Corporation on behalf of Inuit in northern Quebec and the 
Raglan Mining Company, a wholly owned subsidiary of Falconbridge.204 Under 
the terms of the agreement, a nickel mine to be located near Katinniq, 100 
kilometres southeast of the community of Salluit, in northern Quebec, will 
produce nickel concentrate, which will be processed in Sudbury, Ontario, and 
Nikkelverk, Norway. Inuit will have preference for employment at the mine, and 
their participation will be aided by special training programs to be delivered 
locally. An Inuit employment and training officer will be hired. In addition, 
measures will be instituted to promote the development of local businesses in 
the sectors supporting the new mine.

Evidence that the mining sector will continue to offer some opportunities in 
specific areas of the North comes with the recent discovery of important 
quantities of base metal mineralization containing nickel, copper and cobalt at 
Voisey’s Bay, 35 kilometres southwest of Nain, Labrador. This area is claimed 
by both the Labrador Inuit Association (LIA) and the Innu Nation. The Voisey’s 



Bay deposit may become one of the largest nickel mines in Canada.

There are a number of ways Aboriginal people could benefit from mining 
developments, provided appropriate arrangements are made and 
environmental protection standards are maintained. In no situation has mining 
been a panacea, but it may be that enough has been learned so that regulated 
mineral development can be undertaken in a manner that does not damage and 
perhaps even enhances the traditional-mixed economy.205 Some possible 
benefits are:

1. Aboriginal people can participate and benefit as direct employees of mining 
operations. In this case, short-term rotational schemes seem to be the most 
attractive and successful. Both the volatility of the mineral sector, and the reality 
that not all available Aboriginal workers will choose to work underground or on 
oil well derricks, temper optimism about the potential benefits of this sector.  

2. Aboriginal people can participate through the service industry. An enhanced 
local service industry has the additional benefit of improving services to local 
communities. Opportunities exist in the service sector for both employment and 
ownership. For example, there are a growing number of expediting, catering 
and accommodation companies servicing exploration and development activity. 
 

3. Entering into joint ventures with mining companies to explore and/or develop 
mineral properties. The investment arms of Aboriginal organizations are now 
being funded through federal economic development assistance and, where 
possible, by funds coming from the settlement of land claims.  

4. Aboriginal people can benefit through the implementation of socio-economic 
agreements with mining companies. For example, the Nunavut land claim 
agreement includes provisions requiring the negotiation of Inuit impact and 
benefit agreements for most mining developments on Inuit-owned land.  

5. In some areas, Aboriginal people can participate as owners of the resource, 
receiving royalties and other benefits from development of their land. For 
example, some of the land received by Inuit of Nunavut in their settlement 
agreement includes title to subsurface mineral rights. The land with subsurface 
rights was selected by the Inuit with the object of maximizing mineral potential. 
Nunavut Tungavik is now developing policies in consultation with the mining 
industry as to how these lands should be explored and developed.206



The World Bank and the natural resources committee of the United Nations 
Economic and Social Council have begun to examine the international potential 
of small-scale mining. In 1993, the UN established international guidelines for 
the development of small- and medium-scale mining, attesting to the growing 
level of interest from the international community in the sector.207

These guidelines are the product of hard lessons learned internationally and 
may also provide an option for Aboriginal northerners:

Failure to realize real social and economic welfare gains, coupled with the 
depressed state of many mineral markets, the lack of investment in exploration 
and new development, as well as structural adjustment programmes, have 
resulted in a radical re-think of both macro-investment policies and the role of 
the mineral sector in national development….This re-evaluation of options has 
included formal recognition of the positive potential of local autonomous mineral 
development at a smaller scale, and a number of countries have begun to take 
concrete steps towards establishing a more viable commercial basis for small-
scale entrepreneurship in mining and mineral processing. In Canada, Aboriginal 
communities are increasingly being put in the position of having to consider the 
prospect of major mineral developments within their traditional territories.208

