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icy expanses and its communities. By Mia Bennett

NORTHERN 
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C
anada’s northern expanse is vast, underpopulated, 

and, according to a recent report, “almost third-

world.” The 100,000 Northerners living in the  

territories lack the infrastructure and services that 

Southerners take for granted: ample housing, roads, and 

broadband, to name a few. 

Apart from these nuts and bolts issues, Cindy Dickson, 

executive director of the Arctic Athabaskan Council, points 

out that the infrastructure gap is not solely “a need for more 

concrete to be poured, but also for intellects to be stimulated.”  

For the North to be truly integrated into the rest of the 

country, Canada first needs to determine what the North 

means to the nation. 

Prime Minister Stephen Harper has been trying to find 

that answer with the Northern Strategy. Based on four 

pillars—sovereignty, the environment, economic and social 

development, and devolution—this plan represents the most 

targeted approach to Arctic development since the post-

World War II efforts of the Diefenbaker government. Even 

so, it has been met with a fair amount of skepticism. 

In a July 2010 report titled On the Front Lines of the 

Northern Strategy, the Federation of Canadian Municipalities 

(FCM) found that Canada falls behind the rest of the 

circumpolar world in planning for and investing in the long-

term development of the North. Terry Fenge is a private 

consultant specializing in Northern Aboriginal and 

environmental issues. He says, “We’re not very good at long-

term planning because we have to think outside three, four, 

and five-year political cycles. That’s what the name of the 

game will be in promoting development in Northern Canada.” 

Far-sighted planning is difficult, however, when climate 

change and resource booms and busts are quickly reshaping 

the Northern landscape. Gordon Van Tighem, mayor of 

Yellowknife and chair of FCM’s Northern and Remote 

Forum, says, “You come up with a strategy and that’s the 

strategy of the moment, but things change.” 

Even so, Van Tighem maintains that the Northern 

Strategy is a giant step towards addressing the infrastructure 

needs of the North. He says its effectiveness depends on 

keeping partnerships with Northerners current. “Southern 

corporations are more concerned with, ‘How do we get 

money in and out as fast as we can?’ With Aboriginal, local, 

and territorial involvement, you end up with a much more 

long-term perspective on resource activity.”

Infrastructure needs in the North have been broadly 

identified. More housing and office space would alleviate 

overcrowding. In Iqaluit, it took 18 months to find offices for 

a new government agency, a sad irony given the North’s sheer 

amount of space. Roads and ports would reduce the need for 

expensive, infrequent sealifts and airlifts of goods. Cheaper 

power would allow the energy-intensive resource industry 

to grow. Investments in broadband could advance distance 

learning, telemedicine, and entrepreneurship across the North. 

The Yukon is the most advanced in many of these 

areas, with the relatively close-knit pattern of settlements 

sparking the development of a strong road network and 

fibre-optic internet. The territory has also been resourceful: 

lacking connections to the continental power grid, it built a 

hydropower system; lacking ports, it’s working with Alaska 

to help build there. 

Yet in Nunavut and the Northwest Territories (NWT), the 

distances are often too great and the populations too small for 

economically sound infrastructure to be built, particularly by the 

profit-seeking private sector, so the government has had to step 

in. Ottawa has helped finance everything from smaller projects, 

like building wastewater infrastructure in Rankin Inlet, to larger 

projects, such as developing a high-speed Northern internet 

network and building a deepwater port in Nanisivik. 

But Larry Bagnell, MP for the Yukon and official opposition 

critic for arctic issues and northern development, has 

criticized the Northern Strategy’s priorities, saying, “They’ve 

concentrated most of their efforts on the first pillar, military 

sovereignty. Overall, our general philosophy is to concentrate 

more on our Northern Strategy as an Arctic Peoples strategy. 

If you have a strong Northern people, they will be one of the 

best expressions of sovereignty.” 

“ Southern corporations are more concerned with, ‘How do we get  

money in and out as fast as we can?’” —Gordon Van Tighem
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The plan, which Dickson has called “a 

strategy for the North, not a strategy by 

or with the North,” makes little mention 

of the land claims and self-government 

agreements negotiated by Northern 

Indigenous peoples. Though Fenge says that 

the implementation of these agreements 

is crucial to furthering the economic, 

social, and cultural development of the 

region, the Northern Strategy overlooks 

their importance. Instead, it promotes a 

development strategy engineered in the 

South rather than the North, despite 

prominent examples of the economic 

benefits of granting First Nations peoples 

sovereignty over land use. 

For instance, 1984’s Inuvialuit Final 

Agreement has become one of the most 

important economic drivers in the Beaufort-

Delta region, with the Inuvialuit Regional 

Corporation investing millions of dollars 

in Northern companies. Federal transfers 

ended in 1997, demonstrating how the 

Inuvialuit have become self-sufficient.