From a policy and management perspective, a rational framework for both small- 
and large-scale mining opportunities has the potential to offer Aboriginal 
communities substantial advantages, including creating jobs; stabilizing 
revenue streams; developing managerial, technical and trade skills at the 
community level; improving integration with the existing economy; and 
increasing participation in decision making and in managing and controlling 
potentially adverse environmental and social repercussions.209

Employment in renewable resource-based industries

Many see a significant opportunity for growth in the number of jobs created by 
expansion of industries based on renewable resources in many parts of the 
North.210

Business opportunities include specialized uses of renewable resources, such 
as northern-grown wood to build distinctive northern-designed furniture; leather 
and fur from seals and other species that are hunted for food; and certain 
northern foods for a southern or international market. Except where such items 
are by-products of current subsistence activities (seal leather, for example), 



there are clear limits on how much development the northern environment will 
sustain.211

Eco-tourism represents a relatively low-impact use of what is perhaps the 
North’s greatest resource, its natural beauty. Guiding for big-game hunting has 
long been established in most parts of the North as a source of income to some 
northern residents. Eco-tourist businesses are joining these traditional 
establishments. The newer businesses cater to photographers, sightseers, 
wilderness adventure travellers (those who enjoy activities such as whitewater 
rafting and mountaineering) and people seeking the natural beauty and 
tranquility of the North.

Aboriginal art from the North is recognized and valued internationally. 
Sculptures, paintings and wall-hangings, distinctive clothing and jewellery, using 
a mix of renewable and non-renewable resources, provide many families and 
some communities with an important cash income. Many of these activities 
involve single artists. Those in the eastern Arctic market their output through the 
Arctic co-operatives and obtain immediate cash payment for their products as 
well as ready access to supplies and tools. Others, such as the weaving centre 
in Pangnirtung, have organized on a community basis. The centre helps local 
artists with design and technical assistance, training, supplies and marketing 
expertise. Many, particularly in Denendeh, operate as individual artists who sell 
their products on the open market or through private dealers.

Commercial harvesting of fish and wildlife has also assumed significant 
importance in some areas of the North. A fishery based on harvesting through 
the ice near Pangnirtung has provided fresh turbot in the winter months for 
Montreal and New York markets at premium prices for Inuit fishers. The Inuit in 
Nunavik have operated a highly successful shrimp fishery in Ungava Bay and 
along the northern Labrador coast for a number of years. They are now sharing 
their expertise with developing countries through the Canadian International 
Development Agency. The Inuit in Labrador operate a commercial caribou hunt 
using a modern packing plant in Nain. They marketed meat in Europe when the 
reindeer herds there were affected by the Chernobyl nuclear accident. Inuvialuit 
in the western Arctic operate a commercial muskox harvest in the winter 
months and sell their products in Japanese markets.

A common challenge facing many of these activities is access to management 
and business skills to turn a subsistence activity that supports a few families 
into a larger undertaking that could provide cash incomes and create a mixed 
economy that can support many families. Often, an operation such as a local 



fishery or a handicraft operation would benefit greatly from professional 
management but cannot, at its current level of activity, support the salary and 
related costs of a manager. The  
operation is then caught in a no-growth situation, unable to take advantage of 
the skills or resources at hand and often unaware of its own growth potential.

Aboriginal, provincial and territorial governments must find innovative ways of 
bringing skilled management to small operations, perhaps employing individuals 
with excellent professional skills who can provide timely management 
assistance to several enterprises in a specific area at the same time. Such 
professionals could use communications and computer technology to 
supplement their presence.

Economic activity is highly rationed in the North, and those opportunities that 
are available need innovative and skilled support measures to maximize their 
potential. It is no longer justified to fill development roles with generalists whose 
main activities have been to advise clients on government programs or hand 
out program funding. Resources would be better spent attracting highly skilled 
manager-consultants who combine management experience with the ability to 
relate to local entrepreneurs. These people can develop a pool of trained local 
managers within the communities. All the economic development challenges 
that face Aboriginal people elsewhere in Canada are accentuated in the North, 
and the analysis and recommendations in our chapter on economic 
development (Volume 2, Chapter 5) are directly relevant, but the question of 
access to management expertise has particular importance.

Recommendation

The Commission recommends that

4.6.15

Aboriginal, federal, provincial and territorial governments encourage innovative 
means of delivering skilled management support — including operations, 
financial and marketing expertise — to small enterprises through Aboriginal 
economic development corporations.

All these forms of economic activity based on renewable resources appear to 
be compatible with support for the mixed economy and are likely to appeal to 
Aboriginal people who have chosen to make part of their living on the land. 
What is not yet clear is the extent to which these newer vehicles of economic 



development are mutually compatible and sustainable over the longer term. 
One study noted examples of potential conflict:

There is potential for a conflict between the development of wildlife as a tourism 
resource and its development as a marketable food or fur product….[T]here 
may also be potential for conflict between [Aboriginal] non-renewable resource 
harvesters and renewable resource harvesters. [I]t is time…to recognize that 
the economy cannot develop without impacting the environment. The challenge 
for the future is the creation of sustainable development — development that 
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs.212

7.5 Conclusion

Demographic and economic realities highlight the need for concerted efforts to 
expand the number and kind of opportunities available to Aboriginal young 
people and adults to earn a living. It is clear that an important tool of northern 
economic development will continue to be public expenditures, whether through 
direct employment or promoting the development of other sectors. We believe 
that the safest and most promising direction for such expenditures, as well as 
for regulation of land use, is one that strengthens the traditional-mixed economy 
of areas of the North where Aboriginal people predominate. There is scope to 
support both the older, more traditional sources of cash and employment and 
new ventures in areas as yet not fully exploited. In all cases, development must 
be undertaken in the context of environmental stewardship.

Recommendation

The Commission recommends that

4.6.16

Faculties of agriculture, forestry and business administration in Canadian 
universities, in collaboration with the proposed Aboriginal Peoples International 
University, develop a northern research program focused on the creation of 
employment and business opportunities through the use of the renewable 
resources sector, the exportation of traditional foods and food products, and the 
development of expertise to manage these resources at sustainable levels.

8. Investing in People



Promoting the well-being of people and their communities should be at the 
heart of any program of economic or political development. Having explored 
political change, environmental stewardship and economic development, we 
turn now to consider some opportunities for investing in people — making it 
possible for the Aboriginal people of the North to benefit from the economic and 
political changes occurring around them.

We begin with the principle that the goal of political and economic development 
is to create the maximum security and potential for individual human 
development. In the North, this will require continued efforts to ensure the full 
participation of Aboriginal people — as well as their non-Aboriginal neighbours 
— in the institutions of economic and political development. A great deal of 
political progress has occurred in the last decade or two, and there are many 
vibrant communities and healthy people in the North, but there are also 
significant problems. It is important to recognize these in developing plans for 
the future.

8.1 The Need to Heal

Many of the people who spoke to us in northern communities emphasized the 
deep social problems facing their communities.213 They saw little point in 
hurrying economic or political development in the absence of complementary 
measures to deal with personal trauma, addictions, the scars of abuse, family 
breakdown, and the very common experiences of violence and death. We 
agree.

Commissioner Starts Healing Circle in his Community

Juusipi Kakutuk, community worker and Commissioner* from Akulivik, 
urged the people in his community to start talking about their problems, to 
begin healing the pain that was causing trouble within peoples' homes 
and was spreading to the community at large. When Juusipi first tried to 
begin these healing circles, he was met with resistance. Nobody wanted 
to talk about their personal pain. Juusipi proceeded slowly, talking first 
with women's groups, and then with drug and alcohol abuse committees 
and health committees. Now he meets regularly with parents, teenagers 
and younger children.

Juusipi used the video on healing sessions that was produced in Inukjuak 



to sensitize people on the concept and the positive power of these 
sessions. He has found parents to be the most receptive group. They get 
together once a week to talk about their problems and in the process, 
they help one another. Teenagers have also begun meeting weekly, and 
sometimes they meet together with the parents group. Juusipi has also 
started talking regularly with younger students, discussing such issues as 
substance abuse, sexual abuse and suicide prevention. Juusipi says, 
"now everybody's talking…Elders, teens, children…everybody!"