While devolution enables indigenous 

people to become more self-sufficient, it 

also has benefits for private sector growth 

in the North. Since resource development 

companies seek regulatory certainty, they 

desire shorter linkages to decision-makers. 

Dennis Bevington, MP for the Western 

Arctic, says, “I think devolution will help 

larger companies working in the North. 

Ottawa can be more of a hindrance than 

anything else when it comes to resource 

development. It’s just another hand on the 

tiller, and it’s not always pushing the tiller in 

the same direction as Northerners might.”

Ottawa is pushing sovereignty, but 

not always in the most logical places. It 

cancelled the budget for the Canadian 

Foundation for Climate and Atmospheric 

Sciences, which funds the PEARL research 

station in Eureka, near the North Pole. 

Bagnell disapproves of this decision. “The 

government keeps talking about how 

important sovereignty is, and that [station] 

would be great for protecting sovereignty, 

but they’re closing it.”

While the government invests in 

scientific infrastructure like the High 
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Arctic Research Station in Cambridge Bay, it 

cuts funding for scientists. Dickson says, “A 

commitment to a world-class research facility 

will assist Indigenous peoples more than the 

other measures taken to assert sovereignty.” 

But empty research stations will do little for 

Northerners or for sovereignty.

Still, the authors of FCM’s On the Front 

Lines believe the government’s focus on 

sovereignty could dovetail with a Northern 

development plan through dual-purpose 

military investments, in which both 

Canadian Forces and the private sector 

use the same major infrastructure. One 

of the report authors, Ken Coates, says, 

“Government investments in the military 

will actually have spin-off benefits for the 

private sector that will ultimately reduce 

dependency.” 

The federal government has not entirely 

heeded this recommendation. Bevington 

says, “What we’ve seen so far is that the 

military investments are not really designed 

to assist the development of much-needed 

community or Northern infrastructure. 

They are stand-alone investments.” 

He cites the government’s plans to 

construct a deepwater port in Nanisivik, 

Nunavut, strategically situated along the 

Northern Passage, when what is really 

needed is a better port in Iqaluit. The 

capital of Nunavut relies on sealifts and 

airlifts to receive goods. Without a port, 

all items delivered by ships must be put on 

barges pulled into the city by tugboats—a 

highly inefficient system. “If the military 

had put that port in Iqaluit, we would have 

gotten combined use that could have been 

very valuable,” says Bevington. “We can’t 

afford separate investments in military 

infrastructure in the North. We need to have 

these things work for multiple purposes.” 

The steadily increasing nature of the defense 

budget makes a long-term development 

strategy based on military investments 

attractive, but only if the needs of residents 

and the Canadian Forces are equally weighted.

Resource exploitation, particularly 

mining, could be an alternative to military 

investments. However, Coates says a 

development strategy based on the former is 

too short-term. “As soon as you build a mine, 

you’re already planning on shutting it down.” 

This could pose problems for development 

strategies such as Quebec’s Plan Nord, 

which envisions tapping into the province’s 

“ Ottawa can be more of a hindrance than anything else 

when it comes to resource development. It’s just another 

hand on the tiller, and it’s not always pushing the tiller 

in the same direction as Northerners might.”

  —Dennis Bevington
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Since 2007, Salluit, in the remote Nunavik

region of Quebec, has seen financial assistance

through Quebec’s $2.2-million Villages

branchés program, which includes installation

of new earth satellite transponders to enhance

delivery of government services through what

Quebec is calling “e-governance.”
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cost programs between federal and regional 

or local governments can prime the pump for 

private investors by making loans to those 

willing to invest in Northern infrastructure 

development. A partnership between Ottawa 

and Whitehorse is funding a new powerhouse 

on the Mayo River, which will triple its 

hydroelectric energy generation. The funding 

is going to private contractors to provide 

equipment, demonstrating that partnerships 

with the government can help the private 

sector profit. 

In the North, partnerships have also helped 

northern mineral and energy resources 

to fuel regional development. While the 

government hopes to create 4,000 jobs in the 

mining industry in the next ten years, not 

much is said about what will happen after 

the mines begin closing in a decade or two.

Resource development is often done on a 

fly-in, fly-out basis, depriving communities 

of new residents and taxpayers. Fly-

in has also created a new problem for 

jurisdictions that don’t have significant 

resident skills to meet the needs of all of 

the mines’ workforces, according to Tom 

Hoefer, executive director of the NWT and 

Nunavut Chamber of Mines. 

In response, the industry is partnering 

with the government through the non-

profit Mine Training Society to train 

local residents for diamond mining jobs. 