Juusipi knows that it's very difficult to start the process of talking about 
one's deep-rooted pain. But it's only when the talking starts that the 
healing can begin. Juusipi feels that these healing sessions should be 
encouraged in all the communities. He stresses that the people must take 
the initiative locally to deal with their problems, and not wait for outside 
agencies to step in to try to solve their problems.

* Commissioner in this context refers to members of the Council of 
Commissioners of the Kativik School Board.

Source: Anngutivik [Kativik School Board periodical] 8/2 (Spring 1993), p. 91.

We recognize that the massive changes and major disruptions of the recent 
past have caused real and deep problems in the present. These problems will 
not disappear automatically when Aboriginal people achieve political self-
determination and economic vitality — although in the long run, these two 
conditions will contribute a great deal to promoting well-being for future 
generations.



 

In Volume 3 of this report, we outlined specific measures to address social 
problems in Aboriginal communities. Our proposals in the present chapter are 
meant to supplement those measures and to link the process of healing and 
individual development with political and economic development.

8.2 Opportunities Presented by Political Development

As the regional review presented earlier in this chapter suggests, the North has 
been home to an unusual number and variety of constitutional and political 
innovations. In the last decade and a half, northerners have reformed legislative 



and administrative practices in the Northwest Territories and launched a 
process that will lead to its division into two territories. In the Yukon, the 
comprehensive claims process is gradually but inexorably changing the face of 
local and territorial government, and in Nunavik and the traditional territory of 
the James Bay Crees, unique public and quasi-public institutions are under 
constant development.

 

There is no indication that the rate of innovation will decline. The resolution of 
the issues underlying existing treaties and comprehensive claims agreements, 
as well as settlement of the remaining outstanding claims, will lead to the 



creation of other new governing institutions and special-purpose organizations. 
These might include community-based organizations for social services and 
economic development, nation governments, new community-level structures, 
co-ordinating bodies for regulating land and wildlife use, and innovations in the 
public government forms being pioneered in Nunavut, Nunavik, the Yukon and 
the northern parts of provinces. The opportunities are manifold.

Wage employment

One immediate by-product of Aboriginal institutional development has been and 
will continue to be a sharp increase in the overall number of jobs. For example, 
one estimate suggests that approximately 2,300 new jobs will be created 
directly by the establishment of Nunavut and the government of Nunavut; the 
estimate does not include new employment as a result of federal government 
restructuring, or any indirect job creation resulting from business 
development.214 Most of the new employees in the new Aboriginal institutions 
will have to be well educated: for example, about 85 per cent of the new jobs in 
Nunavut will require between two and four years of post-secondary education.

Our chapters on economic development (Volume 2, Chapter 5) and education 
(Volume 3, Chapter 5) offer comprehensive recommendations to address the 
educational needs of Aboriginal peoples. The Commission also recognizes the 
value of education gained through direct experience. Learning by doing is 
fundamental to education in many Aboriginal cultures, and Aboriginal 
institutions grounded in Aboriginal values can reflect this concept.

Recommendation

The Commission recommends that

4.6.17

All governments hiring personnel for northern and remote communities take into 
account skills acquired through life experience and the demonstrated capacity 
to develop new skills along with, and at times in place of, formal educational 
credentials.

We also offer some supplementary suggestions, keeping in mind the needs of 
the new Aboriginal institutions and the adult labour force.



Culturally appropriate administration

The institutional face of political self-determination for Aboriginal peoples has 
the potential to yield a new type of Aboriginal-influenced public service. The 
new northern public service would certainly have some similarities with the 
traditional public services of federal, territorial and provincial administrations, as 
well as with existing Aboriginal political and service delivery organizations. The 
new public services will likely require division of labour, accountability, probity, 
transparent reporting relationships, and measures to ensure responsiveness to 
elected officials. Within these parameters, however, the shape and processes 
of the new bureaucracies could vary considerably from current practices.

The new public services will be Aboriginally controlled, in ways that have not 
been possible to date. Beyond setting the policy direction, Aboriginal peoples 
developing their own governing institutions in the North may experiment with 
different bureaucratic styles. There may be a new approach to the standard 
bureaucratic division of labour, featuring widely institutionalized job sharing or 
team approaches to accomplishing tasks. Job sharing in its simplest form 
involves two individuals sharing equal responsibility for a single job. Time on the 
job may be divided by day (morning and afternoon), week, or two-week 
rotations. Labour pools train several more workers than are actually needed for 
a given number of positions, so that at any one time, some workers from the 
pool will be employed while others are free to hunt, trap, fish or gather wood.

Recommendation

The Commission recommends that

4.6.18

Government employment policies accommodate the demands of traditional 
economic activities by increasing opportunities for job sharing, periodic leave 
and shift work. Different aspects of accountability to the public may be more 
important in Aboriginal bureaucracies. In the governments of most democratic 
countries today, political accountability flows through elected representatives; 
for example, federal and provincial public servants are accountable to 
Canadians through the minister responsible for the department in which they 
work and by way of the department’s internal chain of command. Aboriginal 
governments may choose to alter this system somewhat, for example, by 
extensive use of elders to guide committees for particular service units. 
Aboriginal governments may choose ‘flattened’ or ‘de-layered’ hierarchies, 



various forms of decentralized decision-making committees, and variations on 
the decentralized administrations already tried by the Inuit Broadcasting 
Corporation and many existing political organizations.215

We do not intend to prescribe any particular measures here but only to note that 
standard bureaucratic operating procedures are far from immutable. They 
embody practices developed in a particular cultural context and in response to 
certain economic and sociological needs. While certain basic functions are 
necessary in any public institution existing today, those functions can be 
performed in various ways.

The public bureaucracies now established in the North reflect their origins in 
industrial, fairly densely populated, complex societies in which impersonal 
relations between public servants and the public have long been seen as 
desirable. None of these conditions necessarily prevails in the North, and some 
of the distinctive features of existing northern public institutions reflect attempts 
to adapt the institutions to northern conditions.

Northern Aboriginal peoples may well choose to reshape the practices they 
have inherited so that these enhance rather than obstruct the evolution of 
modern Aboriginal cultures.216 They may also conclude that the inherited 
bureaucratic forms are suitable to their needs. Either way, northern Aboriginal 
peoples are not likely to be able to choose the form of their new institutions if 
they lack the educational attainment and entry-level skills for public service 
employment. It is necessary, then, to create opportunities for individuals who 
have already left school to gain the necessary skills and to ensure that young 
people have a reasonable chance of acquiring the type of education they will 
require to find employment in the new institutions of self-government.

Sustained human resource development planning

Before contemplating any adventurous innovation, it is necessary to ensure that 
the new organizations are staffed, as much as possible, by the Aboriginal 
peoples by whom and for whom they are being created. Yet in the new 
institutions established as a result of public government innovations and the 
implementation of comprehensive claims, a large proportion of the skilled 
workforce is still coming from the south.217

One feature of the new public institutions being established as a result of 
political self-determination is helpful in addressing this problem. By and large, 
the new institutions should have relatively stable funding levels and the capacity 



for long-range planning. This circumstance will make it possible to develop 
sophisticated human resource development plans in which institutions make a 
long-term commitment to individual development.

Recommendation

The Commission recommends that

4.6.19

Governments provide stable multi-year funding to northern educational 
institutions that have the capacity to deliver the education and training needed 
for self-government and a diversified economy.

The difficulties with most existing training programs for Aboriginal people are 
well known, as are the measures most likely to train people successfully for 
employment opportunities.218 These measures include

• individual assessment of candidates, leading to individually tailored training 
plans;  

• a long-standing commitment from the employing organization to provide 
periodic work experience;

• assignment of a counsellor or mentor to each person in training;  

• periodic reassessment of the training plan and adjustment, if necessary; and  

• arrangement for training in the candidates’ home communities, with adequate 
provision for child care.