Mining has become the largest employer 

of Aboriginal people in the North, and 

has sparked an increase in the number 

of Aboriginal mining service and supply 

companies, which Hoefer says are “proving 

themselves competitive, safe and profitable.”

Tli Cho Landtran is one such success 

story, providing site services for the Diavik, 

EKATI, and Snap Lake mines, building 

winter roads, and running an airline that 

flies workers and cargo in and out of mine 

sites. Still, due to the lack of roads and 

alternative power sources, only the largest 

deposits are profitable to mine. It will be 

hard for the industry to grow unless more 

infrastructure is built to lower the cost of 

deposit development.

Financing Northern development demands 

innovative methods. Bagnell agrees with 

FCM’s dual-purpose military investment 

recommendation. “Where you have 100,000 

taxpayers, vast distances, and harsh climates, 

the required infrastructure is mind-boggling. 

Northern taxpayers can’t pay for it all, so 

we have to come up with creative ways of 

creating infrastructure,” he says. 

The $182-million Deh Cho Bridge in the 

NWT will be creatively financed by savings 

drawn from ceasing operations of the now 

unnecessary ferry and ice bridge operations 

(the bridge replaces them) with $2 million 

from the territorial government, and a toll 

on commercial vehicles. 

This multi-pronged strategy is the kind 

needed to solve the infrastructure deficit in 

the North. But there is still no overarching 

fiscal solution. Bevington says, “I don’t 

see that the Northern Strategy has shown 

the governments of the three northern 

territories where they can get the money.” 

Bevington has proposed Bill C-530, 

designed to boost the NWT’s borrowing 

limit and increase its capacity to attract 

investments through partnerships. Shared-

deliver broadband, a literal superhighway in 

a place without roads. Broadband Canada, 

a $225-million program under Canada’s 

Economic Action Plan designed to bring 

broadband to underserved areas, has been 

instrumental in helping telecommunications 

companies provide service to unprofitable 

places like northern Nunavut. 

Companies like Northern Broadband, 

NorthwesTel, and Barrett Xplore have all 

received funding from the government 

through Broadband Canada to bring internet 

to rural communities in the North. Sunny 
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in the North: the exorbitant cost of energy. 

Third, preferential treatment for Northern 

companies could also prove beneficial. While 

such a policy might raise trade issues for 

the federal government, Bevington says, “If 

we don’t support small businesses that are 

actually located in, employing people in, and 

providing services to the North, and if they 

have to compete online with services from 

other parts of country, their opportunities 

will be even more difficult.” 

The North holds great promise for science, 

the military, and industry, yet it is also 

home to thousands of communities and 

peoples whose needs cannot be overlooked. 

A Northern strategy that encourages 

consultation with residents and local 

and Aboriginal governments will foster 

Patch, corporate communications manager of 

NorthwesTel, Northern Canada’s incumbent 

local exchange carrier, says, “In a country like 

ours, with its population size and geographic 

mass, a coordinated approach is the best 

way to provide internet service to Northern 

communities.” John Maduri, CEO of Barrett 

Xplore, the country’s largest rural broadband 

provider, agrees: “What I’ve liked is that the 

government is focused on going where the 

private sector would find it more challenging 

to go.” NorthwesTel is partnering with the 

Yukon Government, the First Nation Energy 

Development Corporation, and the Canadian 

Northern Economic Development Agency 

to upgrade internet service for Yukon’s only 

remaining satellite community, Old Crow. 

Barrett Xplore is also working on what 

Maduri calls “a big infrastructure project 

in the sky”—deploying 4G satellites over 

Canada, which he says are the “least cost, best 

fit solution” for bringing internet to remote 

communities in the North.

Besides partnerships, Bevington identified 

three other methods to assist the North’s 

private sector, particularly small businesses. 

First, tax credits could reduce the cost of 

operations. Second, creating incentives to 

invest in energy efficiency would help lower 

one of the main barriers to doing business 

more conscientious development, while 

partnerships with the private sector will 

make the region more business-friendly. 

Climate change and resource developments 

have caused Canada to recently embrace its 

northern identity, but more needs to be done 

to build up the North itself. Coates concludes: 

“We need to finish off nation-building in 

Canada. Once all of our citizens and regions 

have comparable access to resources and 

facilities, we’ll be better as a country.”  

Mia Bennett is a fourth-year undergraduate 

student at UCLA with a major in political 

science and a minor in geographic 

information systems. She also runs the 

Foreign Policy Association’s Arctic blog.

Source: GeoGratis, GeoConnections, CSCW
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For our exclusive interview with John Parisella 

about Quebec's Plan Nord, find this article at 

renewcanada.net/topics/from-the-magazine
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