Arctic Co-operatives Limited and the Inuit Broadcasting Corporation, which 
have developed particularly effective on-the-job training for adults in the 1970s 
and ‘80s, followed these guidelines and should be considered program models 
in this area.

Recommendation

The Commission recommends that



4.6.20

The education and training of Aboriginal adults and young people form an 
integral part of all plans for institutional development in the North. Considering 
that the population of people who could be candidates for the new positions is 
relatively small and concentrated in communities where a great deal is known 
about each individual, and since the number and types of available jobs are 
reasonably predictable, there is a good chance of education and training plans 
succeeding over the long term.

The role of traditional knowledge

The first principle guiding the activities of the Nunavut Planning Commission 
states that “people are a functional part of a dynamic biophysical environment, 
and land use cannot be planned and managed without reference to the human 
community; accordingly, social, cultural and economic endeavours of the 
human community must be central to land use planning and 
implementation”.219 Everything we have heard suggests that this principle is 
widely shared by the Aboriginal nations and peoples of the North. Traditional 
knowledge is strikingly appropriate to the fulfilment of this purpose, in a way that 
the fragmented forms of knowledge and understanding typical of modern non-
Aboriginal societies are not.

Yet it is not evident how traditional knowledge can be applied to modern 
problems of individual psychological well-being and of bureaucratic process and 
decision making.220 As discussed earlier in the chapter, research on the 
activities of the new co-management boards suggests that even where experts 
in Aboriginal traditional knowledge and experts in the traditions of western 
science meet with a common interest in regulating, for example, the harvest of 
a single species, communication and co-operation can be difficult.

How might traditional knowledge be brought to bear on other, less concrete 
problems? There is no single, simple answer to this question. But all over the 
North, interesting experiments are under way.221 The Dene Cultural Institute is 
an independent research institute and archive with a growing track record in 
participatory community-based research on topics of social significance. For 
example, studies have been completed on the Gwich’in language, traditional 
justice systems of the Dogrib, and concepts of traditional governance. Working 
with community elders and language experts, researchers from within and 
outside the community seek a modern, English-language representation of 
concepts from each Aboriginal nation’s store of traditional knowledge. There are 



other cultural institutes elsewhere in the North. In Arviat, Northwest Territories, 
the Inuit Cultural Institute has been operating for 15 years, primarily as a 
research base, archive and museum, while the Okalakatiget Society, based in 
Nain, Labrador, maintains a prominent position in local communications, 
translation and public education.

At all of these institutions, traditional knowledge is gathered, valued, preserved, 
transmitted and, in subtle ways, developed as the knowledge held by elders is 
applied to modern problems. The Commission supports this approach.222

Recommendations

The Commission recommends that

4.6.21

Governments provide continuing support for the development of institutes that 
gather and research traditional knowledge and apply it to contemporary issues.

4.6.22

Traditional knowledge be incorporated in all appropriate institutions, including 
cultural and research institutes, regulatory boards and the education and 
training system. A related area concerns the development of Aboriginal 
languages as modern languages. Aboriginal language development is 
necessarily a community-based process and one that will rely on elders, as they 
are currently the most fluent speakers. It will also involve inventing new words 
to express concepts for which there may be no equivalent in some Aboriginal 
languages.

Work with traditional Aboriginal knowledge goes far beyond research and 
documentation; it improves the self-esteem and cultural understanding of the 
people engaged in the process.

8.3 Conclusion

For Aboriginal people to participate fully in the development of their 
communities, they must have opportunities to contribute to the well-being of 
their society. For this reason, we have recommended specific measures in this 
chapter to maximize opportunities for individual human development and 



ensure the full participation of Aboriginal people in their own economic and 
political development. There is already considerable experience in the North 
with employment training and bicultural education. It remains to build on this 
experience and to make its lessons known throughout the North — and indeed 
wherever Aboriginal peoples are assuming responsibility for their political and 
economic institutions.
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